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Foreword

Olav Fykse Tveit

The global fellowship of 348 churches that together form the World  
Council of Churches has for several years been on pilgrimage, and it is proving 
to be an exciting, if challenging and bracing, journey toward authentic and 
relevant discipleship for us as churches and as individuals. This book invites 
you to join that journey of faith.

I welcome this rich work and its flowering of insights into the Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace. It demonstrates, through story and analysis and reflec-
tion, how the spiritual and theological heart of this motif orients and animates 
Christian commitment in the many regional and confessional and personal life 
situations of churches around the world. 

The experience and wisdom of these pilgrim churches that are featured in 
this volume can inform, illumine, and inspire our personal and local commit-
ments, too.

We owe a real debt of gratitude to Susan Durber and Fernando Enns for 
their dedication to the pilgrimage, for their critical theological exploration of 
this territory, and for their skillful development and editing of this volume. She 
comes to it from the doctrinal and pastoral side, he from the peace-making and 
peace theology side, to encourage us to venture forth in search of God’s justice 
in this world. They demonstrate that our unity is not a static state of being but a 
dynamic praxis of love.
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As Christians, we often identify spirituality with our solitary encounter 
with God, and there is truth to that. But it is not the whole truth. Our journey 
of faith is personal yet never fully private. In fact, our relationship with God 
draws us ever closer to those around us, learning from and accountable to those 
in need and those who live at the margins. This volume shows us what it means 
to live as pilgrims journeying on toward justice, and what it means to see not 
just ourselves but also our faith communities and our whole life together in 
this way.

So walking together is not something we do only after we are converted. 
As the contributors’ stories reveal, walking together is how we are transformed, 
a continuous recreation of ourselves by meeting God in God’s creatures and 
God’s demands along the way. 

Pursuing justice and making peace are not peripheral add-ons to the Chris-
tian life but the catalyst or occasion for our continual conversion to a deeper 
walk with Jesus. 

As we walk further and further in our pilgrimage, I am ever more keenly 
aware, too, of a convergence  and clarity within the ecumenical movement—
about the church and its mission, about service and witness in the world for 
justice and peace—that intersects directly and creatively with the world’s press-
ing needs and humanity’s aching hunger for justice, peace, dignity, meaning 
and human oneness. Working at that exciting, if daunting, juncture is where 
we belong as Christians in the world today. 

Theologically, then, we see here how engagement in the Pilgrimage of Jus-
tice and Peace entails rethinking not only justice and peace but also what we 
mean by church, discipleship, salvation, and being human. 

Indeed, as it is unfolded in the contributions here, the pilgrimage is a 
way of capturing these insights and faith imperatives and of encouraging the 
churches’ ever-deepening engagement in this work. Listening to these stories 
and pondering these realities, may we be inspired to see how our own pilgrim-
age can lead us to the heart of the world’s need and perhaps to glimpses of the 
realm of God.  

Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit
General Secretary 
World Council of Churches
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Introduction

Susan Durber and Fernando Enns

We intend to move together. Challenged by our experi-

ences in Busan, we challenge all people of good will to 

engage their God-given gifts in transforming actions. This 

Assembly calls you to join us in pilgrimage

– Message of the 10th Assembly of the WCC

Our hope is that the voices collected in this book will convince you that the 
World Council of Churches’ (WCC) call to the churches to a Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace is more than pious words, but is rooted in the world’s need 
and in the mission of the church. We hope that the voices that surface here will 
make that phrase sing with life, meaning, and passion. 

In seeking direction for this joint movement and in search of deeper theo-
logical reflection on what pilgrimage – as a profound metaphor or as a real, 
literal, journey – might entail, a theological study group on the Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace was called into being. We began our reflections in Jerusalem 
in February 2016.
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We came to share the conviction that “going out” and being “on the way” 
are central to Christian discipleship. Jesus sent his disciples out, to walk, to be 
vulnerable and dependent on the hospitality of others, and to find God on the 
way. In the early church, and in the centuries since, the Holy Spirit has con-
tinued to propel the disciples of Jesus to walk in his steps and those of his first 
apostles. Pilgrims are fundamentally what we are as the followers of Jesus. You 
might even say that, ultimately, our expression of our faith in terms of pilgrim-
age is grounded in the perichoresis of the Holy Trinity. 

We also discovered the ambiguity of pilgrimage. From within the Bible 
and throughout history, there have been people who have critiqued pilgrim-
age and called those who claim to be pilgrims to return to justice and peace. 
There is perhaps something intrinsic in the very nature of pilgrimage that lays it 
open to the possibility of corruption. From the prophets to the crusades, from 
those profiting from the faithful to those who turn pilgrimage into tourism 
and consumerism, from those who confuse mission with colonialism to those 
who enforce pilgrimage on others, there is a repeated call to rediscover a qual-
ity of Christian discipleship or pilgrimage that is always qualified and defined 
by justice and peace. The constant need for repentance, tellingly described in 
the biblical idiom by the verb “return,” is an essential aspect of the churches’ 
pilgrimage of justice and peace. 

We recognized the need and the responsibility to keep on thinking as 
deeply, critically, and theologically as possible about what pilgrimage is – and 
to take time to dwell on what a pilgrimage of justice and peace might unfold 
for us all on the ecumenical journey. 

We saw a strong connection with the incarnation of Christ – who is the 
Way and who is God with us. Pilgrimage is real when it is about the physical 
effort of “being with”; and it is not about perfect ideals but about the struggle 
and the joy of moving with others. We recognized that there is something 
about pilgrimage that does not let us escape into abstractions or theories, but 
that keeps us close to the ground in the very human experiences of shared life.

Together, we came to believe that seeing the church as a pilgrim church is 
a fruitful image for the church as servant of God’s kingdom in the world; the 
church walking with those who, for example, must walk because of migration, 
fleeing poverty, war and injustice. 

So it is that one of the first fruits of this theological study group is the book 
you hold in your hands. We have invited ecumenical leaders and theologians 
from different contexts and traditions to share their perspectives, experiences, 
and their wisdom. Their guidance undergirds the pilgrimage on which we have, 
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in faith, embarked. Our purpose here is to unfold the theological depth of the 
idea and image of a pilgrimage of justice and peace, revealing how it can indeed 
lead us into the unity to which Christ calls us. 

The collected contributions of this book show that the WCC’s Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace speaks across contexts and traditions and stirs a new spirit 
among us. We hope you will discover how “pilgrimage” has real power to cap-
ture imaginations, deepen insights, and stir us into an active, participative, and 
hope-filled ecumenical journey. These collected voices, arresting and inspiring 
in style, while also challenging the reader, offer the kind of theology that is 
gripping, clearly rooted in the authenticity of experience and in the integrity 
of scholarship as well as prayer. We hope that they make this the kind of book 
that you will recommend because it is a joy to read and because it invites 
further thought and reflection. We express our sincere thanks to all who have 
contributed, from so many different contexts, churches, and experiences. 

We have long needed a new paradigm for our ecumenical reflections and 
actions, and we urge you to discover the potential of this language, which is 
both old and new. We believe that it can speak to those who have long been 
part of the ecumenical movement and those who are new to it. It ignites a new 
passion for unity, justice, and peace, to move not only minds but also hearts, 
not only thought but also action. 

This book has been edited for leaders among all different churches: those 
working in ecumenical posts of all kinds, theological students and their teach-
ers, theological thinkers in ecumenism and in mission, those who are shaping 
the church of today through their speaking and writing, as well as church activ-
ists and campaigners. 

Other theological resources associated with the Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace are emerging, including web-based Bible studies, contextual theologi-
cal reflections on the pilgrimage, and youth reflections on the Lord’s Prayer, 
among others. 

When we see our journey toward communion with one another in unity as 
pilgrimage, it honours those moments when we are “on the way” and alongside, 
and not only the final and perfect goal of full, visible unity. Pilgrimage conveys 
something of the reality of our being on the way, growing in communion, and 
the moments when we can talk, be together, begin to love and care for one 
another while not yet being there at our final destination. We can see fruitful 
potential for envisaging the ecumenical journey as a pilgrimage that is itself 
marked by justice and peace. 
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Our hope and our prayer are that this book will support our “walking 
together” as ecumenical pilgrims, not as an end in itself but in order to partici-
pate more fully in God´s mission.

May the churches be communities of healing and compas-

sion, and may we seed the Good News so that justice will 

grow and God’s deep peace rest on the world.

– Message of the 10th Assembly of the WCC



Part One

Walking Together  
as Ecumenical Pilgrims
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Chapter 1

Walking in Beauty 
The Sacred Walk

Mark MacDonald

With rare exceptions, churches in North America have been slow in  
picking up on the World Council of Churches’ (WCC’s) Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace. Preoccupied with questions of institutional survival in an increas-
ingly contrary cultural environment, to them a pilgrimage may seem a discre-
tionary matter, something for those with enough time or resources. 

The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, however, is much more than a pro-
grammatic shift for the WCC. First, pilgrimage, as a practice, identifies some-
thing essential to our humanity. Second, this specific pilgrimage, the Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace, can be seen as an alternative to a primary missiological 
approach for churches of a Western cultural framework. In these two aspects, 
the pilgrimage describes a critical aspect of being Christian in the world today. 

The Sacred Walk

In the Ojibwa language and other Algonquian dialects Indigenous to North 
America, the word for “life” is bimadiziwin. It means “to move,” and it is often 
translated as “the good life.” I have heard an elder say it is “the good walk.” It 
is understood to describe life in all its dimensions – physical, moral, and spiri-
tual. To live is to walk with respect for the Creator, creation, and humanity.
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Among the Navajo people of the Southwest of North America, a life that 
is full – morally, physically, socially, and spiritually – and happy is hozhoogo 
naashaadoo, usually translated as “walking in beauty.” To walk in beauty is the 
ideal of Navajo life and philosophy; it is the means and goal of the good life. 
Life is a journey in which we are to walk in harmony and beauty with the rest 
of creation.  

Out of this understanding has come the North American Indigenous tra-
dition of the Sacred Walk, a pilgrimage – on foot or, sometimes, on horse-
back – to commemorate or initiate sacred events (like reconciliation) or to call 
attention to issues of injustice or need. There is an intimate and animating 
connection between the Sacred Walk and the Indigenous understanding of 
life as movement, as walking. In Canada, especially the North, individuals and 
groups walk long distances to promote awareness and action. In the Sacred 
Walk, life is revealed and hope proclaimed in relationship to troublesome social 
issues, among them Indigenous rights, protection of land and water, suicide, 
substance abuse, poverty, and climate injustice. 

In this walk, creation is a partner, a part of the revelation that is a part of 
this Sacred Journey. The land is more than just a setting; it is intimate to the 
Sacred Walk. It has a voice in pilgrimage that cannot be silenced or denied.

The Sacred Walk, the pilgrimage, reveals something essential concerning 
our humanity. We can discern similar elements in the style of Jesus’ ministry. 
His pilgrimage in ministry, his Sacred Walk, points to this truth about human-
ity. The encounter with life, as he walks in pilgrimage, unveils the presence of 
the God of life and, in that moment, reveals the opposite: injustice, hatred, 
and oppression. 

A Problem with Pilgrims and Pilgrimage

Despite the congruence between the Sacred Walk and pilgrimage, the terms 
“pilgrims” and “pilgrimage” pose a problem for Indigenous peoples in North 
America. The image of the pilgrim, ritually enacted each year as a part of 
Thanksgiving, is troubling and remains one of the most important holidays of 
American civil religion. The myths surrounding the pilgrims and pilgrimage 
played an animating role in the colonial occupation of North America.

Just as the corruption of Thanksgiving does not destroy the act of giving 
thanks, so the misuse of the idea of pilgrimage does not destroy pilgrimage. 
What is necessary is to provide alternative images of pilgrimage, the Sacred 
Walk. Here follows a Navajo alternative to the pilgrims.
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 After decades of an on-again off-again war, an effort to give a definitive 
resolution to the conflict between the US Government and the Navajo people 
began in 1864. After a brutal campaign, the Navajo people were fought into 
submission and then were force-marched from their homeland to a concen-
tration camp in Fort Sumner, over 500 kilometres (300 miles) to the east. 
Between 9,000 and 10,000 were brought in, and less than half survived to go 
home a few years later.

Chief Manuelito was not captured and continued the fight from a dis-
tance. But after some time, he is said to have appeared in the camp – a walk of 
many hundreds of kilometres. Asked how he escaped capture and death, he is 
reported to have said that he had a strong song, referring to the song-prayers 
that are at the heart of Navajo religious practice – particularly when on a Sacred 
Walk. He returned to be with his people and served with other leaders, making 
sure that the best interests of the people were enacted. In June 18, 1868, they 
began their journey home, now known as “The Long Walk.”

When they returned home, Manuelito was instrumental in devising the 
way of life that would ensure the survival and success of his people in their new 
circumstances. He made contributions to the police force, the shape of reli-
gious practice, and, notably, an education system designed to allow the people 
to engage the best of outside culture but remain anchored in the essence of 
their ancient way of life – to “Walk in Beauty.”

I do not wish to suggest that this example of pilgrimage presents an 
adequate Christology. There is, however, a great truth in the observation of 
our elders that we often see spiritual realities most clearly and acutely in our 
peripheral vision – a blessed occurrence that illuminates the revealed and cen-
tral truth of our faith more clearly. In this case, our peripheral vision may see 
something of the trajectory of the living word of God in history and creation 
as it pertains to us, giving definition to our WCC pilgrimage, now revealed as 
a way to walk in beauty. The principles of Manuelito’s pilgrimage are, therefore, 
instructive for us:

1. If anyone is enslaved, I am not free.

2. �Our prayers and hymns are urgent. They reveal and animate for us the 
presence and power of God in history and creation.

3. �Our pilgrimage must begin as an identification and reunion with our 
suffering relatives and wounded creation.
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4. �Our pilgrimage proceeds to a place of blessing and hope where a 
renewed nation finds its destiny as relatives with the rest of humanity 
and creation.

The WCC’s pilgrimage is shaped by and should also reveal the presence of 
God in creation and history, which we may also describe as the trajectory of the 
living word of God, in the power of the Spirit – the life, death, resurrection, 
and second coming of Jesus. 

Changing Direction

In recent years, churches in Europe and North America have demonstrated 
increasing concern regarding membership and attendance. A legacy missiol-
ogy that assumes high profile buildings and infrastructure must worry about 
the capacity of dwindling and aging congregations to maintain them. This has 
amplified a missiological characteristic, perhaps better said to be a missiological 
direction, of a declining Christendom. 

The missiology of Christendom, wedded to Western institutions and their 
trappings, required people, large numbers of them, to attend the programme 
offered in their buildings (unless supported by government subsidy). This has 
been so much a part of the way things are that it is often a hidden assumption, 
barely noticed and assumed to be the only possibility. The missiological focus 
is from outside to in.

The churches of a Western cultural framework agonize over getting people 
inside the building – how to attract them, how to engage them, and how to 
make them feel hospitality. This has created a praiseworthy concern for inclu-
sivity among the churches. Important, laudable, it still reflects the outside-in 
orientation of the churches.

The missiological direction Jesus gave his followers in Luke 10:1-12 advises 
a different direction. Jesus directs his sent ones to go out and place themselves 
at the mercy of the hospitality of the other. This follows his own example of 
pilgrimage to the margins. The missiological focus is from inside to out. 

The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace re-imagines the missiological direction 
and focus of the churches following the Jesus example. This challenges the mis-
siological pattern and focus of much of contemporary Christianity in the West. 
In this way, it is a re-discovery of something essential about the missiological 
pattern of Jesus.
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A New Direction

The Rt Rev. Logan McMenamie is the bishop of the Diocese of British Colum-
bia. Concerned about the church’s role in colonization, in Lent of 2016 he 
began a walk across his diocese, stopping to visit a number of First Nations 
communities along the way. In each place, he met with local leaders, elders, 
and any others who were interested. His goal was to restart the relationship of 
the church to First Nations communities.

Bishop McMenamie would begin with an apology for the way the church 
had acted when it came to these territories. He would then explain that he 
wished to operate with respect for their sovereignty and the authority of their 
identity. He offered a new hand of friendship to the people, clearly hoping that 
there would be a relationship of mutuality and respect between the church and 
the people of the land.

In 2017, Bishop McMenamie resumed his walk and communication with 
First Nation communities. As a witness to part of the first of the two walks, I 
saw the positive results of this effort first-hand. This was truly a Sacred Walk, in 
the North American Indigenous style; truly a pilgrimage of justice and peace. It 
also follows a changing missiological direction and focus for the church.

Humanity and Pilgrimage

The Sacred Walk is a dramatic enactment and connection with the human 
condition. In that, its character contains the vulnerability, spirit, and courage 
of life. It has the moral and spiritual aspirations of humanity attached to its 
particular focus. In a Christian context, the walk is Christological. It follows 
the way of Jesus in the world and is an embodiment of his life, death, resurrec-
tion, and coming again.

Pilgrimage, or the Sacred Walk, is a prophetic act, more so today in the last 
gasps of a Christendom missiology. It reveals something intrinsic and essential 
to human life, the journey that is common to all of humanity within creation. 
In this, it is able to shine a light on threats to life within a context of prophetic 
hope.
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Chapter 2

A Pilgrimage toward  
a “Just Peace” Church –  
in Ecumenical Diversity

Agnes Abuom

“Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness 

and peace will kiss each other” (Ps. 85:10)

We Have Come a Long Way

The question of “How to become a Just Peace church?” demands more than 
a cognitive response by a few experts, but rather a transformation of a deeper 
kind; that is to say, social change and the renewal of the churches. We need 
much more than a concept of “just peace,” more than to reflect abstractly on 
its advantages, disadvantages and its implications – often in comparison to 
the old doctrine of just war. We should dare to speak, at the moment where 
we are now, of the “spirit of just peace” that motivates and moves people with 
sacred power on their way of justice and peace. The Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace that delegates called for at the 2013 assembly of the World Council 
of Churches (WCC) in Busan, Republic of Korea, needs to mark significant 
milestones as the churches move toward more concrete and practical ways of 
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living out just peace. These milestones can be found in our local communities, 
but also, as this reflection will show, in the midst of world affairs and interna-
tional relations. 

I will first recall some important stages of the journey toward this moment 
in our history, before addressing the issues of intra- and inter-contextual 
exchange and networking for just peace within the ecumenical movement. 
Remembering how the discourse on “just peace” has already unfolded in recent 
years reminds us of the important interplay between the impulses of individual 
churches and the international exchange and dialogue that the WCC can facili-
tate. It is vital that we remember, celebrate, and build on the significant ways 
that the WCC has been at the heart of real, practical negotiations and peace-
making, and how the WCC has been much more than a “place” of ideas, but 
also a source of new visions and solution finding. 

We have, indeed, come a long way. It was in 1971 that Robert V. Moss, the 
second president of the United Church of Christ (UCC) in the US, challenged 
his church: “We now need to put as much effort into defining a just peace as 
we have done in the past in defining a just war.”  He said this in the context of 
the protest movement against the Vietnam War. His church, the UCC, was the 
first church in the US and probably worldwide that in 1985 affirmed itself as 
a Just Peace church – a model for others today. Of course, in taking this deci-
sion the UCC could draw on the inspiration, experience, and reflections of the 
historic peace churches and their often-costly witness for peace. 

Parallel to this process in the UCC, the 1983 WCC assembly in Vancouver 
declared: “Peace cannot be built on foundations of injustice. Peace requires a 
new international order based on justice for and within all nations, and respect 
for the God-given humanity and dignity of every person.”  Seven years later, 
the World Convocation on Justice Peace and Integrity of Creation, in Seoul, 
affirmed unambiguously: 

We are called to seek every possible means of establishing justice, achieving 
peace and solving conflicts by active non-violence. We will resist doctrines 
and systems of security based on the use of and deterrence by, all weap-
ons of mass destruction, and military invasions, interventions and occupa-
tions . . . We commit ourselves to practice non-violence in all our personal 
relationships, to work for the banning of war as a legally recognized means 
of resolving conflicts and to press governments for the establishment of an 
international order of peace-making.  
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Together with the witness of the historic peace churches, these were the 
impulses that lead to the call for an Ecumenical Decade to Overcome Vio-
lence at the WCC’s 1998 assembly in Harare. The results of the decade, run-
ning from 2001 to 2010, were gathered in an Ecumenical Call to Just Peace,  
which was received by the Busan assembly in 2013. The assembly itself issued 
a “Statement on the Way to Just Peace,”  which included specific recommenda-
tions for action within the life of the churches and their advocacy in the public 
realm. 

In the meantime, just peace has become a topic for research in universi-
ties and peace institutes with ever-widening circles involved in the discussion. 
More recently just peace was embraced by the Catholic Pax Christi movement 
that received inspiring greetings from Pope Francis. We have come a long way 
and I can assure you: “We will not stop!” We will instead broaden participation 
beyond WCC member churches in the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. We will 
embrace all people of faith, men and women of good will, with the resolve to 
pray and work for just peace. 

The Busan assembly made clear that we are no longer simply discussing 
concepts and theories, but we are moving forward together – working for 
just peace through social change and renewal of the churches. On our com-
mon journey, the global fellowship of churches needs the contributions of the 
churches from all regions. For the enormous task we face every local church 
needs the accompaniment of churches from other regions in shared solidarity 
and mutual accountability. 

Let us not be naïve or idealistic: in working for “Just Peace,” we are con-
fronting strong powers with their self-interests and a readiness to resort to vio-
lence when it suits them; we are confronting the reality of sin and evil that 
sustains unjust structures, undermines solidarity and destroys communities. 
Pope Francis recently affirmed the power of evil and sin while addressing new 
bishops to mission territories, when he said that the devil has “two weapons: 
but the main one is division, the other is money.”  If we are to make a differ-
ence, our common journey for just peace must continue in close contact with 
each other, in mutual support and accompaniment on the way. 
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On the Way to Just Peace in the Margins: Two Case Studies 

“We stayed because we are committed to the ordinary 

people who are suffering so much.”

– La Sallian Christian Bill Firman 

I now turn to two different regions in the world as case studies for the churches’ 
action for just peace: the churches’ involvement in the search for peace in South 
Sudan, and ecumenical cooperation for peace in Colombia. 

South Sudan 
In 2016 the WCC, together with the Lutheran World Federation, 
FinnChurchAid, and the Inclusive Peace and Transition Initiative, convened in 
Geneva a conference on peace-building from below and the role of local civil 
society in South Sudan. Sudan has been at war with itself since its independence 
in 1956. The first civil war ended in 1972 with a cease-fire agreement that was 
brokered with the help of the WCC and the All Africa Conference of Churches 
(AACC). The parties at war trusted the WCC because of its involvement in the 
Programme to Combat Racism. But the various reasons for conflict remained, 
such as foreign interests in oil reserves, diversion of water flows in favour of the 
North, or religious and ethnic differences that could be politically exploited. 
A second civil war broke out in 1983 that lasted until 2005 when a compre-
hensive peace agreement (CPA) was signed between the Sudan People’s Libera-
tion Movement/Army and the government of Sudan. The CPA provided for 
a transition period and a referendum by the people of South Sudan to decide 
whether to become independent or remain as a part of Sudan. 

During those years, the churches in the North and South continued to 
cooperate and to work for unity among the different groups in the South. 
The Sudan Council of Churches in the North and the New Sudan Council of 
Churches in the South were supported by churches and specialized ministries 
worldwide, through the Sudan Ecumenical Forum (SEF) founded in 1994 in 
close cooperation between the WCC and the AACC. Reaching out to all dif-
ferent groups and being able to mobilize international advocacy through the 
partners, the churches were an important factor pushing for negotiations and 
peace. 

The Sudan Ecumenical Forum and the WCC/AACC ecumenical spe-
cial envoy to Sudan, who was former WCC general secretary the Rev. Dr 
Sam Kobia, continued their international advocacy in the following years. A 
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moment of hope was the successful independence referendum in the South in 
2011. A new government was formed amid great expectations for the future, 
but the tragic reasons for conflict continued to exist. In December 2013, a civil 
war began in South Sudan that continues until today, despite a CPA signed in 
2015 in the presence of the churches. All parties recognized the churches as 
factors of reconciliation and unity. 

During the civil war from 1983 to 2005, it was the churches that con-
stantly advocated for a peaceful resolution to the conflict. The church moved 
with the people into the bushes and provided basic social services and humani-
tarian assistance with the support of specialized ministries and Caritas-related 
organizations. The churches advocated “corridors of tranquillity” to allow 
access to humanitarian support, leading to the creation of Operation Lifeline 
Sudan, a consortium of the UN Children’s Fund, the World Food Programme, 
and 35 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) providing humanitarian aid 
in southern Sudan. This was “the first operation in which the UN dealt with a 
nonstate armed group without conferring recognition upon it.” 

Throughout those years, the churches developed important initiatives for 
reconciliation and trauma counselling that no other actor could deliver in the 
same comprehensive way. If there is hope for overcoming fragmentation and 
hatred, it is with such initiatives of churches and civil society and the interna-
tional network of their partners that accompany and support them. Indeed, 
peace-building from below with the vision of just peace is a beacon of hope 
amid competing foreign powers and local politicians that exploit the tensions 
for their own interests. People are looking to the churches to mediate between 
the conflicting parties. Churches are engaged both in humanitarian interven-
tions, as well as advocacy for peace, dialogue through neutral forums, and 
reconciliation. 

Colombia
The context in Colombia is very different. We are witnessing a decisive moment 
in the peace process. The WCC central committee welcomed the historic bilat-
eral ceasefire agreement concluded by the government of Colombia and the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP) in Havana on 23 June 
2016 as a major landmark on the path to peace in Colombia and the region, 
“after more than a half century of conflict in which an estimated 220,000 
people lost their lives and almost seven million were displaced.”  

We hoped and prayed that it would create an environment in which the 
longstanding injustices and unresolved grievances that have fed this conflict 
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can be addressed peacefully and sustainably. That it would bring an end to 
massacres, attacks and threats against human rights defenders and social justice 
activists, kidnappings, disappearances, torture, and other human rights viola-
tions that have so marked the country’s history. May God lead the people to 
repentance, forgiveness and reconciliation.

The Roman Catholic Church, the majority church, has sought to medi-
ate in often-dangerous conflict situations. Pope Francis intervened at a critical 
time for the peace negotiations in Havana. Several churches and organizations 
formed an ecumenical network to accompany communities that are victims of 
social and political violence. The WCC supports and cooperates with churches 
and civil society representatives, including women peacemakers, in the pro-
cesses of disarmament monitoring, peace-building. and reconciliation, and in 
the construction of a just Peace in the country. The WCC general secretary 
met with the Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos on 7 September 2015. 
He requested participation by churches, faith-based organizations, and civil 
society in the remaining phases of the talks between the government and the 
FARC-EP as well as the opening of talks with the National Liberation Army 
(ELN), and to accompany the post-agreement process of approval, implemen-
tation, and verification of compliance. 

Ecumenical Accompaniment in Just Peace–Making

These two case studies demonstrate the indispensable role played by local 
churches. The ecumenical commitment to unity among the churches in a 
situation of conflict anticipates the possibility for dialogue and cooperation 
between deeply divided communities and camps. The capacity to move beyond 
the dividing lines requires commitment to just peace as a common vision, a 
value base by the local churches, and the readiness to recognize the human dig-
nity of the other. Nonviolent approaches give the different actors the necessary 
space to repent and to change in the interest of life and survival of all. Trauma 
counselling that churches can undertake is a critical first step for any process of 
reconciliation and the healing of memories. 

Crossing boundaries between communities that see each other as enemies, 
naming the obstacles to peace, speaking truth to power, confronting those who 
fuel conflicts in their own self-interest, and advocating for just peace often 
involve risks. If church leaders work together across the lines of conflict, they 
are easily accused of lacking loyalty to the community or even collaboration 
with the enemy. Sometimes they have to face imprisonment or even death. 
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Despite such threats, those who are ready to take such risks or who are unwill-
ing to compromise their own humanity in the conflict are often women or 
people at the margins of the society – though we must not neglect the impor-
tant contribution of outstanding leaders. 

The risks that such people take require churches worldwide to accompany 
and remain in solidarity with them. But there are also other reasons for an 
ecumenical presence. Churches sometimes find the communities they belong 
to on different sides of the conflict, and thus it is often easier for them to ask a 
trusted third party to facilitate dialogue and cooperation for peace. The WCC 
has played this role of facilitator in both of the cases outlined here. Setting up 
an ecumenical forum of representatives of local churches, civil society, and rep-
resentatives of accompanying partners as a common and participatory table of 
all actors involved has proven to be a very helpful tool. The forum functions as 
a safe space for shared analysis of the situation, dialogue, and shared strategiz-
ing on how best to advocate for peace. The forum must engage in dialogue and 
advocacy with the following: the broader church membership, which forms 
the basis of the churches’ credibility and legitimacy; the civil society inside 
and outside the country; the leaders of the parties in conflict; and the govern-
ments of foreign countries that either have a stake in the conflict or support 
negotiations. 

As a foundation for faith-based and people’s diplomacy, networking among 
the various faith-based peace movements and peace services is indispensable. 
Visiting programmes of ecumenical accompaniers can be a very significant 
tool, as has been the case in Palestine-Israel with the Ecumenical Accompani-
ment Programme in Palestine and Israel. 

Such processes require the kind of networking and presence in national 
and international contexts that can be mustered by the WCC as a fellowship of 
churches worldwide. At times it is important to approach members of the UN 
Security Council. The WCC also has access to UN bodies such as the Human 
Rights Council, the High Commissioner for Refugees, the World Health Orga-
nization, UNICEF and others involved in different ways in humanitarian aid 
and other measures to address the often destructive and deadly consequences 
of crises or war. 

Ten Ways of Just Peace–Making

Researchers have shared important insights in the processes of de-escalation, 
communication, mediation, and reconciliation between parties in conflict with 
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each other. We have learned from them. Very popular are the “ten ways of 
peace-making” proposed by the late Glen H. Stassen and other scholars.  In 
many ways, with their biblical basis in the gospel, they reflect ecumenical prac-
tice, although they still show a pre-dominantly Northern context: 

• �support nonviolent direct action; 

• �take independent initiatives to reduce threat; 

• �use cooperative conflict resolution; 

• �acknowledge responsibility for conflict and injustice, and seek repen-
tance and forgiveness; 

• �advance democracy, human rights, and interdependence; 

• �foster just and sustainable economic development; 

• �work with emerging cooperative forces in the international system; 

• �strengthen the United Nations and international efforts for cooperation 
and human rights; 

• �reduce offensive weapons and weapons trade; and 

• �encourage grassroots peace-making groups and voluntary association.

Of course, there are no generalized recipes. Imposing concepts, ideas, 
and values from another context is not appreciated and does not help on the 
ground. Every local context follows its own dynamics and has its own stories 
and wounds, as well as its own promises and opportunities, which need to be 
identified and shared as resources for peace-making. 

In addition to the ten ways of peace-making, in many cases we cannot 
deny the need for the presence of UN or African Union or sub-regional peace-
keeping forces to monitor and support ceasefire agreements and peace accords. 
At best, such presence anticipates the task of “just policing.” At worst, it can 
be a cover for powerful foreign interests. Both perspectives were extensively 
discussed in the ecumenical movement in the context of the debate on the 
“responsibility to protect,” a debate that must continue within the churches 
and to input to UN, regional and national governmental bodies.  

The closer we come to the specific root causes of conflict, the more we 
notice the interplay between the impact of foreign powers and changing global 
realities. These are economic globalization, migration, and climate change 
with local dynamics, which are often marked by the unresolved trauma and 
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poisoned memories of previous conflicts in the area. Healing of memories is 
perhaps what all human beings share across the regions because individuals, 
communities, nations, and regions carry with them a wounded history. Just 
peace–making calls us to acknowledge, accept, and address our own wounded 
histories in our specific contexts. 

Just Peace–Making and Theology

Since people in most parts of the world have deep spiritual roots, churches 
and their theological traditions, with their rituals and symbols, have specific 
roles to play. Theological language can offer ways to address and influence the 
interplay of unreconciled memories, prejudices, enemy images, and the desire 
for power, economic influence, and control of resources that often goes with 
unequal access to political, economic, and military power. International soli-
darity, including the solidarity made vivid and real in Christian communities 
and communions, has played time and again a critical role in supporting the 
weaker parties in conflicts in their quest for a reliable basis for negotiations. 

Such a positive assessment of the role of religion is, naturally, called into 
question when religious extremists and terrorists employ theological language 
to justify destructive violence. When speaking to church representatives in the 
Ecumenical Centre in Geneva, the UN special rapporteur for the freedom of 
religion, Professor Heiner Bielefeldt, urged churches to make a clear distinc-
tion between reductionist religion that lends itself to support totalitarian ide-
ologies of religious extremism and terrorism, and the rich potential of religion 
to establish and sustain a strong commitment to the flourishing of life in justice 
and peace. 

In the face of terrorist violence it is very important that we defend and 
stand up unambiguously for religious and theological traditions that are rooted 
in the making of just Peace. The history of terrorism in the 20th century shows 
that totalitarian ideologies can be constructed on the basis of ethnic identities, 
political convictions, or reductionist religions. When it comes to the concrete 
development of conflicts and terrorist actions, it makes little difference whether 
violent attacks are pursued in the name of religion, ideology, or ethnicity. It is 
vital that the churches find their unity in proclaiming and living theologies 
that are rooted in a just peace, rather than those that pretend that war can be 
just or that terror can be holy.
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Joining the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace 

In view of the root causes of conflict and war and the complex ways towards 
peace, we need to broaden our scope beyond the ten steps of just peace-making 
already quoted. 

The Ecumenical Call to Just Peace and the “Statement on the Way of Just 
Peace” adopted at the WCC assembly in Busan in 2013 offer a more holistic 
and inclusive vision of just peace in community, with the earth, in the mar-
ketplace, and among the nations. The ecumenical movement must work with 
such a broader vision of just peace. This was at the heart of the discussion on 
just peace or “peace with justice” before and during the International Ecumeni-
cal Peace Convocation in 2011 in Kingston, Jamaica. 

People all over Europe and North America do understand the sensitivity 
and resistance of others against hegemonic political, economic, and military 
power in the world, which in many cases has been aggravated by the fact that 
the reconciliation of memories concerning the colonial past and racism was not 
pursued in decisive ways. Similar dynamics complicate human rights discourse 
and practice. This makes it all the more important that the Pilgrimage of Jus-
tice and Peace offers a new framework to renew and broaden dialogue and 
cooperation among churches, faith-based organizations, and others. 

The WCC recently published the brochure, An Invitation to the Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace.  Let me conclude with a couple of paragraphs from this 
publication: 

Seeking peace with justice – a “just peace” – extends the historic ecumenical 
quest for Christian unity. “The unity of the church in its koinonia may have 
something to offer to a world that is rapidly disintegrating  . . . It should never 
have been a question of either unity or justice. It should have been a case of 
‘both ... and’. It was God who indeed loved the world [and] set the agenda 
for the church . . .” (Desmund Tutu). 

Biblically grounded, just peace envisions a state of authentic and sustain-
able relationships with God and in the world:  just peace in communities, 
among nations and peoples, in economic relations and with nature itself. 
“Just peace is a journey into God’s purpose for humanity and all creation, 
trusting that God will ‘guide our feet into way of peace’ (Luke 1:79)’ (“Ecu-
menical Call to Just Peace”).

Each generation has its challenges and its chances. Our task is to work to 
become just peace churches, remembering that peace cannot be bought and 
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that neither it is a standalone event. It is a process. Healing of memories is 
perhaps what we all as human beings share across the regions because individu-
als, communities, nations, and regions carry with them a wounded history. 
Just peace–making calls us to acknowledge, accept, and address our wounded 
histories within their specific contexts. We are called to do so, using the sources 
and resources of faith, so that the peace of God, beyond our understanding, 
may come with justice. 
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Chapter 3

The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace – 
An Ecumenical Paradigm for Our Times 

An Orthodox Viewpoint  

Ioan Sauca

As in previous World Council of Churches (WCC) assemblies, the 10th 
Assembly, held in Busan, Republic of Korea, reaffirmed the constitutional basis 
of the WCC as a fellowship of churches, its theological vision and goals, and 
the renewed commitment to the ongoing search for visible unity. Yet, these 
theological dimensions were articulated within the new context of our time 
and addressed within a paradigm and discourse that will be more meaningful 
for the people of today.

From Staying Together to Moving Together

The first WCC assembly in Amsterdam put forth the invitation “to stay 
together.” And that paradigm remained the major approach to ecumenical dia-
logues and encounters until recently. The main emphasis was on searching, 
finding, and agreeing on common theological statements with the hope that 
once such common basis was found, the churches could start moving together 
toward fuller or full communion. During that period, churches were involved 
in doing things together, but often those efforts were perceived as “Christian 
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activism,” additional or parallel to theological concerns. Early WCC docu-
ments contain many instances when debates on the need for balance between 
vertical and horizontal, between theological and socio-political concerns, were 
often confrontational. 

The difficult contextual situation of our times – which brings serious chal-
lenges not only to the witness of the churches but to their very existence – as 
well the new perception of ecumenism and unity for the younger generation of 
Christians led the Busan assembly to adopt a new profile, direction, paradigm, 
and discourse for and on ecumenical togetherness today – that is, the Pilgrim-
age of Justice and Peace. The churches, but also all the people of good will, are 
invited to join the pilgrimage. And the main invitation, different from that 
which has been predominant from Amsterdam onward, states, “We intend to 
move together.” This is a shift from static to dynamic, from a status-quo stabil-
ity based on solid theological agreement to a movement together forward. 

The newness of the paradigm and its direction provoked discussion, ques-
tions, and debate. Some welcomed it with enthusiasm and committed them-
selves to embark on the pilgrimage. Others, however, who feel that the concept 
is still vague, unclear, and confusing, require more time for reflection. Still oth-
ers raised their voices against it, saying that the new concept lacks theological 
depth and voicing fear that by adopting the new paradigm and shift, the WCC 
will lose its clear constitutional focus on theology and the search for the unity 
of the church.

In what follows, in the space given to me, I will contribute to this discus-
sion with a short and succinct reflection from an Orthodox viewpoint on the 
new paradigm. As a theological and ecumenical concept offered to the younger 
generations of our times, I find it meaningful, attractive, and clear, and car-
rying a message that can be understood and followed. I also find in it a deep 
theological meaning, arising from the very roots of our faith and our liturgical 
and spiritual tradition. It opens new ways of reflection and lays the basis for 
renewed possibilities of openness, dialogue, and cooperation with the world.  

Definition of the Meaning and Content of the Concept

The first dilemma, as I see it, comes from the fact that different people under-
stand the term “pilgrimage” in different ways, conditioned by the contexts in 
which they live and their historical connotations. For a Catholic and an Ortho-
dox, it may immediately point to a trip one is making to a holy place. For a 
Protestant, while the term might be understood to have the same meaning, 
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it remains problematic. The concept of travelling to a holy place with the 
expectation of receiving certain spiritual or even soteriological “benefits” can 
be theologically controversial. As a result, while many churches are eager to 
respond to the invitation and embark on the pilgrimage, there is still need to 
clarify and come to a better understanding of what are we are about. Where 
are we to go? What is the final target and goal we envisage? And whom are we 
expecting to journey with? 

As it is formulated, the concept qualifies itself, defined specifically as a 
pilgrimage “of justice and peace.” Others argue: Why cannot it be “toward 
justice and peace” or “for justice and peace”?  Such questions are also being 
asked by those in Roman Catholic and Orthodox circles. Yet, it is interesting 
to note that the paradigm of “journeying together” was very strong in the com-
mon statement and in their individual affirmations during the recent histori-
cal meeting in Jerusalem between Pope Francis and the Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople.  

If one analyzes more deeply the concept launched in Busan, it becomes 
clear that the word “pilgrimage” was chosen to convey that it is a journey 
together, but a journey with spiritual meaning and profound theological con-
notations and implications. It is not a journey toward a holy historical place. 
Nor is it an ethical journey through which to practice some “activism.” It is a 
journey that God has called us to undertake in doing his will for the final pur-
pose he has for the world. The main purpose and goal of our common journey 
thus remains the search for the unity of Christians – in order that the world 
may believe in the view of the unity of the whole cosmos as the reason and final 
goal of eschatological expectation. 

The fundamental constitutional basis of the WCC, reiterated in the docu-
ment on “The Common Understanding and Vision of WCC,” has thus not 
been altered. The difference that Busan has made is essential: we will no longer 
wait to agree on all details pertaining to our unity in theological statements and 
formulations before we start journeying together. Rather, we will discover our 
unity while walking side by side, with one another, doing and witnessing to the 
kingdom that is to come and to its signs manifested as a foretaste already here 
and now. In other words, the two signs identified as “justice and peace” lie at 
the heart of the beatitudes and of the gospels. Justice and peace are God-given 
gifts for the world. They are concrete signs of the kingdom that is to come, 
but they are also a foretaste of the kingdom that is to be incarnated and lived 
out in concrete ways in history. We are partakers of those gifts and struggle to 
implement them.
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 But it is God who finally brings peace and justice, and not we alone. Our 
activism without God’s presence remains futile. In embarking on the journey 
of justice and peace, we become pilgrims toward God’s kingdom, living and 
accomplishing God’s will for the world. And we walk with one another in this 
journey, together with all people of good will and together with God, toward 
the final eschatological purpose God has prepared for the world. For this rea-
son, the pilgrimage we are invited to embark on is “of justice and peace” and 
not for or to justice and peace.

Theological, Spiritual, and Liturgical Bases of the New Paradigm

Looked at from an Orthodox point of view, the proposed paradigm has theo-
logical, spiritual, and liturgical aspects that are deeply rooted in the faith affir-
mations of the early church and in its living out throughout centuries. In their 
attempt to expose and explain the mystery of faith in a God that is trinitar-
ian and is defined in his very existence as love, the early church Fathers, in 
particular St Gregory of Nazianzus  and St John of Damascus  insisted on the 
fact that God is not static but dynamic. God has a perichoretic existence. This 
is expressed through an eternal intra-cohabitation, inter-relation, and inter-
penetration within the one essence, a moving around but always together, 
metaphorically expressed even as an ongoing divine dance. This existence is 
a journeying and acting together in all manifestations of God’s oikonomia for 
the world, but always with kenotic humility, pointing and affirming the other. 

Using the Christological/messianic hermeneutic, the early church Fathers 
have seen in many of the passages and events from the Old Testament images 
of the Trinity at work – acting, moving, and journeying always together. The 
Father is usually revealed and known as Creator, but in the act of creation, the 
Word, the eternal Logos, is present, as through him all has been created. And 
the eternal Spirit was present there as well, “hovering” on the face of the waters 
(Gen. 1:2). The creation of the first humans is introduced by “Let us make” 
(Gen. 1:26). On their journey to Sodom and Gomorrah, the three “visitors” 
are hosted by Abraham and his wife Sara, and that event came to be under-
stood in the Christian Tradition as another mystical image of the trinitarian 
God mystically revealed in the Old Testament. Advocating strongly in favour 
of the just, who may also suffer if the two cities were destroyed, Abraham 
addresses the three men as if one person – Lord, my Lord – and the answer 
came as “The Lord has said” (Gen. 18).
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The Son is called the Saviour, but in the act of salvation, the Father and the 
Spirit, together with the Son, were equally present and active. The event of the 
incarnation of the Son is depicted both in the biblical texts and in the liturgi-
cal hymnology as a visit, a movement, a coming down, a journey to the world. 
God was never absent from the world, but in the act of incarnation, without 
separating himself from the Father and the Spirit, the Word has come to his 
creation, becoming flesh and through flesh assuming the whole world in order 
to save it. The very act of salvation in and through Christ did not happen in an 
automatic, declarative, or static way, once and from outside. On the contrary, 
it has been achieved through the process of a “common journey” of fallen 
humanity and creation with God in the one person of Christ. In Christ and 
through Christ, fallen humanity and creation received healing and reconcili-
ation on the cross of Golgotha and through the resurrection on the third day 
as the climax of the entire salvific journey. The journeying together continued 
through the ascension, when the healed, reconciled, and transfigured human-
ity and creation, assumed in the body of Christ, were seated at the right hand 
of the Father, becoming thus the image of what humanity and creation are 
called to become. From that perspective, one can better understand how and 
why Christ is the mediator that continues to lead the way to salvation of the 
world, to the theosis of humanity and to a new heaven and a new earth.

The manifestation of the Holy Spirit is also depicted as a movement, a 
coming down, an ongoing continuation of the soteriological journey. But the 
Spirit never comes alone. The incarnated, crucified, and risen Son and the 
Father are also present together with the Spirit. Through the Holy Spirit, the 
trinitarian God is manifested and present in the world. Through the Holy 
Spirit, the church is “full of Trinity.”  Through the Holy Spirit, the human per-
son is to become a shelter of the Trinity (John 14:23) and together to advance 
on the way to sanctification toward the fullness of the eschatological kingdom. 
It is important to note that on the way to sanctification, we are not just follow-
ing and imitating Christ who leads the way; rather, through the Holy Spirit we 
make the journey in and with Christ and in communion also with the Father. 
We are not alone. Our journey is not toward or for the kingdom that is mani-
fested through the signs of justice and peace. Instead, our journey is of justice 
and peace because it is God who leads our way. It is God’s work and mission in 
and for the world. We are only God’s co-workers and co-journers.

The succinct theological exposure described above is made visible and lived 
out in the liturgical manifestations of the Orthodox Church. Both the hymns 
and the liturgical gestures speak abundantly about the theological insights 
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presented. For example, I will refer briefly to the eucharistic liturgy of St John 
Chrysostom. At the very beginning, the community is reminded of the final 
reason, goal, and destination of the spiritual journey they are to embark on. 
The liturgy starts with the blessing of the “kingdom of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Traditionally, the Orthodox faithful stand during 
the eucharistic liturgy; seats are available only for the sick and elderly. But even 
those sitting are often requested to “stand” at certain important moments, man-
ifesting thus that it is a pilgrim community toward the kingdom. The image of 
the pilgrimage is manifested in many instances.  The gospel is being brought 
from the altar in procession within the community and then taken back to the 
altar, manifesting God’s journey to the world in Christ’s incarnation.

The gifts of creation represented by the bread and wine to be consecrated 
are brought to the altar in procession as well – from, within, on behalf of, and 
together with the gathered community. The procession with the elements of 
creation and the offering are undertaken by the celebrating clergy with the 
participation of the community. The liturgical prayers spoken at that moment 
state “that we may receive the King of all invisibly escorted by the angelic 
hosts.” In our liturgical pilgrimage toward God’s kingdom, we are not alone. 
God is with us in all we do.

The partaking of the eucharist is the climax of the liturgical journey. It is an 
intimate communion with the realities of the kingdom. Though the Orthodox 
Church has always confessed that the eucharist is the very body and blood of 
Christ, yet the prayers that accompany the sharing of eucharist refer to it as to 
a foretaste, leaving place for an even fuller communion with Christ in God’s 
eschatological kingdom: “O Christ! Great and most holy Paschal! O Wisdom, 
Word, and Power of God! Grant that we may more perfectly partake of You in 
the never-ending Day of Your Kingdom.” 

This points to another important aspect specific to Patristic theology: the 
way to sanctity and communion with God does not have an end but is a contin-
uous journey. Salvation and theosis are a process, not a static achievement, once 
and the same forever. It is a journey, a pilgrimage, and a growth in God and 
with God. The scriptures speak of being transformed from one degree of glory 
to another: “ All of us, then, reflect the glory of the Lord with uncovered faces; 
and that same glory, coming from the Lord, who is the Spirit, transforms us 
into his likeness in an ever greater degree of glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). In the Patristic 
literature, this ongoing and never-ending journey of advancement toward fuller 
communion with God is referred to as epektasis and has been developed in par-
ticular in the writing of St Gregory of Nyssa  and St John Climacus.  
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The eucharistic liturgy ends with another movement and invitation to a 
continuation of the journey from the church to the world, bringing to the 
world the light and the experience of the foretaste of the kingdom. “Let us 
depart in peace. In the name of the Lord!.” The liturgical journey in the church 
has to be continued with the liturgical journey in the world and for the world. 
That is the pilgrimage on which we are invited to embark, and justice and 
peace are the signs of the kingdom that we expect to take shape in the world 
with and through our participation. 

Lastly, the questions still remain:  With whom are we supposed to embark 
on this journey of justice and peace? And how does this relate to the final pur-
pose and goal of the WCC as a fellowship of churches? From the perspective 
of Orthodox theology, there are many layers and degrees of such participation. 
Strictly speaking, as a Christian community, only those baptized and who have 
confessed and live the apostolic faith can be fully part of the eucharistic com-
munity.  However, those catechumens and the penitents who cannot take part 
in the liturgical offering of the gifts of bread and wine or in the partaking of 
the eucharist are accepted with the community and prayed for in the early 
part of the liturgy. These were also considered as co-journers in the liturgical 
pilgrimage.

Although the condition for full communion is often repeated as being 
the “unity in faith” and the “confession with one mouth and one heart,” yet 
the offering of the liturgy has a universal dimension – “for the union of all, 
for those who travel and the sick, for seasonable weather and the fruits of the 
earth.” Moreover, and even more clearly, after the offering and the consecra-
tion of the gifts of bread and wine, the priest mentions in one of the prayers 
the following: “We also offer to you this spiritual worship for the whole world” 
(ὑπὲρ τῆς οἰκουμένης). In celebrating the liturgy, one is called to view the 
world with God’s eyes, and this excludes any temptations toward sectarianism 
or exclusivism.

The liturgy that is to continue in the world also has universal dimension. It 
is to the service of the whole world without any distinction. Yet, in that process 
Christians are constantly called to discover their visible unity so that the world 
may believe and so that the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace that they speak 
about and struggle to implement may have an even stronger impact.

Secondly, the pilgrimage undertaken by Christians also includes creation. 
This aspect is very strongly emphasized in Orthodox theology and liturgy.  In 
all events of the salvation history, creation has been actively present. Salvation 
of humanity in Christ has consequences for the liberation and transfiguration 
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of creation as well. Humans and creation are inter-related. Even in eschaton, 
creation will also experience the metamorphosis of new heavens and new earth 
together with the fully healed, reconciled, and transformed humanity (Rev. 
21:1; Rom. 8:21-22). The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace undertaken by 
Christians must include creation as well.

Thirdly, Orthodox theology and its liturgical texts lead to an even wider 
participation and cooperation, including all people of good will, on the way 
toward the fulfilment of God’s plans for the world. The three kings/magi and 
astrologists from the East have journeyed with the star to Jesus the King (Kon-
takion of Nativity); a Samaritan and a Cannanean woman recognize Jesus as 
Messiah while others belonging to the followers of the Law, could not. For the 
achievement of his purpose for the world, God has worked with and through 
people who did not even acknowledge or believe in God but nonetheless 
worked on the signs of God’s plan. God could call Nebuchadnezzar, the king of 
Babylon “my servant” (Jer. 27:6) and Cyrus, the king of Persia, “my shepherd, 
anointed king” (Is. 45:1-6). 

The early apologists and the church Fathers, having to speak on Chris-
tian identity as a minority in a multi-faith context, articulated the theology 
of God’s presence in the whole world and among all people through the con-
cept logos spermatikos (Justin the Martyr,  Clemens of Alexandria,  St Irinée,  St 
Maximus the Confessor ) and logoi of creation. They identified the presence of 
the Spirit and of the signs of God’s kingdom in their writings and actions, and 
spoke about them as having been “pedagogues toward Christ.” For this reason, 
early Orthodox missionaries, when bringing the gospel to certain contexts, 
first looked for the signs of the kingdom in that place and culture. They thus 
brought forth the good news of the gospel and built the church on the founda-
tions that were already there. The message of the gospel came as a fulfilment, 
not as a radical replacement or as something brought into a spiritual vacuum. 
For this reason, Orthodox theology will insist that all people – believers and 
unbelievers, Christians and people of other faiths – are made in the image of 
God and to different degrees share the values of the kingdom. One has to see in 
every human being the face of Christ, and on the basis of this, one is called to 
walk and work together with all people of good will who make manifest their 
wish and determination to do justice and peace as signs of the kingdom. The 
early Orthodox mission history has many such examples.

God has a plan for the world, and with us or without us, will achieve this 
plan one day. Justice and peace are realities that will reign in the world God 
planned; people and creation will one day be brought into unity, when God 
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in Christ will be all in all. We are invited to join God in the achievement and 
fulfilment of these plans and in the salvific and transformative journey toward 
the eschatological kingdom. This is a profound spiritual journey. On that way, 
together we may experience more fully both God’s wish and our internal long-
ing for Christian unity. To answer God’s call is not a luxury or an option. 
Rather it is a condition that determines our very Christian identity. 
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Chapter 4

Journeying Together toward  
Unity on a Pilgrimage  
of Justice and Peace

William Henn

Imagine stooping low to enter the tomb in the church of the Holy  
Sepulchre and, once inside, praying with a few fellow Christians at the very 
spot where, one morning, the irrevocable beginning of the transformation of 
the whole universe occurred. 

That was the moving experience that the Lord granted to several of us 
companions on the morning in which a group of representatives from vari-
ous churches met to reflect upon the commitment that the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) had made at its 10th Assembly in Busan, Korea, to set out 
on a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. In the holy city of Jerusalem, Jesus Christ, 
the firstborn of all creation, rose from the dead (see Col. 1:15-18) and thereby 
definitively inaugurated the kingdom of God, a kingdom of justice, peace, and 
joy in the Holy Spirit (cf. Rom. 14:17). In that holy place, it was a great privi-
lege to join in prayerful union with our risen Lord and a few fellow pilgrims. 
There I felt sure that Jesus, through whom the Father willed to reconcile all 
things in heaven and on earth, making peace by the blood of his cross (cf. Col. 
1:19-20), would bless the commitment made at Busan. Nor could I doubt that 
this pilgrimage would not only address the trials that afflict the peoples of our 
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beloved planet but also serve to draw our divided churches closer to that unity 
for which Jesus prayed on the very eve of his passover from death to life. 

Pilgrimage to Jerusalem

Jerusalem is perhaps the one place in the world which all Christians would 
associate with the experience of “pilgrimage.” We know that three times each 
year the people of Israel went up in pilgrimage to Jerusalem to celebrate 
the most important events that marked their relationship with God (cf. Ex. 
23:14-17), singing the beautiful psalms of ascent to the holy city (Ps. 120-
134). While there is a genuine newness in the covenant initiated by Christ, the 
church remains, by God’s design, profoundly related to the people of the first 
covenant (cf. Rom. 11:11-36). Through the ages, Christians too have gone up 
to Jerusalem in order to commemorate the most important events of the salva-
tion brought about by the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and 
to seek the grace of conversion and renewal. They too have delighted in praying 
those same psalms of ascent. 

As history attests, going up to Jerusalem has not always been worthy of 
praise. The Crusades – with all the tragic suffering and death they entailed – 
have spurred a Christian leader like John Paul II to beg the forgiveness of God 
and of all whose memory is still scarred by such violence.  Thus, it is important 
not to forget the ambiguity of the experience of pilgrimage in the past and 
its potential for abuse again today. Nevertheless, when correctly undertaken, 
pilgrimage has been part of the authentic religious sentiment of Christians of 
every age, as also of other human beings of every time and place. It involves 
the search for a special encounter with God. It is intended to be a journey of 
thanksgiving for the Lord’s blessings or of repentance for sin and request for 
the grace of conversion to a new life. Pilgrimage, in its best expression, is a per-
sonal response to that call from the Old Testament which is repeated by Jesus 
in the New: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2; 
cf. also Matt. 5:48 and Luke 6:36).

Jerusalem, and the surrounding Middle East, is also a place that gives 
vivid evidence of the need of our world, so broken by the sinfulness of human 
beings, for justice, peace, and the protection of the environment. It is almost 
impossible to consult any of the outlets of the news media today without 
encountering tragic accounts of violence, war, terrorism, the sufferings of refu-
gees, injustice, and destruction, not only in the Middle East but in many other 
parts of the world as well. It would surely be a hypocritical travesty to journey 



30 William Henn

on pilgrimage to the shrines of the Holy Land and remain insensitive to the 
suffering that is so evident there. Christians are not permitted to remain indif-
ferent to the situation of their fellow human beings. Jesus himself teaches that 
our eternal destiny depends upon how we attend to the needs of our sisters and 
brothers: “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, 
you did not do it to me” (Matt. 25:45). 

Some Contributions of the Faith and Order Commission  
to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace

In adopting as its guiding theme for the coming years “A Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace” in 2013, the WCC was not addressing for the first time the issue 
of Christian responsibility in the face of the problems that plague societies. 
Indeed, this pilgrimage can be seen as building upon much earlier WCC activ-
ity, such as the Conference on Church and Society at Geneva in 1966, the 
World Convocation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation of 1990 in 
Seoul, the Ecumenical Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women (1988-
98) or the Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches seeking Reconciliation 
and Peace (2001-10). To these major events one can add many programmes 
that produced important studies, such as the collaboration between various 
WCC departments to produce the studies Costly Unity, Costly Obedience, and 
Costly Commitment.  These and many other precedents furnish much resource 
material for this new commitment to join together in a Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace. Clearly, such ecumenical engagement did not begin with the Busan 
assembly, and we can harvest and make use of this earlier experience and mate-
rial now in a fresh way, as background and support for our journey together 
today. 

The modest aim of the following pages is to recall three recent contribu-
tions by the Faith and Order Commission that offer insight into our churches’ 
commitment to embark on this pilgrimage. The first is Church and World 
(1990), the fruit of a study process that began in the early 1980s and that 
explored various dimensions of the church’s social advocacy under the aegis of 
the overall theme “The Unity of the Church and the Renewal of Human Com-
munity.” The second is The Church: Towards a Common Vision (2013), which 
originated with the harvest of the responses of hundreds of churches to the ear-
lier Faith and Order statement on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982) and 
developed the ecclesiological convergences recorded in those responses in the 
light of subsequent bi-lateral ecumenical dialogues and by means of 20 years of 



31Journeying Together toward Unity

intensive Faith and Order work on ecclesiology. And the third is “Theological-
Ecclesiological Foundations for ‘The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace,’” Faith 
and Order’s current effort to integrate some of its insights about the church’s 
role in the promotion of human life into the context of the Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace.  All three studies argue that when churches work together 
for the betterment of society, they also make progress toward realizing the fun-
damental goal of the WCC, which is to assist them as they “call one another 
to visible unity in one faith, one Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship 
and common life in Christ, through witness and service to the world, and to 
advance towards that unity in order that the world may believe.”  

Faith and Order’s pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela 1993:  
Unity and discipleship
For the fifth world conference on Faith and Order, some 400 participants made 
their way to a place that, over the course of the centuries, has been one of the 
most frequented destinations for Christian pilgrimage in the West:  Santiago 
de Compostela, Spain. The editors of the Official Report of that conference 
introduced it by stating, “The ecumenical movement has often been inter-
preted as a pilgrimage of the churches together towards visible unity, and so it 
was natural that the world conference, meeting in the historic pilgrimage city 
of Santiago de Compostela, should be linked to this idea. 

That conference celebrated three important fruits of the work of the Faith 
and Order Commission from the previous decade: Baptism, Eucharist and Min-
istry of 1982, Church and World of 1990, and Confessing the One Faith of 1991. 
Each contained important insights relevant to the church’s role in society, but 
here I will consider only the one text that is focused entirely on that theme: 
the study document Church and World. It proposes that the ecumenical goal of 
seeking visible unity among the currently divided Christian communities must 
be seen as inseparable from discipleship to Christ, who came to preach good 
tidings to the poor, to relieve suffering, and to bring healing to the world (cf. 
Luke 4:18-19). As noted in its preface, the aim of showing how shared action 
for justice and peace is closely related to the movement toward unity of the 
churches was not new: “The relationship between efforts towards manifesting 
the unity of the church and efforts towards common Christian witness and 
service in the world has, from the beginning, occupied an important place on 
the ecumenical agenda.” 

To carry out this aim, Church and World privileges the opening proclama-
tion of Jesus at the beginning of the gospel of Mark: “‘The time is fulfilled, and 



32 William Henn

the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news’” 
(Mark 1:15). Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom and its inauguration in his 
wondrous deeds, especially his paschal mystery, was a call to faith, conversion, 
and renewal. Those who responded to this call became the community of the 
church, a community committed to promote the values of the kingdom such 
as justice and peace. The kingdom inaugurated by Jesus will find complete ful-
filment only through the action of God at the end of the ages, but it is already 
present in germ, and the role of the church is to be a sign and instrument in 
the hands of God to spread the gradual realization of God’s reign through the 
course of history. “Thy kingdom come,” Jesus taught his followers to pray. The 
mission of the church is to serve, under the power of the Holy Spirit, as a pro-
phetic sign and instrument for the coming of this kingdom. 

Church and World outlined this theological and ecclesiological foundation 
in its second and third chapters and then proceeded to apply that foundation 
to several selected themes: activity on behalf of justice, the just relationship 
between women and men (especially within the churches), and the exercise of 
authority and power. The themes of peace and the protection of the environ-
ment were not taken up in this text, but they can and should be related to the 
fundamental principles outlined in its second and third chapters. In its final 
chapter, this study document noted: 

As mystery and prophetic sign the church must act on behalf of that justice 
which is a constitutive aspect of the reign of God. The specific contribution 
of Christians will be to apply the principles of the life and teaching of Jesus 
Christ, who as a just man hung and died on the cross (cf. Luke 23:47), to the 
concrete situations of injustice of today’s world. And the church must express 
justice within its own life, so as to be a sign and promise of the eschatological 
kingdom of justice which is yet to be. 

The text concluded with a meditation on a text by St Paul: “Rejoice in 
hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer” (Rom. 12:12), pointing out 
that God’s design for the whole of history will be fully realized and manifested 
at the end of the ages in that cosmic liturgy of worship that is reflected at the 
end of the Bible, in the Book of Revelation. Thus all history is moving in hope 
toward the joyful fulfilment of singing praises to the blessed Trinity. 



33Journeying Together toward Unity

Faith and Order’s pilgrimage to Busan 2013: Diakonia belongs to the 
being of the church
At Busan, another Faith and Order text pertinent to the churches’ activity for 
justice and peace was received: The Church: Towards a Common Vision. Metro-
politan Vasilios of Constantia-Ammochostos and Canon John Gibaut, respec-
tively the moderator and director of the commission at that time, called it an 
“extraordinary achievement” of convergence about what has always been one 
of the most divisive issues among Christians – their understanding of what 
Christ wants the church to be. Many issues are addressed in this convergence 
statement, which boldly claims that the various Christian communities already 
share and firmly profess many important ecclesiological convictions. These 
include the church’s relation to the activity of the persons of the Trinity; the 
church’s nature as a communion in which unity is enhanced, not threatened, 
by legitimate diversity; the role of baptism, the eucharist, and ordained minis-
try in the life of the community; and the church’s responsibility in promoting 
a more just and peaceful society. After cataloguing these fundamental points of 
convergence, the text proceeds to list areas of remaining disagreement and to 
invite the churches to reconsider such issues in the light of the broad ecclesio-
logical convergences that already unite them. 

To keep within the parameters assigned for this essay, I believe it will suf-
fice to highlight simply the short opening and closing chapters of this conver-
gence text. The Church opens by claiming the whole reason for the foundation 
of the church is to be located in the design of the triune God to heal a broken 
world (paragraph 1). The unity of the church is an essential condition not only 
of complying with the prayer of Jesus “that they may all be one” (John 17:21) 
but also of serving more effectively as an instrument in that plan of the healing 
and reconciliation of all things in Christ (see Eph. 1:10). For its part, the short 
concluding chapter parallels these opening affirmations by recounting various 
ways in which the mission of the church is to be and to act not for itself but 
for others. It does this by proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ, inviting 
all to forgiveness of their sins, conversion, and participation in the life of the 
Christian community. But this also includes a call to action on behalf of jus-
tice, peace, relief of suffering, and the protection of the environment. This is 
expressed in the opening words of the final chapter of The Church:

The reason for the mission of Jesus is succinctly expressed in the words, “God 
so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16). Thus the first and 
foremost attitude of God towards the world is love, for every child, woman 
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and man who has ever become part of human history and, indeed, for the 
whole of creation. The kingdom of God, which Jesus preached by revealing 
the Word of God in parables and inaugurated by his mighty deeds, especially 
by the paschal mystery of his death and resurrection, is the final destiny of 
the whole universe. The Church was intended by God, not for its own sake, 
but to serve the divine plan for the transformation of the world. Thus, service 
(diakonia) belongs to the very being of the Church. 

I believe that these words could even serve as a kind of “mission statement” 
for the WCC’s Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.

Faith and Order’s pilgrimage after Busan: Theological-ecclesiological foun-
dations for the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace (2017)
Thus both Church and World and Towards a Common Vision of the Church 
already provide solid theological foundations in support of the duty of Chris-
tian communities to commit themselves wholeheartedly to the work of justice, 
peace, and the protection of the environment. What is new about the com-
mitment made at the 10th Assembly of the WCC is that it situates such activ-
ity precisely within the framework of a “pilgrimage.” Are there theological or 
ecclesiological reasons for characterizing Christian activity on behalf of justice, 
peace, and the protection of creation in terms of a pilgrimage? 

At its first organizational and planning meeting after the Busan general 
assembly, the Faith and Order Commission committed itself to participate 
wholeheartedly in the WCC’s pilgrimage. As the commission of the WCC 
whose primary objective is to arrive at greater unity in faith by means of theo-
logical reflection, the commission chose to frame all three of the programmes 
it will carry forward in the years ahead in terms of the theme of “pilgrimage.” 
In addition to framing its continuing work on ecclesiology and on moral dis-
cernment under the aegis of this theme, some commissioners were assigned the 
precise task of uncovering the theological and ecclesiological underpinnings 
of the pilgrimage and of establishing its relation to the ecumenical goal of 
Christian unity. In June of 2015, at the Orthodox monastery of Caraiman in 
Busteni, Romania, this small group began exploring the notion of “pilgrimage” 
(a notion not so familiar to all of the WCC constituency) and how it might 
relate to the pursuit of justice, peace ,and the protection of the environment.  

This third contribution, as I write, is still in the process of being finalized, 
but its basic contours already have been rather firmly established. 
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First of all, it wants to show that the practice of pilgrimage, while not 
entirely free from the ambiguity in the past, nevertheless is profoundly rooted 
in scripture and the subsequent history of the Christian community. The Pil-
grimage of Justice and Peace must be understood within the context of its 
theological and ecclesiological foundations. The churches are not additional 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as laudable as such organizations 
can be. Christians are called and obliged to work for justice and peace because 
of their faith in the blessed Trinity, whose infinite love is the source of all 
creation, and because of their conviction that fallen human beings have been 
justified and redeemed so as to be able to become new creatures and children 
of the Father. Through the work of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, they believe 
that all of history is unfolding within the trajectory of the inevitable full real-
ization of the reign of God. The church and its activity for justice and peace 
find their rationale in these theological convictions. 

Second, the new document opts to focus Faith and Order’s proximate 
work in this area of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace on two specific issues: 
(1) the Christian response to the injustice implied in the abuse and destruction 
of the environment, and (2) proposals to address the violence caused by the 
tensions between adherents of different religions. 

Third, the text emphasizes that in adopting this pilgrimage, the WCC 
underscores its precisely “ecumenical” nature. Bringing together various Chris-
tian communities in the service of justice and peace will lead to greater unity 
between them. The body of Christ is wounded by division, and one essential 
consequence of the pilgrimage of justice, peace and the protection of the envi-
ronment will be, hopefully, to contribute to the fuller communion among the 
churches, helping to promote that unity for which Christ prayed on the eve of 
his passion (see John 17:21). As Church and World had already pointed out, the 
unity of the church and the renewal of human society are not two competing, 
alternative goals. They go hand in hand. 

While it is true that unbridled industrial growth, economic greed, and 
poor public policies are major causes of injustice, war, and the destruction of 
the environment, there is a deeper cause of these ills: a disordered understand-
ing of what it means to be a human being in relation to God, to one’s fellow 
human beings, and to creation. In its best sense, pilgrimage has always been 
a response to the call by God to a transformed life. The WCC’s Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace needs to have at its heart the call to conversion, a call that 
finds an authentic response in the lives of Christians and thereby makes it 
possible for them, with integrity, to invite others to the same conversion. This 



36 William Henn

reminds one of the call to conversion that Jesus issued at beginning of his pub-
lic ministry. His ministry was itinerant, moving from one place to another and 
proclaiming the inauguration of the kingdom of God. As such, it would not be 
far from the truth to see Jesus’ life and ministry as a Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace. Moreover, after the example of Jesus’ long journey to the hill of Calvary 
outside of Jerusalem and in line with his teaching that the cost of discipleship 
will always entail taking up one’s cross (see Matt. 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 
14:27), today the churches can only expect that their ecumenical pilgrimage 
will be, at least in part, a via crucis, a “way of the cross.” 

Conclusion

The foregoing pages have focused upon the work of the Faith and Order Com-
mission. The then-moderator of the commission, Dame Mary Tanner, opened 
its Fifth World Conference at Santiago de Compostela (1993) with some 
reflections about the experience of pilgrimage. She recalled that for almost a 
millennium, pilgrims had been travelling to Santiago, many leaving accounts 
of the dangers along the way and of the experience of God and of conversion 
which were part of the journey. She added: 

We share with these faithful pilgrims a deep yearning and longing for greater 
wholeness, greater holiness. Pilgrims on the way find in searching for God 
that they have already found him, for God is not an end nor a beginning, but 
the beginning without end. Similarly we discover on the pilgrimage to visible 
unity that unity is not an end which will suddenly be granted to us but that 
which we already experience by God’s grace and in which we grow as long as 
we travel with constant repentance (metanoia), and the refusal to give up on 
one another. 

Her words convey something of the optimism and enthusiasm of those 
“in whose hearts are the highways to Zion,” as the psalmist prayed (Ps. 84:5). 
The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is a fresh opportunity to embrace the 
call to holiness (see 1 Cor. 1:2), to be disciples helping one another, in the 
company of the saints, to promote the values of the gospel which Jesus pro-
claimed. As mentioned above, while injustice, violence, war, and the destruc-
tion of the environment are caused by a complex of powerful forces, ultimately 
they result from the broken relations of human beings with God, with one 
another, and with creation. Christ came with the message of certain hope that 
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those relationships can be healed and made healthy and holy once again. Those 
who are old enough to remember how believers from many churches worked 
together to help bring about greater justice during the civil rights movement in 
the US or peace in Vietnam or the fall of apartheid in South Africa can testify 
that by joining together it is possible to make a real difference in our world.  

Pilgrimage is always undertaken as a journey of hope, hope for real change 
not only in oneself but also in the world around one. At times in recent years 
some have spoken of the current state of the movement toward unity as an 
“ecumenical winter.” The enthusiasm that once fired the hearts of Christians 
from so many communities seems at times to have given way to resignation 
that the task is impossible. The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace invites the 
churches to rekindle the hope for reconciliation and unity among Christians 
and the hope for the transformation of the cosmos when all things will be rec-
onciled under the headship of Jesus Christ (see Eph. 1:9-10). It should be seen 
within the hopeful, even triumphant, exclamation of St Paul: 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth compar-
ing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with 
eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for the creation was 
subjected to futility, not of its own will, but by the will of the one who sub-
jected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to 
decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God (Rom. 
8:18-21).

Though writing as a member of the Faith and Order Commission who 
has participated in its work for many years, perhaps I may be permitted to 
conclude by sharing a couple of quotations from that Christian leader whom 
my Roman Catholic tradition considers to continue, in some way, the unifying 
mission that Jesus assigned to Peter (see Luke 22:32). A first thought is from 
a dialogue that Cardinal Jorge Maria Bergoglio, several years prior to being 
elected as bishop of Rome, had with the Jewish rabbi Abraham Skorka. They 
were talking about peace in the Middle East, especially between Palestinians 
and Israelis, and Bergoglio, referring to the scripture scholar Oscar Cullman, 
added that even now, although Christians are not yet in full communion, they 
can and should walk together for the cause of peace and justice. He stated, 

There is a sentence from the Lutheran theologian Oscar Cullman which 
explains how to arrive at unity among the various Christian confessions. For 
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Cullman, the aim is not that all, right from the start, affirm the same thing, 
but rather that they walk together in reconciled diversity. The solution of reli-
gious conflict between the many Christian confessions is to walk side by side, 
to do things together, to pray together. We are asked not to throw stones, but 
to continue to walk side by side. This is the right way to proceed in resolving 
conflicts, drawing on the potential of all, without rejecting the various tradi-
tions or falling into syncretism. Each rooted in its own identity, in a spirit of 
reconciliation, seeking unity in truth. 

These words, in my opinion, capture an idea that is at the very heart of the 
WCC’s Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. The original commitment of the vari-
ous churches that made up the WCC was that they intended to stay together; 
the pilgrimage theme calls upon them to deepen that commitment by walking 
or journeying together, even now, in their efforts to promote justice, peace, and 
the protection of the environment. At the WCC’s 10th Assembly in Busan, the 
participants were seeking a paradigm that could bring fresh life to the pursuit 
of full visible unity. The novelty of the notion of pilgrimage is precisely located 
in this notion of journeying together. Cardinal Bergoglio’s reflection on the 
idea of Oscar Cullmann seems to express, in a concise and powerful way, that 
new spirit that the delegates embraced in Korea at the end of 2013. 

In an exhortation that he intended as setting the agenda for his new min-
istry, Pope Francis explicitly used the image of “fellow pilgrims” to express his 
understanding of the efforts toward Christian unity. I would like to close with 
that vision.

We must never forget that we are pilgrims journeying alongside one another. 
This means that we must have sincere trust in our fellow pilgrims, putting 
aside all suspicion or mistrust, and turn our gaze to what we are all seeking: 
the radiant peace of God’s face. Trusting others is an art and peace is an art. 
Jesus told us: “Blessed are the peacemakers” (Mt 5:9). In taking up this task, 
also among ourselves, we fulfill the ancient prophecy: “They shall beat their 
swords into ploughshares” (Is. 2:4). 

Seeking the face of God – this is the pilgrim journey that unites all who 
believe in Jesus Christ, as well as, for that matter, all who believe in God. It was 
close by the tomb of Jesus, the place referred to at the beginning of this essay, 
that Mary Magdalene met the risen Lord, the just one, the prince of peace. She 
recognized him when he called her by name: “Jesus said to her, ‘Mary’” (John 
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20:16). That encounter is the hoped-for destiny of all Christians, not only 
those of one’s own particular ecclesial tradition. The WCC has been inspired 
to recognize that this journey of hope is also a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. 
May all Christians join in setting their hearts on this pilgrimage (see Ps. 84:5)!





Part Two

Metaphors and Practices
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Chapter 5

A Transformative Spirituality for 
the Pilgrimage of “Just Peace” 

A Common Trinitarian Foundation 

Fernando Enns

An exceptionally bright and driven son of the Midwest was killed this 
month in Congo – his remains, along with those of a colleague, were found 
in a shallow grave on Monday – and to those who knew him, it is the unfair-
ness of his death that is most crushing.1

When we read this in The Washington Post on the morning of 29 March 2017, 
we had already realized: Michael has been killed! “It’s not that anyone else 
might have deserved Michael Sharp’s fate: kidnapped and killed by unknown 
assailants along with a Swedish counterpart  and a local interpreter. It’s that 
Sharp, 34, was ‘standard deviations above the norm’ when it came to integrity 
and compassion.”2

We, Mennonites in Germany, knew Michael quite well from his time in 
Germany. He served with the German Mennonite Peace Commission, sup-
porting American troops stationed in Germany through his voluntary work 
with the Military Counselling Network. In those days of the Iraq-war, many 
American soldiers discovered that they had been drawn into a war that was 
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unjust and that they did not want to be part of any longer. Michael and others 
helped them to find a way out.

The Washington Post reported that Michael Sharp 

had impressed many with his cultivation of trust among  eastern Congo’s 
rebel leaders in his three years with the Mennonite Central Committee, an 
organization that does humanitarian and conflict-resolution work. He’d been 
so successful that he was eventually hired by the United Nations’ Group of 
Experts, which is appointed by the Security Council, to investigate the vio-
lence in Kasai. He was named coordinator of the investigating panel. At 34, 
he was one of the youngest to ever hold that position.3

John E. Sharp, Michael´s father, said their Mennonite faith informed 
Michael’s devotion to peace-making – “We teach that violence solves nothing, 
as history proves” – adding that his son’s death should not be an excuse to cut 
and run from Congo. “We hope that the U.N. will continue to work for peace 
in Congo.” The Mennonite World Review quotes the father: “I have said on 
more than one occasion that we peacemakers should be willing to risk our lives 
as those who join the military do. Now it’s no longer theory.”4

Michael Sharp is but one of the many martyrs who have decided to per-
form their personal lives as a “pilgrimage of justice and peace.” And his exam-
ple tragically reminds us how costly this devotion can be. When the churches 
of the World Council of Churches (WCC) are discerning together what a joint 
ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace might entail, it is the witness of 
these martyrs that provokes the depth of its meaning, leading to questions such 
as: Can the churches really live up to this call? Are we aware of the possible 
costs, not just for individuals but for the Christian churches? What kind of 
spiritual strength is needed for such a journey? And what kind of theological 
reasoning provides the wisdom that compassion is stronger than violence, life 
is stronger than death, and injustice will not last forever – against all painful 
“realities”? 

A Spirituality of Just Peace

The latest assembly of the WCC in Busan (South Korea) was inspired by the 
former global Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches Seeking Reconcili-
ation and Peace, 2001-10, and the International Ecumenical Peace Convo-
cation, 2011, in Kingston (Jamaica), which marked the culmination of that 
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decade.5 “Just Peace” – the new ecumenical paradigm for doing theological 
ethics – was further developed and discussed during that assembly in Busan.6 
One of the critiques continually expressed during that Decade to Overcome 
Violence was the lack of theological depth on the one hand and the missing 
link to the spiritual life of the churches on the other. At times, church repre-
sentatives complained that the activities and programs of the WCC around 
peace-building, reconciliation, and diakonia looked very much like “a simple 
NGO-agenda.” They argued that, by contrast, the churches should point to the 
fact that the different crises of this world – poverty, terrorism, racism, climate 
change, etc. – are actually “spiritual crises” of humanity. And the churches 
should be the ones addressing them as such. 

Harvesting the results from a Decade to Overcome Violence and taking 
these critiques seriously, while also analyzing the changing world situation, 
the assembly in Busan decided to launch a global ecumenical Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace, to build upon the insights gained and to take them to a yet 
deeper level, inviting Christians and “all people of good will” to join in that 
pilgrimage:

Challenged by our experiences in Busan, we call all people – young and old, 
women and men, differently abled, people of different faiths – to engage 
their God-given gifts in transforming actions, together. We call first of all 
on the member churches and partners to walk together in a common quest, 
renewing our vocation of the church through collaborative engagement with 
the most important issues of justice and peace, healing a world filled with 
conflict, injustice and pain.7

The delegates in Busan believed that this could be a fresh start within the 
ecumenical family. There were many faces from different contexts – North 
and South, East and West – who expressed sincere hopes, not only for the 
ecumenical movement and its institutions (these do not have an end in them-
selves!), but for a real change in their own contexts – a transformation of the 
given unjust and violent circumstances they live in or witness to. In addition, 
it was agreed that, in order to be realistic about such great transformations, we 
would first of all need to allow ourselves to be transformed. A renewal of our 
spirits by the empowering Holy Spirit was prayed for, as well as a renewal of 
our churches – together – for a renewed ministry of justice and peace. And a 
common sense was felt, without too much explanation, that this will not hap-
pen through yet another declaration or study project, but by entering a journey 
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of faith, a re-commitment to rediscover the call to be and become “ambassa-
dors of reconciliation”; not another preaching to the world and its powers, but 
a “pilgrimage,” that would challenge us, individually and as communions of 
faith, as we journey together. 

But the question remains: Are the churches ready for this? Given the harsh 
realities of today’s contexts of violence and growing injustice, we know the fol-
lowing: Unless we –Christians, churches – “walk” the way of justice and peace 
ourselves, all our preaching, all our advocacy, all our missions will not be con-
vincing nor will they contribute to real and sustainable change. In this regard, 
the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is first of all a call and a great invitation to 
ourselves, not a script for how to change the world, nor a screenplay about how 
to organize ecumenical activities. 

One year later, during the meeting of the WCC´s central committee, the 
idea of this Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace was discussed and developed further:

It is a transformative journey that God invites us to in anticipation of the 
final purpose for the world that the triune God brings about. The movement 
of love which is essential to the triune God manifests itself in the promise of 
justice and peace. They are signs of God’s reign to come which is already vis-
ible here and now wherever reconciliation and healing are seen.8

The spiritual dimension of the ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, 
rooted in a trinitarian framework of faith, needs to unfold in different dimen-
sions. These dimensions represent the traditional aspects of any pilgrimage: 
the “Visiting of the Wounds” (via negativa), the “Celebration of the Gifts of 
Creation” (via positiva), and the “Transformation of the Injustices” (via trans-
formativa). During our deliberations on the pilgrimage, the theological work 
of Dorothee Soelle proved to be very helpful in exploring in more detail how 
these three dimensions could illuminate our renewed spiritual journey of jus-
tice and peace.9 

Visiting the Wounds: The Way of the Cross

The killing of Michael Sharp represents the many “wounds” of today´s world. 
Who knows all the names of those who have been killed in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo during the past 20 years? Who remembers them? When 
the WCC´s international reference group for the pilgrimage explored possibili-
ties to hold its annual meeting in Congo, we were told: “Don’t come. It is too 
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dangerous!” We decided to “pilgrim” to Nigeria instead, “visiting the wounds” 
of yet another violent context in beautiful Africa. Our hosts in Kaduna said, 
“The fact that you have left your safe homes in order to visit us in the midst of 
our suffering means so much to us. Our brothers and sisters from neighbour-
ing countries do not come anymore – ‘too dangerous,’ they say”! 

And it is dangerous! Listening to the cries of Christian mothers, who 
remember the times when Muslim and Christian children were playing 
together, going to school together, even sleeping in the same room. That is 
not possible any longer. Listening also to the Muslim community leader, who 
tells of the fear of Boko Haram. This extremist group has killed more Muslims 
than Christians. We cry together, and we pray together, and then we hug each 
other. And we ask together: Where is God in all of this? Has God decided to 
abandon this place? 

Where was God when Michael was kidnapped? Was God present when 
they decided to kill him? Words that we spoke together at the assembly in 
Busan come to mind:

Together we believe in Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace. Therefore we acknowl-
edge that humankind is reconciled with God, by grace, and we strive to live 
reconciled with one another. The life and teachings, the death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ, point toward the peaceable kingdom of God. Despite 
persecution and suffering, Jesus remains steadfast in his way of humility and 
active non-violence, even unto death. His life of commitment to justice leads 
to the cross, an instrument of torture and execution. With the resurrection 
of Jesus, God confirms that such steadfast love, such obedience, such trust, 
leads to life. By God’s grace we too are enabled to take the way of the cross, 
be disciples and bear the costs.10

In the presence of “the wounds,” this confession of faith receives new and 
deeper meaning. “Mystical spirituality of creation will very likely move deeper 
and deeper into the dark night of being delivered into the hands of the prin-
cipalities and powers that dominate us,” says Soelle in her Silent Cry.11 We pil-
grims of the global ecumenical family must not allow ourselves to be unrealistic 
about the vast destruction of created life by violence and exploitation. It is clear 
that “the pilgrimage will lead us to the locations of ugly violence and injustices. 
We intend to look for God’s incarnated presence in the midst of suffering, 
exclusion and discrimination.”12 
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The painful dimension of a pilgrimage is to seek the divine incarnation 
precisely in those places that seem apparently abandoned by God, where vio-
lence and injustice harm life or even destroy it. A Pilgrimage of Justice and 
of Peace, if it is to become a path followed by the churches in discipleship 
to Jesus’ suffering, cannot bypass the horrors and the distress of the helpless, 
the captives, the ones “on the margins.” “Following Jesus means meeting him 
wherever people suffer injustice, violence, and war.”13 For it is only here – by 
actually encountering “the wounds” and confronting our own powerlessness – 
that our “relation to the basic realities of ownership, violence, and the self is 
changing.”14 

It is by “visiting the wounds” that the presence of the “crucified God” 
becomes so real. On the dusty roads of Kaduna, we discover that presence. 
Mourning with Muslims and Christians over the cruelties they have witnessed, 
I understand anew the reality of Christ´s presence. And I put all my trust 
and confidence in that faith, that this incarnated and crucified God was at 
Michael´s side when the moment of death came. For only then does this way of 
the cross makes sense. It is precisely for the healing of these wounds that Christ 
died – and was risen – to life! Was Michael able to feel that presence when he 
walked his way of the cross to the end? 

The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is not an invitation to become martyrs! 
But it is an invitation to be and become realistic about our faith. To follow 
Jesus Christ in our daily lives is a pilgrimage that allows us to be fully human. 
This includes admitting our guilt, accepting our vulnerabilities, respecting 
our limitations, and by doing so becoming compassionate for the other, every 
other, since they are human beings too. We do not trust in our own capacities 
and strategies alone, but accept that the presence of God in all suffering is the 
only truth we can really be sure about. 

What are the implications for the churches in the ecumenical fellowship? 
This dimension of the pilgrimage of “visiting the wounds” poses a clear ques-
tion to us. Where do we seek the presence of our God? What are our prayers? 
That God will make us strong and powerful? Or that God will never forsake 
any one of us? The encounters with “the wounds,” inside and outside of the 
church, may lead us to “repentance and – in a movement of purification – lib-
erate us from obsession with power, possessions, ego, and violence, so that we 
become ever more Christ-like.”15 

The WCC’s Just Peace Companion indicates how “putting on the mind of 
Christ, being formed in Christ, involves spiritual practices and disciplines that 
embody peace in our own bodies.”16 Some of these practices are: 
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• �communal acts of worship in order to be nourished by God’s word and 
by the eucharist;

• �making prayers of intercession as part of our mindfulness of being 
formed in Christ;

• �seeking and extending forgiveness, so as to create truthfulness in our-
selves and to forge the space for others who need to seek repentance;

• �washing one another’s feet, so as to learn the ways of service;

• �engaging in times of fasting, to review our patterns of consumption and 
relationships to one another and to the earth;

• �consistent and sustained acts of caring for others, especially those most 
in need of healing, liberation, and reconciliation;

• �consistent and sustained acts of caring for the earth.17

In this way the pilgrimage might teach us to “learn to give up looking 
for justifications of what we have done and train ourselves in the practice of 
justice.”18 This Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace will only become credible if 
it becomes a journey of repentance of those of us “in power,” allowing the 
wounded to take the lead. It may well be that this presents the greatest chal-
lenge for the fellowship of churches on our common spiritual journey: the seri-
ous search for God´s presence, a presence that we might discover exactly at 
those places that seem most God forsaken. 

Celebrating the Gifts of Creation – within the Web of Life

Within the historic “Peace Churches,” following Christ´s nonviolent way has 
been at the centre of expressing our faith. Built on the blood of the many mar-
tyrs of the 16th century Reformation period, the first so-called “Anabaptists” 
were searching for a Christian faith that would not be buried in the dogmas of 
some theologians and that would not search for God´s presence in old liturgies 
in languages they could not even understand, but that would become part of 
their everyday life. It became a strong and powerful rediscovery of the Jesus 
narratives: simple, sometimes naïve but with an honest heart, searching for a 
God who walks “a pilgrimage” with them.

A very Christocentric understanding of faith emerged in this lay-church 
(All the theological leaders of the first generation had been killed within ten 
years.). In the history of this tradition, the deep wisdom of a trinitarian-framed 
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faith was only rediscovered by the many ecumenical encounters of the past 
one hundred years. Gradually these peace churches, in their striving to become 
Christ-like, started to understand the width of a God who relates in many 
diverse ways to his/her creation. This insight has been and continues to be 
refreshing, allowing a broader sense of encounter with God and with the other. 

Framing the journey of faith in a trinitarian way promises to bring a redis-
covery of that God-in-relation in many dimensions, next to the Christological. 
The ecumenical “Statement on the Way of Justice and Peace” says in its first 
article:

Together we believe in God, the Creator of all life. Therefore we acknowledge 
that every human being is made in the image and likeness of God . . . In won-
drously creating a world with more than enough natural riches to support 
countless generations of human beings and other living things, God makes 
manifest a vision for all people to live in the fullness of life and with dignity, 
regardless of class, gender, religion, race or ethnicity.19

The ecumenical community begins its Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace not 
as “seekers” but as those “who have been found.” Our pilgrimage actually starts 
with an amazement at the goodness of creation, and the awareness that we all 
are part of this precious web of life. We recognize ourselves as being “in rela-
tion” with all of life, with our fellow creatures, with our “mother earth,” long 
before we ourselves give shape to any of these relationships – because of our 
faith in God “the Creator” of all. We are created in God’s image; we are formed 
according to the community of love of the Godhead, Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. 

God´s story of life, God´s creation of humankind, does not begin with 
original sin, but with original blessing! This amazing insight leads us immedi-
ately to the praise of God and to celebration, as a natural reaction to “God’s 
great gift of life, the beauty of creation and the unity of a reconciled diversity.”20 
And it is this overflowing joy that provides us with a clear conviction of that 
possibility of a life in just relationships, liberated from all violence – not only 
among humans, but with all other creatures and with nature. In addition, this 
amazement about the miracle of life evokes in us the strength to seek to main-
tain these vital relationships by our careful stewardship. The Pilgrimage of Jus-
tice and Peace will also be a joyful journey, nurturing hope and trust through 
great celebrations along the way, because our lives, in relation to all of life, are 
experienced as the way God the Creator relates to all of us.
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This is not at all to neglect the evil powers of violence, death, and injus-
tice. It is the opposite. Since God is celebrated and praised for the beauty of 
creation, our eyes are opened for the other – every other whom God relates to 
– in a creative way, too. Our God is a God of all life! And therefore we cannot 
but be in companionship with each other. “Com pan” – sharing the bread on 
our way. Strong ecumenical relations will be discovered if we allow ourselves to 
see how God has revealed Godself to the other and stays related to the other. It 
could lead us to a greater joy and thanksgiving for the otherness of the other, 
because something of that bright revelation is kept in the “earthen vessels” of 
the other traditions. We shall not limit ourselves to become “prisoners” of our 
own tradition, apologetically defending every attempt to challenge the limita-
tions of our denominational identities. God´s creative way of relating to all of 
us, experienced and expressed in so many different ways, is part of the ongoing 
creative work. 

As we walk together on our common pilgrimage, stations of celebration 
will welcome us and we are invited to enjoy that great promise of fulfilment of 
all of creation – in peace and justice. I will never forget the singing and dancing 
of a women´s choir welcoming us in Kaduna City; the inspiring drum beat, 
cheerful faces, touching body and soul. A real foretaste!

Healed Healers – Transformed by the Holy Spirit

By a third article of faith, the fellowship of churches confess in the “Statement 
on the Way of Just Peace”:

Together we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Giver and Sustainer of all life. There-
fore we acknowledge the sanctifying presence of God in all of life, strive to 
protect life and to heal broken lives . . . We can state that: the Holy Spirit 
assures us that the triune God will perfect and consummate all of creation at 
the end of time. In this we recognize justice and peace as both promise and 
present – hope for the future and a gift here and now.21

Pilgrims can become “healed healers.” Dorothee Soelle sees that it is only 
in our becoming one with Christ that we gain strength to resist injustice and 
violence. “Salvation means that humans live in compassion and justice cocre-
atively.”22 In being healed (saved) they experience also that they can heal (save). 
This is the third dimension of our pilgrimage. In the pilgrims’ (and thus in 
the churches’) own self-transformation, the courage and strength to resist evil, 



52 Fernando Enns

injustice, and violence grows. The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is therefore 
much more than a new programmatic approach to action or advocacy strate-
gies, all of which are meaningful and necessary. Its first aim remains a life in 
God’s Spirit, which brings that transformation into a gentle relationship with 
creation and a “morality of enough,” so that we can face the immense eco-
nomic and ecological injustices before us now. 

As we embark on that common pilgrimage are we ready to be transformed? 
Are the churches ready and willing to be transformed? Not for the sake of trans-
formation as such, but really to become what we are called to be, witnesses of 
that possibility of life in peace and justice for all. To be on this pilgrimage will 
remind us that peace and justice in the perspective of the Christian faith are 
not simply topics for social ethics or for political programmes, but a “way of 
life.” Peace and justice become part of who we are as Christians when we allow 
the Holy Spirit to lead us into that truth. 

This might sound frightening and challenging for some traditions, includ-
ing my own, since we, rationally trained Westerners, mistrust anything that 
we cannot clearly define in time and space. To welcome the work of the Holy 
Spirit includes accepting the breaking of those boundaries. We are suspicious 
because we are afraid of losing control. We are trained to be sceptical because 
we have seen too many times how the talk of “the power of the Holy Spirit” 
has been misused. But should we really allow all that scepticism and fear to let 
us neglect the transformation that God, in the Holy Spirit, is able to perform 
in us? How shall we describe the ongoing presence of God in us and in our 
assemblies? How shall we speak of those courageous acts of peace-building of 
all those individuals and communities who had the trust to resist and to stand 
up against the evil powers? Our faith allows us to speak of “good works” only 
when recognizing them as the work of the Holy Spirit in us. 

As we walk that pilgrimage together, encountering each other, we will be 
able to share those gifts of the Spirit. When travelling in Colombia with some 
students, we intended to visit the remote community of El Garzal, a commu-
nity of “campesinos” that has been threatened over years by different violent 
groups. Some have even been killed because they were not willing to give up 
their land. They resist all this in a nonviolent way and we were eager to learn 
from them. Unfortunately it was too dangerous to visit them in their village at 
that time because some people who were armed had arrived during the week. 
So we met half-way, the representatives of the village and my students. We had 
lengthy discussions, analyzing the unjust situation and trying to understand 
the complexities. Sunday morning came. What to preach? We decided to do 



53A Transformative Spirituality for the Pilgrimage of “Just Peace” 

foot-washing! It became a transformative moment, in which I felt the Holy 
Spirit being present (and I am far from being a trained or experienced charis-
matic or Pentecostal). The kneeling in front of those campesinos, the washing 
of their dusty feet, the symbolic act of service to them filled our eyes with 
tears. We wept, together. Knowing that we cannot walk the stony way back 
to their village with them, and at the same time being accepted by them as 
strange white people who came from far away, only to listen, and to wash their 
feet, moved all of us there. It was a moment of transformation. This was the 
experience of a spiritual moment, when none of us left the encounter the way 
we entered it. 

We call it “transformative spirituality,” a reality that is hard to describe in 
words but actually very simple to experience. In our global ecumenical fam-
ily, as we walk side by side, we will experience that transformation if we allow 
the Spirit to inspire us. By giving up some control we gain trust in the other; 
by crossing borders, we discover the strength to jump over walls; by kneeling 
down, we experience lifting up; by serving, we discover what it means to be 
served. This spirituality becomes a “way of life,” liberating us to resist and even-
tually transform injustice. 

Participating in God´s Pilgrimage

By initiating a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, the ecumenical family is 
reminded of its common faith in the triune God, as well as our common call-
ing to be ambassadors of justice and peace. Churches begin to understand 
that this calling is not to be lived out only by some representative, specialized 
ministries or through political talks with those in power. It is much more than 
that, since it is a spiritual movement! And this movement, undertaken together 
as a global family of shared faith, provides challenges as well as opportunities. 
The call to worship and to glorify God the Creator reminds us about our own 
worth, as individuals and communities, and how we are embedded in creation. 
The call to “take up the cross” and walk the path of Jesus does not allow us to 
stand aside as spectators, but makes us vulnerable to all injustice and violence 
and calls us to unmask the limitations of those powers. The Spirit of God 
within us will give us the strength to resist evil (including the temptations 
within our own ecclesial institutions) and is already transforming us for a life 
of peace and justice. 

To frame the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace in this trinitarian way invites 
us to discover God´s presence in many different ways: in the life and death of 
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Michael Sharp, following Jesus in his peace-building ministry, in the joy of the 
women´s choir in Kaduna City, in the footwashing of the campesinos from El 
Garzal. God, Creator, liberator, and sustainer, chooses to relate to us in many 
different ways, in order to reveal God´s will for his/her creation: peace and 
justice. God has long been on a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. The question 
is, “Are we willing to walk with God and to join in God’s Pilgrimage?” If the 
answer is “yes,” then we will need each other!
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Chapter 6

Pilgrimage in the Protestant 
Imagination 

A Renewed Path toward Justice,  

Peace, and Unity 

Susan Durber

In the magazine of a UK Sunday newspaper there is a regular column 
called “Inner Life.” In times past, it would have been the section about faith 
and then perhaps, more vaguely, spirituality. In the edition for the first Sunday 
in 2017, Ruth Whippman challenged the popularity of what has come to be 
known as “mindfulness” and its promise of inner happiness. She argued that 
the idea that “happiness comes from within” has taken a deep hold in our col-
lective consciousness in recent times. We have learned to see wellbeing as an 
inner journey, as a personal quest, rather than as something to do with com-
munity or with others. We have focused on private and emotional experience 
as the root of happiness, and pursued the exploration of our inner lives at 
the expense of engaging with the outside world. She writes, “Our narrative of 
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wellbeing has become divorced from community, social justice or wider politi-
cal responsibility.”1

She suggests that we do not need more mindfulness exercises, yoga classes, 
or digital detoxes, all of which are simply ways of deliberately disengaging from 
the challenges of the world around us. What we need now, she argues, is not 
inner exploration, but outward engagement. Now is not the time to journey 
“withinwards,” but to look outside ourselves. It is in looking outside ourselves 
that we will truly find happiness. Or, you might say, echoing Jesus himself, that 
it is only when we lose our selves that we will find them. 

It is always tempting when reading an article that marks out two opposite 
poles to conclude that the real answer lies in recognizing a balance between 
them, in this case between inner and outer, between contemplation and action, 
between individuality and the collective, between diversity and unity. But it is 
worth for a moment dwelling on this cry from the heart against the collective 
psyche of at least some parts of our world. There is, it could be argued, a trajec-
tory – and in part it is a theological one – that has made possible the phenom-
enon of mindfulness and its focus on the inner life. There has been an erosion 
of the collective, of the corporate, of a belief in the possibility of solidarity, that 
has driven us into the kind of atomism and individualism that haunts the post-
modern world, a world that has produced notable books like Bowling Alone.2 
There is something serious here that has eroded our longing for unity with 
others both within the church and within our communities, that has turned us 
inwards rather than outwards, that has defined faith as something that belongs 
to the inner and private sphere of individual life, and that has taken away our 
sense that human life is best lived in community and society. 

The word “pilgrimage” provides one very stark example of this change from 
public and corporate toward a more individualized “inwardness,” but reflecting 
on the story of this word will also provide insights to help us come through and 
beyond a preoccupation with inner life to a broader and more engaged way of 
being human, and of being Christians, together. Pilgrimage has, in many con-
texts, changed in meaning over the centuries, slipped from denoting a robust 
social practice into being a fragile metaphor of an inner journey, but it now 
resurges in new ways in our complex world. The adoption by the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC) of a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, and the call to 
churches to participate in this kind of movement together, is a response to the 
need to find a way of participating in God, and in the life of the church, that is 
more than only an inner journey. A Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is an invita-
tion to do more than find a common inner life, or even common doctrines, but 
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to share in a common walk outwards into the world, where life and God can be 
found in fullness. But first, it may be helpful to reflect on the story of pilgrim-
age, at least from the place and context of someone, like this author, raised in 
a church shaped by both the Reformation and by the ecumenical movement. 

Pilgrimage: A Practice Lost and Forgotten 

Growing up in England meant that many of the places I loved to explore had 
names that revealed a lost history. I went for countless walks along paths that 
were called the Pilgrims’ Way. Sometimes I would find and explore the ruins of 
a long-closed abbey, playing amongst the ruined arches and grassed aisles. The 
road where I lived, where I learned to ride a bicycle and where I met friends, 
was called Friars’ Gate, and the local beer came from a brewery called the Fri-
ary. But there were no pilgrims or friars walking the way anymore and these 
names were no more than echoes of a lost world. At school I read and much 
enjoyed the first major literary work in anything like contemporary English. 
I loved Chaucer’s famous Canterbury Tales with his stories of those who were 
travelling on pilgrimage for all sorts of holy and unholy reasons. 

But for a long time I did not really understand that the Pilgrims’ Way was 
not just a name but a social reality and the route that pilgrims took on the road 
to Thomas Becket’s shrine in Canterbury and to the place where missionaries 
from the Roman Church arrived in England. The landscape I grew up in was 
full of these faint echoes of a world that had been lost in England, a world in 
which pilgrimage was once the only way that most people could or did travel, 
and a way of believing and belonging to the church. This was a world infused 
with sacredness and mystery, where relics were treasured and journeys were 
undertaken in the hope of finding God or healing. It was a world outlined by 
worn paths and ancient routes, marked out by guest houses and hospitality, a 
world that called on people of all classes and types to walk together, a world 
that combined prayer, movement and the seeking of a better life and world in 
one. 

The story I then learned, both at church and at school, was that pilgrim-
ages belonged to a time when the church had become corrupted. They were, 
at their best, little more than jolly holidays and often an excuse to set aside 
the moral codes of home. At their worst there were those who exploited the 
faithful, taking their money in exchange for the touch of a relic or to have 
prayers said or indulgences granted. I learned, in my childhood and teenage 
years, that pilgrimages were neither peaceful nor just, that they did not inspire 
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or encourage holy behaviour or true piety, and that they were often ruthlessly 
exploitative. They were not pilgrimages of justice and peace at all, but outward 
practices emptied of real meaning and integrity, little more than a way to create 
income for religious communities, of sustaining a whole travel industry and of 
persuading those desperate for healing to part with their money. 

I also learned one, well-established then, version of how the world of pil-
grimage, holy relics, and monasteries came to an end in the land where I grew 
up. One summer I walked along the path where King Henry VIII had once 
walked barefoot on pilgrimage and where he prayed that he would be given a 
son. But this same Henry changed dramatically, within a few years, from being 
a barefoot pilgrim to having his men close many pilgrim shines, including the 
shrine at Walsingham in Norfolk where the famous statue of the Virgin and 
child was taken to be burned in a public square in London. Henry went from 
believing in pilgrimages, monasteries, and relics to being the king who swept 
it all aside. He was disillusioned, perhaps, that God did not seem to heed his 
prayers for a son, or reward his bruised pilgrim’s feet or the gifts of his char-
ity. But, I was also taught that he had his eye on the money and power of the 
monasteries with their shrines and pilgrims. He wanted the people to give 
their money in taxes to their king rather than in rents and gifts to the monks. 
And he wanted to erase the power of those outside the shores of England who 
would influence the hearts, minds, and imaginations of the English people. I 
was taught that the reforming Christians who had Henry’s ear at this critical 
moment in history believed that the faith of the people needed renewing. They 
thought that the people needed to exchange these outward forms of religion 
for the inward experience of faith, to find a faith that was immediate, heartfelt, 
and deep rather than a faith that was shaped so much by outward, and some-
times empty or hypocritical, practice. 

This view of English history that I once learned, a view that says that 
Henry was right to shut it all down because the people were being exploited 
and because practice had become emptied of real meaning, has now been 
profoundly questioned. This is partly because of a wiser, more nuanced, and 
more ecumenical, view of history.3 Historians now say that it is not true that 
all the monasteries were corrupt and exploitative. They say that pilgrimages 
and shrines were not all deeply resented by the people and that they were 
often places where real faith was nurtured and cherished. In many instances, 
they were loved, valued, and regarded as sources of inspiration and hope. The 
real injustice, it is argued, lay with those who wanted to take the land of the 
monasteries to sustain a new and growing aristocratic elite, and to replace 
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Christendom with a new nationalism. The real tyranny was enacted by the 
landowners, who did not want their workers to take so many religious holidays 
or to travel so far to the shrines but to work diligently and productively in the 
fields. The call to an inner, and simpler, faith was not actually quite as innocent 
as it might have seemed, and it too could readily become a vehicle and a cloak 
for injustice, exploitation, and greed. 

Pilgrimage: A Metaphor Found and Claimed

As the Reformation, and a particular understanding of the Reformation, 
shaped Christian life and practice in my homeland, pilgrimage came to be 
understood as part of a way of Christianity that needed to be left behind in 
the search for a more inward, reflective, and personal kind of faith. I was often 
invited by my own, Reformed, church to go on a journey of faith, but it was 
always to be understood as an inner journey for my soul, the “withinness” of it 
most important. I was encouraged to say prayers on my own, in a Quiet Time, 
to journal about my faith and to believe that if I was any sort of pilgrim it was 
a metaphorical one. Indeed, the word became embedded in me first of all as a 
metaphor for personal and inner progress in the spiritual life, and this remains, 
in many ways, its primary meaning now for many people still in the tradition 
I inhabit.

Significantly, there was one book which, along with the Bible, dominated 
Protestant piety in England for centuries. It was a book that, in many ways, 
inspired a tradition of allegory in spiritual and other writings and which most 
people still know of and refer to readily even if they have not read it. The only 
pilgrim I was really taught to admire was the pilgrim in John Bunyan’s Pilgrims 
Progress – where pilgrimage becomes a metaphor for an inner journey of faith 
rather than an outer journey to a real physical place or holy site. And I learned 
early on to sing bravely and full-throated John Bunyan’s famous hymn. 

Who would true valour see,  
Let him come hither; 
One here will constant be, 
Come wind, come weather. 
There’s no discouragement 
Shall make him once relent 
His first avowed intent 
To be a pilgrim.
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Whoso beset him round 
With dismal stories 
Do but themselves confound; 
His strength the more is. 
No lion can him fright, 
He’ll with a giant fight, 
He will have a right 
To be a pilgrim.

Hobgoblin nor foul fiend 
Can daunt his spirit, 
He knows he at the end 
Shall life inherit. 
Then fancies fly away, 
He’ll fear not what men say, 
He’ll labour night and day 
To be a pilgrim.4

“To be a pilgrim” is, in this imaginative world, not about a social and outer 
practice, but about a spiritual and inner practice, contesting with spiritual 
enemies and hoping for life eternal. It is fascinating that though pilgrimage 
largely disappeared as a literal practice in English faith, it nonetheless had, for 
centuries, a deep resonance in a renewed and reformed church as a metaphor 
for the spiritual life, for the life of a disciple. Pilgrimage has continued to be, 
over centuries and in metaphorical guise, a profoundly affecting and important 
image of what it means to be a follower of Christ. It remains a powerful meta-
phor of transformation in the burgeoning world of “spiritual” experience and 
shapes still many of the finest and most popular books of Christian reflection.5 

Rediscovering Faith as Embodied Practice

There have been several factors and forces that have challenged the kind of Chris-
tian faith that became defined too much by inwardness and privacy at the expense 
of the outward and social. There has been something of a sea change in how we 
have come to understand our humanity. The post-Enlightenment sense that we 
are human beings because we think (“I think therefore I am”) has given way to 
a recovered sense that we are embodied creatures, embracing and dependent on 
our connectedness with each other and indeed with the whole of creation. We 
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are not solely interiorized creatures, souls that happen to be encased in bod-
ies, but embodied beings who walk upon the earth with and among a deeper 
and wider creation. Rowan Williams, in a Foreword for a Lent book in 2011, 
wrote, “We come to understand ourselves more fully as bodily beings, constantly 
tempted to fantasize ourselves out of the material world and to create boundaries 
between soul and flesh: humility is, of course, incarnation, recognizing that it is 
precisely as changing and decaying physical agents that we engage with the real 
world, not the imagined one that we can manipulate for our satisfaction.”6 

As such bodily creatures we see that an interiorized form of faith does not 
reach, touch or transform our whole selves and that a faith that comes from a 
God who was made flesh in Jesus Christ cannot be a faith that takes shape only 
in thoughts, words, or ideas. Following an incarnate Christ, and the God who 
in him so loved the world, has to mean practising faith, doing things, engaging 
with the world, and seeking to be part of God’s transformation of all the ways 
in which we are social, connected, and related to one another. While we have 
made the mistake, sometimes, of thinking that the mind is for knowledge and 
the body for experience, we now see that such distinctions can be dangerously 
misleading. The body is itself a source of knowledge. To live in the world in a 
particular body is to know it in a different way from someone else. Our bodies 
are the ways in which we walk, experience, imagine, and know the world. Bar-
bara Brown Taylor puts this well: “Sometimes we do not know what we know 
until it comes to us through the soles of our feet, the embrace of a tender lover, 
or the kindness of a stranger. Touching the truth with our minds alone is not 
enough. We are made to touch it with our bodies. I think this is why Christian 
tradition clings to the reality of resurrection, even when no one can explain it 
to anyone else’s satisfaction.”7

She, with Stephen Cherry, recommends the practice of going barefoot, of 
feeling the earth beneath your feet, in an image that takes us right back to the 
story of the medieval (and in some cases contemporary) pilgrims who walked 
at least part of the journey, as did Henry VIII, without shoes. The theologi-
cal turn (or better return) to the body means that some of the metaphors we 
have used more recently to describe the spiritual life are becoming alive, and 
even literal, again as we seek to describe the whole journey of faith. We have 
recovered a sense of ourselves as bodies, as well as minds and souls, and begun 
to wonder whether some of the ancient practices of faith – practices that some 
of our forebears scorned – might have contained a proper and godly wisdom 
after all. There has been a new recognition that theology and prayer may be, 
and perhaps always should be, rooted in practice as much as idea and theory. 
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Faith as praxis is now honoured alongside faith as doxology or orthodoxy. Faith 
is not only formed and made real in quiet and in private, but also in the noise 
and passions of the street. Faith is not only iconic perfection and bliss, but is 
crafted and practised in the daily rituals of real, and fleshly life. 

The Journey to Unity Brings a New Perspective

The ecumenical movement has also opened up for many a renewed under-
standing of treasures and traditions that have been guarded over centuries by 
some while decried by others. We have come to see that there was indeed wis-
dom where we once thought we saw only empty, and even corrupted, ritual. As 
“receptive ecumenism” has gained ground, Christians of many traditions have 
learned to look again at the practices of traditions other than their own and 
to see something of value they might have missed. This means, for example, 
that Christians from Reformation traditions have sometimes set down their 
books on spiritual pilgrimage and set out on a literal walk to a physical place 
and rediscovered the practice of pilgrimage and of faith in a new way. There 
has been an astonishing and significant rediscovery of the practice of faith, the 
embodiment of discipleship, and the value of ritual, place, and physical jour-
ney. Fascinatingly, pilgrimage has re-emerged in the contemporary church in 
new ways again as a practice, and not simply as a metaphor, as Christians redis-
cover ancient places of pilgrimage or find new ones. And, significantly, such 
places and experiences of pilgrimage have often become very powerful shapers 
of movements for justice and peace, inspiring those who find them to become 
themselves part of the transformation of the world that God is bringing. It is 
as though something repressed or cast aside has found a place again, this time 
often in ways that both heal ancient divisions of the church and inspire the 
healing of the world. 

With the turn toward the body in theology and the receiving of ecumeni-
cal wisdom, there has been a reawakening of interest in places of pilgrimage 
in the UK (amongst other places in the world) and a sense that they are not 
simply all about injustice or an overcome past. It has also been striking that 
such places of pilgrimage have, in practice, often been or become associated 
with prayer and action for justice and peace. You can go to the Holy Island of 
Lindisfarne in the North East of England and hear how Aidan, in Saxon times, 
paid money to get children out of slavery. You can belong, even if you live in 
England, to the Iona community with its roots in a Scottish island and in Scot-
tish cities, and discover a community of faith that is absolutely committed to 



63Pilgrimage in the Protestant Imagination

finding and inspiring faith dedicated to justice and peace. You can find people 
walking to holy shrines and “thin places” (where the space between heaven and 
earth is perceived to be very small), but also to international conferences on 
climate justice as “climate pilgrims,” and to places at the margins of our mod-
ern economies, to find God’s holiness and presence again. Places of gathering 
like Taizé in France, as well as traditional places of pilgrimage such as Santiago 
da Compostela and Lourdes, have done much to revive the practice of pilgrim-
age and to (re)define it as a practice through which the faithful are confronted 
by the demands of justice and peace, of unity and healing. Today’s pilgrims 
may travel with different expectations of the journey and the destination from 
medieval pilgrims, but are no less hopeful that their lives will be transformed 
and that the world might become a more just and peaceful place. Pilgrim-
age is undoubtedly finding new currency and popularity as a form of Chris-
tian exploration that is often beyond or at the edges of the bounds of official 
church; it is one that is active and practical, and one attractive to many who 
find both physical and symbolic exploration the best way to engage with faith.

And I, a Christian shaped by Reformation traditions, have thought again 
and opened my eyes to a new view of the history of my land and, more impor-
tantly, of what it means to be a Christian. I have seen that my faith might not 
only shape the words I say in prayer or frame my inner life with meaning, but 
also shape the way I use my body and my voice in a world where many are 
hungry and suffering. My feet have found again the ancient paths and the holy 
places, but also the sense that being a Christian is about practical action in the 
midst of the world. And in this new kind of walking, practising, and praying, 
with my own tired feet and pilgrim’s limbs, I have found something more of 
the reality of the church and of God. My faith is no longer just in my head or 
in my books, but in my body and in the world around me, in the stories of 
ancient and modern saints, and in the journey that takes me where I had little 
thought to go, worshipping in words and songs and ways that I would once not 
have recognized as belonging to me.

An Ecumenism of the Body

The ecumenical movement is also now being shaped by this “turn” toward the 
body, toward the communities in which we are called to live and practise our 
faith, and toward an understanding that the faith we share is, in every sense, 
profoundly practical. This means that the traditional divisions between the ecu-
menical disciplines need to be both challenged and overcome. An ecumenical 
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movement that keeps “Faith and Order” somehow separated and abstract from 
lived experience and the demands of justice, peace, and the integrity of cre-
ation is no longer thinkable, and indeed is no longer the reality, as the Faith 
and Order Commission now includes many theologians whose work is forged 
in particular and demanding contexts and whose work openly reflects upon 
and engages with such contexts. A week of prayer for Christian unity that does 
not also address the cries of the world would fall to dust and would be little 
used among the churches, and words for prayer in such a week are always cast 
from within a particular place and tradition. A model of unity that thinks only 
of common doctrine, but never of common practice, would sound hollow and 
is now otiose. Ecumenism now needs to be, and is, described, modelled, and 
lived as a practice rather than theory, engaging and inspiring our bodies and 
not only our minds, or even souls. 

There are those who might be suspicious that to “brand” the current 
ecumenical movement as a “pilgrimage of justice and peace” is to imply that 
we can no longer hope to find a common faith or to answer the call to vis-
ible unity, but can only work together for common causes. Are we simply 
surrendering to the view that “service unites,” where “doctrine divides”? This 
would be a tragic misunderstanding of where we are or where we need to 
go. What this aspiration signifies is a re-claiming of the unity of faith and 
action, of theory and practice, of prayer and prophecy. It is not that we 
should exchange an ecumenism of “faith and order” for an ecumenism of 
joint service in the world, but that we should cease to divide mind from 
heart and body from soul. We need to recover a truly practical ecumenism so 
that the unity of faith we seek can be rooted in our common practice of faith. 
This will mean, of course, that we need a renewed language to speak of our 
common faith and of a call to visible unity. It might mean that sometimes, 
instead of sitting together in a meeting room, we do literally take ourselves 
“out” to walk together along a common path or indeed in pursuit of a com-
mon cause. It will mean that we find together an ecumenism of the body as 
well as of the text.

A New Way of Calling the Churches to Unity

A Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace can suggest and sound a new resonance for 
the ecumenical movement. The very word “pilgrimage” has the great merit 
of having roots in long tradition and of carrying within itself the changing 
timbres of different understandings of the faith. It is newly attractive in times 
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when people long for a practice of faith (rather than only “beliefs”). It evokes 
and offers the freedom to explore and journey. And it involves being rooted in 
particular places and contexts, where faith can become explicit among the par-
ticular, the earthed, and the immediate. This is the kind of ecumenical pilgrim-
age we now need as we all long to live out our common faith in a world crying 
out for justice and peace. “Pilgrimage” has an amazing resilience as both prac-
tice and metaphor and great potential and power for the renewing of church 
and world, in justice and peace.

The call to a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace might sound, to some, like 
an evasion of the task of seeking a common faith. It might seem like a weak 
metaphor for the task of participating in the mission of God together to trans-
form the world. For those tempted to see this call as a retreat or an evasion we 
need to let the story of pilgrimage speak. The very word has, remarkably, been 
a subversive one. It has resisted, it seems, those who would make it a meta-
phor for only inward journeys, and for a way of being Christian that retreats 
into the private, the “spiritualized” and the quietist. It continues to resurge as 
a verbal icon of a faith that rouses the body to action and the people to walk 
together. It can serve, at its best, as a rallying cry for a renewed ecumenism 
that calls the churches to find again a truly practical and embodied unity, an 
ecumenism that will need to find common songs (worship), a common faith 
(doctrine), common leadership (ministry), and a common mission (in serving 
and transforming the world). An embodied ecumenism is not at all an escape 
from the hard challenges of sharing faith, life, and witness, but a renewed 
way of framing them. To embark on a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace means 
that we will have to confront the things that have divided us at the very same 
moment as we work together for the things that God is calling us to be and 
to do in the world. If ecumenism has been too cerebral, too much “in our 
heads,” too much about what is “inner” in human beings, then we have now 
to shape up as embodied people who care about place and earth and people, 
together. 

There are many in the world who think “mindfulness” is what we need to 
find peace, while ignoring the demands of justice. But Christianity will always 
be an embodied faith, calling us to walk and act, to speak and sing and hope. 
Being mindful will not be enough to overcome the tragedy of the world or 
to proclaim with loud enough joy the promises of the justice of God. Being 
mindful alone will not help us to find that unity with each other that can truly 
transform a world so bitterly marred by division and inequality. We are called, 
together, to stir our bodies, to bring those who are separated from each other 
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into unity, to get actual people, particular churches, and flesh-and-blood com-
munities on their feet and moving toward a better world. That sounds like a 
pilgrimage to which all are invited and to which all might be stirred. This is no 
time for private thoughtfulness or for abstract thinking. It is time to get up and 
walk, while there is day, for God has work for us to do.
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Chapter 7

In Search of Lagi-malie (Harmony) 
Revisiting Pacific Spirituality

Feleterika Nokise

The introduction of Christianity to our part of the world – the Pacific – 
dramatically altered the contours not only of our religious landscape but of 
our very own being.1 The theology of the missionaries simply had no room 
to accommodate our existing religious beliefs and values. The grand goal of 
extending God’s kingdom on earth could not be achieved without their resort-
ing to a “genocide” kind of program of destruction and devastation. All traces 
of our old religious life were removed. Christianity was to be the new religion. 
And we became lost souls in our own lands.

What the missionaries failed to appreciate was that our understanding of 
who we are as spiritual beings was intimately tied to the spiritual meanings of 
the rituals and beliefs that they deemed “pagan” and “satanic” and therefore 
evil. They firmly believed that Christian forms and practices would more than 
compensate for any sense of loss or displacement we may have experienced. 
History tends to suggest that we joyfully embraced the new religion with no 
sense of loss of those things that for centuries had provided us with the refer-
ence points of our spiritual wellbeing. But this was far from the truth.

The evangelization process was a one-way operation. Christian values and 
beliefs were defined and interpreted for us and Christianity was packaged in 
such a way that we became silent receivers of whatever was given. Over the years 
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we adopted the forms and practices of Christianity without any opportunity to 
critically analyze their impacts on what might constitute life in all its fullness 
in our own context. But we have now found the courage to acknowledge and 
address the disturbing alienation within ourselves created by the imposition of 
one religious system upon another. 

A renaissance in our thinking is now happening as more of our aspiring 
academics take up the challenge of research and publishing, thus providing a 
voice for the voiceless. An increasing number of conferences, consultations, 
and talanoa gatherings are providing the much-needed spaces to share ideas, 
knowledge, and understanding that affirm the belief that we do have valid 
insights of our own.

Values of the “Pacific Way” of Communal Framework

This brief contribution is a call not only to Christian theology to re-formulate 
the existing meanings, interpretations, and understandings attached to its doc-
trinal framework, but also to ourselves not to evaluate the merits of our cul-
tures using solely Western and foreign methodology and constructs. We must 
affirm the values and meanings of what our own cultures and traditions have 
to say. We need to return to the treasures of our traditional cultures to recover 
what has provided us with a clear sense of peace and justice in our life and faith 
journey.

Despite the variety of cultures in our Pacific region, there is something 
about us that cuts across all boundaries of tradition that some have referred to 
as “the pacific way.”2 These values are at the heart of all our cultures and can be 
summed up as oneness of community. This denotes that spontaneous easiness 
with which we Pacific Islanders communicate with each other even if we are 
strangers to one another. Anne Kerepia puts it well:

In my own culture, before even Christianity came, we knew how to share 
because we live in extended family situations. So we share our land together 
and we share our food and we all work together in a community – so we live 
in a community of people. So really it goes right back, even before Christian-
ity came to us . . . It is born in you as human beings and you have that feeling 
of compassion for others, feeling for other people’s plight, for somebody else’s 
suffering, for their joy, and you want to share all that.3
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Our propensity to communicate with one another under spontaneous 
impulses is inherent in the fundamental identity of Pacific people. This is the 
imperative upon which Pacific ecumenism is based and into which we must 
dig deeply. Our churches seem to be locked into Western models, in which 
the higher authority seeks concordats and agreements which will then allow 
people below to come together for worship or interaction. Our ecumenism 
needs rather to be based on Pacific traditional values and on authentic relation-
ship and feeling for the other, whether the other is divine or human. 

This is not straightforward. We have a legacy of wounds from the colonial 
era when positive values were rejected as part of a deliberate plan to undermine 
our spirituality.4 This distortion continues today in the postmodern media. We 
need to rediscover and revive these values, so that they can become for us and 
our churches and communities, once again, vehicles of wellbeing. Here, I will 
share three of these values.

“Connection” – “hospitality”
Relationships are a crucial part of our identity. Being connected begins when 
we listen to one another, to the world around us, to our inner voice and to the 
gospel. It is in listening that we connect. 

Closely related to listening is the spirit of hospitality, something we Pacific 
Islanders take pride in. Our expression of hospitality allows our connections 
to the world and others to be open, flexible and gracious. Offering hospitality 
is openness to the sacred. For us Pacific Islanders, the question is not whether 
what we have to give is sufficient for the situation or not. The question is simply 
whether or not we have anything to give. That is what hospitality is all about. 

The challenge posed by globalization to our Pacific communities5 suggests 
the need for us in this century to rediscover again the spirit of openness inher-
ent in our cultures. Hospitality of the heart is a unique gift of our Pacific 
spirituality. It could make our world a world of potential friends rather than a 
world of probable enemies.

“Balance” – “humility”
Life is seen as a medley of multiple dimensions, each of which must be developed. 
The Christian faith bears witness to a healthy balance of activities. We are to take 
time to be thankful, to reflect on meaning in our life, to see and experience God’s 
presence with us. There is to be balance between the inner life and the outer life. The 
principle of reciprocity that governs much of our cultural exchanges is an attempt 
to acquire a proper balance between serving our own desires and serving others. 
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This can be seen clearly in the beliefs and attitudes that used to dictate our 
understanding of work. Our spirituality emphasizes that work is not a private 
enterprise. Work is not to enable me to get ahead, but to be more human and 
to make the community and the world I live in more just. Work is what we do 
to continue what God wants done. To maintain this balance a spirit of humil-
ity must exist in us.

“Centredness” – “maturity”
This is to be clear about what is important. From the church’s perspective, it is 
life centred in Christ. Life is so complex that we often live with divided hearts 
and loyalties, but when we centre ourselves, we discover that life flows outward 
from us. We act in the midst of life, rather than merely respond to life. Staying 
centred encourages us to face difficulty and to confront reality with a willing-
ness to change. Such is the path to maturity.

If these fundamental values are not part of the way we see justice and peace 
in our pilgrimage, then we will lose the unique connection we have as Pacific 
Islanders with our people and our focus on Christ will be compromised. Our 
pilgrimage must always be lived within the communal framework that is the 
hallmark of life in the Pacific. There is a fundamental principle within our 
Pacific context, namely, relationality.6 It is a principle that defines us as indi-
viduals and as communal beings.

Knowledge and Wellbeing

Western thinking gave birth to the ideology of positivism, the view that knowl-
edge can only come from scientific verification. This in turn has been challenged 
by postmodern thinking that says that there is no such thing as an objective 
explanation and that people give meaning to events according to beliefs they 
have, shaped by the cultures they come from. The postmodernist position 
seems to be suggesting that all explanations are of equal value and the problem 
with this can be seen clearly in cases of injustice. Victims or survivors of abuse 
would offer different meanings to the physical events of the abuse than would 
perpetrators. Postmodern thinking is a European philosophical critique of posi-
tivist thinking. But it can also be challenged by Pacific indigenous viewpoints. 

Eurocentric knowledge was an integral part of the colonization strategy 
that was imposed on Pacific people. Philosophical teachings emphasizing rea-
son as the primary tool for discovering meaning and knowledge, made very 
little sense to Pacific people. Tui Atua aptly makes the point:



71In Search of Lagi-malie (Harmony)

We, as Pacific peoples, are not individuals; we are integral parts of the cosmos. 
We share a divinity with our ancestors – the land, the seas and the skies. We 
are not individuals because we share a tofi (inheritance) with our families, our 
villages and our nations. We belong to our families and our families belong 
to us. We belong to our villages and our villages belong to us. We belong to 
our nation and our nation belongs to us. This is the essence of our sense . . . 
of Pacific belonging and wellbeing.7

Our identity is much more connected to a collective than an individual 
sense of self.8 Whereas Western traditions tend to look at things in terms of 
their component parts so that people can be separated into a mind and a body, 
indigenous perspectives tend to be holistic.

 Indigenous world views tend to have an ecological focus, whereas the 
world views that Western cultures foisted on indigenous communities through 
colonization have been overwhelmingly materialistic and individualistic. Colo-
nization is still alive and well in most of our modern institutional settings today 
when dealing with indigenous people’s concerns. 

The general consensus was that indigenous people were uncivilized, sav-
ages, pagans, lost souls who needed to be saved. European civilization and 
Christianity were regarded as the primary means to achieve this.9 The establish-
ment of parish and village churches and the eventual emergence of an educated 
indigenous leadership, as well as the changing political landscape, offered vis-
ible signs that the envisaged transformation was happening among indigenous 
people. But an outward conformity did not mean that indigenous people had 
abandoned everything that they believed.10

The churches applauded governments as they condemned the practices 
and associated beliefs of indigenous peoples. It vindicated their own campaign 
to abolish traditional religion and fuelled their theological emphasis on the 
wrath of God towards all symptoms of our sinful nature.11 Renouncing indig-
enous healing practices and beliefs came to be regarded in the same light as 
repentance and accepting Jesus Christ as one’s Lord and Saviour. And member-
ship in the church had very little leverage when indigenous people decided that 
the answers to problems were to be found in a spiritual realm outside of that 
tolerated by the church and the medical profession.12
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Spirit(s) and Body

Indigenous models of wellbeing have emphasized four essential components: 
spirituality; family and relational values; physical wellbeing; and emotional and 
mental wellbeing. Of the four, spirituality is regarded as the basis for all the 
other components. The institutions deemed critical in the expression of these 
components are land, language, and family.13

There are principles that protect and safeguard indigenous spirituality. Being 
unwell can be caused by breaching these. For example, tapu in its fundamental 
sense means “that which is forbidden to the ordinary.”14 Within relationships, 
there exists “tapu,” which defines how one relates to the other. The person and 
the relationship are considered sacred, and as long as these structures and social 
arrangements continue, personal and collective wellbeing is assured.

In Pacific cultures, a person is both physically and spiritually “natured.” 
The spiritual and the physical cannot be separated. For Pacific Islanders, any 
tendency to separate the physical from the spiritual is extremely dualistic, para-
doxical, and somewhat contradictory. In our encounter with Western theologi-
cal thinking, medicine and science, both our spiritual and physical wellbeing 
have been institutionalized by practices and ideologies that redefined our holis-
tic understanding.15 We have benefited enormously, at all levels, from such a 
transformation and have become “carriers” of this redefinition. But this redefi-
nition does not accommodate us in our totality.

I was vividly reminded of this tendency to separate the physical and the 
spiritual in the way modern institutions treat people when I worked with 
Pacific Island men who had been sentenced for violent behaviour. The exist-
ing activities to rehabilitate Pacific Island prisoners seemed to have no effect, 
because when they are released they re-offend. I discovered that the violent 
tendency of the men was deeply related to the disconnection of many realities 
that constitute their sense of wellbeing. 

I still remember their body language when I asked what was happening 
with their spiritual lives. When the men began to talk they spoke of guilt, 
sin, betrayal, to describe the state of their spiritual wellbeing. They named the 
people and contexts that had been disrupted by their behaviour: God, wife and 
children, relatives, ancestors, community, church, and culture. 

The expression through violence of things wrong in the physical life of the 
men was a clear indicator that everything else in their life was not well. It is not 
just the ruined strands that need to be looked at, but all the strands. It is not 
just the violent behaviour that needs to be healed, but the whole pattern that 
needs to be recovered.
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As they told their stories, the men became somewhat disoriented, espe-
cially when the narrative reaches parents and close relatives who have died. 
One of the men said, “This is the first time I have been asked to share the 
story of my life. No one ever wanted to know or hear my story.” Their stories 
revealed that they believed they had breached the sacred dimension of tapu 
that protects the sacred arrangements in relationships. And with this awareness 
went the fear that their breaching of tapu could result in curses upon them-
selves. This is a real fear.

Curses or maledictions can condemn someone who breaches tapu to a life 
without purpose. It is a life bereft of blessing. The curse can be inter-genera-
tional and the offender’s bloodline will have no place of belonging. For Pacific 
Islanders, whose identity is deeply ingrained within the collective, to exist in 
this way is an anathema to their beliefs and traditions.

Underlying this restlessness amongst the men was a concern about the 
presence of spirits in their lives. This focused on the possibility that they had 
breached the tapu that protects their relationship with the Christian God 
(which most said they could handle because their pastor has told them to 
repent and God will forgive them); but they were not sure what to do about the 
spirits of their dead family members. These concerns are a real part of peoples’ 
spiritual world. 

I was eight years old when my sister, who was six, died after a long illness. 
My grandfather decided that she should be buried on the side of our chiefly 
house. Our house was next to our church. The night after she was buried, my 
mother and I slept in our chiefly house in one side while my grandfather slept 
in his usual place. During the night, I woke up and saw a line of people all 
wearing white coming out of the church. They walked in procession beside 
the church over a stone wall that separated the dwelling section of the village 
from the bush, went up a slope and disappeared into the bush land where the 
graveyards of our family members were located. When fear began to grip me, 
I woke my mother. She in turn woke my grandfather who took one look and 
immediately said a prayer. When he lit our kerosene lamp immediately after his 
prayer, other members of our family who were sleeping in other family houses 
behind the main house came to see what was happening. A long discussion 
followed and then our church minister was requested to come immediately. 
When he arrived my grandfather told him what was happening, explaining the 
decision of the family to remove my sister’s body from where she was buried 
near the house to the family graveyard. The minister was speechless when he 
heard the decision and the eye witness accounts of the procession from the 
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church. Despite reservations, he presided at the reburial of my sister when 
morning came.

When the visitors had left, my grandfather summoned our whole family 
and admitted that he had erred in having his granddaughter buried next to the 
family house. His love of her had blinded him to the fact that everyone who 
had died in our family is buried in the family plot. The procession from the 
church was a firm reminder from the dead that my sister belonged to the place 
where they were. 

The Sacred Space between You and Me

Alongside Christianity, Pacific people still hold strongly to beliefs founded on 
pre-missionary spirituality and relational arrangements. While recognizing 
that culture maintains its dynamism by adapting, the values of our traditional 
world view continue to live within the stories and of our people, because the 
knowledge of our forebears provides the missing link in our search to recover 
our sense of holistic and wellbeing. 

We should not feel ashamed of our search, in the interests of justice, to 
know ourselves and our history, as we search out the true meaning of our well-
being. Pacific Islanders generally understand life as a framework of intercon-
nected realities. We are born into a multi-dimensional world of inter-related 
structures and processes of multiple meanings and contexts.16 A human being 
is a relational self, having meaning only in relationships to others. Such a being 
derives its sense of wholeness, sacredness, and uniqueness from its place of 
belonging in family, village, genealogy, language, land, environment, and cul-
ture. The idea that a person can be an individual unto himself or herself is a 
new concept that was introduced with Christianity.

My self and your self are interdependent. Through you, my being is con-
textually meaningful and whole. Through me, you are given primacy in the 
light of our collective identity and places of being, our genealogical lineage, 
our roles, responsibilities, and heritage. The underlying ideology is the main-
tenance of relationships based on mutual respect safeguarded in socio-political 
and religious arrangements. People, as participants of these relational arrange-
ments are regarded as sacred; and the space between them is also sacred for it is 
the place where exchange between sacred beings takes place. 
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Co-Creators: In Search of Harmony

When Christianity was introduced to the Pacific region during the latter half of 
the 18th century, worshipping the gods was an already established part of the 
people’s custom and tradition. The worship involved a kind of tri-parte frame-
work: god, a person, and nature. The people believed that the gods resided 
within the environment in which they lived. The gods were living and with 
them.

The social and religious beliefs of the missionaries were deliberately intro-
duced to change the nature of our spiritual beliefs. To a large extent the mis-
sionaries succeeded. Our understanding of the “spiritual” was adapted to the 
religious form of Christian worship and ideologically captured and redefined. 
There was a transition from worship of gods who could be seen to the worship 
of the one unseen God. This radical paradigm shift can be illustrated in the case 
of the Samoan people.

An unseen God was not something new to the Samoans. Their creation 
story acknowledged the existence of a supreme god, the creator of their world 
and the origin of their genealogy.17 But this god was at the apex of a long line 
of inferior gods that ended with the gods of families. The peoples’ spiritual lives 
were directly connected to these family gods, which in turn were connected 
with the gods above them right up to the supreme god, Tagaloa. Perceiving 
the spiritual realm in this way, the Samoans came to regard their spiritual con-
nection in genealogical terms. They are all descendants of the supreme god, 
Tagaloa. 

With the introduction of Christianity, these family gods and all intermedi-
ary gods were abolished. The missionaries demanded that everyone worships 
only one unseen God. This led to the spiritual wellbeing of Samoan people 
being placed under the rule of Western theological thought. It followed that 
physical wellbeing came under Western medicine and science. The resulting 
separation of the physical from the spiritual/ religious dimension was a deliber-
ate attempt by Christianity to redefine the holistic world view of the Samoan 
people. 

There is much to suggest that Christianity has transformed the lives of the 
Samoan people. The country has many impressive church buildings represent-
ing numerous strands of the Christian faith. Christian ethics has infiltrated the 
peoples’ mindset, behaviour, and religious protocols. But, despite these out-
ward displays of Christian affiliation, Samoan people continue to respond to 
their environment and to understand themselves through the lens of a Samoan 
world view. 
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Samoans understand the most important state of existence to be harmony. 
This is the principal quest of the Samoan people. People seek harmony with 
God because God is their progenitor. They seek harmony with each other 
because they are all descendants of God. They seek harmony with their envi-
ronment because nature is divine. The spiritual connections are for this one 
purpose alone: to find harmony. 

Given this understanding, Samoans struggle to relate to the separation of 
the physical and the spiritual natures of human being. Neither of these two 
dimensions can be separated or addressed independent of the other when deal-
ing with the whole person. Furthermore, defining what a Christian is solely in 
terms of faith in the word of God limits the scope in which God can operate, 
subjecting God’s capacity to the frailties of human constructs.

The claim by Martin Luther that only the soul can accept the word of 
God seems to suggest that the soul has a more prominent role than the flesh, 
a superior role in being the point through which God connects with a person. 
But Samoans hold the belief that when God connects with a person, it is the 
whole person that is involved. 

For Samoans, good works are an expression of faith in God. It is a belief 
rooted in their traditional religious rituals of offering sacrifices to their gods, 
acknowledging their presence and seeking their blessing and forgiveness; but 
it is also an acknowledgment that there is a relationship between them. This 
religious behaviour resonates with the theological belief that God is the God 
of history who acts and participates in the expression of love for humankind 
and their world. The Samoans perform good works not for the purpose of 
being saved, but for the relationship to be harmonious. They firmly believe 
that God and they are co-creators of life. In the context of “harmony,” faith by 
itself cannot create harmony. The expression of faith through works brings the 
mystery of God to a level of understanding human beings can handle. It offers 
the accessibility of God to everyone. 

A Pilgrimage of Filemu and Amiotonu 

Christianity did not create a religious landscape for the Pacific. That was 
already in existence. What Christianity did was to transform it by introducing 
new layers of thought and meaning that necessitated a radical change in the 
religious observance and allegiance of the people. But two hundred years of 
Christianity could erase all the traditional religious beliefs that for thousands 
of years shaped and defined our spiritual world. In recent years, contextual 
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theology has offered the people a chance to combine the Christian faith with 
remnants of their traditional religious beliefs. This process provides a way to 
accommodate the one unseen God of the missionaries. 

Our words, our languages, our stories are the unique resources we have, 
that provide us with what we need to understand. They are why we are con-
nected to our past, to our present, to each other, to our physical and spiritual 
worlds, to our ecological world. 

The aiga18 (family) is held in the highest regard and treasured above all 
other realities. Our identity and social positions are defined, explained, nur-
tured, and shaped here. This is our primary classroom for life. It resembles 
a garden rich in colour and texture. It is a place where one finds acceptance 
and warmth. It is home. The family is where we encounter the mystery of our 
spiritual world through things deemed to be tapu and sacred, remnants of our 
old religious beliefs that survived the onslaught of Christianity. The family is 
where we wrestle with the potentials and constraints of theological truths, the 
justice and injustice of life and possibilities, as well as the relationship between 
the self and others.

Any Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is vividly acted out in the context of 
an aiga (family). Filemu (peace) and amiotonu (justice) govern the behavioural 
and moral patterns of all members. When these are performed according to 
proper protocols, Samoans sense the presence of Lagi-malie (harmony) in their 
lives.

Samoans understand Lagi-malie as the most important state of existence. 
People seek harmony with God. They seek harmony with each other. They seek 
harmony with their environment. Lagi-malie is a spiritual state of wellbeing. It 
is the living out of justice and peace by ensuring that these dimensions dictate 
one’s behaviour and thinking. 

We must not lose sight of the bigger picture in this Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace. An essential cultural plurality exists within the universal church and 
we need to take this into account rather than seek a uniformity that is artificial 
and dysfunctional. We must also resist any tendency to replicate our religious 
experience without seeking to enculturate them properly. And, we must avoid 
absolutizing Pacific cultures, denying them the necessary appropriation of for-
eign elements that could be useful, which in the end would deprive them of the 
benefits of intercultural and cross-fertilization.
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Chapter 8

A Path to Immortality 
Reflections on Pilgrimage  

from an Orthodox Perspective

Marian Gh. Simion

“Why do you not commit suicide?” – was the question that the Viennese 
psychiatrist Viktor Frankl often posed to his patients who were tormented by 
various adversities of life.1 By asking this question he was able to detect what 
was meaningful in the life of his patients, and what kept them alive. While 
enduring the brutality of the Holocaust, Viktor Frankl himself agonized over 
this question along with other inmates, finding meaning in spiritual freedom: 

In spite of all the enforced physical and mental primitiveness of the life in 
a concentration camp it was possible for spiritual life to deepen. Sensitive 
people who were used to a rich intellectual life may have suffered much pain 
(they were often of a delicate constitution), but the damage to their inner 
selves was less. They were able to retreat from their terrible surroundings to a 
life of inner riches and spiritual freedom.2

The experience of a Romanian Orthodox priest inside the Romanian 
Gulag was similar, as he described it after liberation: 
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We are free and we are very happy that we are free, but we have a kind of 
nostalgia for prison. And, we can not explain it to others. They say we are 
crazy. How can you miss prison? [We miss it] because, in prison we had a 
most meaningful life. We reached such spiritual levels which we are unable 
to reach in freedom. Isolated, anchored in Jesus Christ, we had the pleasure 
of an enlightenment which the world cannot offer. There are no words to 
express exactly the feeling we had there. Those who did not have our experi-
ence can not understand how we could be happy in prison.3

One of the deep truths of the human spirit is that one can find meaning 
in the most unusual circumstances. One person can find meaning in the hope 
for the future; someone else finds it in the shackles of past ordeals. It may be 
due to a pervasive need for meaning(making) that seems to emerge from the 
fundamental questions of human existence. Who am I? Where do I come from? 
What is my final destination? These questions might indeed be evidence of the 
drive toward pilgrimage – inner or outer – the rigid vagrancy of life from birth 
to death, and beyond. 

Inner and Outer Aspects of Pilgrimage

What is pilgrimage? Why do people travel in a ritual fashion? What is the 
benefit of such an enterprise? Although Religious Studies literature attempts 
to answer such questions, the answers provided only deepen the enigma of the 
human spirit. 

Pilgrimage is “a journey to a shrine or other sacred place undertaken to 
gain supernatural help, as an act of thanksgiving or penance, or for the sake of 
devotion.”4 Catholic Christians visit the Holy Land, Rome, Santiago de Com-
postela, and various tombs of saints and missionaries to gain a sense of spiritual 
renewal. Orthodox Christians visit monasteries to seek spiritual advice from 
the elders, or to venerate relics. Buddhists visit Buddha’s place of birth, the tree 
of Buddha’s enlightenment, the place where Buddha gave his first sermon, and 
the place of Buddha’s reincarnation – all in search of enlightenment. Muslims 
perform the great pilgrimage (hajj), and the small pilgrimage (umrah) as a 
sacred duty, and Jews visit Jerusalem to participate in the festivals of Passover, 
Shavuot and Sukkot.

Going deeper into the complexity of the definition, however, pilgrimage is 
also defined as an inner experience. From this perspective, pilgrimage is a
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literal or metaphorical movement to a condition or place of holiness or heal-
ing . . . Interior pilgrimage is the movement of a life from a relatively abject 
condition to the goal . . . Pilgrimage frequently, and not surprisingly, takes 
on the character of a rite of passage; and as values and status; pilgrimages may 
then take on the character of a holiday, in which everyday life and its values 
are suspended.5

Beyond the general trend of definitions, there is also a third aspect of the 
pilgrimage – the pilgrimage beyond the grave – which this paper attempts to 
tackle. To Orthodox Christians, pilgrimage surpasses by far any benefit that 
may be achieved by a trip to a monastery to seek an elder’s insight, or to vener-
ate the relics of a saint, as it becomes a cathartic experience. 

Pilgrimage as a Cathartic Experience: In Search of the Sacred

Pilgrimage is not a victory, but a way to it. It is a physical voyage for spiritual 
renewal, an inner spiritual exercise for forgiveness and reconciliation, a search 
for belonging. Pilgrimage is the journey of the soul in the afterlife seeking 
peace and justice. Orthodox Christians travel in search of enlightenment and 
immortality. The journey is nothing but a spiritual drama destined to test the 
power to believe, to hope, and to love. Pilgrimage is a mental transformation 
and a change of heart. While monastic asceticism (sought by the Orthodox) 
implies a localized cyclical exercise, pilgrimage is a longitudinal event condi-
tioned by distance and history. 

The primeval catastrophe of human disobedience, which provoked the loss 
of paradise, failed to annihilate human’s relentless desire to regain everlasting 
life. The elegy of the original sin turned into an epic song, as human life was 
consumed by the passing of time. Constricted by history and space, the post-
paradisiacal world began a long voyage in the tragic direction of sin and death. 

Yet the divine promise from the protoevangelium (Gen. 3:15), along with 
humanity’s nostalgia of origins, pressed humanity away from self-destruction, 
and as such the “prodigal son” decided to return home. The pilgrimage of return 
became haunted by memories of the past that kept colliding with hopes for the 
future. On this path, the human heart became a zone of confluence between 
anamnesis and epiclesis, as the past and the present merged together in recaptur-
ing the lost Eden in the eucharistic momentum. 

Estranged from themselves, humans search for the divine image within 
themselves. Evoking moments from their past, humans search not only for 
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their immediate history, but for the past inscribed in the ancestral memory 
they carry. The sins and the blessings of past generations are carried over by 
new generations. 

Orthodox Christians carry the memory of their ancestors in song or in 
the prayer for the dead, and celebrate their presence in the eucharist. In their 
search for the sacred, Orthodox seek a new life and a new beginning, and as 
such, pilgrimage becomes a return from a shadowy exile. It is a return from 
loneliness to a relationship with the sacred, something which only travel itself 
can recalibrate. 

To the Orthodox Christian, this very search for the sacred origins of 
humanity – a search exhibited by all forms of religious beliefs and spirituality – 
is an intrinsic memory of the primordial communion with the Creator that all 
human beings seek to recover. It is an acknowledgment that all human beings 
are created in God’s image (imago Dei). Therefore, it is within the recognition 
of imago Dei that any attempt of human conscience to journey back to the 
Creator, by whatever paths or beliefs, becomes recognized as a valid attempt 
in itself.6 

The sacred path toward salvation is conditioned by the protoevangelium, 
and by the paradigm of the prodigal son. From a dogmatic frame of reference, 
the New Adam (Jesus) fulfills the promise to forgive and resurrect the Old 
Adam through a pilgrimage from Bethlehem to the ascent to heaven, with the 
sacrifice from Golgotha being the decisive detour for the salvation of humanity. 
Thus, humanity’s way to deification was cleared by the New Adam. The jour-
ney adjures the presence of the divine providence, along with an active human 
faith that is backed by works (James 2:24). On this journey, it is through the 
divine grace that humans engage God’s un-created energy (through the sacra-
ments and mystical prayer), and as such humans are called to be reborn and 
grow as new persons. The compass of the inner pilgrimage to deification and 
immortality is forged by a coherent harmonizing of the three theological vir-
tues: faith, hope, and love.7 

The Soul’s Pilgrimage to Immortality

Death is not the end of one’s existence, but the beginning of the afterlife. The 
afterlife is the soul’s condition beyond the grave, meant to inherit eternally 
either the blissfulness of paradise or the terrors of hell. In the transition from 
the temporality of this life to the eternity of the afterlife one is confronted with 
the paradox of time. For the Orthodox, time is Christ-centred, and as such 
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it becomes subjected to Christ’s hypostatic union: that is, the union between 
Christ’s human nature (implying temporality) and the divine nature (implying 
eternity). Therefore, time exists in a dynamic sequence of events, as much as in 
the imprint of eternity.

To enter the afterlife, the soul has to undergo a transcendental pilgrimage 
that begins on the deathbed. This particular pilgrimage epitomizes the transi-
tion between the temporality of the waking-life and the eternity of the afterlife, 
and it entails the formation of a conscience of peace, justice, and morality. To 
create such a conscience, one has to view life from the perspective of death, 
which necessitates a recapitulation of one’s decisions in the waking-life. One’s 
place in the afterlife is determined by one’s conduct in the waking-life, and 
inheriting paradise means that the individual has to behave peacefully, to do 
justice, and live a moral life. 

Attaining immortality is subject to a particular trial conducted by Jesus 
Christ. Before reaching Christ, however, the transcendental pilgrimage is full 
of traps and obstacles, as the soul becomes a mirror of the self. While approach-
ing the judge, the soul is tried according to one’s ruling passions and inner 
dispositions from the waking-life, and the accuser – the devil himself – brings 
forth all the sins, while an angel of defence puts forward all the good deeds. 

Apart from the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31), the 
New Testament is rather minimalistic with regard to the “last things” in 
relation to the individual. This scriptural minimalism was mirrored by the 
Byzantine Church, which, apart from the creedal expected resurrection of 
the dead, lacked a sophisticated eschatology, even though the subject was of 
keen interest to Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Irenaeus of Lyons, 
Gregory of Nyssa, and others.8 Indeed, the Byzantine eschatology engaged 
“the so-called Himmelsreise der Seele, the belief in the soul’s ascent through 
a series of planetary spheres where it is detained and interrogated by hostile 
cosmic powers.”9  In such a context, Orthodox Christians were free to create 
their own version of the meaning of death, judgment, heavenly reward, and 
infernal punishment.

In spite of close dogmatic scrutiny, various spiritual writings present the 
soul as being neither in hell nor in paradise, but in a state of limbo where it 
will stay until the expected “resurrection of the dead and the life of the age to 
come,” as collectively adopted by the church in the creed. Between the Chris-
tian Chiliasts (who believed in the existence of an intermediate state between 
death and resurrection) and the Gnostics (who denied the resurrection of 
the body), the official Byzantine spirituality also included belief in a liminal 
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phase that exists between death and resurrection. However, as Nicholas Con-
stas writes, “the Byzantines had no ‘system’ around the last things. Eschatol-
ogy remained for them an open horizon within theology, an openness perhaps 
intended to draw experience and thought toward that which lies beyond the 
bounds of the world of space and time.”10

Parallel with the official theology, a new process of conscience verification 
emerged within the spirituality of the Desert Fathers, and it continued through 
the tradition of the Philokalia. As monastic communities flourished in Egypt 
during the 4rth to 6th centuries a vigorous religious folklore evolved. Some 
of the emerging stories have been captured by various sayings of the Desert 
Fathers (Apophthegmata Patrum), as well as by Athanasius the Great, whose 
book The Life of Saint Anthony became foundational for the Orthodox beliefs 
on the “last things.” 

As some monks were credited with the charisma of communicating with, 
and even raising, the dead the departed became the trusted emissaries of the 
soul’s pilgrimage in the afterlife. In The Life of Saint Anthony, Athanasius the 
Great illustrates how Saint Anthony had a vision about the journey of the soul 
to heaven after death. As the soul leaves the body, it undertakes an expedition 
to receive judgment, and on its path, it faces a giant who tries to prevent all 
souls from reaching heaven.11 

Nevertheless, the desert literature does not present the judgment of the 
soul as a hearing before Christ himself, but as a tug-of-war between the pro-
tagonists of light and darkness, both attempting to rescue or accuse the soul. 
Starting on the deathbed, a confrontation erupts between the angels (eunuchs) 
and the demons (the black-faced-ones, or αιθίοπες). 

In this journey, one’s acts committed in the waking-life are reduced mostly 
to almsgiving and confession of sins, and their weight is measured on a scale. 
Hell is depicted as a river or lake of fire and it is packed with heretics, bad rul-
ers, and misbehaving clergy. Heaven appears as a great city, or as a beautiful 
garden – Old Persian, pairidaeza, meaning “park” or “enclosure” – which is 
abundant in fruit trees. 12 

St Theodora’s Journey through the Toll-Houses

During the 10th to the 13th centuries, additional devotional literature flour-
ished among the newly converted Slavs. This devotional literature includes a 
story called “St Theodora’s Journey through the Aerial Toll-Houses,”13 which 
became extremely influential as it was displayed in prominent places such 
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as the caves of the Pechersk Lavra (the largest monastery of Kievan Rus), as 
well as on the mural of other prominent churches. The story of Theodora was 
allegedly recoded by Gregory, a disciple of Theodora’s spiritual father, Basil 
the New. Theodora revealed herself to him from beyond the grave and gave 
him an account of her pilgrimage to heaven. Theodora’s trial was preceded 
by a series of tests that took place in the air, where her soul encountered 20 
toll-houses controlled by evil spirits, where she was tried for blasphemy, lying, 
slander, gluttony, laziness, theft, covetousness, usury, injustice, envy, pride, 
anger, revenge, murder, magic, lust, adultery, sodomy, heresy, and cruelty.14 
Later contributors added four more to these 20 toll-houses, including the cult 
of personality, dressing fashionably, smoking, and  simony.15 Currently, some 
monks add even a 25th toll-house in reference to the acceptance of biometric 
identification documents.16 

The moral narratives that derived from the heritage of Apophthegmata 
Patrum, from the Philokalia, and from additional patristic sources continued 
to play a crucial role in the creation of a conscience of peace and justice. To 
create and maintain such a conscience, one had to remember death. As such, 
various memento mori strategies were created and implemented through epic 
stories, songs, and icons; all designed to function as a postevangelium proph-
ecy. This postevangelium prophecy re-emphasized the existence of a pilgrim-
age that begins on the deathbed, and that leads to the particular trial before 
Christ where the sentencing takes place, determined by the acts committed in 
the waking-life. As Orthodox tradition teaches that one’s soul participates in 
a particular trial as well as the universal trial at the end of times, the interplay 
between the two trials often created a hiatus where one could intervene, such as 
through the prayer for the dead, and memorial services. The memorial service 
becomes an act of giving – the almsgiving – conducted for the double purpose 
of helping the departed bypass aerial toll-houses, and as a personal investment 
in the afterlife. 

The Journey in That World: An Eastern “Christmas Carol”

Building a conscience of justice by appealing to the terrors of the afterlife has 
been a subject of anxious theological reflection among the Orthodox Church(es) 
as much as it has among their Western counterparts. The British ghost story A 
Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens tells how an old miser, Ebenezer Scrooge, 
was visited by the ghost of his former business partner, Jacob Marley. The ghost 
of Jacob tells Ebenezer that Ebenezer’s actions from the past created his present 
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unhappiness, and warns him that unless he becomes kind, Ebenezer will suffer 
the eternal torments of the afterlife. 

The Orthodox world has its own version of A Christmas Carol that serves 
as a revelation of the afterlife. Collectively inspired from the Apophthegmata 
Patrum, and from St Theodora’s Journey through the Aerial Toll-Houses, a widely 
known Romanian Christmas carol titled The Journey in That World narrates 
how the caroller takes a journey into the afterlife. The journey is similar to that 
of St Theodora and it heralds and describes the general message of the icon of 
the Last Judgment painted on the outer walls of numerous churches and mon-
asteries in Eastern Europe. In an allegorical representation of humankind, the 
caroller becomes the eastern version of Everyman, revealing that good and evil 
deeds are tallied by God, and that each human being will be faced with them 
in the afterlife. 

The effectiveness of this Christmas carol to (re)generate a conscience of 
peace and justice cannot be emphasized enough. Whether chanted or recited, 
the carol involved not only the newscasting of a postevangelium prophecy, but 
it deeply motivated one’s inner self through visual arts and poetic creativity. 
Psychologically, the carol illustrated the vulnerability of human nature when 
confronted with temptation, denial, arrogance, and ignorance. Historically, the 
mix of poetry, music, and image pointed out the core features of the medieval 
social justice system in Eastern Europe, as it highlighted the particular (dyadic) 
judiciary practice used by the Orthodox Church among the Slavs. 

The dyadic justice system was based on the accusatorial process and had a 
minimal involvement from the potentate.17 Whenever a dispute arose, a spiri-
tual elder was involved as arbiter, mediator, and judge. Coming before the 
spiritual elder, sitting on a special chair in the front of the church, the plaintiff 
and defendant faced the mural that displayed the image of the last judgment.18 

The spiritual elder was unable to enforce any penalties against the offender, 
beyond forbidding communion or eventually excommunicating the offender 
(measures that rarely helped). However, by pointing to the image of the soul’s 
journey in the afterlife from behind him, the spiritual elder appealed to the 
very conscience and personal insecurities of the parties, who often forgave each 
other and were reconciled in order to avoid eternal punishment.

For the purpose of exemplification (and theological reflection), below is 
the Romanian Christmas carol as it was originally recorded by Elena Niculiț-
Voronca,19 a century ago. 
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The Journey in That World 	 Călătoria pe ceea lume

Now my hour is up 	 Acum ceasul mi-a sosit
And I left this world behind.	 Și lumea am părăsit.
The angel stands before me,	 îngerul stă-naintea mea,
To take me from the world.	 Din lume ca să mă ia.

Today I journey 	 Astăzi mă călătoresc
To the Heavenly Father,	 La părintele ceresc,
Where Christ called me,	 Unde m-a chemat Hristos,
At the beautiful city.	 La orașul cel frumos.

A good or a bad sentence to take,	 Bune ori rele să-mi iau,
To give account for all, 	 Sama de toate să dau,
For all my own deeds, 	 Păn’ la cîte le-am aflat,
‹Till the lowest sin.	 Păn’ la cel mai mic pacat.

Oh, villain soul,	 O, suflete ticălos,
Black and dark,	 Negru și-ntunecos,
While you lived in the world,	 în lume cît ai trăit,
You rolled into dreadful things.	 în rele te-ai tăvălit.
You only cared for good living	 îngrijai numai de trai
Denying to think of hell and heaven.	 Negîndind la iad și rai.
Now the angel of death 	 îngerul morței acum
Keeps me company on the road;	 Mă însoțește la drum;

And he brings me by the hell	 Și mă trece păn’ la iad
Where the sinners burn.	 Unde păcătoșii ard.
As I looked at hell,	 La iad cînd eu mă uitai,
What I saw, terrified me: 	 Ce văzui, mă-nspăimîntai:

I saw many heretic priests, 	 Văzui mulți popi iritici,
With teachers and magistrates 	 Cu dascali și gramatici,
Thrown with their heads down	 Aruncați cu capu-n jos
Into the blazes of the fire.	 în focul cel flăcăros.
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From here to another lagoon,	 Și de-aice la alt vad,
All to hell! All to hell! 	 Tot la iad! Tot la iad!
Again, when I watched;	 Iarăși dacă mă uitai,
What I saw, petrified me:	 Ce văzui, mă-nfricoșai:

I saw merchants aligned,	 Văzui negustorii rînd,
Who deceive and over price.	 Care-nșel și lipsă vînd. 
Caring measuring cups on the nose	 Unii, cu măsuri de nas,
Some were grunting in loud voices.	 Să văitau în mare glas.

Others, with scissors and tape 	 Alți, cu foarfeci și cot,
Were swimming in the blaze.	 îi ducea para înot.
With weighing scale around the neck,	 Alții, cu cîntari de gît,
some were wailing bitterly.	 Să tînguiau amărît.

From here to another lagoon… 	 Și de-aice la alt vad…

I saw a band of men,	 Văzui o ceată de barbați,
Drunkard and lewd;	 De bețivi și desfrînați;
Some were hanged by their tongues,	 Unii de limbi spînzurați,
Others hang by their neck.	 Alții de gît aninați.

From here to another lagoon…	 Și de-aice la alt vad… 

I saw a bunch of women 	 Văzui și-o ceată de muieri
Howling in pain,	 Tînguindu-se-n dureri,
Were trapped in childbirth labour	 Petrecînd în mare munci,
For aborting their babies. 	 Că ș-au ucis ai lor prunci.

From here to another lagoon… 	 Și de-aice la alt vad…

I saw rows of unmerciful rich, 	 Văzui bogați ne-ndurători,
As they lived in the world 	 Care-n lume cît au trăit
They had no mercy on the poor.	 Pe saraci n-au miluit. 
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Building a conscience of social justice is crucial, as any form of injustice 
is punishable in the afterlife. Addiction and sexual promiscuity often lead to 
domestic violence and communal strife. In the Orthodox Church, abortion is 
considered killing, and as such it is severely punished in the afterlife. Alluding 
to the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31), one’s repentance is 
presented in a vivid memento mori reflection.

Still, paradise is now introduced as a bright place of eternal feast, inhabited 
by martyrs, generous people, and pious saints. 

Leaving that path behind 	 Deci acea cale lăsînd
And proceeding straight ahead, 	 Și mai înainte mergînd,
When I looked to the right,	 Spre dreaptă cînd mă uitai,
What I saw, made me joyful: 	 Ce văzui, mă bucurai: 

I saw the beautiful paradise 	 Văzui raiul cel frumos
As bright as the sun	 Ca soarele luminos
And rows of dining tables, 	 Și mese-ntinse de rînd,
With candles lit on them.	 Pe ele făclii arzînd.
And glasses full of wine,	 Și pahare cu vin pline,
Given as alms from this world.	 Date de pe astă lume. 

From here to another realm,	 Și de-aice la alt plai,
All in heaven, All in heaven!	 Tot la rai! Tot la rai!
Again, when I watched;	 Iarăși dacă mă uitai,
What I saw, made me glad:	 ce văzui, mă bucurai: 

I saw groups of martyrs	 Văzui cete de mucenici,
All young, old, and babies	 De tineri, bătrîni și mici,
Dancing all around	 împrejuru-i dănțuind
And glorifying God.	 Și pe Dumnezeu slăvind. 

From here to another realm…	 Și de-aice la alt plai…

I saw holy women too,	 Văzui și sfinte muieri,
Spending in gratification 	 Petrecînd în măngîieri
With diamond crowns	 Cu cununi de diamant
And brilliant ornaments.	 Și podoabe de brilant.
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They were partaking from joy, 	 Și bucurie gusta, 
Standing with all the righteous. 	 Unde cu toți drepții sta. 

At the gate when I looked,	 La poartă cînd mă uitai,
What I saw, petrified me:	 Ce văzui, mă-nfricoșai:
I saw the Paradise locked,	 Văzui raiul încuiat,
Maybe because of my sin,	 Poate pentru al meu pacat,

Until the time of judgment,	 Păn’ la vremea de județ,
When Christ will sit on the bench,	 Cînd va sta Hristos în jelț,
To judge all human beings	 Ca să judece pre toți
All the living and the dead.	 Pre cei vii și pre cei morți.

Make it, O Lord, in your mercy,	 Fă-o, Doamne, mila ta,
And from us do not depart,	 De noi nu te departa,
You created us, you know us,	 Tu ne-ai zidit, tu ne știi,
Forgive us as your children. 	 Iartă-ne ca pre-ai tăi fii.</

The moralizing crescendo of this metaphoric pilgrimage is marked by the 
lack of clarity on the caroller’s settlement. It is perhaps due to this lack of a 
denouement that the fate of the soul becomes more dramatic, as it suggests that 
one can still be saved even in the last hour before death. Nevertheless, what the 
carol makes clear is the fact that there are two types of judgments: particular 
and universal. 

Painted on the walls of the church, chanted or recited during Christmas 
as part of the memento mori repertoire, the pilgrimage of the soul after death 
not only fascinated the Orthodox, but it deeply resonated with one’s moral 
self-perception. Apart from its lyrical quality in promoting social justice, by 
appealing to the presence of the invisible judge the song recalibrates one’s spiri-
tual path toward immortality. 

Conclusions

In the paradigm of the prodigal son, the journey back is preceded (perhaps even 
conditioned) by the decision to come to himself. By coming to himself, the 
prodigal son undergoes an inner journey to reach such a decision, before the 
outer journey could actually begin. To get up and go to his father and confess 
that he took the wrong path involves an inner pilgrimage of transformation; 
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it involves a metanoia. In spite of its devotional theatrics of piety, the outer 
pilgrimage becomes nothing more than spiritual tourism, unless it is preceded 
or motivated by a profound journey of the inner self. On the other hand, apart 
from providing a new perspective on the world, spiritual tourism may indeed 
stimulate an inner transformation, as this can reactivate some deeply buried 
memories and calamities of one’s inner self.

Pilgrimage is a search for meaning; a search for answers to the fundamen-
tal questions of human existence. What the WCC’s Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace can offer for church unity is the very disposition of the soul toward 
a conscience that leads to forgiveness and reconciliation. To heal intangible 
memories of affliction requires a sense of amnesia and metanoia. To rewrite his-
tory involves honest theological reflection. To respond to the call for unity is to 
recognize that each human being is an imprint of the divine image, a candle yet 
to be lit, a book yet to be read; understanding that when facing the Supreme 
Judge, each Christian is Everyman. ‎The Orthodox memento mori paradigm 
teaches the strength of humility. For Orthodox Christians, it would be theo-
logically arrogant and spiritually short-sighted not to recognize the benefits 
of the call for unity, particularly within the transcendental pilgrimage toward 
immortality. As water scrapes the rock through its persistent falling, so will the 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace as an ecumenical journey transform the injus-
tices and the wars of today and tomorrow.
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Chapter 9

A Latin American Contribution  
to Pilgrims of Justice and Peace 

Humanizing Communication  

Processes in the Global World

Magali do Nascimento Cunha

The methodology “see, judge and act,” derived from Latin American–
based Christian communities, is the basis for this reflection on human com-
munication as an important vocation in the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. 
When we “see” what is before us, we who live in the so-called “culture of 
convergence” in the global world, we reflect on the culture that makes trans-
formation possible in all parts of the world. That brings significant changes for 
human communication. The second part of the article presents the “judge,” 
approaching the critical aspects related to the mediatization of human rela-
tions, a sense that reveals a portrait of contemporaneity, through Latin Ameri-
can theology. The last part of this contribution, the “act,” points to possibilities 
of concrete actions for the humanization of communication processes in the 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace in the age of convergence in the global world.

The theological reflection that helps us “to judge” is based on a theology 
of communication that sees communication as a gift by God the Creator to 
human beings, to allow life in common with harmony, justice and peace with 
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all creation. However, men and women have also been corruptors of this cre-
ative project of God. Communication for communion is frequently replaced 
by attitudes of competition, jealousy, tensions, envy, greed, and wars. God’s 
action over the builders of the Tower of Babel is a blessing: communication/
communion is not the same as singularity or homogeneity; communication/
communion also includes diversity and difference. To live in unity, in justice 
and peace, is to learn with diversity and difference, especially in times of a cul-
ture of convergence in the global world.

To See What Is before Us: Participating in a Culture  
of Convergence

We are living in a time of socio-cultural and economic transformation that 
gives rise to feelings that vary between euphoria and perplexity. This is because 
we live in the era of communication – a revolutionary time made distinctive by 
technological achievements that just a few decades ago were only imaginable 
in fiction.

The transformation of the human capacity to communicate has made 
many changes in human life possible: in relationships, acts of informing and 
seeking information, education, entertainment, and consumption. Through 
these changes, the receiver becomes a protagonist – a role that until a few 
decades ago belonged to the issuer. In contemporaneity, this characteristic of 
the receiver is intensified due to the development of the society of information 
and of interactive processes; and actions that mark the reception are enhanced 
with the possibility of inter-activity or inter-action. It means that receivers 
develop the ability to become issuers and to relate themselves more closely to 
issuers. 

One of the strong senses of these times, thus, is participation. Two ele-
ments highlight this sociocultural and economic process: computers (and more 
particularly the internet) and mobile phones. The idea of convergence appears 
to explain this dynamic: the large-scale viability of these technologies brought 
together into a single device to access multiple networks and services. In other 
words, different functions and communication mechanisms are inserted (con-
vergent) on one single machine (a smart/mobile phone), made possible by digi-
tal technology. This convergence allows the expansion of the capacity of the 
media: there is a meeting between the precursor analog media and the digital 
media, producing interconnections and generating new products and means of 
obtaining information.
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For participation to become effective, the tools that facilitate the action of 
users–issuers emerge – blogs, podcasts, wikis, discussion forums, social media. 
They do not work for the centralization of information and they are not nec-
essarily linked to communications companies. They are not limited to the 
sending of information only, and they are not certainly connected to adver-
tising and marketing. They are not granted by the state and are not limited 
to geographical coverage needs. This culture of participation that promotes 
convergent media transforms the communication processes with the possibil-
ity of expanded access to different ideas and opinions and the recreation of 
messages.

It was US media scholar Henry Jenkins who paid attention to this con-
temporary context and coined the term “culture of convergence” to criticize 
the concentration of attention on “media convergence.”1 He reflects on what 
he considers important in this phenomenon, which not only concerns indus-
trial processing technologies, but refers to culture, to how societies live. Jen-
kins is interested in the social dynamics of these new opportunities. Thus, the 
researcher questions if convergence is related only to devices with multiple 
functions and points out that it stimulates new media connections, as users 
feel able to go themselves in search for information and to propagate their 
own. Therefore, Jenkins says, “Instead of talking about media producers and 
consumers as occupants of separate roles, we can now consider them as partici-
pants interacting according to a new set of rules, that none of us understands 
completely.”2

This culture of participation that convergent media promotes transforms 
the communication processes and presents the expanded possibility of access to 
different ideas and opinions and the recreation of messages.

Jenkins does not despise the marketing aspect that is present in this com-
munication experience because all information that is accessed or created can 
be (and has been) transformed into consumer products. This revolution has 
consequences for the communications industry and corporations / media oli-
gopolies that seek to control all types of networks and promote themselves as 
convergences. In this context, old broadcasting monopolies give rise to oli-
gopolies that gain strength as the technological convergence allows companies 
to act in market sectors previously separate.
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To Judge through the Word of God: Communication Grounded  
in a Theology of Creation

The word comunicare has its origins in Latin, which means “making something 
common,” the action of making ideas (knowledge, information, opinions) and 
feelings common. Herein lies a dimension that might be referred to as the 
inter. From the moment that the human being makes ideas and feelings com-
mon, the inter emerges very strongly: the interpersonal, the intergroup, which 
is closely related to the dimension of dialogue. Dialogue also refers to encoun-
ter, approximation, and exchange. 

Here we see elements that make up this meaning of communication. 
Human and Social Sciences teach us that these things are part of the human 
condition. Human beings, as social beings, do not exist to live alone, but they 
only survive in relation to other beings. In order to exist, men and women need 
to live together, to enjoy com-panionship and comm-union. Then, comm-uni-
cation is the possibility of making all of this concrete, including the diversity 
that is at the nature of humanity. Hence individuals always look for ways to 
communicate beyond themselves and to extend the possibility of communion 
beyond geographical boundaries. This, what we call “the media” emerged.

Human communication in all its forms is part of being human and of our 
human need to live together. However, the human tendency to concentrate 
instead of making things common, and to rule over the “other equal” instead 
of sharing solidarity, must be taken into account in this process. That is why 
the projects of participation in the media, through the culture of convergence, 
unconsciously or not reveal the human contradiction.

When we look at this dynamic through the eyes of faith, we can base our 
understanding of the theology of the formation of the human being in the cre-
ation story as narrated in the book of Genesis, chapters 1 to 4. A strong image 
comes from chapter 2 verse 18: “It is not good that the man should be alone.” 
Often, this text is read in church communities in marriage celebrations to 
speak of the union of a man and a woman, but here it is important to highlight 
that the narrative refers to much deeper dimensions. 

Whoever studies the text in its Hebrew version, in the original text, the key 
word in that passage is “Adam”: “it is not good that Adam should be alone.” 
In Hebrew, Adam does not mean “man’,” the male being, the male human 
being, as common translations popularize it. Adam means humanity, the 
human being in the collective. For the male human being there is a proper 
Hebrew word, “ish,” as there is a word for woman, for the female human being, 
“isha.” These two characters, isha and ish, are mentioned in the narrative of the 
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creation of the world. However, in this text of Genesis 2:18, “Adam” refers to 
humanity, human beings, those who come from the Adamah, the earth. Adam, 
the human being, who emerges from the earth, is created from it, man and 
woman, both. 

Grounded in this theological insight, it is possible to identify the deep 
understanding present in Genesis that refers to the human being and to human 
relations: “It is not good that the human being/the humanity, should be alone.” 
Unfortunately, classic translators of the biblical text opted ​​for the traditional 
(sexist) generalization of the language, using the masculine “man.” It thus sug-
gests that a man who should look for a woman for company, a reading that 
hides the rich sense of the original narrative, that humankind has a vocation to 
live in a collective and that this is a gift from God the Creator. 

The scientific understanding from anthropology, sociology, psychology, 
and biology that human beings need each other (the human condition of exist-
ing as a social being) and need to communicate to live collectively is reflected 
in Genesis 2:18. God created the human being with the vocation to live col-
lectively, in the midst of the differences between men and women and between 
different groups. Moreover, it is only possible to live in a collective through 
human communication.

From the creative act of God, there comes forth the human condition. In 
order to exist, men and women have to enjoy com-pany, com-munion, and 
because of that and for that, to com-municate dealing with all the diversity that 
is at the heart of creation. The root “com” in all these words carries in itself that 
same sense of the collective. Communication, therefore, is an inherent part 
of the human condition that echoes here the philosophical statement that the 
human being is communication.

Since being a newborn baby, although unable to articulate the thought, 
a human being already communicates. The baby cries, manifests joy, calm, 
worry, annoyance, because these expressions are already inherent in the very 
human condition. The human being does not have communication, he or she 
is communication, because he or she is already born with that capacity/gift.

From communion to competition
A theology of communication should also take account of the truth that the 
human being corrupts this creative project of God. The Creator says, “It is 
not good that the human being should be alone” – humans must live well, in 
harmony, in peace, understand each other, communicate, approach each other, 
learn from each other. But the human being corrupts this divine will when they 
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decide to take God’s place. According to the narrative of creation, humanity 
decided to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, the property 
of God and sealed to human beings (Gen. 3). They decided to eat the fruit, 
to get the knowledge of God, to be equal to God, and corrupted the divine 
project. Because of this, human beings no longer understand each other. The 
story of Cain and Abel follows in which brother kills brother, a consequence 
of the wish to possess God’s knowledge. Competition, jealousy, and tensions 
develop. Abel and Cain come to be among men and women, and within the 
human being comes to exist the struggle between communion and barriers, an 
approach toward the other and the destruction of the other, both companion-
ship and competition.

From diversity to uniformity – and back
It is into this context that Genesis brings another narrative, of the Tower of 
Babel. It describes the construction of a city in a plain and, there, a tower that 
would celebrate a collective, seeking to be like God (again) as it would reach, 
through the tower, to God’s high places. The group would concentrate in that 
very place to dominate over others (“otherwise we shall be scattered abroad 
upon the face of the whole earth” [Gen. 11:4]). This is a project of domina-
tion and concentration of one over others, from one city over another or of a 
city over the countryside. Towers were historically military control projects, 
especially in the time of the narrative, under the domination of the Babylonian 
Empire. This is an example of a project that corrupts the divine desire for com-
munion and harmony among humanity. 

Milton Schwantes, a prominent Brazilian biblical scholar, wrote a book 
entitled Projects of Hope: Meditations on Genesis 1 to 11,3 calling attention to 
this text as a narrative about the human corruption of the divine plan. He gives 
an example of how this idea is present in verse 1 of chapter 11: “Now the whole 
earth had one language and the same words.” It represents an imposed unity 
by the project of domination and concentration: one way of speaking and the 
power of language of one over others.

That is why God, the Creator, appears in the text to recognize that “they 
are one people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning 
of what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible 
for them” (Gen. 11:6). The text says that God descends to see the city and the 
tower (after all, God is far above these human projects) and decides to speak, 
also in the plural: “Come, let us go down, and confuse their language there, so 
that they will not understand one another’s speech” (Gen. 11:7). And the text 
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goes on to say, “So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of 
all the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore it was called Babel” 
(Gen. 11:8-9). Babel, Babylon, is the name of the dominator, the oppressor, 
who, in Genesis, God disperses and for whom God confused the single lan-
guage of concentration and domination, to guarantee diversity. 

It is in diversity that the project of God is implemented and not in the 
single language of human beings who seek to reach the height of God. There-
fore, the diversity of tongues can be seen not as a curse but as God’s action for 
justice and peace in collective life, among humanity.

The (de-)trivialization of communication
These theological bases contribute to the discernment and framing of actions 
in protest against the reality of the culture of convergence. As already men-
tioned, it is undeniable that convergence is the result of the human search for 
the ability to communicate and to make it possible for the “inter,” the com-
mon, to develop. All of this results from the gift of God to the human being 
with a view to God´s humanizing project of communion, encounter, solidarity.

However, we must not forget that human beings have a tendency to corrupt 
the divine project and to implement their own projects of becoming like God 
and concentrating and dominating over others instead of being in solidarity. 
That is why the projects of participation in the media, passing through the cul-
ture of convergence, unconsciously or not, reveal these human contradictions.

People predominantly communicate through converging media: the 
trivialization of leisure and entertainment, social and cultural exclusion, the 
incitement of symbolic and moral violence, the practice of sexual abuse, and 
consumerism. Thus, people gain more access to and interaction with informa-
tion and entertainment. However, largely, the content of such media consists of 
low-level approaches to sociocultural values, which ​​encourages cheating, com-
petition, contempt for others and the vulgarization of life, the free expression 
of racism, sexism, discrimination against people with disabilities and people 
living in peripheral areas (usually those with less access to converging vehicles), 
moral aggression (so-called cyber bullying), paedophilia, pornography, exac-
erbated appeal to consumption, and the suppression of cultures considered 
inferior that lack space for greater expression.

Communication researcher Dominique Wolton alerts us to this as she 
writes:
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The more messages are globalizing, the more cultural communication dif-
ferences are affirmed. Six and a half billion computers would not be enough 
to ensure more communication between people. The easier the exchanges 
become from a technical point of view, the more it becomes essential and 
difficult to satisfy cultural and social conditions so that communication is 
something other than a transmission of information. This is what I called, 
referring to the Internet, as the “risk of interactive loneliness.” In other words, 
the more messages are in circulation, the more we are confronted with two 
problems; that of the conditions to be met for a minimum of authentic com-
munication, and that of the need for respect, which goes beyond the tech-
nique and economy to cultural diversity.4

From the point of view of the marketplace and of the communications 
industry, formed by conglomerates and oligopolies, convergence means con-
centration – in order to dominate. In this case, there is the denial of difference/
diversity as a value in human existence and a denial of the possibility of the dif-
ferent. The power that is highlighted in the communications industry reflects 
the political-economic-cultural imperial power established in the world. From 
which countries are the companies that control the communication market? 
What language prevails in these technologies and their tools?

There is another similarity with Babel: the concentration of power and 
domination and “all speaking the same language” in order to be part of the 
system. This is the Babel lived in the contemporaneity of convergence that 
promotes the denial of cultural diversity, starting with the only language of the 
global market, English, followed by what prevails in arts, in the news, in the 
educational content, in the values that relate to individualism, consumerism, 
and competition. As Wolton comments:

Yesterday we could not communicate because of the lack of appropriate tech-
niques. Today, they swarm, but we do not understand each other better . . . 
Today everyone sees everything or almost everything, but realizes, at the same 
time, that they do not understand better what happens. The visibility of the 
world is not enough to make it more understandable. Even ubiquitous infor-
mation cannot explain a world perceived as more complex, more dangerous, 
less controllable and where cultural and religious differences are exacerbated. 
The end of the physical distances reveals the incredible extension of cultural 
distances.5
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To Act on Behalf of the Divine Project: Communication for Justice 
and Peace

We live in a changing reality, a dynamic world, whose movements should be 
monitored closely with all their nuances. It is worth remembering cultural 
studies researcher Douglas Kellner’s challenge, which is aimed at traditional 
media but which refers to relevant elements of the reality of converging media:

Media and culture can be transformed into instruments of social change. This 
requires more focus on alternative media than has previously been evident in 
cultural studies and reflections on how media technology can be reconfigured 
and used to empower individuals. It requires developing activist strategies to 
intervene in public access television, community radio, computer bulletin-
boards, and other domains currently emerging. To genuinely empower indi-
viduals requires giving them knowledge of media production and allowing 
them to produce artifacts that are then disseminated to the public. Increasing 
media activism could significantly enhance democracy, making possible the 
proliferation of voices and allowing those voices that have been silenced or 
marginalized to speak.6

This reflection leads us to reflect on human relationships and the commu-
nication challenge. People, able to inform, transmit, and express themselves, 
turned into active receivers, interactive users of the media, do not represent 
enough elements alone to carry out the communication that promotes inter-
action and comm-union. As noted above, communication is meeting, com-
munion, be it verbal or nonverbal, interpersonal or social; to be fully achieved 
it cannot be limited to the transmission of ideas but implies the other equal 
and an authentic relationship with him or her: “The meeting can take place in 
silence; while conversely, the young man walking in the street who is multi-
connected may prove unable to say ‘good morning’ or ‘thank you’ to those 
who cross him. Similarly, an adult ‘free’ and ‘modern’ may be unable to hear 
the words of individuals who do not share their opinions.”7 In this sense, it is 
good to remember how communication and education walk hand in hand. 
They should continue this positive and productive “marriage,” with a view to 
forming participating individuals who are critical, interactive with the world 
and the realities in which they live. 

To communicate for justice and peace, in pilgrimage, means for us Chris-
tians and all people of good will the affirmation of the need to journey together 
beyond structures and equipment, beyond pleasant and comfortable places 
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where we meet only those who speak and behave like us.  To communicate for 
justice and peace, in pilgrimage, means to value difference, to walk to places 
that take us out of our own sites and positions, to meet our other equal, to 
share in their different and challenging journeys and to hear and learn from 
their languages and interact with new forms of communication.

When we walk together in justice and peace we allow diversity to work on 
us and on our communities, challenging the dominant projects of an Empire 
that would impose a single language and a single discourse, erasing differences, 
and establishing a pattern that gives the privilege of life to a few people, exclud-
ing many. Such a pilgrimage also impacts on our commitment to Christian 
unity. Firstly, we recognize that the project of the Empire is a project of a kind 
of unity, based on global North politics and culture, based on the English 
language, on violence against the different, on the financial market logic that 
exploits the Earth and all its beings, God’s Creation. Secondly, based on this 
recognition, we walk together to develop another form of unity, in a radical 
opposition to the first kind, in the form of comm-unication for comm-union. 
It means putting ourselves in the place of the other equal, experiencing their 
joys and pains, achievements and failures and making it possible for them to 
experience ours as well. For this, there must be a will to welcome and to be 
involved, which implies translation, not only of words that we speak but of 
ways to live life, to relate to creation, and to cultivate faith in God. Commu-
nicating fully, in communion, through the translation of life signifies breaking 
with the project of the Empire that imprisons people economically, politically, 
culturally, and even through religion, including Christianity itself.

Communicating in times of a culture of convergence is also about mak-
ing use of technological resources, humanizing them so that they can work for 
God’s project for the creation. In this project, “Adam” should not live alone, 
but in encounter, communion, harmony, solidarity, overcoming the imposi-
tion of a single language and of a concentrating power in a single group/nation, 
experiencing differences and divergences through relations of justice and peace.
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Chapter 10

Together with All the Saints 
Journeying with Persons with Disabilities

Jessie Fubara-Manuel

One of the fondest memories of my childhood was my family’s yearly 
statutory journey to the village. From the first of December, my elder brother, 
Edem, and I would begin packing our suitcases for a journey that would take 
place in a fortnight. The act of preparing for our annual trip was in itself a 
constant pleasure. We could list the names of our many relatives – cousins, 
uncles, aunties, maternal and paternal grandparents – with whom we hoped 
to be reunited. We would also get gifts of toys, sweets, biscuits, bread to share 
with our extended family, and we imagined the gifts that we would receive 
from them. The journey from Port Harcourt, where we lived, to AfahaOffiong, 
my village, was a harrowing four hours drive on mostly untarred dirty road 
but we could endure anything just to get home for Christmas. Christmas in 
AfahaOffiong was the best and to Edem and me. This was our annual pilgrim-
age: a journey to the much-loved place of our birth where we reconnected and 
reunited with the essence of who we are – our family, and where all found 
space of welcome and no one was forgotten. Christmas at home re-enforced 
our confidence that we are never alone, and that we belong to a people, a home 
and a family.
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No wonder Edem and I did not like John Bunyan’s Pilgrim Progress.1 The 
idea of a lone pilgrim was alien to our concept of pilgrimage. To our young 
minds, pilgrimage was about family; it was about all of a smaller unit of fam-
ily moving together to be with a larger unit of family. We did not understand 
how Christian (the main character in Bunyan’s book) could abandon his wife 
and children to go in search of whatever alone. We theorized that his sufferings 
were largely due to his aloneness. To us, pilgrimage made sense when experi-
ences, challenges, and adventures were shared in such a way that no one felt 
alone and no one was left out.

In this article, I will attempt to discuss pilgrimage as a call to a walk and 
work together in a way that enables accompaniment and sharing in the strug-
gles and joys of all of God’s children. I will be careful to point out that a 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is a pilgrimage of inclusion where all persons, 
irrespective of weakness or strength, disability or ability bring their gifts and 
resources for mutual edification and enrichment. I will encourage us to seek a 
fuller pilgrimage where no one feels excluded but all have a place at the table 
or at the feet of Jesus.

For an Inclusive Pilgrimage

We are called to communion with the triune God as people created in the image 
of God. This claim assumes that the understanding of the imago Dei in which 
humankind was created includes humans as social beings, just as God is social 
in the trinitarian fellowship of the Godhead. This implies that everything else 
that differentiates or separates humankind blurs in the face of Jesus Christ. For 
example, the gender distinction of male and female in Genesis 1:27 ceases to be 
a division in view of the oneness in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28). Inequalities of race 
and sex that are the result of sinful human deviation from God’s will are tran-
scended in Christ Jesus. In Christ, we are all children of God and this relation-
ship with God enhances our relationship with one another.2 We become equal 
in a unity that is made possible only in Christ. Michael Olajide points out that 
“what makes one a member of the body of Christ is through the baptizing work 
of the Holy Spirit who places believers into union with Christ and with other 
believers (1 Cor.12:13) . . . and it includes all believers, regardless of colour, race, 
gender or disability.3 He asserts, therefore, that “it is not God’s will that we live 
in isolation” but that “we need to develop a close relationship and fellowship 
with the other members around us to feed and be fed with the life of Christ, 
encouraging everyone to love and to good works” (James 2:14-17; 1 John 3:18).
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When we gathered together as delegates and representatives of the mem-
ber churches of the World Council of Churches (WCC) at the 10th Assembly 
in Busan 2013, we stated that “Christ who makes us one calls us to live in 
justice and peace” and agreed “to work together for justice and peace in God’s 
world”4 as our participation in a common pilgrimage. We understood that this 
participation needed to be contextualized in local denominational and societal 
settings. We understood that our communion in Christ is incomplete until 
all persons bring their different perspectives, informed by the particularities 
of their circumstances, to bear upon our spiritual journey. Persons with dis-
abilities (PWDs) desire a contextualization of the discourse on our common 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, as adding this perspective will enrich the gen-
eral discourse with the beauty of diversity in worship and service. C. B. Peter5 
says that the “priesthood of all believers” is incomplete without the priesthood 
of PWDs. Life, according to Peter, needs the necessary experience of disability 
and, I dare say, our common pilgrimage needs the experience of disability.

During a seminar presentation at a theological college, I made a case for 
PWDs to be given leadership positions at all levels of the life and worship of 
our church. The moderator of the session, with a somewhat perplexed expres-
sion, asked if I really meant it. Do I truly believe in the possibility of a blind 
person or crippled person serving as the moderator of the general assembly 
of our great church? His question was confusing and troubling at first, seeing 
as the moderator had sight impairment. It was confusing that a theological 
tutor would ask that and troubling that he had apparently put a ceiling on his 
leadership potentials or possibilities within the church he serves. But then, the 
moderator was simply being realistic within the social construct of disability. 
He is no stranger to the stigma associated with disability as well as the fear and 
ignorance exhibited by the church. His worry was that a disabled moderator 
would be a distraction to the image and message of the church.

A person is disabled to the extent to which society and tradition disables. 
The view of disability, according to the Disabled Peoples’ International, align-
ing with the social model of disability, is that disability is “the loss or limitation 
of opportunities to take part in the normal life of the community on an equal 
level with others, due to physical or social barriers.”6

Unfortunately, church and tradition are twins in influence and norms. 
Samuel Kabue acknowledges that PWDs constitute one of “the most margin-
alized and impoverished groups in the society” and calls on the church to “see 
itself as the most authentic institution to champion the cause of forging an 
equal partnership with PWDs.”7 The WCC’s call for a common Pilgrimage of 



104 Jessie Fubara-Manuel

Justice and Peace may just be one critical platform that, in some way, engages 
the active inclusion and involvement of PWDs in the faith space more visibly. 
Responding to the demands of the social model of disability, churches and 
faith communities need to identify and break down the barriers more aggres-
sively that prevent full inclusion of PWDs. This can effectively happen when 
PWDs are brought to the table of discourse, not as appendages or side events, 
but as belonging to the main events contributing to the directions of the com-
mon journey.

Mutual Accompaniment: Leave No One Behind

Accompaniment for all persons, especially for PWDs, on this journey is essen-
tial to enable them to reach their full potential. For Manoj Kurian, accompa-
niment and healing, together as one, is a “sign of the reality of shalom.”8 The 
idea of accompaniment, of support toward better accomplishment reminds me 
of the word ubuntu, better expounded by the slogan “I am because of you” or 
“I am what I am because of who we all are.” African Christian advocates have 
given this concept a Christian twist by linking it to the humanity of Christ. 
Jesus demonstrated this unique humility in his humanity, taking on human 
form (Phil. 2:8) in order to relate totally and relevantly to our human situa-
tion. The essence of ubuntu is the humility to see our incompleteness without 
the other and to appreciate our inter-relatedness in a mysterious unity made 
possible in Jesus Christ.9 Ubuntu is about relationship, the accompaniment of 
one another until we all become who we were meant to be. 

For Africans, this is part of our heritage: to be our sisters’ and our broth-
ers’ keeper and to give physical presence in the experiences and challenges of 
one another. Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 puts it succinctly when it says, “Two are better 
than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, one 
will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have 
another to help.” It paints the picture of mutual help in the event of a fall but 
pity for the one who has no one to help. 

Two encounters with Jesus and PWDs in the Bible buttress this point bet-
ter. The paralyzed man who had possibly four good friends, probably family 
members, was carried through the roof to be before Jesus for healing (Mark 
2:3-5). He did not have to contend with the crowds or the possibility of wait-
ing for months and years to see Jesus. Together they overcame all the possible 
hindrances to taking the man with disability to Jesus, and he received healing. 
On the other hand, we hear the lament of the man at the pool of Bethesda who 
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had no one to help him into the pool and that kept him as invalid for 38 years 
(John 5:3-9). Imagine how grumpy, sad, and lonely this invalid must have 
been! The psychological feeling of helplessness watching other people being 
helped into the pool for healing must have been very strong. And the only 
reason for his continued state was the lack of someone to put him into the pool 
when the water was being stirred. 

PWDs have often found themselves alone and without help. This lack of 
support and accompaniment places the PWDs in an impoverished condition. 
A just pilgrimage is one that gives appropriate company so that loneliness is 
broken and all persons can be part of the journey toward receiving healing and 
rendering reciprocal support, love, and care.

Two of WCC’s programmes – the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (WCC-
EAA) and the Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiatives and Advocacy (WCC-
EHAIA) – have adopted the United Nations’ “leave no one behind” strategy 
toward achieving the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and, sub-
sequently, ending AIDS by 2030. They recognize the probability that some 
people may be left behind and may not have access to HIV response due to 
factors outside of their control. As such, there is a conscious call to commit to 
strategies that allow the incorporation of all in the response interventions so 
that no one is truly left behind. This commitment to leave no one behind can 
also be applied to the issues of disability and disability inclusiveness. An appro-
priate system of accompaniment that ensures that PWDs have their voices, 
gifts, and resources fully recognized as part of the Christian journey will con-
tribute toward healing from the pains of exclusion into the joys of a richer 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.

Only the One Who Wears the Shoe Knows Where It Pinches

An African proverb states, “Only the one who wears the shoe knows where it 
pinches.” Only PWDs can adequately engage with the issues and concerns for 
inclusion of PWDs. Others can only give volume to the voices of PWDs and 
re-echo the concerns observed, heard, and seen. But this echo, while great, is 
not enough. PWDs must be at the table to discuss ways in which disability can 
be an essential part of the church’s ministry and commitment.

Sitting amidst the throes of the loss of my son in 1993, I tried to make 
sense of my intense grief. A kind sympathizer held my hand and said to me, “I 
know how you feel.” Taking her knowledge of my feeling at face value, I asked 
her when she lost her child. “No, not me, God forbid!” She replied. Suddenly, 
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my grief turned to anger. What audacity did she have to claim knowledge 
of my grief when she had never experienced the loss of a child? We can only 
speak with faltering lips about the things we do not fully understand or have 
not experienced. Only PWDs can adequately speak and articulate the needs of 
PWDs in our common pilgrimage. 

Imagine that we all need access to get to the first floor of a building. Some 
people would require a staircase and others would require a lift or elevator. It 
is only when there is relevant representation by both parties that the journey 
to the first floor will be assisted by a staircase and a lift to enable all parties to 
arrive at the same first floor destination.

Charles Wesley’s hymn “Gentle Jesus, Meek and Mild” gave my tender 
heart a sense of Jesus’ vulnerability. I could not imagine Jesus as a child with 
the helplessness and innocence associated with childhood. Contrast this to the 
Agnus Dei proclamation at the communion table. “Lamb of God that takes 
away the sins of the world,” affirming the exclamation of John the Baptist in 
John 1:29 when he said, “Look, the lamb of God who takes away the sins of 
the world.” Jesus’ extreme weakness when put in juxtaposition to Jesus’ mighty 
strength creates a puzzle-like feeling of awe. In the expressions of Jesus’ human-
ity, we are taught a pilgrimage of mutual edification where everyone plays a 
part in the edification of all. Healing takes place when there is sincere welcome 
that tells of valued partnership. Jesus was never so arrogant as to refuse help 
or company. In all of Jesus’ earthly life, Jesus had people willing to assist, to 
accompany, to provide, etc., and this tells us that Jesus was never without com-
pany on the journey to the cross.

In Luke 8:2-3, we meet a group of amazing women who provided for 
Jesus and his disciples from their resources. For all intents and purposes, these 
women were disciples of Jesus. They included Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and 
Susanna. They came from different backgrounds to be the travelling com-
panions of Jesus, but the Bible also records their care and support for Jesus. 
Jesus, who turned water into wine and who fed thousands with a little boy’s 
lunch ensured that it was recorded that he had women disciples from whom 
he received material and spiritual support as well as physical accompaniment.

Jesus did not need to multiply the little boy’s provision of five loaves and 
two fishes (John 6:5-10), but Jesus did this to teach us the humility of partner-
ship so everyone feels a sense of belonging to the ministry or service. Jesus was 
on a journey to the cross. It was a journey that Jesus predicted and prepared 
the disciples for. Jesus knew there would be need for a dressing of the body for 
burial and a tomb to place the body, but he did nothing to get these in place. 
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Instead, Joseph of Arimathea was given the privilege to demonstrate his alli-
ance with the Saviour by interring Jesus’ body and burying it in his unused 
tomb (Luke 23:50-53).

The idea of a common pilgrimage indicates an activity, whether spiritual or 
physical of at least two people and for an ecumenical pilgrimage, of all of God’s 
children. Everyone must be given an opportunity of service, of contributing to 
the diakonia Dei at all points and levels of the journey. A pilgrimage of all the 
saints sees the need for the inclusion of all persons and the humility of mutual 
partnership so all come to the table as equals, blessing one another and receiv-
ing blessing from the other.

In the last few years, all of WCC-EHAIA’s HIV and AIDS interventions in 
Nigeria have had an intentioned participation and involvement of PWDs both 
as resource persons and as delegates. WCC-EHAIA appreciates the vulnerabil-
ity of PWDs to HIV infection due to marginalization and abuse. It is the voice 
of PWDs at the discourse and study tables that shapes PWD-HIV targeted 
response. Pilgrimage requires preparations and all participants must be part 
of the preparation process and not just receiving the results. WCC-EHAIA’s 
passion for compassionate and competent churches, made real through work-
shops and literature, ensures that all critical voices are heard as proper response 
strategies are made.10

Lament for Inclusive Liturgies

Growing up as a teenager within the Pentecostal setting and influenced by 
Norman Vincent Peale’s positive thinking and positive speaking, I never quite 
appreciated the place of lament. Lament seemed more like defeat to me, tragi-
cally accepting loss as though there was no hope. But lament can also be seen 
as a passionate expression over an issue of concern. This means PWDs will 
continue to lament as long as their conditions are typified by “mistaken the-
ology and misguided notion of charity” and as long as they are “spiritually 
and socially alienated.”11 Nyambura Njoroge12 understands the usefulness of 
lament as a tool that enables denunciation of evil and propels us to take “action 
in the name of justice and wholeness.” According to her, lament “paves the way 
for me to begin a journey of self-discovery, healing and a spirituality of resis-
tance . . . and of transformation.”13 We will join our voices to those of PWDs 
in the lament for inclusion until all the efforts of various WCC programmes, 
theological partners, and denominations are manifested at the grassroots of 
churches and faith communities. I shall consider only three dimensions of this 
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lament here, namely lament for liturgical inclusion, for leadership and ministry 
inclusion, and for inclusion in strategy and policy formulations.

At a WCC-EDAN (World Council of Churches – Ecumenical Disability 
Advocates Network) organized workshop in Ibadan, Nigeria (August 2014), 
we spoke about how life-affirming worship services can be destroyed on the 
altar of discriminatory liturgies. The participants, ordained and lay, stared at 
me with wide-eyed questioning. I pointed out the exclusive and discriminatory 
words often used by pastors in church services, especially when conducting the 
communal greetings. 

A case in point sounds like this: “Everybody, praise the Lord! Stand up, 
look to the altar, raise your hands and shout halleluiah.” In this innocent “call 
to worship” where everyone is invited to praise the Lord, the blind, the physi-
cally challenged, the deaf and mute, and the weak have been excluded. This 
simple everyday exclusive language breaks our unity and makes our pilgrimage 
anything but welcoming and just. 

Sometimes it is the announcement for meetings that goes something like 
this: “Prayer meeting for this month will be held on the second floor of the 
adjacent building. Members are advised to look out for the fifth door from the 
right of the left entrance. Women’s Guild members please come in your Parish 
uniform as there will be visitation immediately after the prayer meeting. God 
bless you.” In this call for much-needed parish prayers, in addition to those 
excluded in the previous call to worship, persons with learning disabilities and 
guild members too poor to afford the many guild uniforms will obviously stay 
behind. Here the reason the physically challenged will be excluded is due to the 
fact that many of our churches in Nigeria do not have disability access and only 
a handful can boast of provision of a sign-language signer for the benefit of our 
hearing impaired sisters and brothers. Church services and prayer meetings 
to which the disabled and the poor are excluded are lacking in completeness. 
Many PWDs who may be in church on such a day will probably not be in 
church the next Sunday and, gradually, the pastor will assume there are no dis-
abled people in his or her parish. Such persons, though Christians, have been 
denied the comfort of a spiritual journey with fellow believers and their lament 
will not cease until the church of Christ becomes “a house of prayer for all the 
nations” (Is. 56:7, Mark 11:17). Our liturgies must not only be life-affirming 
but they must also be inclusive and respectful of all persons, where all worship-
pers are given opportunities of involvement and participation.

My friend Franklin Finecountry today is a Bible study teacher and a proud 
member of the parish’s congregational board. Franklin’s gifts and resources 
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enrich the church beautifully but it had not always been so. When Franklin 
first stood in front of his Bible study class a few years ago, he was greeted with 
a silence so loud that the church shook. The members of the study group could 
not respond with a “halleluiah” to Franklin’s “praise the Lord” ice-breaker. 
They wondered how on earth a blind man could teach the Bible. They did not 
appreciate that Franklin is a trained pastor and very proficient with the JAWS 
(Job Access With Speech) computer software for the blind that enables him 
access Bible and other resources on the web. 

Rejection is a feeling most PWDs are used to. Samuel Kabue opines that 
this exclusion of PWDs from participation by church ministers and pastors 
could be due to “pity, fear and uneasiness.”14 In Africa, many people still see 
disability as the works of the devil and a PWD in the church is akin to the 
presence of a curse or evil.15 This line of thought engenders stigma that breeds 
loneliness for PWDs. Thank God for liberating theologies that is debunking 
this belief and creating acceptance for PWDs. Franklin overcame the fear and 
ignorance exhibited by his class and his congregation. He understood that it 
was not about him, but about the wrong religious and traditional norms exist-
ing in our society. Today, the church enjoys the vibrancy of his ministry and 
leadership. The church loses out when PWDs are excluded from the worship 
life of the church.

The target audience at many WCC activities are often church leaders, 
pastors, and theological educators. Unfortunately, PWDs are hardly found at 
these events because they are yet to be accepted for leadership positions. Ordi-
nations of PWDs in many churches still remain a struggle and many people 
are still unable to visualize the presence of disabled persons in leadership in the 
church or society. As I was concluding this paper, a good friend brought to my 
notice an advertisement for a theological conference to be held in Jos, Nigeria. 
All the resource persons and speakers on the flyer were male theologians. This 
ensemble of speakers drew the ire of some persons as something unaccept-
able. My friend called this “patriarchy of the first order.” This is the kind of 
reaction that should follow the absence of PWDs at the table of discourse. A 
partnership that does not involve active participation of all key members of the 
population should be unacceptable. Churches must see a stronger and active 
partnership with PWDs in the formulation of church policies and strategies 
for mission and care, as well as develop better ways of appropriate inclusion.

The EDAN-project of WCC envisions a “Church for All as an epitome 
of truly inclusive community.”16 Its mission is “to advocate for the inclusion, 
participation and active involvement of PWDs in all spiritual, social, economic 
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and structural life of the church and society.”17 The work EDAN does is critical 
for the appropriate inclusion of PWDs in the life and worship of churches and 
theological institutions. It recognizes that disability mainstreaming must get to 
the grassroots and to the leaders and theological institutions. As such, EDAN 
has worked with leading theologians around the world to produce appropriate 
literature for disability studies. Samuel Kabue, the former Executive Director 
for EDAN, believes that “if long term impact in influencing the church in pro-
viding space for the expression of persons with disabilities in its spiritual, social 
and development life is to be achieved, there is need for a multi-dimensional 
approach to be engaged.”18

EDAN’s leadership is sufficiently empowered, equipped, and poised to 
deconstruct the dehumanizing concepts of disability and ensure PWDs par-
ticipate in our ecumenical pilgrimage as equal partners. For as long as EDAN 
exists, the importance of keeping disability a WCC focus is assured.

Conclusion

When I think again about the yearly pilgrimage of my family to Afaha Offiong, 
I am reminded of the feeling of rest and contentment that I felt, knowing I was 
journeying with love and going to be with love. It felt as though a warm, nice 
blanket was put over me to take away all the bad stuff of the year and now there 
was belonging to a people and to a family. The fact that we repeated this ritual 
every year did not take away the spice or the anticipation of the blessedness of 
it. This was without prejudice to the many weeks of preparation to the journey 
or the turbulence of the journey itself. 

As we call one another to an ecumenical pilgrimage, it must truly be a 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace that enables healing. One way to achieving this 
is through the active inclusion, involvement, and participation of all persons, 
especially PWDs and others on the margins of society, in the everyday regular 
activities of churches as well as in the formulation of policy. Our pilgrimage 
must have life-affirming theologies and liturgies, it must give safe space for the 
spiritual and administrative leadership of PWDs, and it must also allow for 
mutual partnerships. We must realize that only persons involved in lament can 
truly and passionately speak to the issues of justice and peace. We must seek to 
worship God “together with all the saints” (Eph. 3:18 NIV).
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Chapter 11

Divisions beyond Differences 
An Orthodox Reflection on the Ecumenical 

Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace

Tamara Grdzelidze 

Pilgrimage, literally or metaphorically, is the inner principle of the church. 
The Christian life is a journey, a purposeful ride, an ongoing passage between 
life and prayer, between the earthly life and the kingdom of God. “I am the 
way and the truth,” says the Lord (John 14:6).

Our pilgrimage, life in Christ, has a destination and is accompanied 
with joy on the way toward it. Life in Christ demands solidarity, compassion, 
understanding, and forgiveness from pilgrims, since no common journey can 
be sustained without those qualities. These qualities beget love, the love similar 
to one of a parent or a sister or a friend, or to one who cares about a child, a 
sibling, a friend. Christ abides in a community bound with love, against which 
the destiny of the pilgrimage receives a clearer shape and shines forth. 

How do we express these qualities of solidarity, compassion, understand-
ing, and forgiveness to our “neighbours,” sisters and brothers in Christ of dis-
tant places or of different convictions from ours? 
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On Pilgrimage with Our Neighbour

Pilgrimage is about building a community together, which is a vital task of 
peaceful co-existence. But pilgrimage is also about the joy of sharing a com-
mon goal and like-minded desires, and seeing the necessity of staying, and 
indeed moving, together. 

One of the challenges of our times, however, is to “decide” who is our 
neighbour. The realization of a pilgrimage, assuming solidarity, compassion, 
forgiveness, understanding, can be a difficult task even within some of the 
same faith groups, because we live in the midst of conflicting realities of open-
ness and closeness, of globalization and parochialism, of the universal and the 
traditional. These realities have a more powerful influence on decision-making 
today than the pluralism of religions or faith communities. At the same time, 
the faithful from different Christian traditions, different religions, or from no 
religion may find assuming a pilgrimage in common with others easier when 
they find themselves on the same path of openness with a good balance of 
universal and particular traditional views. Pilgrimage together is acceptable for 
people who do not share the cynicism that often characterizes those in power. 
A successful pilgrimage, rather, is sustained by belief in the power of promoting 
justice and peace. 

Every person is aware of the positive power of transformative actions, of 
how rewarding is the effort taken to do good to another person. Similarly well 
known are the effects of indifference, sloth in showing solidarity, or a lack of 
compassion. Pilgrimage together grants another opportunity to be united in 
solidarity, to show compassion, to achieve forgiveness and understanding, and 
to be united in love – in other words, to build a community. 

While I see myself as being on pilgrimage supported by the Orthodox 
Church, I can walk for justice and peace only as a member of a wider Christian 
community and not just as a member of my own church. Certainly, I meet the 
demands of pilgrimage first in my own tradition and then try to project the 
best of it through a journey with other Christian sisters and brothers. I believe 
that every tradition has enough resources to express itself in acting for justice 
and peace. 

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks of the necessity of being 
united in mind and purpose. “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there 
be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and pur-
pose” (1 Cor. 1:10) To stay in agreement with one another and to be united in 
mind and purpose, is the message in the English translation, but the Greek text 
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uses the word gnome for “purpose” which has some other meanings, including 
“intention, will” as a result of free choice of a human being. My reading of this 
verse is that Paul warns against quarrels and calls for reconciliation by appeal-
ing to the fighting communities, in the name of their one Lord, to follow his 
teaching about avoiding divisions. Paul encourages these communities to be 
united in mind and will. The juxtaposition of “mind” and “will” is synonymous 
with like-mindness – that is ekklesia, the coming together of the faithful where 
they are united according to their free choice. The first and the utmost expres-
sion of like-mindedness at this gathering is to pray, to remember the Lord, to 
give thanks for life in Christ, and to seek more intimacy with the Holy Spirit 
through the liturgical celebration. 

An Invitation to a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace

There is no peace without justice and only justice guarantees peace. The World 
Council of Churches (WCC) has been inviting churches to join a Pilgrim-
age of Justice and Peace, to make a public witness of living the Christian life 
together for Justice and Peace. Today we are truly challenged by the newborn 
Prince of Peace: how do we respond to his proclamation of peace from our torn 
and wounded world? 

Peace is eirene in Greek, and also shalom in Hebrew. The Jewish roots of 
the word are very rich, stressing something more active rather than the passiv-
ity that the English word “peace” may seem to imply at first glance. Shalom 
is wellbeing, prosperity, blessed life, fullness – and a part of the Messianic 
promise: “Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall 
grow continually   . . . He will establish and uphold it with justice and with 
righteousness  from this time onwards and for evermore” (Is. 9:6-7). This is 
God’s will for God’s own creation, to be founded on the justice and righteous-
ness that implies the fullness of peace. 

The Peace of Jesus

John 14:27-31 is a Christian message of dismissal in peace, a message that has 
resonance for all of us. “Go in peace!” instructs Jesus. The passage is a part of 
the commission to the Johannine community about how to continue a faithful 
life in the absence of Jesus. His betrayal and death are drawing near and there-
fore Jesus gives to the faithful his peace. The peace given by Jesus transforms 
first those who bear witness to it and then the surrounding circles of believers: 
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peace in action is directed toward justice and righteousness. This commission 
provides a source of consolation in the absence of Jesus. 

The whole chapter of John 14 is a farewell message of Jesus, reflecting 
on his imminent departure, preparing the faithful for the upcoming loss as 
he “leaves,” and encouraging them as they face the future without him. The 
instruction he gives is charged with hope, promising to come back and take all 
of them with him. But with his departure, Jesus prepares a new way of living 
for believers in the Father and in him. 

An important part of the context of the commission is that John 14 is one 
of the main sources of trinitarian theology in the gospels. It speaks about the 
intimate relations between the Father and Jesus in verses 7 and 9-11, about 
their functions within the creation in verses 12-14, as well as about the unique 
role of the Spirit the Paraclete, the only place when the Spirit is called the 
Paraclete/the advocate or comforter. The Spirit is the one who, in the absence 
of Jesus, will comfort all because the Spirit abides with them forever (John 
14:16-17).

The departure of Christ, however, is connected with the worldly ruler 
who will come and assist Jesus’ departure from this world. In spite of the fact 
that this ruler has no power over Jesus, he is still capable of evildoing and 
rules over those who give themselves up to him. Jesus submits himself to the 
worldly power only because of his love for the Father who commanded him 
to do so (John 14:31). However, Jesus’ departure should in no way discourage 
the community. Be strong in your hearts; do not fear! The Spirit abides with 
you!

Jesus’ encouragement in the context of his coming death by the power of 
the worldly ruler is sustained by the peace that he gives to the community prior 
to his departure from this world. The main resource for the community to live 
on in his absence, with the hope that they might go to the Father’s dwelling 
place, is peace! This peace is not of this world but opposes the worldly power. 
This is a peace that is in direct relation to everlasting life: “Because I live, you 
also will live” (John 14:19). This peace is Jesus himself as Paul mentions: “He is 
our peace” (Eph. 2:14). To pursue this peace is equivalent to keeping the com-
mandments or loving Jesus.

It is no coincidence that the promise to come back – “I am going away and 
I am coming to you” (John 14:28) – and abide with them forever (John 14:16) 
is set in the context of this trinitarian framework. An emerging church can also 
be seen here since the church is the place of the realization of the promise of 
Jesus. 
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Praying for Peace

As an Orthodox theologian I see the peace given to us by Christ through a 
liturgical prism. The Orthodox liturgy repeatedly reminds us of the first words 
of the resurrected Christ – “Peace Be To You!” Prayer at the liturgy is always 
about the worshipper’s active participation, every time reflecting anew on the 
familiar words, and on our present spiritual journey with the ancient wisdom 
in the background. 

Life in the church is a pilgrimage. Our baptism into Christ is the begin-
ning of a life-long journey, and we never cease to grow into the risen Lord. 
The eucharist, every time we receive it, grants us an opportunity to have a 
foretaste of something more, to experience something of the reality that is still 
to come. The sacramental life is full of inner movement, a purposeful journey 
in which one’s heart and mind support communal love and its projection onto 
the world. 

I believe, also, that prayer is the highest expression of peace of the mind 
and the soul, or at least it must be so: a full concentration that also involves 
the human body, in one way or another. Under peaceful circumstances the 
body helps the mind to concentrate; in extreme cases, in cases of turmoil, the 
body surrenders its physicality to the transcendental. Prayer though not only 
requires peace of mind from us but also grants it to us.

According to the nature of the liturgical celebration it does not end with 
the actual celebration, but rather the latter blesses all good labour performed 
afterwards. We share the redemption of the cross, and the joy of Mary Mag-
dalene who was blessed by the knowledge about the resurrection of her Lord. 
We know about the peace that is not of this world and its supremacy over the 
worldly order. This gives us a command to be united in pilgrimage for justice 
so that worldly peace acquires the colours of the peace granted by the Lord. 

Do I, as Orthodox, encounter a dilemma concerning my ecumenical Pil-
grimage of Justice and Peace because I cannot share with all Christians the 
Prince of Peace fully embraced in the liturgical life? In my view, this is not an 
obstacle for an ecumenical pilgrimage since we all belong to the redemptive 
cross. Therefore our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is a natural way to witness 
to the world about how we understand the peace granted to us through the 
cross by our Lord Jesus Christ. An understanding of the peace of Jesus through 
his cross helps us to continue a journey together on our pilgrimage. 

The most important thing, I find, is not to fall prey to the above-men-
tioned divisions that sometimes keep Christians even of the same tradition in 
opposing pools, seeing a “neighbour” in different places, interpreting peace and 
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justice differently. This is what we see today in some parts of the world, when 
one party’s peace is another party’s conflict.

At any moment of history, including ours, worldly powers are striving for 
peace and are promoting peace but they know and understand this peace in 
their own way. According to the gospel message, peace begets fearlessness and 
is deprived of any violence. Peace has companions that are radically different 
from violence: justice, righteousness, and love. There is an ambivalence within 
the discourse of peace and not every expression using the word “peace” may 
coincide with the peace of Jesus. That is why Jesus distinguishes the peace he 
gives to the Johannine community from the world’s attempt to bring peace 
and order. According to this interpretation the church must stand fast in not 
conforming blindly to any political power. 

Leaders of the Church Meeting Refugees

Today Christians witness in a world where there are many refugees, and this is 
one of the biggest challenges presented to us on our common journey by con-
temporary geopolitics. Against the background of the theology of pilgrimage, 
this challenge offers a great deal for reflection and action.

On 16 April 2016, Pope Francis made a day visit to the Greek island of 
Lesbos. He was invited primarily by his “brother” Bartholomew, the Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch, as well as by Ieronymous, the Archbishop of Athens, and Prime 
Minister Alexis Tsipras of Greece. In the recent “history” of the ecumenical 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace this was an unprecedented event: three pri-
mates meeting on one of the most refugee-inhabited islands in Europe, with 
the purpose of meeting refugees; listening, conversing, eating with them; and 
extending help. The mind and will of the primates took them on the same 
path of pilgrimage where they gave spiritual and material alms to those most 
vulnerable in our times, refugees fleeing from their homelands because of war, 
conflict, and fear. Many had left their homes with no hopes or plans to return 
in the immediate future, undertaking journeys with children of different ages 
in overcrowded boats, which many could not even complete, falling victim to 
bad weather conditions or human trickery. 

By mid-April 2016, 173,450 refugees reached the shores of Greece. Of 
these, 37 percent were children, and 21 percent were women. During 2016, 
40,000 refugees reached the island of Lesbos and stayed there before being 
forwarded to other places. Four hundred and forty-one people died or were 
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lost in the Aegean Sea. On  April 16, the refugee camp Moira, where the three 
primates went, accommodated 2,900 refugees.1 

Three primates, and in particular the Pope, spoke about the generosity of 
local people in accepting the refugees. Greece has its own problems, perhaps 
more than other neighbouring countries in Europe, but the general humanitar-
ian response to the refugees on the island of Lesbos has been exemplary. 

Refugee camps have become an emergency solution in many places today, 
especially in Europe. Material and spiritual assistance extended to the people in 
order to safeguard their dignified life is a powerful witness conducted through 
the ecumenical pilgrimage. However, it would be good to hear the churches 
speaking prophetically about the causes of this migration. That would be my 
choice for the ecumenical pilgrimage, uncovering together the false founda-
tions of a merely worldly peace and justice, together, with one conscience and 
one will.

This visiting of refugees in camps, not to mention Pope Francis taking 12 
refugees to the Vatican, is a very good example of doing things together on the 
ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace when the peace of Christ cannot 
be fully embraced in communion but can witness powerfully through shared 
works.

Christ’s death on the cross and his resurrection involve all believers, and all 
share in the same cross of the resurrected Lord. 
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Chapter 12

From the Margins to the Heart – 
and Back

Guido Dotti

Peace in the Post-Christian Era – this was the title that Thomas Merton 
gave to his essay in 1962, published, however, only posthumously, after a good 
40 years, in which he summarized his reflections on peace.1 So, over 50 years 
ago, there was already a prophetic voice saying that our present age was marked 
not only by the perennial menace of war and of social injustice, but also – and 
this was new, at least for the West – by the end of the Christian era. Social and 
civil values, laws, structures, and institutions were already gaining ascendancy 
over modes of thought and practices proper to the Christian religion. This 
intuition was shared by Pope John XXIII in his last encyclical, Pacem in terris, 
issued a few months before his death in 1963 and which constituted part of 
the sociological background to the discussions of Vatican Council II, especially 
those revolving around the document on “The Church in the Modern World” 
– Gaudium et spes.

Countless times, in the course of history, epoch making transformations 
in the ethical, theological, and spiritual spheres began because of the aware-
ness of people on the “margins” of an institution, who were able to enter 
into a dialogue with it until a reverse movement was set in motion from the 
centre towards the peripheries. To achieve this it has always been an essential 
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condition to consider the “centre” not only as the place of power and of eccle-
siastical bureaucracy, but rather as the pulsing heart of the community body.

Thomas Merton, who as a Trappist monk had deliberately put himself at 
the margins not only of civil life but also of the ecclesiastical body, spoke clearly 
about this in an informal talk held in Calcutta in 1968, during his pilgrimage 
to the Orient, which was to end tragically only two months later at Bangkok. 
Speaking of his vision of monasticism, he stated:

Are monks and hippies and poets relevant? No, we are deliberately irrelevant. 
We live with an ingrained irrelevance which is proper to every human being. 
The marginal man accepts the basic irrelevance of the human condition, an 
irrelevance which is manifested above all by the fact of death. The marginal 
person, the monk, the displaced person, the prisoner, all these people live 
in the presence of death, which calls into question the meaning of life. He 
struggles with the fact of death in himself, trying to seek something deeper 
than death; because there is something deeper than death, and the office of 
the monk or the marginal person, the meditative person or the poet is to go 
beyond death even in this life, to go beyond the dichotomy of life and death 
and to be, therefore, a witness to life.2

Persons at the margins as witnesses of life and their relationship with the 
body of the church (or of society) to which they belong seem to me to be two 
precious elements for a reflection on the bases of the WCC’s Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace.

Called to Become Christians

Before any reflection on “pilgrimage” as a key to understanding Christian pres-
ence and action in contemporary society, however, every Christian should have 
an awareness of what it means to be “called” to follow Jesus Christ. No one is 
born a Christian. We become Christians and we become Christians every day, 
converting ourselves again and again to the Lord Jesus Christ and his gospel. 
Being a Christian is not a status, acquired once and for all, perhaps through 
baptism received either as infants or as adults, but a vocation, a calling to follow, 
a road, a pilgrimage never ended. We can say that each one of us, every time 
that we hear our own baptismal name, should answer like Abraham: “Here I 
am!” If the Christian vocation is in fact a calling to be continually journeying, 
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then pilgrimage becomes its basic cipher, in which the point of starting out and 
the goal become secondary to the mode, to the style with which one journeys. 
In this sense the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace reminds us that these two 
aspirations of the human heart are not the end of a more or less tortuous road, 
but are its very essence. Justice and peace will indeed kiss (Ps. 85:1) in God’s 
kingdom, which comes toward us, but should also be the criteria that already 
now direct our steps, the edges of our path, the interior force that allows us to 
advance in the footsteps of Christ, the just one condemned (see James 5:6), of 
him who is “our peace” (Eph. 2:14).

Christianity as a calling and not as an acquired status or situation means 
also the recognition of our own sins and of our own incapacity to be faithful to 
the calling we have received. Contrary to the sense of guilt that so afflicts the 
men and women of our times, the consciousness of one’s own sin is the voice 
of one’s conscience that invokes pardon and mercy. And it is at the same time 
the force of the Spirit who cries in us “Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15), a cry that 
is already a trusting abandonment into the arms of a parent who awaits and 
receives us with joy (see Luke 15:20).

Remembrance of the Gospel: Marginality and Utopia

This basic dimension of the faith journey of the individual believer is also that 
of the Christian community as a whole, of the church in a definite place and 
time, and of the universal church as the people of God, the community of 
those called to holiness, of those who are “saints” not on account of their merits 
but on account of the mercy of God who alone is holy (Lev. 11:44-45) and 
who makes them participants in his holiness.

In the pilgrimage of return to the Father in following the Son, a pilgrim-
age that goes through the history of humanity and shows it to be a history of 
salvation, the Spirit has always aroused in the hearts of some believers particu-
lar charisms for the common good, for the growth and wellbeing of the entire 
church body. The monastic phenomenon, with its multiple births, rebirths, 
and reforms through the centuries and in different cultural contexts, like the 
instances of church reform called for by “prophets” or “pioneers,” constitutes 
an appeal. This call, addressed to the entire community of believers, is to 
“remember” the gospel, to recall some radical demands so that “the Bride may 
make herself beautiful awaiting her Spouse” (see Rev. 21:2).

These ecclesial phenomena, monasticism and reform, which are extremely 
varied within and throughout history, as well as between East and West, have 
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two things in common: marginality and utopia. Reforming communities3 are 
usually born from the consciousness by some believers of the limits, slowness, 
or inadequacy of the church of which they are members in responding to the 
challenges that their society brings to the proclamation of the gospel. They 
thus find themselves at the margins of the ecclesial body, out of free choice or 
because they are so constrained, and from there they offer themselves as agents 
of change, through their testimony by word and by their daily living. They 
attempt to live the difficult art of “double belonging,” bringing both criticism 
and healing to a body they consider afflicted by more or less manifest patholo-
gies. This is a difficult art, but on this depends the efficacy of the prophetic 
charism of these communities. If their demand for reform pushes too far a 
critique of the dominant mentality, it loses the capacity to direct the choices 
of the entire institution and embarks on the road of sectarianism, ending up 
perhaps by yielding to the temptation to create an enclave of “the pure and 
strong.” If, on the other hand, they consent too easily to compromises with the 
majority culture, their prophetic voice is soon absorbed and becomes silent. 
Expulsion and insignificance are two faces of failure in reforming evangelically 
the life of Christian communities.

The other element characterizing reforming communities, closely con-
nected with marginality, is that of utopia, of seeking a place that does not yet 
exist, where it might be possible to lead a life that is an alternative to the domi-
nant one. Here the challenge is to translate a prophetic intuition into a daily 
practice capable of lasting in time. In any case, on account of the intensity of 
equilibrium that such a search requires, marginal communities are destined to 
be progressively reabsorbed into the ecclesial body. Their evangelical quality, 
which only the Lord knows in its profundity, will be humanly measured by the 
quality of dialogue between “margins” and “centre.” If the reinsertion is due to 
an advance by the ecclesial body toward the prophetic margin, this cannot but 
be evangelically fruitful. Very soon new “pioneers” will be able to perceive new 
“signs of the times,” to place themselves at new “margins,” and from there to 
call the attention of the entire church to new challenges of evangelization. If, 
instead, the reforming community permits itself to be absorbed because it has 
lost evangelical radicalism, because decadence has overcome it, then it will be 
necessary to speak regretfully of an opportunity lost, not so much by the com-
munity itself, but by the entire church.

What can these dynamics (which the church has known from its first 
centuries with the retirement of the first monks into the desert and which 
it continues to know at every significant turn of its presence in the world) 
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imply? To consider, from this point of view, the misunderstandings between 
the Christian East and West that led to a progressive estrangement ending in 
reciprocal excommunications might contribute to that healing of memory that 
is indispensible for ecumenical progress. Similarly, to reconsider the Protestant 
reform of the 16th century and its progressive spread in further reforms and 
separations, as well as to look again at the reforming demands that preceded 
and followed it in the Roman Catholic world, may be a warning even today. 
This is a time when all who confess the Christian faith, and not those from one 
single confession alone, have to confront the challenges, and possibly also the 
persecutions, connected with a convincing proclamation of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.

Indeed, our churches are still called today, perhaps even more than ever 
before, to journey, to undertake with confidence that fruitful continuous going 
back and forth between the margins and the heart in a brotherly dialogue. 
The double challenge of justice and of peace undoubtedly constitutes a privi-
leged theological space for rethinking the faith and reformulating the works 
that faith arouses and animates. Peace and justice are not only human values 
trampled on too often and for too long. They are also expressions of the face 
of Jesus Christ who has thus wanted to narrate to us how God sees them and 
wants them: a peace “not as the world gives it” (John 14:27) and a justice that 
does not stop at appearances, but looks at the heart.

From the Margins to the Heart: The Search for Peace

It is therefore interesting and important in the field of peace and justice to look 
again at some stages of that reciprocal fecundity between church “margins” and 
“centre” that have characterized not only the Roman Catholic Church in the 
last decades, from Pacem in terris on. This encyclical ended in this way:

Our concern here has been with problems which are causing human beings 
extreme anxiety at the present time; problems which are intimately bound up 
with the progress of human society. Unquestionably, the teaching We have 
given has been inspired by a longing which We feel most keenly, and which 
We know is shared by all people of good will: that peace may be assured on 
earth.

We who, in spite of Our inadequacy, are nevertheless the vicar of Him 
whom the prophet announced as the Prince of Peace (Is 9,6), conceive of it 
as Our duty to devote all Our thoughts and care and energy to further this 



123From the Margins to the Heart – and Back

common good of all mankind. Yet peace is but an empty word, if it does not 
rest upon  . . . an order that is founded on truth, built up on justice, nurtured 
and animated by charity, and brought into effect under the auspices of free-
dom. (§§ 166-67)4

The search for the “common good of all mankind” that Pope John per-
ceived as a duty had for some time brought together prophetic voices within 
and without the church. For example, the socialist Filippo Turati, in a speech 
in the Italian Parliament on 12 June 1909, when a global war was already per-
ceivable on the European and world horizon, stated, “The famous si vis pacem 
para bellum is only a play of words by the Delphic oracle. Let us, gentlemen, 
return to common sense, which says: sis vis pacem para pacem.”5 In fact, that 
lapidary phrase “If you want peace, prepare for war” has been transmitted to 
us from childhood as an inheritance to be accepted without more ado and 
has remained such in our individual and collective genetic patrimony. It is 
significant that already Paul VI and then John Paul II, in their messages for 
the annual World Day of Peace, more than once took up its first part but 
continued the second in a contrary way: “If you want Peace, work for Justice” 
(1972); “If you want Peace, defend Life” (1977); “If you want Peace, respect 
the conscience of every person” (1991); “If you want Peace, reach out to the 
poor” (1993); and ending with the significant inversion of the two parts in the 
message for 1 January 1997, “Offer forgiveness and receive Peace.”

Respect for justice, for life, for the conscience of every human being, for 
the poor, the offer of forgiveness: these are the daily “instruments,” not the 
“arms” – because when one talks of peace it is better to banish war even from 
one’s language, so as to open day by day a road for peace. This is the attitude 
to which scripture invites us: “Seek peace and follow it” (Ps. 34:15) is the 
exhortation that the psalmist gives still today to believers and disciples of that 
Jesus Christ who “is our peace” (Eph. 2:14). Indeed, for believers in the God 
of Abraham and of Jesus of Nazareth, the theme of peace does not belong 
primarily to the ethical, moral, or social order, and much less to the strategic 
or tactical, but is essentially of the order of revelation. It stands in the space of 
faith and has Christological value. It demonstrates in what God we believe, it 
shows of what Lord we are disciples, and not only because peace is connected 
with the coming of the Messiah, but because with reference to Jesus Christ it 
receives its full meaning and becomes a criterion of justice.

In the light of faith, in fact, peace is at the same time God’s gift and pro-
phetic task of the Christian, of every Christian. The primitive church, the 
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church of the martyrs, the poor church for the poor, at the level of the people 
of God and not only of the magisterium, an attitude of clear rejection of wars 
and armed conflicts, has often paid a high price for the non-involvement in 
works of power and of force, in works of the prince of this world. And the same 
thing occurs also today in those places where the church is a tiny minority pres-
ence that experiences on the one hand the hostility of the enemies of life and 
on the other the solidarity of the poor and of workers for peace. We may think, 
for example, of the church in Algeria and its martyrs, like the seven Trappist 
monks, who before they were abducted and killed by those who claimed to “act 
in accord with what Islam believes itself to be”6 daily prayed: “Lord, disarm 
them!, Lord, disarm us!.”7 Indeed, one would like to repeat today with the 
psalmist: “Too long have I had my dwelling among those who hate peace.  I am 
for peace; but when I speak, they are for war” (Ps. 120:6-7).

Hence, peace must be requested from the Lord as a gift, but must also be 
edified day by day in human history. Peace is a long, wearisome, daily work; 
it is a suffering that begins in our hearts, that spreads out beginning with our 
neighbour until it embraces the enemy, a silent growth that, unlike war, does 
not “break out,” does not burst into, does not impose itself, but, like God, 
comes like a gentle breeze that penetrates wherever each one of us allows it to 
enter.

No Justice without Forgiveness

This peace is seen as the fruit of justice by Paul VI in his message for the 1972 
World Day of Peace, but Pope John Paul II had the courage to go further in his 
message of 2002 by emphasizing that peace, justice, and forgiveness comple-
ment each other: “No peace without justice, no justice without forgiveness.”8

There is, in fact, a need for justice so that there can be peace. When justice 
is violated, wounded, it must be re-established. The slaughterer’s hand must 
be disarmed, he who inflicts mortal violence must be deprived of his means, 
and the victims or those who might become victims must be protected. There 
is a right-duty to legitimate defence; there is a right-duty to stop the aggressor. 
But woe to you, if you think of restoring justice with acts of vengeance, acts 
that follow a primitive concept of justice, much more like revenge, that pass 
beyond the principle of legitimate defence of only disarming the hand of the 
violent. If you think of restoring justice with revenge, responding to violence 
with violence, thinking that broken justice needs to be restored by war, then 
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you go down a death-bringing path, and enter a spiral of violence and counter-
violence without end.

To respond to terrorism with war means going beyond the right-duty of 
defence, because together with the guilty (if not indeed instead of them!) entire 
populations of innocent men, women, and children become involved. War is 
never an “adventure without return,” but is a matrix of hate that involves also 
new generations. Certainly, it is not enough simply to say no to war. Alterna-
tive ways must be found, ways that make reparation concretely practical and 
ways that defend violated rights, ways that follow the path, by no means easy, 
of negotiations, of diplomacy, of just compromise.

All this becomes possible if one succeeds in joining justice and forgive-
ness. A violated order cannot be fully restored if a space is not created for a 
justice that includes that particular form of love that is forgiveness. This is a 
difficult discourse, especially when one feels oneself on the side of the victims. 
Nevertheless, if one truly wants to tend towards peace – a “lasting” peace – one 
cannot think of justice in terms antithetical to forgiveness. It is here that the 
message of John Paul II for the 2002 World Day of Peace9 becomes eloquent 
and convincing: a message born by a confrontation with Revelation, as the 
pope himself affirms,10 communicated with force and authority due to the 
perceived duty of carrying out his ministry of service to the gospel. It is the 
gospel that demands that forgiveness be immanent in the principle of “justice.” 
Scripture itself, already in the Old Testament, proclaims the unity of justice 
and peace, hence of justice and forgiveness, even in the name itself of God 
revealed to Moses (see Ex. 34:6). It is a unity present in creation itself, because 
mercy preceded creation.

God is just, but is also at the same time merciful and compassionate, hence 
capable of forgiving, as Jesus of Nazareth has definitively said. It was Jesus who 
taught us to pray: “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone 
indebted to us” (Luke 11:4), while he himself on the cross prayed: “Father, 
forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). The 
disciples of Jesus must always be men and women of mercy and of forgiveness, 
called to love their enemies, to pray for their persecutors, to bless and never to 
curse (see Matt 5:44).

This forgiveness, however, that the church has always preached and has 
always indicated as integral to the Christian life must become not only a per-
sonal practice on the road toward holiness. It must also become part of our 
ethics and culture, until it becomes like a “politics of forgiveness, expressed 
in society’s attitudes and laws”11 in which justice is exercised and re-proposed. 
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This practice of forgiveness, hence, must regard all Christians and their par-
ticipation in the life of the polis. Forgiveness becomes necessary on the social 
and political level, in relations between nations, ethnic groups, etc. There can 
be no project of future society marked by peace, by the quality of social living 
together and solidarity in view of a true communitas, without forgiveness as 
understood within the concept and the practice of justice.

Certainly, a practice of forgiveness means, in the first instance, an appar-
ent loss, perhaps also a defeat, but in reality it assures a gain in the long term. 
Violence is the exact opposite: it chooses a gain in the near future, but brings, 
in the long term, a real and permanent loss. Forgiveness is not weakness, 
because, among other things, whoever grants and practices it must possess a 
great spiritual force, an intense vigilance over their own passions, a great disci-
pline over their own aggression. To grant and to accept forgiveness has always 
been the work of a few, but today it can become the practice of Christians and 
of other human beings who seek paths of good sense and who desire peace 
for the earth. Forgiveness for the Christian is just in itself, because it refuses 
to identify evil with the person who commits it, hence to reduce anybody to 
their evil action.

This principle of “forgiveness” is just what should aid us in rethinking the 
concept of retributive justice. Many situations of endemic conflict, such as in 
the Middle East, situations full of hate and violence, of death-dealing actions 
and reactions, can find a solution and an opening toward a radical re-establish-
ment of justice only through an act of forgiveness of the crimes committed. 
Justice and forgiveness joined together open a future of reconciliation and of 
peace. There are no other ways!

Prophets of Peace and Justice

We can find a final example, and a particularly meaningful one, of a fruit-
ful dialogue between the utopian margin of “reforming communities” or of 
prophets anticipating the “signs of the times” and the ecclesial institutions, 
in the discourse of Pope Francis before the Congress of the United States of 
America when he visited that country. In citing “four representatives of the 
American people,” in addition to president Abraham Lincoln, paladin of lib-
erty and anti-slavery, Pope Francis mentioned three Christian witnesses of the 
20th century, two Catholics and one Baptist, two men and one woman, and 
thus summed up these figures: “Three sons and a daughter of this land, four 
individuals and four dreams: Lincoln, liberty; Martin Luther King, liberty in 
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plurality and non-exclusion; Dorothy Day, social justice and the rights of per-
sons; and Thomas Merton, the capacity for dialogue and openness to God.” 
And he ended his discourse with these words:

A nation can be considered great when it defends liberty as Lincoln did, when 
it fosters a culture which enables people to “dream” of full rights for all their 
brothers and sisters, as Martin Luther King sought to do; when it strives for 
justice and the cause of the oppressed, as Dorothy Day did by her tireless 
work, the fruit of a faith which becomes dialogue and sows peace in the con-
templative style of Thomas Merton.12

Before this he had spoken of each individually, bringing out their capacity 
for rendering their demands for justice and peace.

Here I think of the march which Martin Luther King led from Selma to 
Montgomery fifty years ago as part of the campaign to fulfill his “dream” of 
full civil and political rights for African Americans. That dream continues to 
inspire us all. I am happy that America continues to be, for many, a land of 
“dreams.” Dreams which lead to action, to participation, to commitment. 
Dreams which awaken what is deepest and truest in the life of a people . . .

In these times when social concerns are so important, I cannot fail to mention 
the Servant of God Dorothy Day, who founded the Catholic Worker Movement. 
Her social activism, her passion for justice and for the cause of the oppressed, were 
inspired by the Gospel, her faith, and the example of the saints . . .

A century ago, at the beginning of the Great War, which Pope Benedict 
XV termed a “pointless slaughter,” another notable American was born: the 
Cistercian monk Thomas Merton. He remains a source of spiritual inspira-
tion and a guide for many people. In his autobiography he wrote: “I came 
into the world. Free by nature, in the image of God, I was nevertheless the 
prisoner of my own violence and my own selfishness, in the image of the 
world into which I was born. That world was the picture of Hell, full of men 
like myself, loving God, and yet hating him; born to love him, living instead 
in fear of hopeless self-contradictory hungers.” Merton was above all a man 
of prayer, a thinker who challenged the certitudes of his time and opened 
new horizons for souls and for the Church. He was also a man of dialogue, a 
promoter of peace between peoples and religions.13
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May the evangelical witness of these figures and their prophetic audacity 
guide the pilgrimage of our churches on the way of justice and peace. If, as the 
poet Antonio Machado says, “se hace camino al andar” (the road is opened by 
walking), we will discover that the road toward the full visible unity of Chris-
tians will be opened thanks to their walking together.
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Chapter xChapter 13

A Pilgrimage Together  
with the People in the Margins –  

for Justice and Peace

Wati Longchar

The Site of Doing Theology

There are people who are forced to live in the margins through the imposi-
tion of unjust ideologies, cultural practices, and economic, social, and politi-
cal structures. Patriarchy, racism, casteism, ableism, ageism, anthropocentrism, 
dictatorship, and even market capitalism are unjust institutions and structures 
that perpetuate, disenfranchise, and dehumanize people and push them to the 
margins of society. Those who do not fit into the normative scheme of domi-
nant powers are looked down upon as inferior and incapable, told that they are 
poor because they are lazy or not smart and that they lack intellectual capac-
ity, or assured that they are cursed by God because of sin. These people in the 
margins include the following:

• �Disabled people, whose presence is seen as a burden to family and society 
and whose gifts and potentialities are never acknowledged, while they are 
seen as objects of charity, sinners, and cursed by God.
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• �LGBT people, who are seen as those with a psychological imbalance in 
their character, being abnormal and indulging in sinful same-sex rela-
tions and acts.

• �People living with HIV and AIDS, who are seen as drug abusers, sexual 
abusers, and cursed by God.

• �Indigenous people, the poorest communities in their own land, who are 
denied their culture, spirituality, and land; whose culture, customs, ritu-
als, sacred shrines, places of worship, sacred music, ceremonial dress, tra-
ditions, and handiwork are commodified for commercial purpose; and 
who cannot compete within the dominant market system.

• �Migrant workers, who are exploited for maximum profit and forced to 
perform dirty and dangerous work without social security. 

• �Dalits, who suffer socially as the lowest group of the caste system bearing 
the stigma of untouchability, and whose touch, shadow, and sight pollute 
the people of other castes.

• �Women, who are treated as inferior, subordinate beings whose bodies are 
commodified as mere objects of enjoyment and pleasure for others. 

These people who are denied justice and peace are the site of doing theol-
ogy. “Margin” is a theological principle that critiques all the dominant value 
systems that dehumanize, exclude, and push some people to marginality. It 
calls the powerful and the privileged to repentance. It critiques cultures, tradi-
tions, and theology that justify and nurture unjust institutions advocating mar-
ginality as a part of the divine creation. Journeying together with people in the 
margins for justice and peace requires listening to their testimonies, pain, and 
suffering. Through their experience of humiliation and suffering, resistance to 
powers, and struggle for life with dignity and justice, they bring a clear message 
of justice and peace. Their stories become the voice of God.

God Revealed among the People in the Margins

The incarnation of Jesus took place among the people at the margins. At the 
time of the birth of Jesus, people who gathered around him were people out-
side of the power structure. They were people without any political power or 
religious authority, women, children, and the poor – people like the shepherds. 
The wise men, strangers in Jerusalem who brought precious gifts to Jesus, 
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refused to be subjected to empire obligation. They were asked by the empire 
to report on the birth of Jesus. Instead they left by another route to Galilee to 
protect the life of Jesus. People who welcomed Jesus were those outside of the 
social hierarchy. These people were not allowed to enter the temple. Jesus was 
not born in a palace, but a manger, a ragged cowshed, an open and unprotected 
place. 

The people who were missing during the birth of Jesus were rich men, rich 
women, the king, queen, prince and princes, high priest and priests, nobles 
and other high officials. The birth of Jesus was astonishing, threatening news 
for those who love money and power. They never expected that God would be 
revealed among the lowly people. The angel announced the message, “Peace 
among you,” among marginal people. The incarnation of God happened out-
side of the unjust power structure. God chose the “margin” – the people on the 
underside of history to inaugurate the kingdom, bringing justice and peace. 
God was and is encountered among the powerless and in unexpected locations, 
but not among the privileged and powerful people. 

The true meaning of justice and peace can be understood and experienced 
when we journey with the people who are on the margins because that is where 
God is present. God is with them. God chose them and said, “Peace be with 
you.” The agenda from the periphery – the longing for justice and peace – is 
thus the agenda of God. The real future of humanity comes from here and not 
from the decisions and deliberations of the people who dominate the world. 
It is from the site of God’s visitation – the margins – that a new world has to 
take shape. It is in this context that our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace needs 
to begin.

No one can understand the good news of Jesus Christ – about justice and 
peace – without being in the context of the margins. Jesus of Nazareth con-
tinued this option for the marginalized, the persons with disability, gentiles, 
outcasts, widows, and lepers – not because they are humble, innocent, and 
pitiable, but primarily because they are created in God’s own image to celebrate 
fullness of life and yet are denied the promise of the justice and peace through 
the imposition of unjust structures, cultures, and traditions. 

People in the Margins:  Agents of Healing

In 2 Kings 5:1-19, we find a story of how people in the margins became the 
agents of healing. Naaman had leprousy, though he was also a successful com-
mander of the army of the king of Syria and his skillful and dedicated work 
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had won favour from the king and the people. And the nameless little girl – the 
prisoner and victim of war, displaced from her family, her people, and land – 
was put to forced labour, working for Naaman’s wife, but she became an agent 
of healing. We see the following contrasting position of the two – Naaman and 
nameless little girl: 

Naaman is powerful – The nameless girl is powerless and helpless. 
Naaman is a ruler – The nameless girl is ruled. 
Naaman is a conqueror – The nameless girl is conquered, abused, and misused. 
Naaman is an army commander – The nameless girl is a victim of the army. 
Naaman is a slave owner – The nameless girl is a slave. 
Naaman is a predator – The nameless girl is a victim. 
Naaman needed healing – The nameless girl offered help. 
Naaman has a name – The nameless girl does not have a name.1

In her pitiable experience of war and dislocation, the nameless girl knew 
something of what Naaman was going through in his life. She knew the pain 
and sorrow of Naaman. Instead of rejoicing over his misfortune, the nameless 
girl offered words of healing.

It was indeed difficult for the ruler to listen to the words of the ruled. The 
ruler wanted to get healed by using royal power and wealth. First, he obtained 
an official letter from the king of Aram thinking that the royal authority and 
power would be respected and obeyed by the subjects. Second, he took huge 
quantities of silver, gold, and garments to impress and to appease the prophet 
Elisha. As was common protocol, Naaman expected that the prophet would 
come out, stand before him, and perform rituals like calling on the name of 
Lord and waving his hand over him. The ruler thought that he would thus be 
cured of his leprosy. But it happened in quite a different way.

Elisha sent a message through a messenger: ““Go, wash yourself seven 
times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed.”” 
(1 Kings 5:10). Naaman felt insulted and took this as disrespectful not only to 
him but also to the king. He became angry and decided to go away without 
getting healed. But then another word of healing came from his servant. Only 
when he listened to the voice of his servant, was he finally healed.

What is the meaning of the washing in the Jordan River? The river, of 
course, did not have substances within it that could cure leprosy. There is a 
deeper meaning in the act of washing in the dirty river seven times. It was the 
river where the poorest people lived, where they drank and where they bathed. 
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To be healed from leprosy, Naaman needed to wash himself in the river where 
the poor washed their bodies, too. By washing his body seven times in the river 
Jordan, Naaman expressed solidarity with the people at the margins. By wash-
ing himself seven times in the river, Naaman, a general and a fighter, was hum-
bled in front of the prophet and in front of the nameless girl, and thus became 
servant of the people he had conquered. In this dirty river that he despised, he 
could receive his holistic healing. It was in solidarity with the people that he 
could find the power of healing. 

Can the church ask the powerful rulers to submerge themselves in solidar-
ity with the “dirty” so that they can be healed?2 

Journeying Together Presupposes Naming

Journeying together with people in the margins, for justice and peace, involves 
naming. Naming involves restoring respect, dignity, and rights. It is making 
“nobody into somebody.”  In the gospel of Luke we read, “There was a rich 
man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously 
every day. At his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who 
longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the 
dogs would come and lick his sores” (Luke 16:19-21).

This parable tells about two persons, the rich man and Lazarus. In whose 
context do we locate our search for justice and peace? How do we discern 
what it means to journey together in these two contrasting contexts? What 
does it mean in the context of the systemic denial of justice to the poor and 
marginalized?

The rich man
Notice how the rich man is dressed “in purple and fine linen” every day, not 
just for special occasions. It is very striking that the rich man is identified by 
the dress he wore, not by his name. He is identified by his wealth. This true 
sea purple was a most precious and rare dye and was scarcely used even by 
princes and nobles of very high position. In the Bible, purple and fine linen 
are mentioned in a few places (Rev. 18:12; Prov. 18:12; Ezek. 27:7). This most 
luxurious fabric is associated with royalty or quasi-royal dignity. This signifies 
that the rich man is extremely rich. 

Notices how the rich man eats. The rich man had everything at his dis-
posal, feasting “sumptuously every day.” By contrast, he diet of ordinary people 
was simple, and at times the poor passed the day without proper food. For the 
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rich man, every day can be a feast. A banquet was a daily occurrence. The par-
able says he feasted lavishly, not just on special occasions. Feasting on special 
occasions seems reasonable, but every day? Thus, this nameless mighty and 
rich one lived with all the accompaniments of grandeur. We can imagine that 
his halls were filled with noble guests in rich attire, and his ante- chambers 
with servants. He had everything that could make life splendid and joyous in 
abundance. 

His wealth was certainly earned from the backs of the poor through the 
oppressive patronage system of his time, which was based on wealthy patrons 
loaning money to poor clients with heavy taxation. When the clients failed to 
pay their loan, their land was confiscated. A rich man like this one would have 
accumulated massive wealth due to this unjust system. 

Notice how he lives. The rich man lived in a `house” with a “gate,” not a 
door. Some New Testament scholars note that the gate suggests he lived in a 
large ornamental mansion. Here Jesus is alluding to some of the most powerful 
families of the times who were both rich and corrupt. What does a gate sym-
bolize in today’s society?

Does any person exist without a name? We give names even to our pets. 
We give names to flowers, fruits, plants, animals, mountains, and more. Not 
to name someone is an insult to them, especially a rich person or someone in 
a high position.3 Having no name means that someone is a nobody, worthless, 
and without identity. But Jesus does not take account of a person’s wealth. Is 
Jesus’ action not radical? 

Poor Lazarus
Where does Lazarus live? He lies at the gate of the rich man. “And at his gate 
lay a poor man named Lazarus.” To live at somebody’s gate waiting for the 
leftover food or burnt bread is terrible and painful. It is indeed a humiliating 
condition. He was waiting with the dogs. 

In past times, bread was baked in fire and it is said that nobles and high 
priests would not eat burnt bread. Eating such a portion was considered to be 
a sign of impurity. This means the rich man is pure and holy, while Lazarus is 
impure, unholy, and untouchable, associated with stigma.

Lazarus is not only hungry and thirsty, but is “covered with sores,” carry-
ing a loathsome disease (perhaps leprosy). He was not only untouchable, but 
was also extremely sick. He is made a sign of impurity, pain and suffering. He 
is indeed a disabled person. Unable to get around himself because of hunger 
and illness, he was as good as dead. Since he was an impure and untouchable 
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person, Lazarus would have had no relatives, friends, or helpers. He was left 
alone, except for the dogs. Some commentators opine that the dogs were the 
wild, homeless stray dogs, common in all Eastern cities, that act as the street 
scavengers and regarded as dirty and unclean. The Bible says that things asso-
ciated with dogs were unclean, another sign of this man’s outcast condition 
(see Ex. 23:31; 1 Kings 21:19, 24; Ps 22:16; Matt. 15:26-27; Mark 7:27-28). 
The story also suggests Lazarus’ defenceless, as he could not even ward off the 
dogs, which lick the pus that oozes from the afflicted man’s sores and ulcers. 
It appears that the dogs might even have been acting like doctors and nurses 
for this poor man. Hungry, sick, and with dogs licking his sores, he is in a very 
poor condition. But Lazarus’ presence also threatens to pollute others.

Is Lazarus a sinner? Yes, he was a sinner and cursed by God according to 
some. At the time of Jesus, a beggar would have been regarded as a sinner; 
and poverty, or indeed incurable disease, was often spoken of as a punishment 
from God. People were encouraged not to touch or associate with such people. 
Lazarus is seen as a person cursed by God. 

Jesus called him by his name! The Greek name “Lazarus” is derived from 
two Hebrew words; Eli-ezer meaning “God helps/God helped.” Naming 
implies identity, which involves recognition, respect, and right. With a name, 
a person becomes somebody. Jesus introduced him with a name. Lazarus is no 
longer a nobody, but somebody with rights, dignity and worth.

Pilgrims of Justice and Peace in the Context of Market Capitalism

To put ourselves on a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, whose voice do we need 
to listen to? Whose context do we need to reflect on: that of the rich man 
in affluence or of Lazarus in abject poverty? Lazarus represents the excluded 
people, the poor in the margins who are denied rights and privileges in our 
context today, the marginalized, the afflicted and the oppressed. 

Today we have millions of Lazaruses in the world as the result of unjust 
economic structures and religious, social, and cultural systems that have mar-
ginalized the poor – who are part of the whole of God’s oikos. Market capital-
ism plays a key role. 

Market capitalism, rooted in the objectification of nature and people and 
the inferiority of indigenous cultures, has come to be a principal character-
istic feature of the new millennium. It operates with the logic of maximum 
profit, maximum capital accumulation, and maximum exploitation of labour 
and earth’s resources. This ideology of ever-increasing growth and a thirst for 
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the maximization of profit, enjoyment and absolute domination of the earth’s 
resources goes back to the Enlightenment movement.4 Development is mea-
sured in terms of the amount of goods and services produced rather than by 
what is produced and how it is distributed justly. Human creativity and natural 
resources are objectified and directed to the market for the purpose of com-
modity production and money making. 

To meet the demands of market capitalism indigenous people have to sac-
rifice many things including their culture, water, land and even their bodies. 
One serious negative impact on indigenous people and their cultures is objec-
tification, especially through the promotion of the tourist industry. This treats 
people as mere instruments of sexual pleasure, making them a “sex object,” and 
their cultures as something only for enjoyment and entertainment. It means 
treating a person or a group of people and their cultures as a mere commodity, 
without respecting their personality, spirituality, and dignity. 

The deliberate option of Jesus to speak for Lazarus tells us that our 
churches, the ecumenical movement, and our efforts on our Pilgrimage of Jus-
tice and Peace must be located in the context of people in the margins. Our 
pilgrimage will miss the core focus of its vision and programmatic, if we miss 
this location. There cannot be authentic justice and peace without a location 
in Lazarus’ context.

Affirming the Diversity of Cultures – and Their Transformation in 
Christ

Journeying together is possible when we acknowledge the true and positive 
beauty of the diversity of cultures. Diversity is God’s structure of creation. It 
is like a rainbow. All colours are unique and different, and only together they 
make the rainbow beautiful. It is God who created all cultures, whether minor-
ity or majority traditions, and they are all beautiful and must be respected, 
protected, and also nurtured. Not only the one dominant culture, but also the 
smallest indigenous community tradition is blessed by God. The world will 
become richer when we celebrate together in different cultures and traditions 
with respect and love. Christian life will be more colourful and meaningful 
when we incorporate indigenous traditions. God can be worshipped in many 
different styles and forms, and God is present even among “strange people’s 
culture,” as the prophet Isaiah believed and declared. The core of religion is 
doing justice, because God is a just God. The prophet Isaiah said, 
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On that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the center of the land of 
Egypt, and a pillar to the Lord at its border. It will be a sign and a witness to 
the Lord of hosts in the land of Egypt; when they cry to the Lord because of 
oppressors, he will send them a savior, and will defend and deliver them. The 
Lord will make himself known to the Egyptians; and the Egyptians will know 
the Lord on that day, and will worship with sacrifice and burnt offering, and 
they will make vows to the Lord and perform them. (Is. 19:19-21) 

God will use different nations and they will be a blessing to the world. The 
prophet Isaiah further prophesied that

On that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria, and the Assyrian 
will come into Egypt, and the Egyptian into Assyria, and the Egyptians will 
worship with the Assyrians. On that day Israel will be the third with Egypt 
and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth, whom the Lord of hosts has 
blessed, saying, “Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my 
hands, and Israel my heritage.”(Is. 19:23-25)

The prophets acknowledged God as the Lord of all cultures and spiritu-
ality of all nations. The diversity of cultures testifies to the richness of God’s 
creation. 

Transformed Culture in Christ – by God´s Spirit

Jesus said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; 
I have come not to abolish but to fulfill” (Matt 5:17). Jesus acknowledged the 
good work of Samaritans who were considered as outcast by the Jews. Rather, 
Jesus was against ritualism, legalism, and misuse of power and position. To 
explain the transformed culture in Christ, St Paul always connects the “Spirit” 
and “faith.” They are the basis for following Jesus; the observance of traditional 
laws and ritual practices is not sufficient. 

The Galatians were not all Jewish; they were followers of Christ from a 
Gentile background. They had their own rich cultural traditions. After they 
decided to follow Jesus they thought they ought to be circumcized, adopt the 
strict observance of the Sabbath, and practise and apply Jewish law and cus-
toms. This created conflict and misunderstanding among themselves and also 
broke their relationship with their fellow brothers and sisters who were not 
yet Christian. Just as some Christians think that by adopting and following 
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Western culture, we become better Christians. St Paul challenged them, saying 
“You foolish Galatians! Who misguided you?” He pushed several questions fur-
ther: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law? Did you not receive the 
Spirit by faith? Do you think that mere observance of the law will change your 
life? Do you think that religious practices and customs will transform your life? 
Paul argued that mere observance of laws and rituals of somebody else’s culture 
has nothing to do in following Jesus (Gal. 3:1-14). It will rather uproot people 
and make people without identity. St Paul expounded a transformed culture 
in Christ. 

To help the Galatians recognize God’s presence, Paul connects with the 
“Spirit” and “faith.” In the Old Testament, the Spirit is compared to the wind. 
The wind blows wherever it wills. Nobody can control it. It does not make 
distinction between Jews and Gentiles, male or female, Christians or “non-
Christians,” Indigenous or non-Indigenous. Neither does it make distinction 
between humans and nonhumans. The wind is also compared with the breath 
of God, which gives life to all. The Spirit was working even before Abraham. 
God’s Spirit was at work even before Israel as a nation came into being. Paul 
wants to affirm that God as Spirit was/is present in all cultures from the very 
creation. Since the Spirit is present in all cultures we should not abandon it, 
but celebrate it. Galatian culture is also good and colourful because of the pres-
ence of the Spirit. One must follow Jesus without forsaking one’s own culture. 

Paul further argued that “faith” in Christ makes our celebration of cul-
tural diversity different and meaningful. Faith and action always go together, 
because faith in Christ leads as to transformed action. Observance of law and 
customs without faith will just make routine ritual observance, and duty for 
the sake of duty. Works without faith lead a person to bondage and curtails 
one’s freedom. But faith in Christ makes our cultural diversity liberating and 
transforming. Faith leads us to respect others, and not to condemn them. Faith 
leads us to value life more than mere ritualistic practices. 

We are not saying that all our indigenous culture and practices are good 
and we should go back to traditional customs and practices. Paul is urging 
that we should preserve and practice our customs and culture in a transformed 
manner because of faith in Christ. Culture is dynamic and there is no fixed 
culture. Some cultures are destructive to life, and the misuse and manipulation 
of culture has sometimes led to killing, domination, and exploitation of many 
people. Faith in Christ leads us to discern human limitations and challenges us 
to resist, reject, and transform those oppressive elements in our culture for the 
sake of saving life – justice and peace. Paul is challenging the Galatians not to 
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abandon their culture as evil. Instead, they should transform their own culture 
in Christ Jesus and celebrate diversity in rainbow colours to glorify God. 

The celebration of diverse cultures and practices, transformed by kingdom 
values, is what we need to affirm today.

Journeying Together in the Margins: Resisting Unjust Structures

Journeying together is not mere abstract talk; rather, it means entering into the 
struggle of marginalized peoples for the cause of radical change to oppressive 
structures, proclaiming and making known that Jesus Christ is the liberator of 
all humankind and God’s creation. It involves dismantling the existing systems, 
cultures, and institutions that perpetuate systemic injustice to many people and 
God’s oikos. In some cases it involves a continuous collective struggle against 
the misuse and abuse of power, which demands organizing protest movements, 
non-cooperation movements, and campaigns through peaceful means.

Journeying together at the margins demands continual struggle for and 
commitment to the transformation of sinful social structures and the libera-
tion of their victims. It involves two levels of actions. First, it requires raising 
the consciousness of both the victims and the perpetrators to expose the unjust 
structures and life-denying belief systems. Second, it requires the mobilization 
of collective justice action groups, not only Christians but all of civil society. In 
this, respect for human dignity and the protection of the life-sustaining Earth 
should be the motivating ground for collective action. As a church on a Pil-
grimage of Justice and Peace, we can provide prophetic action and leadership. 
Silence in the face of so many marginalized victims due to unjust systems is 
simply a denial of God´s justice and peace.

Any forces that threaten the celebration of life must be resisted. A primary 
vision of journeying together is thus denouncing and eliminating all forms of 
oppression that destroy human dignity and that threaten God’s life-sustaining 
resources. The ultimate goal of journeying together is to restore justice for the 
celebration of life. To live a life in dignity, respect and freedom is the intrinsic 
right of all beings. It is a divine gift to all beings. The victims can celebrate 
God’s given life in abundance only when justice is restored to them. 
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APPENDICES

1. �Assembly Message from the 10th Assembly of the WCC  
in Busan, 2013

Join the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace

By the tender mercy of our God,
the dawn from on high will break upon us,
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the way of peace.
Luke 1:78-79

Dear Sisters and Brothers, we greet you in the name of Christ. 

1. �We gathered in the Republic of Korea at the 10th Assembly of the World Coun-
cil of Churches (30 October – 8 November 2013). Coming from 345 member 
churches of the fellowship and from partner organizations in the ecumenical 
movement, we joined in prayer, shared stories from our local communities and 
took to heart strong messages of agony and hope. We are thankful for the many 
engaging statements released. Our common pilgrimage traced the theme “God 
of life, lead us to justice and peace.” 

2. �In the city of Busan, we journeyed together on a road of transformation – we 
pray that as we are being transformed ourselves, God will make us instruments 
of peace. Many of us travelled to other parts of Korea where we witnessed the 
open wounds of a society torn by conflict and division. How necessary is justice 
for peace; reconciliation for healing; and a change of heart for the world to be 
made whole! We were encouraged by the active and committed churches we 
encountered; their work bears bountiful fruit. 
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3. �We share our experience of the search for unity in Korea as a sign of hope in 
the world. This is not the only land where people live divided, in poverty and 
richness, happiness and violence, welfare and war. We are not allowed to close 
our eyes to harsh realities or to rest our hands from God’s transforming work. 
As a fellowship, the World Council of Churches stands in solidarity with the 
people and the churches in the Korean peninsula, and with all who strive for 
justice and peace. 

4. �God our Creator is the source of all life. In the love of Jesus Christ and by the 
mercy of the Holy Spirit we, as a communion of the children of God, move 
together towards the fulfilment of the Kingdom. Seeking grace from God we 
are called, in our diversity, to be just stewards of God’s Creation. This is the 
vision of the New Heaven and Earth, where Christ will “fill all in all” (Eph. 
1:23). 

5. �We live in a time of global crises. Economic, ecological, socio-political and 
spiritual challenges confront us. In darkness and in the shadow of death, in suf-
fering and persecution, how precious is the gift of hope from the Risen Lord! 
By the flame of the Spirit in our hearts, we pray to Christ to brighten the world: 
for his light to turn our whole beings to caring for the whole of creation and to 
affirm that all people are created in God’s image. Listening to voices that often 
come from the margins, let us all share lessons of hope and perseverance. Let 
us recommit ourselves to work for liberation and to act in solidarity. May the 
illuminating Word of God guide us on our journey. 

6. �We intend to move together. Challenged by our experiences in Busan, we chal-
lenge all people of good will to engage their God-given gifts in transforming 
actions. 

This Assembly calls you to join us in pilgrimage. 
May the churches be communities of healing and compassion, and may we seed 

the Good News so that justice will grow and God’s deep peace rest on the world. 

Blessed are they who observe justice,
who do righteousness at all times!
Psalm 106:3

God of life, lead us to justice and peace!
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2. �Statement on the Way of Just Peace 
WCC Busan 2013

Just peace is a journey into God’s purpose for humanity and all creation. It is rooted 
in the self-understanding of the churches, the hope of spiritual transformation and the 
call to seek justice and peace for all. It is a journey that invites us all to testify with our 
lives. 

Those who seek a just peace seek the common good. On the way of just peace, 
different disciplines find common ground, contending world views see complementary 
courses of action, and one faith stands in principled solidarity with another.

Social justice confronts privilege, economic justice confronts wealth, ecological 
justice confronts consumption, and political justice confronts power itself. Mercy, for-
giveness and reconciliation become shared public experiences. The spirit, vocation and 
process of peace are transformed. 

As the Ecumenical Call to Just Peace (ECJP) stated, to take the path of just peace 
is to enter a collective, dynamic yet grounded process of freeing human beings from 
fear and want, of overcoming enmity, discrimination and oppression, and of establish-
ing conditions for just relationships that privilege the experience of the most vulner-
able and respect the integrity of creation. 

1. TOGETHER WE BELIEVE
Together we believe in God, the Creator of all life. Therefore we acknowledge that 
every human being is made in the image and likeness of God and we seek to be good 
stewards of creation. In wondrously creating a world with more than enough natural 
riches to support countless generations of human beings and other living things, God 
makes manifest a vision for all people to live in the fullness of life and with dignity, 
regardless of class, gender, religion, race or ethnicity. 

Together we believe in Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace. Therefore we acknowl-
edge that humankind is reconciled with God, by grace, and we strive to live reconciled 
with one another. The life and teachings, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
point toward the peaceable kingdom of God. Despite persecution and suffering, Jesus 
remains steadfast in his way of humility and active nonviolence, even unto death. His 
life of commitment to justice leads to the cross, an instrument of torture and execu-
tion. With the resurrection of Jesus, God confirms that such steadfast love, such obedi-
ence, such trust, leads to life. By God’s grace we too are enabled to take the way of the 
cross, be disciples and bear the costs. 

Together, we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Giver and Sustainer of all life. There-
fore we acknowledge the sanctifying presence of God in all of life, strive to protect life 
and to heal broken lives. 

Based on the teaching of St Paul (Romans 8:22) “For we know that the whole 
creation groans and labours with pain together until now,” as explained by St Peter (2 
Peter 3:13) “nevertheless we, according to His promise, look for new heavens and a 
new earth in which justice dwells,” we can state that: the Holy Spirit assures us that the 
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Triune God will perfect and consummate all of creation at the end of time. In this we 
recognize justice and peace as both promise and present – a hope for the future and a 
gift here and now. 

Together, we believe that the Church is called to unity. Therefore we acknowledge 
that churches are to be just and peaceful communities reconciled with other churches. 
Grounded in the peace of God and empowered through the reconciling work of 
Christ, we can be “agents of reconciliation and peace with justice in homes, churches 
and societies as well as in political, social and economic structures at the global level” 
(8th WCC Assembly, Harare, 1998). 

2. TOGETHER WE CALL
The way of just peace provides a basic frame of reference for coherent ecumenical 

reflection, spirituality, engagement and active peacemaking. 

For just peace in the community – so that all may live free from fear>
Many communities are divided by economic class, race, colour, caste, gender and reli-
gion. Violence, intimidation, abuse and exploitation thrive in the shadows of division 
and inequality. Domestic violence is a hidden tragedy in societies everywhere. 

To build peace in our communities, we must break the culture of silence about 
violence in the home, parish and society. Where religious groups are divided along with 
society, we must join with other faiths to teach and advocate for tolerance, nonviolence 
and mutual respect, as Christian and Muslim leaders are doing in Nigeria with ecu-
menical support. 

Local churches working for peace reinforce international church advocacy for 
peace, and vice versa. Ecumenical advocacy at the International Criminal Court is one 
reason why at least some war criminals today face justice in a court of law, a historic 
advance in the rule of law. 

Churches can help build cultures of peace by learning to prevent and transform 
conflicts. In this way they may empower people on the margins of society, enable 
both women and men to be peacemakers, support nonviolent movements for justice 
and human rights, support those who are persecuted for their refusal to bear arms for 
reasons of conscience, as well as offer support to those who have suffered in armed 
conflicts, and give peace education its rightful place in churches and schools. 

For just peace with the earth – so that life is sustained
Human beings are to respect, protect and care for nature. Yet our excessive consump-
tion of fossil fuels and other resources is doing great violence to people and the planet. 
Climate change, only one consequence of human lifestyles and national policies, poses 
a global threat to justice and peace. 

The World Council of Churches (WCC) was among the first to warn about the 
dangers of climate change. Now, after 20 years of advocacy, churches have helped bring 
ecological justice into the international debate on climate change. Concern for eco-
justice is evident in the attention given to victims of climate change in international 
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negotiations and at the United Nations Human Rights Council. The 10th WCC 
Assembly meeting in Busan strongly reiterated the ecumenical commitment to climate 
justice. 

“Eco-congregations” and “green churches” are signs of hope. The churches and 
parishes of many countries around the world are linking faith and ecology – studying 
environmental issues, monitoring carbon output, and joining in WCC-led advocacy 
for governments to cut emissions of green-house gases. Some governments, such as the 
Seoul city government, are collaborating with local churches to help Korea’s sprawling 
capital conserve energy and recycle waste. In the wake of the Fukushima disaster, Chris-
tians and Buddhists already united against nuclear weapons are now united against 
nuclear power plants as well. They are raising a prophetic call for a nuclear-free world. 

To care for God’s precious gift of creation, the reform of lifestyles and the pursuit 
of ecological justice are key elements of just peace. Concerted ecumenical advocacy is 
needed so that governments, businesses and consumers protect the environment and 
preserve it for future generations. 

For just peace in the marketplace – so that all may live with dignity
There is something profoundly wrong when the wealth of the world’s three richest 
individuals is greater than the gross domestic product of the world’s 48 poorest coun-
tries. Such deep socio-economic injustice raises serious questions about economic 
growth which ignores social and environmental responsibility. Such disparities pose 
fundamental challenges to justice, social cohesion and the public good within what has 
become a global human community. 

Churches should be strongly committed to economic justice. The WCC and its 
member churches join with peoples’ movements and partners in civil society to chal-
lenge poverty, inequality and environmental degradation. The churches’ analysis of 
wealth and poverty has led to an ecumenical emphasis on sufficiency and to a strong 
critique of greed. Some churches have now developed indicators to test how well indi-
viduals, corporations and nations are sharing God’s abundant gifts. 

Establishing “economies of life” is one key to building peace in the marketplace. 
Economies of life promote careful use of resources, sustainable production and con-
sumption, redistributive growth, workers’ rights, fair taxes, fair trade, and the universal 
provision of clean water, clean air and other common goods. Regulatory structures 
must reconnect finance not only to economic production but also to human need 
and ecological sustainability. Responding equitably to the different dimensions of fair 
labour is increasingly important in our times. 

Just peace among the nations – so that human lives are protected
History has seen great advances in the rule of law and other protections for humanity. 
Yet the present situation of the human race is in at least two ways quite unprecedented. 
Now as never before humanity is in a position to destroy much of the planet envi-
ronmentally. A small number of decision makers are in a position to annihilate whole 
populations with nuclear weapons. Radical - threats of ecocide and genocide demand 
of us an equally radical commitment to peace. 
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There is great potential for peacemaking in the nature of who we are. Churches 
together in the WCC are well-placed for collective action in a world where the major 
threats to peace can only be resolved transnationally. 

On that basis, a diverse network of member churches and related ministries advo-
cated with success for the first global Arms Trade Treaty. The witness of churches in war-
torn communities was heard in high places. Churches from different regions pressed 
governments from those regions to agree on a treaty to regulate the international arms 
trade for the first time. A similar approach is now building inter-regional support to 
make nuclear weapons illegal, a goal consistent with the Vancouver Assembly’s indict-
ment of the production, deployment and use of nuclear weapons as “a crime against 
humanity,” and its challenge that “the nuclear weapons issue is, in its import and threat 
to humanity, a question of Christian discipline and of a faithfulness to the Gospel.” 

For peace among the nations, churches must work together to strengthen inter-
national human rights and humanitarian law, promote multilateral negotiations to 
resolve conflicts, hold governments responsible for ensuring treaty protections, help 
eliminate all weapons of mass destruction and press for reallocation of unnecessary 
military budgets to civilian needs. We must join other communities of faith and people 
of good will to reduce national military capacities and delegitimize the institution of 
war. 

3. TOGETHER WE COMMMIT
Peace constitutes a pattern of life that reflects human participation in God’s love for 
all creation. 

Together we commit to share God’s love for the world by seeking peace and pro-
tecting life. We commit to transforming how we think about peace, how we pray for 
peace, how we teach peace to young and old and deepen our theological reflections on 
the promise and practice of peace. 

Together we commit to building cultures of peace in families, the church and 
society. We commit to mobilize the gifts within our fellowship to raise our collective 
voice for peace across many countries. 

Together we commit to protect human dignity, practice justice in our families 
and communities, transform conflicts without violence and ban all weapons of mass 
destruction. 

We understand that the protection of life is a collective human obligation today 
as never before in history. We commit to turn away from planet-changing patterns of 
consumption as the engine of economic growth, and refuse to accept that any nation’s 
security requires the capacity to annihilate other nations or to strike alleged enemies at 
will anywhere on earth. 

We reaffirm the Ecumenical Call to Just Peace, which states “While life in God’s 
hands is irrepressible, peace does not yet reign. The principalities and powers, though 
not sovereign, still enjoy their victories, and we will be restless and broken until 
peace prevails. Peacemakers will speak against and speak for, tear down and build up, 
lament and celebrate, grieve and rejoice. Until our longing joins our belonging in the 
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consummation of all things in God, the work of peace will continue as the flickering 
of sure grace.” 

4. TOGETHER WE RECOMMEND THAT THE WORLD COUNCIL OF 
CHURCHES

a. Undertake, in cooperation with member churches and specialized ministries, 
critical analysis of the “Responsibility to Prevent, React and Rebuild” and its relation-
ship to just peace, and its misuse to justify armed interventions; 

b. Lead and accompany ecumenical just peace ministries and networks in the prac-
tice of violence prevention, nonviolence as a way of life, collective advocacy and the 
advancement of international norms, treaties and law; 

c. Encourage its member churches to engage in cooperative interfaith programmes 
in order to address conflicts in multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies; 

d. Request its member churches and partners to develop communication strategies 
that advocate for justice and peace, proclaim the hope of transformation and speak 
truth to power; 

e. Facilitate a programme of reflection and environmental action in member 
churches and related networks to build sustainable communities and bring about col-
lective reductions in carbon emissions and energy use; promote the use of alternate, 
renewable, and clean energy; 

f. Develop guidelines within the concept of “economies of life” for the right shar-
ing of resources and the prevention of structural violence, establishing useable indica-
tors and benchmarks; and 

g. Convene churches and related organizations to work for human rights pro-
tections through international treaty bodies and the United Nations Human Rights 
Council; to work for the elimination of nuclear and all other Weapons of Mass 
Destruction, cooperating with the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weap-
ons; and to seek ratification of the Arms Trade Treaty by their respective governments 
and monitor its implementation. 

h. Reiterate its existing policy (2009 study) and reaffirm its support for the human 
right of conscientious objection to military service for religious, moral or ethical rea-
sons, as churches have an obligation to support those who are in prison because they 
object to military service. 

5. WE RECOMMEND THAT GOVERNMENTS
a. Adopt by 2015 and begin implementing binding regulations with targets for 

lowering greenhouse gas emissions consistent with the recommendations in the 2013 
report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change; 

b. Negotiate and establish a ban on the production, deployment, transfer and use of 
nuclear weapons in accordance with international humanitarian law; 
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c. Ensure that all remaining stocks of chemical weapons are destroyed under the 
terms of the Chemical Weapons Convention and cluster munitions are destroyed 
under the Convention of Cluster Munitions at the earliest possible date; 

d. Declare their support for a pre-emptive ban on drones and other robotic weap-
ons systems that will select and strike targets without human intervention when oper-
ating in fully autonomous mode; 

e. Reallocate national military budgets to humanitarian and developmental needs, 
conflict prevention and civilian peace-building initiatives amongst others; and 

f. Ratify and implement the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) by 2014 and on a voluntary 
basis include weapon types not covered by the ATT. 

God of life, guide our feet into the way of just peace!
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3. �“‘Come and See’: A Theological Invitation to the Pilgrimage of 
Justice and Peace,” Commission on Faith and Order, June 2017

I. 	 Introduction
	 1. 	� “Blessed are those whose strength is in you, whose hearts are set on pil-

grimage” (Ps. 84:5).1 The 10th Assembly of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) chose the “Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace” as the theme to guide 
the council’s efforts to foster greater unity among Christians and to respond, 
within the context of today’s religiously plural world, to the challenges fac-
ing the human family in our time. In taking up the theme of pilgrimage, the 
central committee in 2014 noted that it was making a shift from the message 
and language of the 1st Assembly in 1948, “We intend to stay together,” to 
“We intend to move together.”2

	 2. 	� This document invites the churches to explore the ways that “pilgrimage” can 
help the churches deepen and express the commitment to oneness in their 
work. Pilgrimages are transformative journeys that are ultimately directed 
toward the Reign of God. As they move together and face the challenges of 
the journey, pilgrims may be opened unexpectedly to new experiences of the 
holy and be renewed in heart and mind. How does this focus on walking and 
acting together affect the churches in their search for “full visible unity”? Do 
such actions impel the churches to seek more urgently for ways to resolve their 
ecclesiological differences? Do they permit the churches to recognize more 
fully each other’s faith and ministry? At its best, the way of pilgrimage also 
opens new ways of understanding and living toward unity, justice, and peace 
among churches and, indeed, among all humanity. A theology of pilgrimage 
challenges the churches to reflect on these questions and to consider how the 
churches can continue to travel from broken communion to full visible unity.3 

	 3. 	� The classic statements about the unity of the Church that have been 
adopted by several assemblies of the WCC lay the groundwork for a theol-
ogy of pilgrimage. While the member churches of the WCC are already 
deeply committed to witnessing to Christ and to the promotion of jus-
tice and peace, pilgrimage offers them a way to move forward together 
through working and being with one another. It is rooted in their shared 
faith in the Triune God, in Jesus Christ as God and Saviour, and in obedi-
ence to the scriptures, as expressed in the basis statement of the WCC.4 

 Churches on pilgrimage together may strengthen their awareness of and 
witness to the unity they already share in Christ.

 
	 4.	� The Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order, held in the historic pilgrim-

age city of Santiago de Compostela in 1993, provided an occasion to recall 
that the ecumenical movement itself has often been seen as a pilgrimage of 
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churches journeying together toward visible unity. Many faithful pilgrims 
who have made the journey to Compostela and other sacred places over the 
centuries, searching for God and longing for greater wholeness, have found 
their lives changed by the experience. By asking the churches to embark 
upon a pilgrimage of justice and peace, the WCC invites all churches to be 
communities in which justice and peace flourish, so that they might be a 
credible, prophetic witness in the world to Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace. 

	 5. �	� In this text, we will offer perspectives on pilgrimage from the Christian tra-
dition, and from two significant issues affecting the churches as we journey 
through the world: moving toward a just and sustainable world, and search-
ing for peace in interreligious relationships. A theological account of pilgrim-
age can help us to find the links between the healing of Christian divisions 
and the healing of creation and of human relationships in the world.

II. 	 Pilgrimage: Perspectives from the Bible and Christian Traditions
A. 	 Perspectives from the Bible
	 6. 	� Journey and pilgrimage are found at the heart of the scriptures. Pilgrimage 

involves responding to God’s calling and promises by journeying toward a 
sacred place. Generally, it is a difficult journey to an unknown destination, 
one that is sustained by hope of renewal and liberation. Abraham and Sarah 
were called to leave their home and kinfolk behind and to follow God to a 
land that God would show them (Gen. 12:1-9). Of fundamental impor-
tance for the identity of the people of God was their liberation from slavery 
in Egypt by the Lord, who established a covenant with them on Mount Sinai 
and accompanied them on their journey through the desert to the Promised 
Land. They were to recall that deliverance every year in three celebrations: 
the feast of unleavened bread or Passover, the feast of weeks or Pentecost, and 
the feast of tabernacles (Ex. 23:14-17).

	 7.	� Many of the psalms were the songs of pilgrimage. After the temple was built 
in Jerusalem, these feasts were to be celebrated there, requiring for many 
an extended journey. The pilgrimages were often arduous and dangerous, 
marked by the uncertainty of being on the road far away from home. As 
they approached the holy city they sang: “How lovely is your dwelling place, 
Lord Almighty! My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord; my 
heart and my flesh cry out for the living God” (Ps. 84:1-2). Psalms 120-134 
are the joyful hymns of ascent, which the people prayed in journeying up to 
Mount Zion. As the people assembled for the feasts, they expressed the hope 
and joy of restoration and renewal. Broken community would find healing; 
the dry land would flow with springs; and even swallows would find nests to 
shelter their young (Ps. 84:3, 6).
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	 8.	� The prophets addressed the people of God as sojourners and exiles and 
reminded them of God’s call, deliverance, and covenant. Eventually some of 
the prophets would describe the messianic age as the streaming of all nations 
toward Jerusalem: “Come, let us climb the Lord’s mountain to the house of 
the God of Jacob” (Isa. 2:3; see Isa. 2:1-5, Micah 4:1-3). But they also criti-
cized the people for external observance of ritual and law while continuing 
to mistreat their fellow human beings. 

	 9.	� Journey is a significant metaphor for interpreting the gospel narratives. Each 
gospel portrays Jesus in movement: as an itinerant teacher, and in “setting 
his face toward Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51) as the culmination of his ministry. 
These journeys, however, take place in ways that disrupt the way the world 
is ordered. Jesus’ travels are constantly interrupted by the sick and the trou-
bled, who ask him for healing. At the midpoint of the Gospel of Mark, Jesus 
begins to warn his disciples that he will suffer, die, and rise in Jerusalem 
(Mark 8:31-33; cf. Matt. 16:21, Luke 9:21-27). To journey with Jesus is to 
take up one’s cross, he says (Mark 8:34-35). 

	 10.	� This costly journey involves a puzzling and uncertain future. In the Gospel 
of John, Jesus travels back and forth to Jerusalem, each time doing signs and 
healing and feeding miracles that heighten interest in his ministry. In all four 
gospels, he finally enters Jerusalem in a procession that is at once royal and 
humble. When Jesus reaches the holy place, the Temple, he makes a whip 
and drives out those conducting business there, accusing them of making it 
a “den of robbers” (Matt. 21:12-13; Mark 11:15-17; Luke 19:45-46; John 
2:18). The climax of Jesus’ journey is traumatic and foundational: sham trial, 
brutal crucifixion, and resurrection. Like the prophetic writings, the gospels 
thus complicate and deepen the notion of “pilgrimage”; they suggest that 
what matters is the motivation and way the journey is carried out, and the 
need for openness to the pain and liberty that one encounters in a true effort 
to “worship God in spirit and in truth.”

	 11.	� The rest of the New Testament is permeated by a portrayal of the Christian 
life itself as a way of conversion and ongoing transformation. Jesus presented 
himself to his disciples as “the way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6); Acts 
then refers to Christianity simply as “the way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 
24:14, 22). The Letter to the Hebrews states, “For here we do not have 
an enduring city” (13:14). Instead of the earthly Jerusalem, Christians now 
“have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heav-
enly Jerusalem” (12:22). Hebrews also refers to the ancestors in the faith as 
“strangers and exiles on the earth” (11:13), an expression that the First Letter 
of Peter applies to Christians (1:1; 2:11). 
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B. 	 Perspectives from Christian traditions
	 12.	� From earliest times in Christian communities, journeying to distant places 

where significant Christian events occurred or significant witnesses lived, 
such as apostles, martyrs, or saints, was a meaningful practice which became 
well established by the fourth century. The diary of Egeria, for example, 
describes Egeria’s pilgrimage to Egypt and Palestine in the late fourth century5 

and offers an especially valuable witness to how Christians in her day already 
had developed the practice of pilgrimage.

	 13.	� As well as engaging in the practice of pilgrimage, churches developed 
accounts of pilgrimage as a spiritual metaphor. Early writers reflected on the 
spiritual pilgrimage of the Christian life. For example, The Epistle to Diogne-
tus describes Christians as resident aliens6 sojourners living full earthly lives 
but with their citizenship elsewhere – in heaven. Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of 
Moses7 offers a spiritual account of Moses’ ascent to Sinai to describe the 
journey of faith. It offers the imagery of ascending the mountain of God to 
meet the Lord and receive the Lord’s revelation and then descending back 
into the world accompanied by divine illumination. Gregory also described 
the entire Christian life as a continuous pilgrimage without end, with the 
deification (theosis) of the believer being an endless dynamic journey into the 
infinity of the divine life (epektasis). 

	 14.	� Some early Christians sought liberation from the temptations and distrac-
tions of a newly privileged Christianity by journeying into the wilderness, 
where they could pursue an ascetic spiritual life and pray for the world. 
Some desert fathers also journeyed back to the cities from which they came 
at times when the church faced serious possibilities of division.8 For some 
monks, including desert mothers,9 their ascetic pilgrimage was a spiritual 
one: they remained in one place as they journeyed deeper into the divine 
mysteries. Others traveled constantly from place to place to avoid attach-
ment to the material world. In the medieval period, the act of pilgrimage 
grew in importance and popularity, as holy sites gained prominence as spiri-
tual destinations. Margery Kempe (c. 1374 – after 1438), an fourteenth-
century English laywoman, went on extensive pilgrimages that also fed her 
interior mystical life.10

	 15.	� While the practice of pilgrimage has proved spiritually nourishing for Chris-
tians throughout the centuries, this practice, at its worst, has sometimes been 
corrupted and turned into an occasion for consumerism, acquisitiveness, 
injustice, or even violence. Throughout history up to the present day, pil-
grimage to distant places can be an elite practice, accessible only to those 
with the financial and physical means to undertake it. Gregory of Nyssa 
recognized that priority in pilgrimage is given to its spiritual dimensions 
above its physical ones, without denying the rich spiritual experience many 
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Christians receive through physically journeying to sacred places.11 In the 
sixteenth century, Martin Luther and John Calvin denounced the distorted 
practices of pilgrimage in their contexts, protesting the abuses they wit-
nessed and the notion that pilgrims could earn salvation.12 They objected 
to the notion that certain practices, such as pilgrimage, constituted higher 
expressions of the Christian life. However, pilgrimage still carried strong res-
onance as a metaphor among the Reformers and their descendants; drawing 
on Augustine, Calvin taught Christians “to travel as pilgrims in this world” 
as they aspire to heavenly glory13 (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 3.7.3; 
cf. 3.9.4-5; 3.10.1; cf. Augustine, City of God, 15.6). Even many of those 
who do not practice physical pilgrimage have continued to utilize the spiri-
tual sense of the notion. “Pilgrimage,” “journey,” and “way” have remained 
root metaphors for the Christian experience, John Bunyan’s seventeenth-
century The Pilgrim’s Progress (published 1678) and the nineteenth-century 
text, The Way of the Pilgrim, being perhaps the best known and most endur-
ing examples. The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw both the renewed 
popularity and renewed criticism of the practice of pilgrimage due to the 
emergence of new sites, such as Lourdes, and increased accessibility due to 
mass transportation. In recent decades, the numbers of persons going on 
pilgrimage has increased, with the practice of pilgrimage being increasingly 
embraced by Christians from numerous traditions.

	 16.	� An ever-growing expression of pilgrimage throughout Christian history has 
recognized the spiritual blessings that pilgrimage can involve: along with 
ancient sites of pilgrimage, new sites have emerged in connection with the 
global growth of Christianity, as can be seen, for example, in African Insti-
tuted Churches.14 Pilgrimages can be a great source of renewal in which 
“new insights are given. Deeper understanding is attained.… Blessings are 
received and healing takes place. Life is seen with different eyes. Nothing will 
ever be quite the same again.”15 Christians undertake pilgrimage desiring to 
intensify prayer and the spiritual life; as an act of repentance and personal 
responsibility; to offer thanksgiving for God’s blessings; out of a strong desire 
to receive God’s help; and in quest of strength for the struggle for justice 
and oneness with humanity and creation. Pilgrimage may allow Christians 
more fully to appreciate humans as created earthly beings and to honour 
the sacred gifts of physical spaces: both specific sanctuaries and indeed the 
creation itself. 

III.  A Theology for the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace
	 17.	� The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is not ultimately directed to a par-

ticular holy place but rather toward the fulfilment of the reign of God. It 
finds its ultimate source in the love of the Triune God, who has created the 
world, who empowers and renews it through the Holy Spirit, and who 
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perfects and reconciles all things in Christ at the end of time. Jesus Christ 
enters into the world through his incarnation. His journey on earth takes 
him through the cross to his resurrection and exaltation in glory, as por-
trayed in the Christological hymn of Philippians 2:5-11, so as to redeem 
and transform creation. He reconciles all things in himself (Col. 1:15-20) 
and hands over the kingdom to the Father so that God may be all in all 
(1 Cor. 15:24-28). The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace not only has this 
Christological foundation, but also a pneumatological basis. The churches 
move together, energized by the Holy Spirit, whom Christians con-
fess to be “the Lord and giver of life” in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed. The Spirit of truth leads the churches to a vision of God’s will for 
human relationships, it moves them to discern the will of God within the 
various contexts in which they find themselves, and it empowers them to  
serve that design by prophetic witness and action in their various societ-
ies. This pilgrimage can be understood to imply and necessitate a theological 
anthropology, that is, to teach about and express the dignity and destiny of 
human beings as created in God’s image, redeemed in Christ, and sanctified 
by the Spirit. Concern for justice, peace, and care for creation necessarily 
flow from the way Christian faith understands the relation of human beings 
with God, with one another, and with nature. The pilgrimage can find its 
origin and rationale in Jesus’ inauguration of the reign of God, as well as its 
eschatological goal in the hope for its full realization. As God led the people of 
Israel to freedom through the desert in a cloud by day and fire by night, and 
as Jesus leads his disciples forward to the new promised land with the words 
“follow me,” so the churches, under the empowerment and guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, move together to follow him toward the fulfilment of the new 
heavens and the new earth (cf. Rev. 21). 

	 18.	� Pilgrimage also has ecclesiological dimensions. It means living in communion 
with other disciples of Jesus, nourished by hearing the Word of God, and 
celebrating the sacraments of faith. Christian existence is a shared pilgrim-
age undertaken as God’s people. The pilgrim people of God experience a 
foretaste of the heavenly banquet every time they join in celebrating the 
Eucharist. Luke’s gospel highlights several other ecclesiological themes in 
this regard. Jesus tells of how a master sends his servants out to bring in 
guests from the highways and the byways – from the periphery – to share in 
the banquet he has prepared (Luke 14:15-24), while it is on their journey to 
Emmaus that some disciples recognize the Lord in the breaking of the bread 
(Luke 24:35). Although in the current state of their division the churches 
have not yet arrived at the point in which all are able to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper together, since reconciliation with God and with one another is at 
the heart of the Lord’s Supper, many Christians find this to be a moment, 
not only to pray for, but also to become strengthened and equipped to serve 
the Lord as messengers and agents of the gospel of justice and peace. 
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	 19.	� The theology of pilgrimage also has social and ecological dimensions.16 Each 
human being and, indeed, the whole of humanity, can be said to be on 
a kind of pilgrimage from creation to the final fulfillment of justice and 
peace. Pilgrimage involves being attentive to and walking in solidarity with 
fellow travelers: especially victims of war and brutality, victims of religious 
intolerance, refugees and migrants who are compelled to flee their homes, 
those exploited by unjust economic practices, those oppressed because of 
race and ethnicity, those who have suffered sexual violence or human traf-
ficking, families in distress, children and youth who live in despair, and 
those who are marginalized by society. Throughout the scriptures, voices 
of prophecy and truth come from those who are poor and disinherited, 
who suffer, and who have been enslaved and imprisoned. It is from these 
sites of God’s visitation – from society’s margins – that a new world will 
take shape, and it is here that the pilgrimage needs to take shape. Not 
only are these the places where humanity encounters God as liberator, 
the margins are also privileged spaces where God reveals God’s self as the  
just God who desires the fullness of all life. The margins are also spaces where 
Christians live and witness to their faith. Within and from the margins God 
calls Christians to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ. 

	 20.	� The abuse and destruction of the environment is an offense against God and 
an injustice to people of the present and of future generations. For this rea-
son, the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace has a strong ecological dimension, 
recognizing the unique position that human beings hold, in terms of taking 
responsibility and ensuring that life is not violated. When Christians marvel 
at life and the diversity in the creation, there is a sense of God’s greatness, 
and that everything that exists has inherent value. Thus, pilgrimage involves 
honouring the integrity of creation in the journey towards a just and sustain-
able life on earth.

	 21.	� Journeying together on pilgrimage creates unity in our differences. It invites 
individuals to conversion side by side with their brothers and sisters. The 
experience of pilgrimage can strengthen communion within and between 
our churches. The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace invites churches to greater 
communion with one another in responding to their common calling to 
serve as agents for that justice and peace, which are essential dimensions of 
the reign of God, inaugurated by Jesus and realized in the Holy Spirit. Since 
the experience of pilgrimage promotes and enhances unity, it is related in an 
essential way to justice and peace, both of which make actual the relation-
ships between God, humanity, and the world that embody the divine design 
for creation.
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IV.  Justice and the Challenge of Moving toward a Sustainable World
	 22.	� Throughout the world, Christians encounter many situations that cry out 

for justice and peace. Moving toward a just and sustainable world requires 
repentance for those interpretations of creation and providence which have 
been sometimes been distorted and corrupted by the logic of domination. 
The care or abuse of God’s earth and its resources is not merely one justice 
issue to be set alongside other justice concerns. Rather, reverence for God’s 
creation is of foundational importance for all existence and identity. Justice 
for suffering human beings cannot be sought apart from the context of liv-
ing in a way that is respectful of the environment. Justice is not an abstract 
reality to be realized within human community alone, but it is how we as 
humans and as Christians live in the web of life in reciprocity with all human 
beings, other creatures, and the rest of creation. In anticipation of the full-
ness of the reign of God, all of creation groans because of the threats to jus-
tice and well-being – threats that are especially present among marginalized 
communities and endangered environments. 

	 23.	� God created the world and saw everything that God had made was very 
good (Gen 1:31). God is not distant or detached from creation, in fact, 
creation implies relationship: “The whole earth is full of God’s glory” (Isa. 
6:1-3). The scriptures testify that creation is God’s first act of revelation, and 
this first act reveals God as not only Creator of the earth, but as present in 
creation. God the Creator is present in and continues to work with humans 
and all creatures, the land, rivers, and seas to give life and hope. God wants 
the whole creation to have life in its fullness (John 10:10).  God’s providen-
tial journeying with creation continues with a covenant relationship with all 
creatures (Gen. 8:20-22). In Jesus, the entire history of salvation, beginning 
from the creation itself, is revealed as a kind of pilgrim journey toward the 
eschatological Reign of God, a rule “of justice, peace, and joy that is given by 
the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17).

 
	 24.	� The challenge of moving toward a just and sustainable world calls the 

churches to develop concrete proposals and engage in prophetic activity 
to counter injustice and violence, affirming human dignity and the integ-
rity of creation.17 Among the deplorable effects of injustice and violence, 
which have drastic effects especially upon people living in poverty and augur 
tragic consequences for future generations, is the degradation, objectifica-
tion, exploitation, and commercialization of God’s creation. The earth suf-
fers from the assault by pollution of air and water. Global warming has had 
disastrous effects upon human life, requiring migration at an unprecedented 
scale, causing widespread eviction of indigenous peoples from their ancestral 
lands, leading to a breakdown of traditional values and land-centred spiritu-
ality. The oppression and marginalization of people living in poverty and the 
degradation of creation are profoundly interrelated.
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	 25.	� In the context of the suffering of creation and of those living on the mar-
gins, the movement toward unity serves the healing of the whole inhabited 
earth. “The Church was intended by God, not for its own sake, but to serve 
the divine plan for the transformation of the world. Thus, service (diako-
nia) belongs to the very being of the Church.”18 The intention of the gospel 
includes the liberation of God’s creation. St. Paul emphasizes this holistic 
perspective when he affirms, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new” (2 Cor. 
5:17). The church’s unity flows from this profound promise. If the churches 
are to be in pilgrimage together, it can only be in the context of journeying 
toward the unity of the church within creation. Work for the healing of cre-
ation is not an end in itself. Christians know that the life of this world as it 
is will cease. Nevertheless, as The Church: Towards a Common Vision pointed 
out, they are called to promote here and now the summing up of all things 
in the perfection of the life and love of God.19 

V.     �Peace: Living the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ in a Religiously  
Plural World

	 26.	� The peace that Christians proclaim is the peace of Christ, “the peace which 
passes all understanding” (Phil. 4:7). The Hebrew word shalom points to 
the wholeness of justice and reconciliation in the flourishing of all creation. 
Peace is not simply an absence of discord. Christians are called to bring 
the just and reconciling peace of Christ to a contemporary world divided 
by greed and inequality and torn apart by religious and secular funda-
mentalisms. In the journey of faith, Christians share together the hope of 
reconciliation, which is a complex process of “truth, memory, repentance, 
justice, forgiveness, and love.”20 This means that they do not simply with-
draw from those who are different from themselves or even from their 
enemies (cf. Matt. 5:44), but that they are impelled by the love of Christ 
to move toward and encounter the other with Christ’s reconciling love. 
“Love encompasses the whole process of reconciliation as the very sign of 
its authenticity.”21

	 27.	� The pilgrim Church is not a community closed in on itself; rather, it is called 
to share the joyful news of the Gospel in a vibrant and inviting way in the 
complex realities of today. This is even more evident as contemporary societ-
ies become increasingly characterized by a secularized spirit which marginal-
izes or entirely dismisses faith in God. We are called to proclaim Christ and 
the Gospel of justice and peace in a humble, respectful, and dialogical way 
which, at the same time, is confident, faithful, and relevant to the cultures of 
the various societies around the world today.22
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	 28.	� Scripture proclaims both that God desires the salvation of all human beings, 
and that there is only one mediator, Jesus Christ, “who gave himself as a 
ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:4-5). According to the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus 
commissioned his disciples to proclaim the good news to all: “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, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you, and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the 
age” (Matt. 28: 19-20). Each of the four gospels closes with such a mandate 
and the Church has, throughout the ages, been dedicated to proclaiming in 
word and deed the good news of salvation in Christ. There is need further to 
consider the way Christians move together and how witness happens with 
truthfulness and integrity in a pluralist context. This should occur in a way 
which shares the Gospel without imposing it on others, recognizing the co-
pilgrimage of all creation with whom the church shares the world and invit-
ing the world to participate in the Good News (Rom. 8:22-23).

	 29.	� As The Church: Towards a Common Vision observes, “Today Christians are 
more aware of the wide array of different religions other than their own 
and of the positive truths and values they contain.”23 As an issue of jus-
tice, Christians acknowledge the freedom of religious conscience as one of 
the fundamental dimensions of human dignity.24 Jesus’ encounter with the 
Syro-Phoenician woman (Mark 7:25-30) and the Samaritan woman (John 
4) suggest the need to respect human dignity as Christian walk and engage 
in dialogue with others across religious difference. They can share the riches 
of the Christian faith without making judgments which belong to God 
alone. Christian witness should always be respectful of those who hold other 
beliefs, realizing that as Christians approach dialogue and witness to the 
faith with humility, they may learn something more about their own faith 
from such interaction and from the experience of others. “Sharing the joyful 
news of the truth revealed in the New Testament and inviting others to the 
fullness of life in Christ is an expression of respectful love.”25 As Luke 10:5-6 
reminds us, the proclamation of the reign of God involves the proclama-
tion of peace: in a world of violence and death enacted for religious reasons, 
Christians seek to witness to the peace of the Prince of Peace, who brings life 
in abundance.

	 30.	� We recognize that across the world, Christians find themselves in different 
situations in terms of the power they have in society. Where Christians live 
in a society in which they possess power, they engage in dialogue and witness 
from a safe and confident place. However, such confidence and safety is not 
the situation of many Christians who are minimally tolerated as a group or 
find themselves persecuted. From the earliest times, the Christian tradition 
has linked witness and persecution, as the word martyria testifies. In situa-
tions in which Christians face threats, intimidation, and persecution, they 
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find themselves united in the faithful witness of the holiness of their lives in 
Christ in taking up their cross and following him (Mark 8:34). All Chris-
tians are called to remember before God the martyrs of the faith and to pray 
for those facing persecution at the hands of violence enacted in the name 
of religion. At the same time, Christians join in confessing the inhospital-
ity and persecution that some Christians have at times enacted when they 
have been in positions of power. We also recognize that there are members 
of other religious traditions who have offered and continue to offer kindness 
and hospitality to Christians who find themselves as strangers in their own 
lands.

 

VI.  Together on the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace
	 31.	� In the account of the calling of the first disciples in John 1:38-39a, Jesus 

asks the disciples what it is they desire. They reply that they wish to know 
where he is staying. The invitation that Jesus offers in response is, “Come 
and see.” The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace invites the churches to follow 
Jesus, and to journey together toward visible unity so we may come and see 
where he abides. The word “pilgrimage” suggests movement, a source and a 
goal, a way that is followed and sought, and a journey. In choosing the theme 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, the WCC has not only affirmed the desire 
to move together, but also it affirms that its movement is directed towards 
the reign of God, that it is a transformative way of faith and life, and that it 
is a journey which churches take together with other companions and in the 
context of the whole world. 

	 32.	� This document extends a theological invitation to the Pilgrimage of Jus-
tice and Peace. A theology of pilgrimage offers the opportunity to adopt 
a dynamic vision of the Church and of ecumenism. The questions which 
appear in the introduction to this statement (#2) call for a positive response. 
Walking and acting together for justice and peace may and often do have 
a profound effect on efforts to cooperate with God’s grace, which impels 
churches toward visible unity. Such journeying together in faith and in hope 
may and often does inspire churches to resolve their differences and to rec-
ognize more fully each other’s faith and ministry. Walking together, even 
now while not yet fully united, can and often does build community among 
Christians. Very importantly, it can help to overcome a characterization 
of the ecumenical movement which has sometimes placed efforts to seek 
unity in “doctrine” in competition with efforts to collaborate in “service.” 
Being together on pilgrimage implies that Christian service is rooted pre-
cisely in our common faith in God’s saving and renewing plan for the world. 
Empowered by the grace and guidance of the Holy Spirit, the people of God 
may respond together to Christ’s invitation to “Come and see.”
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	 33.	� One way of summing up the extent and scope of God’s saving design may 
be found in the Letter to the Ephesians: “He has made known to us the 
mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ 
… to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” 
(Eph. 1:9-10). The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace invites our churches to 
offer together, even now, their shared willingness to be open to the new ways 
in which the Spirit is responding to the petition which countless Christians 
around the world pray every day: “Thy will be done.” 
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