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Foreword by Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit

I warmly welcome the book EcumEnical Visions for thE twEnty-first cEntury: a rEadEr 
for Theological Education, produced by the Programme on Ecumenical Theological Education 
(ETE). It has been prepared as a core anthology for the Global Ecumenical Theological Insti-
tute (GETI), which will be held prior to and during the 10th Assembly of the World Council 
of Churches in Busan, South Korea, from 26 October to 9 November 2013. It is also meant as 
a long-term resource for theological courses and reflection on the future of ecumenism in the 
context of world Christianity in seminaries and theological faculties around the world. 

Equipping a younger generation of ecumenically committed theologians and educators 
and inspiring them to articulate their vision of ecumenism for the 21st century is the goal of 
GETI and the current work of ETE. It is also of primary importance and a strategic interest for 
the World Council of Churches as a whole. It is the generation of younger theologians from all 
regions of the world today that will give shape to Christian unity, common witness and joint 
service in the cause of justice and peace under the different circumstances of our times today. 
The world needs people with Christian passion, spiritual commitment, theological competence 
and persistence to recapture and rearticulate a biblically well-grounded ecumenical vision and 
what it implies for the unity of the church in the context of world Christianity in the decades 
to come. Theological education and ecumenical formation play a key role in this endeavor. 

The 10th Assembly in South Korea also points to the urgency and potential for churches 
to come together in a spirit of genuine and committed prayer, through its theme: “God of life, 
lead us to justice and peace.” Orthodox traditions have reminded us that all proper Christian 
theology is rooted in doxology and prayer. Christian theology is invited to join with the prayers 
and longings of the whole church for the one God of life, who sustains and renews us. Chris-
tian theology is invited to listen and reflect on the cries for justice and peace in this world, to 
relate the essence of the gospel to the agonies of people and creation suffering today. There is 
a creational, even cosmic horizon for Christian hope and its theological reflection suggested in 
the theme’s invocation of the God of life. 

The double accountability of Christian theology to the church and the world, and the 
urgent concern for a new and inclusive ecumenical theology of life—facing the dramatic chal-
lenges of environmental destruction, land grabbing, violation of human rights and indigenous 
identities, the perpetuation of long-lasting regional and global and religious conflicts—also 
forms the core of this collection of key ecumenical texts from the work of the WCC in the past 
two decades. The 65 core texts gathered here shed light on key areas and thematic fields with 
which WCC-related programmes and commissions have been dealing. Many of the topics also 
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will be formally part of the agenda of the assembly: Church and unity, mission and evangelism, 
peace and justice, Bible and hermeneutics, migration and migrant churches, HIV and AIDS, 
health and healing, interreligious dialogue, common prayer, ecumenism in the 21st century, 
ecumenical formation, youth, men and women in the community of the church, as well as 
diakonia are all represented here. 

I congratulate and thank the team in ETE and all WCC staff colleagues who developed 
this initiative and those who have supported this anthology with advice and textual contribu-
tions. We hope that this volume will be a stimulus for deepened interest in ecumenical dia-
logue, theological discernment and active participation in the common tasks of world mission, 
common witness for justice and peace, Christian unity and interreligious dialogue in decades 
to come. 

Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit
General Secretary
World Council of Churches
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Foreword by Rev. Dr Sam-Hwan Kim

On behalf of the Korean Host Committee for the WCC 10th Assembly in Busan 2013, 
it is my outmost pleasure and honour to extend warm greetings of welcome to the GETI group 
to Korea. 

This anthology is indeed a timely and most welcome publication to facilitate intensive 
deliberations and discussions of the GETI group, who are envisioned as future leaders in the 
global ecumenical movement.

The Korean Host Committee will do everything in its power to render every possible sup-
port of a successful gathering of the GETI group and to ensure fruitful discussions and lively 
exchanges throughout the assembly. 

We hope that the WCC 2013 assembly will leave an everlasting signature and be a mile-
stone of mutual enrichment in the ongoing ecumenical theological discourse, with the GETI 
group members as future key persons in the continuing ecumenical journey. We feel deeply 
gratified in welcoming the GETI group, because we also care about the future generation, 
and we offer our continuous work in collaborative ecumenical efforts with all our sisters and 
brothers in faith. We firmly believe that members of the GETI group will grow and develop 
themselves into the great leaders responding of the future to the call of God.

I herewith express my sincere gratitude for the publishers’ efforts in bringing out this mag-
nificent publication and wish everyone a memorable and inspiring participation in the GETI 
and time in Korea.

Rev. Dr Kim Sam-Hwan
Moderator
Korean Host Committee
For the WCC 10th Assembly 2013
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Foreword by Rev. Dr Jong-Wha Park

Publication of this workbook for the Global Ecumenical Theological Institute 
(GETI) programme is a precious gift timely offered, along with the preparation for the 10th 
Assembly of the WCC in Busan this year. It is designed to help people who are eager to become 
acquainted with the ecumenical movement up to now, in theory and practice, and actively to 
participate in envisioning our future ecumenism, transforming our world and Christianity in 
the 21st century.

With such a “common understanding and vision” of a wider ecumenism in the WCC 
and beyond the WCC, young leaders are sincerely invited from among our member and non-
member churches of the WCC to be positive actors in the GETI programmes before and dur-
ing the 10th Assembly of the WCC in Busan.

Ecumenical Visions for the 21st Century introduces vital concerns and programmes of the 
ecumenical movement today and tomorrow as they relate to the global, Asian and Korean 
contexts. In addition, dozens of ecumenical issues are presented, explained, and debated, each 
with relevant texts and references for further study and considerations. We are very happy that 
GETI also offers with its guide book a theologically and practically “open space” (Madang) of 
exchange and encounter.

On behalf of the Korean Host Committee(KHC) for the 10th Assembly, I offer heartfelt 
thanks to the editorial team, and I welcome all who are coming to GETI and supporting the 
programme.

Rev. Dr Jong-Wha Park
Vice Moderator of KHC 
for Theology and International Relations
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Editors’ Preface by Mélisande Lorke and Dietrich Werner

“Brought by the Holy Spirit into One Fully Committed Fellowship”

Teaching ecumenism is vital for the future of World Christianity. When the  
ecumenical movement began after the first world mission conference in Edinburgh in 1910, 
only some 300 Christian denominations existed (the majority of which were to be found in the 
North). Teaching about ecumenism could still be regarded as a prerogative for a small avant-
garde of selected western church people and a few pioneering ecumenical leaders in the 20th 
century. In the 21st century, however, with the majority of Christianity now having shifted 
to the global South and with the number of Christian denominations having multiplied 
exponentially,1 study of world Christianity and ecumenism—in all geographical contexts and 
periods—is a must for every church representative and religious educator around the world. 

Studying ecumenism does not mean forgetting or marginalizing one’s own denomina-
tional tradition and ecclesial identity. Rather it is about widening one’s own understanding of 
the church and its mission to a global perspective. To be the church and to give witness to the 
one gospel of Jesus Christ in any context of the world has to relate to the global church. It is to 
give responsible and visible expression to the fact that any local church is an integral part and 
embodiment of the universal church of Christ, which in ancient creedal tradition is confessed 
to be the one, holy, apostolic and catholic church. This conviction was expressed in the oft-
cited WCC New Delhi statement of 1961:

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being 
made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as 
Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, 
holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, 
joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and 
service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship 
in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, 
and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God 
calls his people.2

1. Some 40,000 Christian denominations were estimated to exist in 2010, see: Todd M. Johnson, Kenneth R. Ross 
(eds), Atlas of Global Christianity, Edinburgh University Press 2010.
2. See the full text at: http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/new-delhi-1961/new-delhi-
statement-on-unity.html.
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That all Christian churches will be “brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully commit-
ted fellowship” is a key element in the vision of the ecumenical movement. It is also the core 
vision behind this collection of recent ecumenical key texts from the WCC and its ecumenical 
partners. Working toward one fully committed fellowship requires formation and deliberate 
theological training.3 Learning about contemporary ecumenism involves studying other Chris-
tian church traditions in one’s own context and region, including their theological heritage and 
self-understanding. Furthermore, it includes learning about the achievements, crucial ques-
tions and emerging convergences of the whole global ecumenical movement and recollection 
of the “ecumenical memory.”4

There are many textbooks, anthologies and proper introductions to major debates and 
theological achievements of the historical ecumenical movement.5 The key sources and cru-
cial texts of historical ecumenism in the 20th century are not repeated or included in this 
anthology. 

Rather it is the purpose of this volume to provide a collection of more recent texts that 
discuss the core themes, the new shapes and emerging challenges of ecumenical Christianity in 
the 21st century. So the focus has been to include official statements and reference texts of the 
WCC and some of its major ecumenical partners from the past 20 years and in the context of 
world Christianity in the 21st century. Despite its length, we do not claim this publication to 
be all-embracing and comprehensive but rather an overview of some major current ecumenical 
themes and topics.6 

The project was undertaken as a resource for the Global Ecumenical Theological Institute 
(GETI), planned by the ETE programme of WCC in cooperation with Korean and other part-
ners in order to bring together 150 advanced students of theology for an intensive global study 
course prior to and during the 10th assembly of WCC in Busan, South Korea, in October/
November 2013. 

The criteria for the selection of these texts were:

•   Sources which present one of the major recent themes, key issues and concerns reflected 
in the work of one of the programmes of WCC and its ecumenical partners in the years 
after the Porto Alegre assembly (2006);

3. See: “Magna Charta on Ecumenical Formation in Theological Education in the 21st Century—10 Key 
Convictions,” in: Dietrich Werner, Theological Education in World Christianity: Ecumenical Perspectives and Future 
Priorities, PTCA Publication, No 2, Kolkatta, 2011, 34-41. See also major volumes on theological education and 
ecumenism which have been published before the 10th WCC assembly by ETE: Dietrich Werner, David Esterline, 
Namsoon Kang, Joshva Raja (eds), Theological Education in World Christianity, Regnum Publishers, Oxford 2010; 
Isabel Phiri, Dietrich Werner (eds), Handbook of Theological Education in Africa, Regnum Publishers, Oxford 2013; 
Hope Antone, Hyunju Bae, Wati Longchar, Huang Po Ho, Dietrich Werner (eds), Asian Handbook for Theological 
Education and Ecumenism, Regnum Publishers, Oxford 2013. 
4. See Dietrich Werner, “Preserving the Memory(ies) of the Ecumenical Movement: A Crucial Task for World 
Christianity Facing the pluralisation of Ecumenical Actors and the Acceleration of Information Flows,” ch. 9 in 
Michael Nai Poon, Marek Rostrowski (eds), Mission, Memory and Communion; Documenting World Christianity in the 
Twenty-First Century, A CSCA Publication Singapore 2013.
5. See, for example, Michael Kinnamon and Brian E. Cope (eds.), The Ecumenical Movement: An Anthology of Key 
Texts and Voices, WCC Publications 1997, new edition forthcoming; see also Noel Davis and Martin Conway (eds): 
World Christianity in the 20th Century: An SCM Reader, and World Christianity in the 20th Century: An SCM Core 
Text, SCM Press 2008.
6. See other WCC documents on: www.globethics.net/web/de-world-council-of-churches-
collection?layoutPlid=4297674  or www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/.
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•   Sources which relate to the main themes and proposed issues to be reflected in the 10th 
Assembly of the WCC in Busan and its Korean and Asian partner churches under the 
theme “God of life, lead us to justice and peace”;

•   Sources which reflect some common authorship, corporate ownership and authoritative 
status within the WCC and thereby are beyond the level of just individual theological 
voices and essays (formally the authority level of the collected texts varies significantly, as 
only some of them have been officially authorized as statements endorsed by the WCC 
Central Committee, while others are common texts or conference papers from occa-
sions related to or organized by the WCC);

•   Sources which are appropriate to serve as a basis for a solid discussion in a seminar with 
theological students.

The theological collection here—this cannot be underlined strongly enough—by no 
means presents the whole of the theological work of the WCC in the past 20 years. There is 
much more which has been worked out by the different components and programmes active 
in the global ecumenical movement. The collection presented here displays a partial view on 
some major themes, no more or less. 

The collection of key texts on ecumenism and World Christianity, presented as the GETI 
Reader for Busan assembly has been prepared so:

•   that the book is available in print for student and faculty participants to be used for the 
two weeks Global Ecumenical Theological Institute in Seoul and Busan, 25 October to 
9 November 2013; 

•   that the printed version be accompanied by a digital version of an enlarged GETI texts 
collection, with additional texts and which is available on an accompanying CD-ROM 
and for more long-term use on a special website;7

•   that both the printed as well as the digital resources of this textbook can serve also the 
wider purpose of serving as a reader for regional courses on ecumenism, World Christianity 
and inter-faith issues to be held by theological seminaries, faculties and Christian educational 
institutions all around the world in 2013 and subsequent years after the assembly; 

•   that each of the main texts is accompanied by a short introductory paragraph giving 
some information on the background and key contents of the relevant text and propos-
ing three discussion questions as a starter for learning and study processes in theological 
seminaries.

People interested can find more WCC related resources on the WCC website8 and also in 
the special collection of WCC-related articles and statements in GlobeTheoLib.9 

7. www.globethics.net/geti.
8. www.oikoumene.org/en/resources.html.
9. www.globethics.net/web/de-world-council-of-churches-collection?layoutPlid=4297674.
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The initiative of ETE and its related networks of some 70 regional associations of theo-
logical schools to bring together more than 150 advanced theological students, educators and 
researchers from younger generations for a high level ecumenical theological institute in Busan 
underlines that the future generations of theologians and their nurture and accompaniment 
do play a crucial role for the future of the ecumenical movement as well as for the unity of 
the church in the current situation of World Christianity as a whole. The majority of those 
serving in key positions of churches and the ecumenical movement today have been part of 
youth programmes and ecumenical formation experiences in crucial stages of their life before, 
whether this has taken place in Bossey Ecumenical Institute or in courses of similar institutions 
in the majority world. It is vital for those  from younger generations that they realize that in 
discerning and trying to articulate their own authentic vision for ecumenism, mission and dia-
logue for their contexts today they are not left alone. They are accompanied and nurtured by a 
host of faith witnesses, ecumenical traditions and ecumenical visions which have been articu-
lated before them or by committed groups contemporary to them. These ecumenical visions 
and traditions need to be remembered, studied and critically discussed in order to sharpen 
the theological assessment of ecclesial, social and ethical challenges today before they can be 
reappropriated and translated in relation to the conditions of our times. This GETI Reader, 
Ecumenical Visions for the Twenty-First Century, therefore is not a collection of ready-made 
recipes and easy answers which immediately fit each local context, but rather it is a collection 
of key theological texts reflecting essential areas of convergence as well as ongoing theologi-
cal dialogue between churches participating in the “unique fellowship of churches” presented 
within the WCC. 

For the completion of this reader and textbook on contemporary themes in ecumenism we 
thank various institutions, persons and programmes which have supported this project:

•   we express deep gratitude for gracious general support for the Global Ecumenical Theo-
logical Institute (which also has made this publication possible) to several partners:  Luce 
Foundation, EMW Hamburg, CANACOM, Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, 
Church of Sweden, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Foundation for Theologi-
cal Education in South East Asia, World Communion of Reformed Churches, Lutheran 
World Federation, FAP, Mission 21, United Evangelical Mission, Council for World 
Mission, MF School of Theology Oslo, Norway and several others. 

•   we express sincere gratitude to EMW Hamburg (Dr. Michael Biehl) and to Badische 
Landeskirche in Karlsruhe, Germany (OKR Susanne Labsch), which have specifically 
supported the printing costs;

•   we appreciate support and advice received from many colleagues in WCC programmes 
who have helped to propose and identify key texts to be included as well as WCC pub-
lisher Michael West, who has overseen production of this publication and its copublica-
tion with Christian Literature Society of Korea; 

•   we acknowledge very committed support in terms of editorial work and software man-
agement by the Global Digital Library for Theology and Ecumenism (GlobeTheoLib);
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•   we thank the typesetter, Michelle Cook, who managed to develop a proper layout for all 
the various texts and their complex different settings.

We do hope that this volume will serve the training and education of young ecumenical 
leaders all around the world. Through reading these texts, may they be inspired by the ecu-
menical work that has been done in the generation before them. Through learning about the 
ecumenical past and present, may they empower themselves to shape the future of ecumenism 
in the years to come—to the glory of God, following the path and witness which Jesus Christ 
has mandated his disciples to follow until the ends of the earth (Acts 1: 8).
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PART ONE 

The WCC Assembly, the Ecumenical Movement  

and the Korean Context

It is the intention of the first 15 contributions in Part One of this anthology 
to provide a selected number of key papers on the general understanding of the WCC, the 
ecumenical movement, and the current situation of World Christianity. It also introduces 
key aspects of the mission, history, social and political witness and ecumenical cooperation of 
Christian churches in Korea, which forms the specific context for the 10th Assembly. 

There is a vast literature which presents a more historical introduction into both the global 
ecumenical movement as well as into the WCC and its work, which students might want to 
consult  in order to have more solid historical background information.1 Further resources pro-
vide a solid introduction and overview into the rich history of regional ecumenism in Africa, 
Asia, Latin America, Pacific, Middle East, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, North America 
and the Caribbean.2

There is also much more available in terms of solid historical and theological publica-
tions on the situation of Christianity, mission and the religious and political situation of the 
churches in the context of the Korean peninsula.3 
1. See, for example, A Handbook of Churches and Councils: Profiles of Ecumenical Relationships, compiled by Hubert 
van Beek, Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2006; And So Set Up Signs: The World Council of Churches’ First 
40 Years, Geneva: WCC Publications, 1988; Beffa, Pierre, A Bibliography of the Ecumenical Movement and the 
World Council of Churches, 1968—1995, Geneva: WCC, 1995; Bouwen, Frans (ed.), The Ecumenical Movement at 
a Crossroad:. After Sixty Years, What Does “Amsterdam 1948” Mean for Us Today? Kampen: Uitgeverij—Kok, 2008; 
Elderen, Marlin van, and Conway. Martin, Introducing the World Council of Churches, Geneva: WCC Publ., 2001 
(revised and enlarged edition); van der Bent, Ans J., and Beffa, Pierre [et al.]: Index to the World Council of Churches’ 
Official Statements and Reports: 1948-1994, Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1995; van der Bent, Ans J., Six 
Hundred Ecumenical Consultations 1948-1982, Geneva: WCC, 1983;  W. A. Visser’t Hooft, The Genesis and Formation 
of the WCC, Geneva: WCC, 1972.
2. Hope Antone, Bae Hyunju, Wati Longchar, Huang Po Ho, Dietrich Werner (eds), Asian Handbook for Theological 
Education and Ecumenism, Oxford/Calcutta, 2013; Isabel Phiri/Dietrich Werner (eds), African Handbook on 
Theological Education, Pietermaritzburg/Oxford, 2013.
3. Here is a select bibliography on Korean Christianity: Kyoung Bae Min, A History of Christian Churches in Korea, 
Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 2005,  see: www.hanbooks.com/hiofchchinko.html; Donald N. Clark, Christianity 
in Modern Korea, 1986, in: http://www.asian-studies.org/eaa/Clark-Korea.pdf; Kim, Ig-Jin, History and Theology of 
Korean Pentecostalism: Sunbogeum (pure gospel) Pentecostalism, University of Utrecht, Godgeleerdheid Proefschriften, 
2003, see: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl/dissertations/2003-1215-112739/UUindex.html.;  UCLA Online Archive 
Korean Christianity, in: http://koreanchristianity.humnet.ucla.edu//. Also: Seong-Won Park, “Light and Shadow 
of Cloud of Witnesses unto Death: An Experience of Korean Churches’ Martyrdom and Its Theological Reflection, 
in: A Cloud of Witnesses: Opportunities for Ecumenical Commemoration,  Geneva: WCC Publ., 2010, 146-154; Hong 
Young-Gi, “Encounter with Modernity: The ‘Mcdonaldization’ and ‘Charismatization’ of Korean Mega-Churches,” 
in International Review of Mission 92(2003), no 365, p. 239-255; Hee-Mo Yim, Unity Lost: Unity to Be Regained in 



2 Part One 

The editors of this volume have decided to put the main emphasis on a selected number of 
articles which highlight the challenges of ecumenism and reconcilation on the Korean penin-
sula, the role of women in Korean churches and society, the ecological challenges for modern 
life-styles in Korea and beyond, as well as the general situation of Asian-Pacific Christianity in 
the changing geopolitical realities of this region and the relationship between so-called “ecu-
menical” and “evangelical” churches in Asia. Selected examples of current public statements 
and acts of witness related to issues of justice, peace and reconciliation in the Korean peninsula 
conclude this part.   

Korean Presbyterianism: A History of Divisions in Korean Presbyterianism and the Role of the Means of Grace, Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang Verlag, 1996; Ninan Koshy (ed), Peace and the Reunification of Korea, Geneva: World Council 
of Churches, Commission of the Churches on International Affairs, 1990; Boo-Woong Yoo, Korean Pentecostalism: Its 
History and Theology, Frankfurt a. M.:  P. Lang, 1988; Park Kyung Seo, Reconciliation, Reunification: The Ecumenical 
Approach to Korean Peninsula, Based on Historical Documents, Hong Kong: Christian Conference of Asia, 1998; Wi Jo 
Kang, Christ and Caesar in Modern Korea: A History of Christianity and Politics, Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1997; Chai-Shin Yu (ed), Korea and Christianity, Seoul/Berkeley: Korean Scholar Press, 1996.
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Chapter 1

The WCC and the Ecumenical Movement  
in the Context of World Christianity

1.  The World Council of Churches  
in the Ecumenical Movement
Theodore Gill

Today the World Council of Churches, or WCC, is an orga-
nization made up of more than 340 member churches 

with a combined total of approximately 560 million com-
municants. It works in close cooperation with other churches 
and ecumenical partners throughout the world, a network that 
since the 1960s has included the Roman Catholic Church as 
a consequence of the dramatic improvement in inter-confes-
sional relations surrounding the Second Vatican Council.

In addition to its institutional identity, the WCC 
remains part of a broader Christian movement, an ecumeni-
cal movement consisting of disparate streams or strands. The 
WCC incorporates initiatives dating from before its founda-
tion, such as the “Faith and Order movement” seeking theo-
logical consensus among churches, and the “Life and Work 
movement” dedicated to common efforts toward the service 
and betterment of humanity. The World Council also preserves 
and continues to develop aspects of the modern missionary 
movement, an alliance of churches for peace that rose amidst 
the world wars of the twentieth century, Christian commis-
sions on international affairs and human rights, church-
related medical associations, as well as elements of the historic 
Sunday School movement and other expressions of concern for 
educational activities and publication of resources for learning 
in many contexts. In recent years, the WCC and its partners 
have become increasingly active in promoting interreligious 
dialogue and cooperation.

A Constellation of Ecumenical Organizations and 
Campaigns

The WCC is not alone in any of these endeavours. Chris-
tian world communions such as the Anglican Com-
munion, the Lutheran World Federation and the World 
Methodist Council, as well as Orthodox churches, evan-
gelical and Pentecostal associations and dicasteries of the 

Roman curia, are natural allies. Following the founding of 
the Christian Conference of Asia and the Conference of 
European Churches in the late 1950s, a growing number 
of regional ecumenical organizations have assisted in a con-
scious effort to de-centralize the ecumenical movement, as 
has the multiplication of national councils of churches in 
the post-colonial period.

Although the WCC is a “council of churches” and is 
inter-related with similar bodies world-wide, its roots lie 
deep in campaigning movements founded by and made up 
largely of Christian laity, and particularly students and edu-
cators. Several examples of individual experiences may serve 
to illustrate the close bonds between pioneers of the WCC 
and their formation in student and educational circles:

Archbishop Germanos of Thyrateira first made con-
tact with the global ecumenical movement in 1911 when, 
as a student, he represented the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
of Constantinople at a conference of the World Student 
Christian Federation (WSCF). Eight years later, the young 
Metropolitan Germanos drafted the Synod of Constanti-
nople’s encyclical “to all the churches” suggesting a League 
(koinonia) of Churches similar to the new League of 
Nations—this is seen as one of the most significant factors 
in the genesis of the WCC.1 

The first general secretary of the WCC, Willem A. 
Visser ’t Hooft of the Netherlands, was a veteran of his 
country’s Student Christian Movement and the Interna-
tional YMCA; he came to the WCC in process of forma-
tion from the post of general secretary of the WSCF. John 
R. Mott from the United States, a principal founder and 
the first honorary president of the WCC, had a similar 
background in student volunteer activities in support of 
Christian mission and had served the WSCF as both gen-
eral secretary and chairperson. 

The first woman to serve as a WCC president, Sarah 
Chakko, came up through the Student Christian Move-
ment in India and was principal of a Christian college in 
Lucknow. Many of the most influential early WCC staff 
members, including Suzanne de Diétrich and Madeleine 
Barot of France, had been members and leaders of student 

1. Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft, The Genesis and Formation of the 
World Council of Churches (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1982).
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movements and umbrella associations like CIMADE con-
necting educational bodies with other agencies.2

Relational Networking in the Self-Perception  
of the WCC

When early leaders witnessed the birth of the WCC at its 
First Assembly (Amsterdam, 1948), there were 147 found-
ing member churches. The great majority were Protestant 
and Western. The council’s composition evolved during 
the 1960s especially, with an influx of Orthodox churches 
from the Eastern bloc of nations and newly independent 
churches from the former European colonies in the global 
South. During this time of change, amendments were 
made to the constitution and particularly to its “Basis” for 
membership in the institution. From the Third Assembly 
(New Delhi, 1961), this formula encapsulated the WCC’s 
self-understanding:

The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of 
churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God 
and Saviour according to the scriptures and therefore 
seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory 
of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.3

While the Basis is quoted more frequently, there is fur-
ther elaboration of the WCC’s raison d’être in the preamble 
to the constitution:

The primary purpose of the fellowship of the World 
Council of Churches is to call one another to visible 
unity in one faith and 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.4

Within the council’s first two years, discomfort was 
voiced in some quarters over the meaning of the term “vis-
ible unity” in regard to the church. After much debate, the 
WCC central committee adopted a statement at its 1950 
meeting in Toronto. This text explained that the WCC had 
no ambition to become or to build a “super-church” but to 

2.  Sketches of the lives of early leaders are found in Ion Bria, 
Dagmar Heller, eds., Ecumenical Pioneers: profiles of pioneers in 
Christian reconciliation (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1995).
3.  T.K. Thomas, “WCC, Basis of,” in John Briggs, Mercy Amba 
Oduyoye, Georges Tsetsis, eds., A History of the Ecumenical 
Movement, vol. 3: 1968-2000 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2004), 
p.1238f.
4. Quoted in Michael Kinnamon, Brian E. Cope, eds., The 
Ecumenical Movement: An Anthology of Key Texts and Voices 
(Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997), p. 469. 

encourage churches’ solidarity in mutual instruction, help 
and renewal.5

By the 1990s, the WCC felt a need for further explo-
ration aimed at a “Common Understanding and Vision” 
(CUV) of the role of the WCC, national councils of 
churches and other bodies within the movement. Together, 
they are seen as constituting “the one ecumenical move-
ment.” A “CUV statement” based on the concept of Chris-
tian fellowship was adopted at the Eighth Assembly in 
Harare, Zimbabwe. Among other things, it called for

…the establishment of more structured relationships 
and better coordination of activities among the coun-
cils on all levels. All councils, in so far as they serve the 
ecumenical vision of wholeness and healing, are gifts of 
the same Spirit and expressions of the same fellowship in 
Christ. The oneness of the ecumenical movement world-
wide should be evident in each local, national or regional 
council of churches, just as the WCC must remain 
firmly in touch with the reality of local communities 
where Christians are gathered to worship and serve.6

Just as the central committee’s Toronto statement of 
1950 had provided commentary on the foundational doc-
uments of the WCC, the CUV process provided the impe-
tus and inspiration for a Special Commission on Orthodox 
Participation in the WCC. The final report of this special 
commission, like the earlier statement at Toronto, empha-
sized the churches’ prerogatives by underlining what the 
World Council is not:

Whilst the Council has a critical role to play in help-
ing churches in fellowship with it to work together to 
fulfil their common calling, the following affirmations 
should be kept in mind:

Member churches belonging to the fellowship of 
the WCC are the subject of the quest for visible unity, 
not the Council.

Member churches belonging to the fellowship of 
the WCC teach and make doctrinal and ethical deci-
sions, not the Council.

Member churches belonging to the fellowship 
of the WCC proclaim doctrinal consensus, not the 
Council.

Member churches belonging to the fellowship of 
the WCC commit themselves to pray for unity and to 

5. Morris West, “Toronto statement,” in Dictionary of the 
Ecumenical Movement, 2nd edition (Geneva: WCC Publications, 
2002), p. 1137-9. 
6. “Common Understanding and Vision of the World Council of 
Churches: a policy statement”: www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/assembly/porto-alegre-2006/3-preparatory-and-
background-documents/common-understanding-and-vision-of-
the-wcc-cuv.html.
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engage in an encounter that aims at finding language 
for resonances of the common Christian faith in other 
church traditions…7

With so many functions of ecumenism firmly claimed 
for the member churches, a word of explanation was 
offered in regard to the WCC’s role as providing “ecumeni-
cal space” where Christians could meet to engage in forms 
of dialogue:

The Commission envisions a Council that will hold 
churches together in an ecumenical space: 

where trust can be built;
where churches can test and develop their readings 

of the world, their own social practices, and their litur-
gical and doctrinal traditions while facing each other 
and deepening their encounter with each other;

where churches freely will create networks for advo-
cacy and diaconal services and make their material 
resources available to each other;

where churches through dialogue continue to break 
down the barriers that prevent them from recognizing 
each other as churches that confess the one faith, cel-
ebrate one baptism and administer the one Eucharist, 
in order that they may move to a communion in faith, 
sacramental life and witness.8

Having eschewed the concept of “super-church” in 
1950, the World Council of Churches in the early years of 
the twenty-first century adjusted its vision to one of pro-
viding a key link in the ecumenical network of churches, 
agencies, associations and assorted groupings of sympa-
thetic individuals. This image of networking also promoted 
the establishment, encouragement and active support of 
broader manifestations of inter-Christian dialogue such 
as the Global Christian Forum and national gatherings 
designated as “Churches Together,” often including many 
churches that traditionally have not been members of the 
WCC.

Key Ecumenical Contributions in Education

One pioneering educational project of the World Council, 
undertaken with the International Missionary Council in 
1946 while the WCC was still taking shape, was the found-
ing of the Ecumenical Institute at Bossey, Switzerland. 

7.  “The Final Report of the Special Commission on Orthodox 
Participation in the WCC,” The Ecumenical Review 55.1 (Jan. 
2003), p.4-38,  Online: www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/assembly/porto-alegre-2006/3-preparatory-and-
background-documents/final-report-of-the-special-commission-
on-orthodox-participation-in-the-wcc.html.
8. ibid. 

From its inauguration in 1948, the WCC has shown par-
ticular concern for theological education, as exemplified by 
the history of the Theological Education Fund; in calling 
young ecumenists like Desmond Tutu of South Africa to 
staff this endeavour, the WCC may have entertained angels 
unawares. Yet, even with a WCC emphasis on theological 
education, interest never waned in other forms of school-
ing and formation.

In 1968 the Fourth Assembly of the WCC met on 
the university campus in Uppsala, Sweden and adopted a 
report on the churches in education. In the midst of social 
turmoil to the point of rebellion, the report insisted, “Edu-
cation must play a constructive and at times radical part 
in the process of changing the world.” The World Council 
of Christian Education merged with the WCC in 1971, 
and the Brazilian philosopher of liberation Paulo Freire 
organized an adult education desk in Geneva; it was while 
working in the WCC that Freire published his seminal work 
The Pedagogy of the Oppressed calling on people as learners 
and teachers to play an active role in changing their societ-
ies, building communities of learning in which a collective 
consciousness and conscience might be formed.9

Education and the provision of resources for congre-
gations and learning institutions have played a crucial role 
in particular WCC programmes, as for example books, 
articles and other media products produced in support 
of the Special Fund and Programme to Combat Racism, 
resources co-produced by the WCC and Roman Catholic 
Church for the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, 
discussion guides based on the Faith and Order consensus 
document “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry,” and materi-
als for training “HIV-competent churches” and their con-
gregations developed by the Ecumenical Initiative on HIV 
and AIDS in Africa.

In the period between the WCC Ninth and Tenth 
Assemblies of 2006 (Porto Alegre, Brazil) and 2013 
(Busan, Republic of Korea), an ecumenical working group 
on “ecumenism in the 21st century” sought to define the 
principal roles that the WCC is called to play within the 
wider ecumenical network at this time, taking advantage 
of the ecumenical space it represents for churches, agencies 
and related institutions. Among the roles foreseen for the 
WCC are those of “convening” ecumenical and inter-reli-
gious actors for dialogue and other constructive purposes, 
“connecting” them to one another, as well as “accompa-
nying,” “affirming” and “encouraging” participants in the 
search for unity.10

9. John S. Pobee, “Education,” Dictionary of the Ecumenical 
Movement, 2nd edition (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2002), p. 
384-89.
10. “Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st Century: 
final report”: www.oikoumene.org/fileadmin/files/.
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Michael Kinnamon has noted, “Education, though 
sometimes neglected in discussions of ecumenical history, 
is one of the four “streams” that flowed together to make 
up the modern ecumenical movement… concern for edu-
cation, both in society and the church, could not be sepa-
rated from other ecumenical activities and conversations.”11 
As he implies, reminders sometimes need to be issued 
regarding the place of education within the ecumenical 
movement. 

Advocacy for education as a key component of the 
WCC, and the nurture of relationships across the whole 
ecumenical network and the field of education, is well war-
ranted. As the late theologian Letty Russell wrote of this 
enterprise, “It is a journey towards freedom; a journey with 
others, for others, towards the future of God.”12

11. Michael Kinnamon, “Assessing the Ecumenical Movement,” in 
A History of the Ecumenical Movement vol.3, p. 68. 
12. Letty M. Russell, “Education as Exodus,” Mid Stream 19.1 
(January 1980), p. 3.

For further reading

John Briggs, Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Georges Tsetsis, 
eds., A History of the Ecumenical Movement, vol. 3 1968-
2000 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2004) esp. chapters on 
Ecumenical Formation (U. Becker), p.175-94.

Assessing the Ecumenical Movement (M. Kinnamon), 
p.51-82.

Letty M. Russell, “Education as Exodus,” Mid Stream 
19.1 (January 1980), p.3-9. 

Hans-Ruedi Weber, A Laboratory for Ecumenical Life: 
The story of Bossey 1946-1996 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 
1996).

Dietrich Werner, David Esterline, Namsoon Kang, 
Joshva Raja, eds, Handbook of Theological Education in 
World Christianity (Oxford: Regnum, 2010).

Picture 1. A timeline of the World Council of Churches
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2.  The Ecumenical Movement in 
the Context of World Christianity                                                   
in the 21st Century
Martin Robra

The Changing Face of Christianity and the Impact of 
Globalization

The map of worldwide Christianity has changed signifi-
cantly since the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference 
in 1910, which is often considered to be the starting point 
of the modern ecumenical movement.1 This was well docu-
mented and demonstrated by the study material prepared 
for the 2010 Edinburgh Centennial, most notably the Atlas 
of Global Christianity edited by Todd M. Johnson and Ken-
neth R. Ross.2 

When the 20th century began, Christianity was the 
dominating religion in Europe and the Americas with grow-
ing Christian communities in the other continents: 66.3% 
of Christians were living in Europe, 27.1% in the Americas 
and only 4.5% in Asia Pacific, 1.4% in Sub-Saharan Africa 

1. There had been earlier initiatives. When the Evangelical 
Alliance was inaugurated in 1848 the goal of greater unity among 
Christians was stated (cf. Norman Goodall, Evangelism and 
the Ecumenical Movement, in: The Ecumenical Review, Volume 
15, Geneva: WCC, 1963, p. 399). The evangelical movement 
was instrumental for establishing the World Student Christian 
Federation or the YMCA and YWCA as organizations with 
worldwide scope. The Edinburgh conference, however, gave the 
decisive impulses for the formation of the World Missionary 
Council as well as the Life and Work and the Faith and Order 
movements which could only be established after the First World 
War and finally merged in the World Council of Churches after 
the Second World War.
2. Todd  M. Johnson/Kenneth R. Ross, eds., Atlas of Global Christian-
ity 1910-2010, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009. Todd 
M. Johnson is also the editor of the World Christian Database (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010) of the Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gor-
don-Conwell Theological Seminary  in South Hamilton  which is 
accessible on the internet: http://worldchristiandatabase.org. Data of 
the World Christian Database where also used by the more recent (De-
cember 2011)  report of the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life on 
Global Christianity. A Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s 
Christian Population, Washington: Pew Research Center, 2011. The 
data were checked by the Pew researchers with a number of other 
available sources and at times corrected. The need for more careful use 
of data was also underlined by Manfred Ernst and colleagues in their 
groundbreaking detailed study on Globalization and the Re-Shaping 
of Christianity in the Pacific Islands Suva: The Pacific Theological Col-
lege, 2006 p. 703. The following observations are based on the Pew 
Forum’s report which can be accessed and downloaded  (Jan 2013) at 
http://pewforum.org/Christian/Global-Christianity-worlds-christian 
population.aspx.

and 0.7% in the Middle East and North Africa.3 The pio-
neers of the ecumenical movement harboured the dream of 
“winning the world for Christ” within a century (General 
John R. Mott). Confronted with the negative impact of 
church divisions in the mission field, they also nurtured the 
vision of the unity of the Church as the one body of Christ.4 

A century later, however, the reality does not corre-
spond to their hopes and expectations. Yes, Christianity 
has become a truly global religion counting significantly 
more people than other faith communities;5 its “centre of 
gravity” has moved away from Europe and North Amer-
ica to the Global South. In 2010, 25.9% of the Christian 
population are living in Europe, 36.8% in the Americas, 
23.6% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 13.1% in Asia Pacific and 
0.6% in the Middle East and North Africa.6 

But Christianity remains only one among other reli-
gions; the hegemonic dreams have not come true. Today, 
it is an urgent matter of future survival of humankind that 
Christians contribute in better ways to peace, justice, and 
the care for God’s creation not against, but with people 
of other faith communities. Climate Change and the cri-
ses of the economic system require new forms of multi-
lateral cooperation beyond the fault lines between different 
regions, cultures and religions and shifting geopolitical 
power configurations. Inter-religious tensions and con-
flicts have become a major challenge at the beginning of 
the new millennium.7 Perceptions of superiority and atti-

3.  See Global Christianity, p. 9.
4. For this and the following see Huibert van Beek (ed), 
Revisioning Christian Unity. The Global Christian Forum, Oxford: 
Regnum Books International 2009, p. xvi.
5.  The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life published in 
December 2012 also a report on The Global Religious Landscape. A 
Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Major Religious 
Groups as of 2010, Washington: Pew Research Center, 2012. The 
world’s population of 6,9 billion includes in 2010 2.2 billion 
Christians (32%), followed by 1.6 billion Muslims (23%) 1 billion 
Hindus (15 %), close to 500 million Buddhists (7%), 14 million 
Jews (0.2%)—about 400 million practice traditional religions, 
about 58 million belong to smaller religious groups; 1.1 billion 
are listed with no religious affiliation (cf. p 9). The report can be 
accessed at http://www.pewforum.org/global-religious-landscape.
aspx.
6. See Global Christianity, p 9. The report includes very interesting 
figures on Christianity in China (pp. 58 f. and 97 ff.), a country 
that which holds a key position for the future growth of 
Christianity and its role in the world.
7. It should be noted though that only 10% of Christians live in 
minority situations; by far the biggest numbers of them in China, 
India, Indonesia and South Korea, see Global Christianity  p.19; 
this is not to diminish the need for solidarity and accompaniment 
with Christians living in minority situations, but to underline that 
disunity among Christians and the focus on differences rather 
than what is held in common constantly undermines Christian 
witness in society.



8 Chapter 1: The WCC and the Ecumenical Movement

tudes of competition are utterly inadequate to the chal-
lenges ahead of humankind and—if Christians are truthful 
among themselves they will also admit—are indeed against 
the values and the spirit of the Gospel of God’s grace and 
love incarnated in Jesus Christ.

As a consequence of the encounter with new reali-
ties and very different social-cultural formations or con-
texts, Christianity has become in itself far more diverse 
than it had been already a century ago. The “newcomers” 
of last century, Pentecostal, charismatic and independent 
churches have grown significantly and account today for 
a quarter of worldwide Christianity.8 Orthodox, Anglican 
and Protestant churches constitute together another quar-
ter and the Roman Catholic Church the remaining half. 
The diversity between these different traditions and streams 
of Christianity is as important for ecumenical cooperation 
as the internal differentiation reflecting different contexts 
and decisive variances in response to the dynamics of 
globalization.9 

Indeed the growth of Pentecostal, charismatic, neo-
charismatic and non-denominational churches and the 
impact of globalization on the economic, political, cultural 
and religious spheres of different societies that followed the 
end of super-power confrontation during the so called cold-
war are the two most important factors for change in recent 
decades. Facilitated and fostered by tremendous progress 
in information and transport technologies, the on-going 
integration of the world economic system and the impact 
of worldwide communication and media networks mostly 
spreading western consumer culture are experienced as 
both an opportunity for new forms of cooperation and net-
working and a threat to traditional cultures and value sys-
tems. For sure, the situation of many of the world poorest 
regions has not significantly improved despite all promises 

8.  For numbers and use of terms see Global Christianity  
p. 67 ff.; the Pew researchers list specific figures for Pentecostal, 
Charismatic and Evangelical Christians, but in most of the report 
they count all Anglicans, Protestant, Pentecostal, Evangelical 
and Charismatic Christians under the category of Protestants 
because of difficulties in drawing clear lines, for instance, between 
Protestants, Evangelicals and Charismatic Christians; Evangelical 
and Charismatic movements are also active within Protestant 
churches; the Roman Catholic Church also includes a significant 
number of charismatic Christians.
9. Cf. Peter L. Berger/Samuel Huntington, Many Globalizations: Cul-
tural Diversity in the Contemporary World, Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002, p. 8 “evangelical Protestantism, especially in 
its Pentecostal version, is the most popular movement serving as ve-
hicle of cultural globalization.”; see also David Martin, Pentecostalism. 
The World their Parish,  Oxford: Blackwell, 2002 and Harvey Cox, 
Fire from Heaven. The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping 
of Religion in the Twenty-First Cenutry, Cambridge (MA): Da Capo 
Press, 2001.

and pledges made by governments in response to the UN 
Millennium Development Goals. 

These dynamics have consequences that further rein-
force change. Migration, for instance, is increasing due to 
changes in family structures and economic, ecological and 
social pressures. But migration also contributes further to 
religious plurality and the changing face of Christianity in 
many countries.10 Responses to globalization affect also how 
individual, collective and institutional identities are being 
formed and loyalties are being constructed. Fragmentation 
of communities and new coalitions around ethical con-
cerns are two sides of the same coin. Groups and societ-
ies based on community values experience strong pressure 
in the context of globalization and they—in turn—resist 
individualism and the in-difference of market driven post-
modern attitudes. 

Such resistance can take different forms of violence 
when it meets with far more powerful economic, politi-
cal and military forces and interests. 9/11 2001 has been a 
watershed in this regard. Fundamentalist and terrorist vio-
lence has been the pre-text of military interventions that are 
also motivated by the changing geopolitical realities. Soci-
eties in Northern Africa and the Middle East are changing 
rapidly—so far with contradicting outcomes and conse-
quences. Pressure on Christian minorities is increasing and 
the danger that the conflicts and wars will be lightening 
even greater fires remains real. At the same time, emerg-
ing powers like China, India, Brazil and South Africa are 
influencing international economic, political and military 
relations, forcing former super-powers and their allies to 
adjust and to repositioning themselves. The choice between 
multilateral solutions promoting justice and peace, and a 
new competitive world constantly at the brink of war and 
unable to solve the most urgent challenges humankind is 
facing as a whole becomes more and more urgent.  

The theme of the tenth assembly of the WCC, God 
of life, lead us to justice and peace, speaks to this context at 
the beginning of the third millennium. Different dimen-
sions of it come to the fore, depending on the perspec-
tive chosen. It clearly speaks to the urgency of the quest 
for justice and peace and the future of life on planet earth 
when the wider context is addressed. But it has also a lot 
to say if the focus moves towards inter-religious relations 
and the common responsibility for life and survival of pres-
ent and future generations. The unity of the Church, of 

10. The initiative “Witnessing Together” in Geneva has contacts 
with more than 270 churches and Christian communities; the 
majority of them coming from Latin America, Asia and Africa; the 
Reformed Church of the Canton in the tradition of John Calvin 
has lost ground and is no longer dominating the secene.
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humankind and the future of all life on earth are intrinsi-
cally linked with each other (Rom 8, Eph. 2; Kol 1:15 ff.). 

Against this background, the need for a common 
Christian witness for life, justice and peace is evident. The 
inability to reconcile with each other and to foster unity 
among Christians, the lack of will to overcome past and 
present divisions, and the poor capacity for ecumenical 
cooperation amount to disobedience to the Gospel (John 
17:21) and point to a scandalous failure of the present gen-
eration of Christian leaders, academic teachers, ecumenists 
and indeed all believers to take the bold steps required of 
all of us in response to the urgent contemporary challenges. 
We cannot go on being content with the status quo of non-
committed relationships because we are afraid of the nec-
essary changes of our own communities and the conflicts 
this entails while deepening the relationships with others in 
mutual accountability. 

Steps Forward and Stumbling Blocks

The brief analysis of the changing face of worldwide Chris-
tianity and the impact of globalization builds on the work 
of the Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st 
Century (CCE21) that was initiated by the ninth assem-
bly of the WCC in 2006 in Porto Alegre.11 The committee 
observed that during the last decade consensus was growing 
concerning the most important contemporary challenges 
for the ecumenical movement. The committee discussed: 

•   the life-threatening consequences of an economic system 
based on the idea of unlimited growth and feeding the 
greed of a few;

•   the constant danger of conflict and war through com-
petition for power and resources and an inadequately 
equipped international system that was meant to ensure 
just and durable peace;

•   the changing ecclesial landscape with the growth of 
churches and Christian communities that have kept a 
distance to the ecumenical movement;

•   the impact of information technologies that have revo-
lutionized communication and enabled new forms of 
cooperation and networking, but have also contributed 
to the formation of new conflicts concerning values and 
human rights not only between diverse societies, cultures 

11. The report was presented to the WCC Central Committee 
in September 2012 in Crete as document GEN PRC 03—URL 
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-
commissions/continuation-committee-on-ecumenism-in-the-21st-
century/final-report.html.

and religions, but also among and within churches and 
Christian communities.

Nobody can deny that at present the world economic 
system and the various instruments and programmes of the 
United Nations are far away from an adequate response 
to hunger and massive poverty, climate change and envi-
ronmental destruction, inter- and intra-state violence and 
warfare, and severe human rights violations. Multi-laterally 
negotiated solutions are becoming even more difficult with 
an emerging multi-polar international system.

But are the churches and the ecumenical movement 
better equipped to address these challenges and to con-
tribute to constructive solutions? The ecumenical move-
ment has a remarkable track record addressing racism and 
structural injustice. The Programme to Combat Racism and 
the struggle against the Apartheid regime in South Africa 
is often mentioned. Important initiatives for reconciliation 
and peace were pursued in Europe, in Sudan and various 
other countries. Human rights advocacy during the time of 
the military dictatorships in Latin America saved the lives 
of many people and helped to document the crimes that 
were committed so that they can be addressed today. More 
recently the Conciliar Process for Justice, Peace and the Integ-
rity of creation, the Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with 
Women and the Decade to Overcome Violence, the Ecumenical 
Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel, the Ecu-
menical HIV and Aids Initiative in Africa, support for the 
rights of Indigenous Peoples and the struggles of the Dalits, 
the jubilee 2000 campaign for the cancellation of debt, 
churches’ and church related organizations’ advocacy regard-
ing climate change and water concerns have been significant 
ecumenical initiatives with some short term successes, but 
also mid-term and long-term impact on public perceptions 
and priorities of churches and ecumenical partners. 

In view of the forthcoming tenth assembly in 2013 in 
Busan, the WCC Central Committee encouraged prepara-
tions for a worldwide “pilgrimage for justice and peace” as a 
new action oriented framework for the common witness of 
churches in cooperation with ecumenical partners such as 
the ACT Alliance, a coalition of church based specialized 
ministries active in the areas of humanitarian relieve, devel-
opment and advocacy. Learning from and pursuing the 
discussion on “just peace,” the WCC will also develop its 
capacity to articulate a theology of the public space based 
on an improved analysis of the international arena.

So far so good, but the growing contextual diversity 
which often reflects different social locations of churches 
and their members in their respective societies and the 
effects of growing inequality within and between different 
societies were at the origin of conflicting approaches regard-
ing the analysis and the required action for transformation 
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and change. These tensions surfaced during the last decade 
clearly in the AGAPE process and the debate on the vision 
of an economy of life. This weakened both the common wit-
ness of the churches and their impact at national, regional 
and international levels.

Another layer of conflicts in recent years concerned the 
growing influence of specialized agencies for ecumenical 
diakonia through forming the ACT-Alliance and their role 
in advocacy. In the highly differentiated societies of Europe 
and North America, the formation of specialized ministries 
was seen as a normal process of more sophisticated institu-
tional responses to demands of the society for greater pro-
fessionalization. In other regions, church representatives 
rejected this trend in the interest of the holistic mission of 
the church. The reshaping of this area of work is still under-
way. The process showed that it is difficult for a specific set 
of actors in the ecumenical movement to understand in 
which way the benefit from and need the context of the 
churches and the ecumenical movement which is fostered 
and kept together by the WCC. More short term advocacy 
and campaigns with worldwide scope would be far more 
difficult if they could not build on the patient work with 
partly contradicting and competing perspectives towards 
more stable policy environments that the WCC facilitates. 
A simple comparison between outcome and impact of the 
jubilee 2000 campaign with the following campaigns on 
trade of food security and the analysis of the reasons for 
it are confirming this observation. The formation of ACT 
Alliance and its National Fora was also not without dif-
ficulties for those national councils of churches that were 
established with a strong focus on development and less 
on the unity and mission of the church. It provoked them 
to rethink their mission and ownership by their member 
churches which, for a number of them, was overdue.

This observation points to more fundamental chal-
lenges to conciliar ecumenism12 that concern the commit-
ment to the search for the visible unity of the church and 
to common mission and witness. It is in these areas that 
the changing ecclesial landscape and the impact of glo-
balization are felt even stronger. The need for broadening 
the ecumenical movement in further improving coop-
eration with the Roman Catholic Church and in reach-
ing out to Evangelicals, Pentecostals and Charismatic 

12. The WCC organized in 2011 in Beirut a consultation on 
conciliar ecumenism with participation of representative of 
Regional Ecumenical Organizations (REOs) and National 
Council of Churches NCCs). The shared analysis of problems and 
opportunities opened perspectives for the renewal of conciliar 
ecumenism and better cooperation at national, regional and global 
levels. See the press release on the consultation: http://www.
oikoumene.org/en/news/news-management/eng/a/article/1634/
wcc-consultation-in-beiru.html. 

Christian communities must be clear to everyone who 
looks at the changes in worldwide Christianity between 
1910 and 2010. Good progress has been made through 
the work of the Commission on World Mission and Evan-
gelism with involvement of Evangelicals and Pentecostals 
as the new mission affirmation Together towards Life: 
Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes dem-
onstrates.13 Here it was possible to embrace increasing 
diversity in developing a pneumatological approach. 

A milestone on the way of addressing the even more 
diverse understandings of being church is, for sure, the 
Faith and Order consensus text on The Church. Towards a 
Common Vision.14 Nobody can deny that the broadening 
of participation of churches with such a great ecclesiolog-
ical variety has the potential to undermine coherence and 
overstretch cohesive forces of dialogue and commitment 
to unity. The task becomes even more complex because 
already existing tensions concerning moral values and 
the project of visible unity within the membership of 
the WCC and in relationship to the Roman Catholic 
Church are further accentuated when reaching out to 
Evangelicals and Pentecostals. The danger that existing 
prejudice and negative perceptions of each other are just 
reinforced and divisions further deepened is as real as 
the temptation to form new coalitions based on agree-
ments on moral values with very low levels of mutual 
commitment to Christian unity compared to the bonds 
of membership in the WCC or other conciliar bodies. 
There are clear examples for both in different countries 
and regions.

The list of these obstacles and stumbling blocks to 
greater unity and a more effective common witness and 
service of churches and ecumenical partners together can 
be discouraging for people with high expectations regard-
ing the ecumenical movement. Fifty years after the open-
ing of the Second Vatican Council people remember again 
the hopes for greater unity among Christians that Vatican 
II nurtured. Indeed much has been achieved since then.15 
The agreements concerning mutual recognition of baptism 
in various countries have proven this again. With progress 
made, however, also the more difficult issues and new, pre-
viously unforeseen challenges came to the fore.16 But does 

13. The statement was presented to the Cenetral Committee in 
September 2012 as document GEN 07; it is included here in the 
GETI reader.
14.  Cf.Document GEN 06 at the 2012 Central Committee 
meeting—also included in the GETI reader.
15. Cf. the study of the Joint Working Group between WCC and 
the Roman Catholic Church on Reception that is included in this 
GETI reader.
16. The Faith and Order Commission reflects some of the 
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that justify to turn the back to ecumenism and to give up 
on the challenge it entails? Taking the time to read the 
memoires and biographies of pioneers of the ecumenical 
movement such as J.H. Oldham, William Temple, Wil-
lem Visser ’t Hooft, Metropolitan Germanos of Thyateira, 
Sarah Chako, Susanne de Dietrich, Cardinal Bea and oth-
ers, people will discover that the difficulties and obstacles 
they had to face with two world wars and deep seated prej-
udices between the churches where definitely not smaller 
or less important than those of today. Their ecumenical 
vision and sense of mission was rooted in their reading of 
the Gospel (John 17:21). They only wanted to be obedi-
ent to Christ and they saw Christ at work in what they 
were able to achieve. For them it was Christ building the 
church as his one body as sign and foretaste of God’s reign 
to come. And so it must be today.

Deepening and Broadening the Fellowship—Signs of 
Hope

The WCC had taken a crucial step forward in addressing 
the changing realities, when it embarked on the process for 
a Common Understanding and Vision (CUV) of the orga-
nization and its member churches. The core insight of this 
process has been that the WCC is first of all a fellowship of 
churches (koinonia) committed to the goal of visible unity 
and not an organization. The secretariat in Geneva is to 
serve the fellowship. This understanding had clear conse-
quences for the roles, functions, ways of working, and pro-
grammatic foci of the WCC and its member churches and 
their relationships with ecumenical partners and the wider 
ecumenical movement. 

But before these insights were further spelled out and 
operationalized, the WCC was tested by its Orthodox 
member churches which expressed their discontent with 
the council in 1997 in a meeting at Thessaloniki. Follow-
ing the 1998 WCC Harare assembly which adopted the 
CUV—document a Special Commission on Orthodox 
Participation in the WCC was formed. The commission 
presented the results of its analysis and deliberations to the 
WCC Central Committee in 2002.17 The Special Com-

contradictions of today: it succeeded in producing a consensus 
text on The Church. Towards a Common Vision despite the fact that 
the consecration of female bishops has exposed some fundamental 
disagreements, but at the same time the Faith and Order 
Commission could not conclude its study on Moral Discernment 
and had to note reservations of Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
commission members. 
17. http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/
porto-alegre-2006/3-preparatory-and-background-documents/
final-report-of-the-special-commission-on-orthodox-participation-
in-the-wcc.html.

mission supported the emphasis on the WCC as fellow-
ship of churches and underlined that the deepening of the 
fellowship among churches which cannot agree on some 
fundamental ecclesiological issues but are committed to 
moving forward together in dialogue and common wit-
ness required careful construction of the ecumenical space, 
still following the basic insights of the 1950 Toronto state-
ment.18 These thoughts were further developed regarding 
common prayer (the term worship includes for Orthodox 
believers the celebration of the Eucharist), approaches to 
ecclesiology, social and ethical issues, membership and rep-
resentation, and decision making of the WCC. 

The report proposed to change the process of deci-
sion making in the WCC from parliamentary rules with 
majority decisions to consensus procedures. Consensus was 
meant to be far more than just a way of decision making, 
but an underlying ethos of relationships in Christ and of 
spiritual discernment guided by the Holy Spirit. The con-
sensus approach was practiced for the first time in a Central 
Committee meeting in 2005 and proved its value during a 
plenary session on human sexuality. The consensus process 
has both allowed the WCC to deepen the fellowship, but 
also to create an environment of trust and of a safe space 
for the broadening of involvement of ecumenical partners 
and churches beyond WCC membership. Consensus deci-
sion making facilitates also much better participation of 
representatives of Indigenous Peoples and other cultures 
that arrive at decisions in community based dialogue and 
deliberation. They often felt pushed aside and overruled by 
those who are used to parliamentary procedures in their 
own synods and societies. 

The 1998 Harare assembly was also a watershed for the 
relationships between the WCC and Evangelicals and Pen-
tecostals. The participation of Evangelical and Pentecostal 
representatives in the assembly encouraged the assembly to 
recommend exploring the feasibility of a Forum that would 
provide a meeting place and common ground for all rel-
evant Christian traditions from Orthodox, Roman Catho-
lics, Anglican, and Protestant churches to Evangelicals, 
Pentecostals and Neo-pentecostals, independent churches, 
and charismatic movements.19 This proposal was made in 
recognition of the fact that Evangelicals and Pentecostals 
had great reservations regarding the WCC and ecumen-
ism. It is, however, noteworthy that such rejection of ecu-
menism developed only in the sixties and seventies of last 

18. The WCC Central Committee agreed in 1950 in Toronto on 
basic characteristics of the WCC as fellowship of member churches 
and a description of what the WCC is and what it is not (for 
instance not a super-church).
19. Georg Vandervelde, Harare as Evangelical-Ecumenical Kairos, 
in: The Ecumenical Review of Mission, Volume 50, Geneva: WCC, 
1998, pp. 173-183.
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century.20 It is often forgotten that before the International 
Missionary Council (IMC) joined the WCC in 1961, 
Evangelicals and also the Pentecostal Assemblies of God 
were actually members of the IMC.21 

Looking at the history of the World Council of 
Churches, the following factors contributed to alienation:

•   the change that occurred when the ecumenical move-
ment of charismatic individuals with mostly Protestant 
and Anglican background gave birth to a council of 
churches, which included a variety of church traditions; 

•   the advantages and disadvantages of the integration of 
the International Missionary Council into the WCC in 
1961;22

•   the growing emphasis on involvement in the agenda of 
the secularized world and on dialogue and cooperation 
with other religions that developed in the sixties of last 
century and was criticized as “horizontalism”;  

•   the polarisation between the communist block and 
the capitalist West in the so called “cold war,” with the 
Korean war as an early brutal regional confrontation in 
this context;

•   the changes in life-styles and moral values in the US and 
many European countries in the late sixties that aggra-
vated the split between so called “conservatives” and 
“liberals” with new tensions around the juxtaposition of 
“truth” and “unity.”

20. Cf. Hendrikus Berkhof, Berlin versus Geneva: Our Relation-
ship with the “Evangelicals,” in: The Ecumenical Review, Volume 28, 
Geneva: WCC 1976, p 80; The article comments on the publica-
tion of the Berlin Ecumenical Manifesto in Walter Künneth/Peter 
Beyerhaus (ed), Reich Gottes oder Weltgemeinschaf? Die Berliner 
Ökumenische Erklärung zur utopischen Vision des Weltkirchenrates, 
Bad Liebenzell: Liebenzeller Mission, 1975; Eugene L. Smith, The 
Conservative Evangelicals and the World Council of Churches, in The 
Ecumenical Review, Volume 15, Geneva: WCC, 1963, pp 182-191 
reflects on the emerging tensions. David J. Bosch, “Ecumenicals” and 
“Evangelicals”: a Growing Relationship, in: The Ecumenical Review 
Volume 40, Geneva: WCC, 1988, pp 458-472 gives an excellent 
overview over the developments since 1961 delineating a period of 
confrontation (1966-73) from the era of convergence (1974 to the 
present).
21. Cf. Cecil M. Robeck “Christian Unity and Pentecostal 
Mission: A Contradiction?,” Paper for the Edinburgh Centennial 
in 2010, p. 12,  http://www.edinburgh2010.org/fileadmin/files/
edinburgh2010/files/pdf/cecil_robeck.pdf accessed 03 October 
2012.
22. Very instructive the reflexions by Lesslie Newbigin, 
Intergration—Some Personal Reflexions 1981, in: International 
Review of Mission, Volume 70, Geneva: WCC, 1981, pp. 247-255.

A very carefully designed consultative process follow-
ing the Harare assembly involved all different voices and 
traditions of global Christianity. National and regional 
meetings prepared the ground for the first meeting of what 
became the Global Christian Forum in 2007 in Limuru/
Kenya. With the first global GCF meeting in Limuru, a 
page was turned and a new chapter in the history of Chris-
tianity had begun.23 Another step forward was taken at the 
second GCF meeting in 2011 in Manado. Participants 
continued to share stories of their individual faith jour-
ney with Christ, which was key to the success of the first 
GCF meeting. But in Manado the programme included 
also the sharing of communal stories that mark the identi-
ties of the churches and Christian communities that are 
participating. The story of the 16th-century’s reformation 
remains formative for Lutherans and Reformed. The story 
of the Azusa Street Revival of 1906 has a similar function 
for classical Pentecostals. Through these stories, Christians 
of different churches and traditions begin to understand 
that in addition to their personal relationship with Jesus, 
there is a communal story that marks the identity of their 
community and church and how they look at themselves 
and others. It will be interesting to see if this can be fur-
ther developed into a new dialogue on ecclesiology, which 
is not concentrating on the traditional doctrinal matters, 
but starting from the formative experiences which have 
shaped perceptions and theological choices of an individ-
ual community.

This might become a task for the post-Busan renewed 
Faith and Order Commission in cooperation with the 
GCF. For many participating in the GCF it is evident that 
progress of the GCF is only possible when it remains a light 
structure with a low level of mutual accountability. While 
being independent of the WCC, the GCF benefits of the 
comparatively “thick” ecumenism of the WCC. Common 
policies and strategies that are facilitated and nurtured by 
the WCC and regularly discussed with the Roman Catho-
lic Church (RCC) in the Joint Working Group between 
WCC and RCC are providing a helpful and supportive 
environment for the GCF.

Compared to the tensions between “evangelicals” and 
“ecumenicals” during the seventies of last century, both 
sides have moved away from the strong judgments of the 
past. Increasing cooperation in the framework of the Com-
mission on World Mission and Evangelism and partici-
pation in the process towards the new mission statement 
was already mentioned. Evangelical and Pentecostal theo-
logians were also involved in the Faith and Order Com-
mission. Compared to positions taken in the seventies of 
last century, Evangelicals and Pentecostals have become far 

23. Cf. the evaluation reports in Huibert van Beek (ed.), pp. 141 ff.
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more concerned about the social and ecological agendas. 
The campaign of the Micah Challenge and advocacy dur-
ing Climate Change negotiations attract the support of 
many of them. 

Building on these developments and on the trust that 
was nurtured through the GCF process and through par-
allel initiatives for dialogue with the World Evangelical 
Alliance (WEA)—for instance at the table of the Confer-
ence of General Secretaries of Christian World Commu-
nions—and with Pentecostals in the Joint Consultative 
Group between WCC and Pentecostals of the WCC, the 
WCC opened its cooperation with the Pontifical Council 
for Interreligious dialogue to the World Evangelical Alli-
ance (WEA) and some Pentecostal theologians. 28 June 
2011 will be remembered as the day when these bodies 
presented together the document on Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World. Recommendations for Con-
duct to the public. It was historical that these three bodies 
demonstrated publicly that they all care for mission and 
evangelism as central expressions of the very being of the 
church, but are also ready to address the difficult questions 
of conversion, inter-religious dialogue and conflict.

The document stimulates careful study of the issues 
of mission and inter-religious dialogue. It advocates for 
approaches that are suitable to build trust among people of 
all religions and foster the promotion of religious freedom 
everywhere. A core element of this statement is the joint 
affirmation of the freedom of religions and belief and the 
call to denounce actions “where any religion is instrumen-
talized for political ends, or where religious persecution 
occurs.” Christians are asked to avoid misrepresenting the 
beliefs of others and to pray for the well-being of all. Where 
possible, the preparation of codes of conduct by churches 
and related organizations “should be done ecumenically, 
and in consultation with representatives of other religions.” 
Again it is possible to say that a page was turned, new rela-
tionships developed and new steps forward together are not 
only possible, they are required in order to build on and to 
deepen what was achieved. 

Operationalizing the CUV—Moving Towards  
the 2013 Busan Assembly

The positive results of the Special Commission on Ortho-
dox Participation in the WCC and the new initiatives 
of reaching out to churches and Christian communities 
beyond the existing membership of the WCC opened a 
window for the WCC to move on with implementation 
and operationalization of the CUV. The WCC was sup-
ported in this process by representatives of ecumenical 
partners through the work of the Continuation Committee 

on Ecumenism in the 21st century (CCE21). Very helpful 
were also discussions with leadership of Regional Ecumeni-
cal Organizations and National Councils of Churches and 
around the table that was set by the Joint Consultative 
Commission between WCC and Christian World Com-
munions, which was formed following a recommendation 
of the 2006 Porto Alegre assembly. 

It became the common conviction that it was utterly 
counterproductive to see conciliar and confessional expres-
sions of ecumenism in competition with each other, but 
to understand that more mature growth of the ecumeni-
cal movement, greater coherence, and last but not least 
accountability towards the member churches of all organi-
zations require strategic cooperation. A Lutheran Church 
in Brazil lives out its ecumenical calling through its own 
bilateral relationships, the National Council of Churches 
(CONIC), the Latin American Conference of Churches 
(CLAI), the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the 
WCC. If these bodies are in competition with each other, 
they are imposing false choices on their member churches. 
The member churches want them to cooperate and to 
understand how together they can strengthen the ecumeni-
cal dimension in the life of the churches locally, nationally 
and regionally, and the worldwide ecumenical movement.

Therefore, it was important for the CCE21 to affirm:

The ecumenical movement has its centre in the Triune 
God and not in human efforts, plans and desires. The 
committee affirms that the theological foundation of 
the search for the full visible unity of the church, and 
its common witness to the world is rooted in Scrip-
ture, namely in Christ’s prayer for his disciples (“that 
they may all be one”) as found in John 17:21. It is our 
understanding that the search for the goal of full visible 
unity of the church is also for the sake of the healing 
and transformation of the world. Common witness 
for justice and peace has always been central for the 
ecumenical movement. The theme of the forthcoming 
WCC Assembly at Busan resonates well with this con-
viction and trajectory: “God of life, lead us to justice 
and peace.”

Christians live their faith in the context of differ-
ent cultures and religions and within the wider hori-
zon of God’s creation. Acts 15 remembers the decisive 
moment when the apostles did not shy away from the 
difficult questions that arose when boundaries of eth-
nic, cultural and religious identities were being crossed 
and found the strength to open up to the universal 
horizon of the gospel message. Those of us who came 
from the “gentiles” would have never become Chris-
tians if this agreement to extend the mission of the 
apostles to the oikoumene, the inhabited earth, had not 
happened. 
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This committee believes that Christians are called 
to speak together to envision a new reality. It believes 
that ecumenism offers vision of communion which 
helps individuals, churches, movements and institu-
tions discover an important dimension of their partici-
pation in the koinonia of the Triune God, Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. This vision of koinonia is a foretaste 
of the fullness of life that is promised in Christ (John 
10:10). It is life-affirming and inspires action for the 
transformation of the world in the light of the coming 
of the Holy City and the Tree of Life, whose “leaves are 
for the healing of the nations” (Rev 22,2). 

The ecumenical movement is called to deepen 
fellowship among its participants and broaden par-
ticipation, and facilitate greater coherence. These three 
dimensions reflect the relational reality of the triune 
God, and the koinonia as the heart of the fellowship 
of member churches. This koinonia is not our own 
property but a gift of God, who wants the churches to 
participate in God’s reconciling and healing mission. 
Nobody can remain satisfied to limiting this koino-
nia to him or herself; it invites always to build new 
relationships, and to do so trusting in the mystery of 
God´s presence among the other. 

For the World Council of Churches (WCC), Chris-
tian World Communions (CWCs), Regional Ecumen-
ical Organizations (REOs) and National Councils of 
Churches (NCCs), there is agreement on the central-
ity of the church-based character of their expression of 
ecumenism. International Ecumenical Organizations, 
Ecumenical Renewal Movements, Specialized Agen-
cies, International Ecumenical Youth Organizations, 
relate to the churches and bring their important gifts to 
the ecumenical movement. Together, all partners agree 
on the centrality of the ethos of fellowship, consensus 
and common witness as foundational for a common 
vision.24

The CCE21 contributed also to the development of a 
set of roles and functions of the WCC which were further 
clarified and affirmed by the Central Committee in 2009:

… the primary role of the Council is to give leadership 
to the ecumenical movement through:

•   its convening role;

•   providing the potential for a common voice; 

•   ensuring ecumenical cooperation, and offering 
accompaniment to churches in a spirit of solidar-
ity and mutual accountability; 

24. CCE21 final report, ibid., p. 8.

•   fostering greater coherence in the ecumenical 
movement.25

Focusing on these roles, the direct involvement of the 
member churches in the programmatic work of the council 
and improved cooperation with ecumenical partners have 
become a priority. This has the full support of ecumenical 
partners. The CCE21 recommended in its final report:

While ensuring ecumenical engagement is a movement 
and the new ecclesial landscape has polycentric fea-
tures, there are organizational implications to deepen-
ing and expanding the fellowship of ecumenical space. 
The CCE21 therefore recommends:

•   That the World Council of Churches take on a conven-
ing role as a gift to the churches and ecumenical partners;

•   That the WCC convene the partners in the ecumenical 
movement in a way that is larger than itself (recent posi-
tive models include the setting up of the CCE21 and the 
assembly preparatory process), and does not claim to be 
recognized as the centre of the movement;

•   That as part of its convening role, the WCC governing 
bodies rethink the set up work and content of commis-
sions, as well as its assembly and post assembly structures;

•   That the WCC and other organizations find appropriate 
structures and methodologies by which they can engage;

•   The affirmation of the larger space and call on all to make 
every effort to mutually address negative images attached 
to one another, and affirm the gifts that each brings to 
the continuing ecumenical movement;

•   The Evaluation of the Global/Regional dynamics with a 
vision of developing effective ways of actively connecting 
National Councils of Churches and their participants in 
national and local levels and to strengthen coherence at 
all levels.26

The assembly preparations were pursued by the WCC 
in this spirit and reflect the strategic orientation envisaged 
together with the representatives of ecumenical partners in 
the CCE21. The forthcoming assembly will show if the 
progress made is real and doors are open for new forms of 
cooperation and greater coherence. To achieve these goals, 
however, it is also necessary that very clear priorities are 
being set that reflect the changing contexts of our times. 
WCC leadership is focusing on this next important step 
on the journey towards Busan, so that the journey can 

25. Cf. WCC Programme Summary Plans 2013 as presented to the 
Central Committee in 2012, Doc GEN 11.
26. CCE21 final report p. 16.
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continue afterwards towards well defined goals and agree-
ments on the way to go.

Praying God of life, lead us to justice and peace, 
churches and ecumenical partners will move on—not 
first of all as the institutions they are, but with all people 
belonging to them and represented by them, especially the 
younger generation. There must be a strong commitment 
not to allow the next decades to pass just remembering 
and complaining about the divisions of the past in 2017 
or 2054, but to recommit to the goal of Christian unity 
and at least the objective of establishing mutually account-
able relationships among all Christians in this generation 
despite everything that we deem justifying separation. The 
generation of the students of today must become the gen-
eration unity that the pioneers of the ecumenical move-
ment were looking for.

3. What Is an Assembly?
Doug Chial 

Background

The 10th Assembly of the World Council of Churches 
takes place in Busan, Republic of Korea, from 30 October 
to 8 November 2013, under the theme “God of life, lead 
us to justice and peace.”

The assembly is the highest governing body of the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) and is the only 
moment when the fellowship of member churches comes 
together as a whole in prayer and celebration.

The assembly has the mandate to review WCC work, 
to set future agendas, to issue public statements and to 
elect a new central committee. Only the assembly has the 
authority to change the WCC constitution. 

And yet, the assembly is more than a manifestation 
of fellowship and business. It also represents the gather-
ing of a worldwide ecumenical movement of churches and 
partners.

This makes an assembly of the WCC the largest most 
diverse gathering of Christians in the world. It is a unique 
moment in the life of the one ecumenical movement to 
deepen visible unity and common witness so that world 
may believe.

More Inclusive and Welcoming

Already before planning began, the WCC central commit-
tee gave considerable attention to discerning how the next 
assembly could be more inclusive and welcoming of the 

wider ecumenical movement, recognizing that the WCC 
is not alone in the serving the visible unity and common 
witness of the churches.

Some of the affirmations that emerged at an early stage 
include:

The assembly should provide space for member 
churches and ecumenical partners to move towards a 
shared vision of the one ecumenical movement—moving 
beyond an exclusively WCC agenda.

The assembly, as a gathering of churches and partners, 
must be rooted in common prayer, Bible study, celebra-
tion and reflection—moving beyond a business-focused 
agenda.

The assembly should be prepared in the spirit of 
“togetherness” based on the ethos of fellowship and con-
sensus—moving beyond the call for expanded space while 
maintaining the integrity of the event as a WCC assembly. 

The assembly programme should be carefully con-
structed to show clear flows and linkages between differ-
ent parts of the assembly—moving beyond fragmented 
outcomes. 

An Assembly in Korea

The assembly takes place in Busan, Republic of Korea. This 
is the first WCC assembly taking place in Northeast Asia 
and the broader Asian context will significantly shape the 
gathering. Among the reasons Korea was selected to host 
the assembly is the unique ecumenical “horizon” that the 
witness of the Korean churches offers the wider ecumenical 
movement.

The invitation to meet in South Korea was the joint 
initiative of many churches in the country, including WCC 
member churches, evangelical churches and Pentecostal 
churches. The church has grown rapidly in Korea where 
nearly 25% of the population is Christian. The inter-reli-
gious context of Korea highlights the growing experience 
of living dialogue that other churches around the world 
face. 

Korea remains a politically divided peninsula. The 
hope that the Korean people will one day be reunited is 
strong for many Koreans. The churches in Korea, together 
with the ecumenical movement, have been encouraging 
reunification efforts for decades. The hope for reconcili-
ation and the assembly witness for reunification will sig-
nificantly mark the 10th assembly of the World Council 
of Churches.

Madang

Madang is a Korean term that describes a courtyard in a 
traditional Korean home. The Madang serves as a space for 
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encounter and sharing, celebration and fellowship, greet-
ing a visitor and welcoming a stranger. 

The Korean churches proposed Madang as a concept 
to help root the assembly in the host context and also give 
shape and meaning to the assembly.  At the 1998 Harare 
and the 2006 Porto Alegre assemblies the respective con-
cepts of padare and mutirão referred to a limited shared 
space for workshops, exhibitions and side events, involving 
different groups and ecumenical partners.

The vision for the Busan Assembly is more holistic. 
Madang offers possibilities to prepare the entire assembly as 
a shared space for encounter and to discuss what it means 
to be the church together in the world today for justice 
and peace. 

Assembly Programme

The assembly programme is made up of a rich offering of 
events intended to maximize sharing among participants—
to deepen their experience of fellowship, to increase their 
knowledge of the ecumenical movement and to provide 
space for dialogue on important issues.  

The development of the programme is rooted in the 
theme “God of life, lead us to justice and peace,” but also 
seeks to engage the assembly in responding to this prayer—
being the church together in the world today—as a witness 
to justice and peace for all creation.

The programme is coordinated around five dimensions 
of being the church together in the world today—koinonia 
(one faith and fellowship in Christ), martyria (witness in 
the world), diakonia (serving justice and peace), ecumenical 
formation (for leadership) and inter-religious cooperation (a 
common context). 

The assembly programme provides space for the 
following:

Prayer marks the beginning and end of each day. The 
worship life of an assembly is among the most noted high-
lights. It provides the opportunity to be united in prayer, to 
share liturgical gifts and to keep the assembly grounded in 
the theme, “God of life lead us to justice and peace.” 

Daily Bible study in small groups has also been a high-
light of past assemblies. It will again be a space for sharing 
faith and culture. The texts for daily study will focus on 
moments in Biblical history where life was threatened, yet 
justice and peace prevailed, through God’s grace.

There are eight thematic plenaries during the assembly. 
These are large scale events providing space for celebration 
and inspiration, i.e. opening, theme and Asia plenaries. 
Four plenaries on mission, unity, justice and peace will 
present global challenges the churches must face together 
and will highlight how ecumenical partners are working 
together to address these challenges.

There are twenty-one ecumenical conversations 
designed to promote in depth discussion on issues of com-
mon concern. Each conversation focuses on a unique topic 
and provides four 90-minutes sessions for sustained dia-
logue. Conversations are prepared with churches and part-
ners to help profile existing cooperation, while deepening 
common efforts for the future. The reports of the conversa-
tions will help to shape a common ecumenical agenda in 
the post-Busan period. 

While the assembly may be held in the spirit of 
Madang, a specific Madang programme will promote the 
exchange of gifts and experiences among participants, 
through workshops, exhibitions, special events, perfor-
mances, theatre, visual arts, spaces for discussion, etc. This 
is the most diverse area of programming allowing for the 
widest participation of all participants.

Though there is a strong focus on celebration, dia-
logue and action; a great deal of business must be completed 
by the member church delegates and official ecumenical 
partner representatives. This includes changes in gover-
nance, elections and receiving reports from the assembly 
programme guidelines, policy reference, public issues, 
nominations, finance and message committees.  

In the two days prior to the assembly there are a vari-
ety of pre-assembly events intended to build community and 
prepare participants. There is a pre-assembly gathering of 
women and men; young adults, Indigenous People and the 
Ecumenical Disability Advocates Network (EDAN). The 
Global Ecumenical Theological Institute (GETI), which 
begins in Seoul and continues in Busan, will bring students 
and faculty into the life of the assembly. 

Expected Outcomes

The increased partnership in preparing the assembly makes 
defining expected outcomes more critical than before. The 
outcomes of the assembly should address three distinct lev-
els of participation and interest: 

•   Fellowship of member churches, i.e. as experienced 
through the spiritual life; as expressed in a unity state-
ment; as made visible through symbolic actions for peace 
and reunification.

•   Ecumenical movement, i.e. as experienced in thematic 
plenaries; as expressed in ecumenical conversation 
reports; as made visible in subsequent actions of churches 
and ecumenical partners.  

•   World Council of Churches, i.e. as experienced through 
the full life of the assembly; as expressed in the reports 
of committees; as made visible through the subsequent 
work of the Central Committee and Geneva secretariat.
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4.  The Demographic Status of World 
Christianity in the 21st Century1

Todd M. Johnson and Gina A. Bellofatto

“The Demographic Status of World Christianity in the 21st 
Century” is from the work of the Boston based Centre for the 
Study of World Christianity. It looks at the changing patterns 
and figures of religious belonging in the past 100 years, since 
the first world mission conference in Edinburgh (1910). Par-
ticular attention is given to the global shift of Christianity to 
the South, as well as key observations concerning the interac-
tion between migration and religion as well as the priority 
languages of different religious traditions.

Study Questions

1.   What are the key changes which occurred to Christianity 
demographically in the past century?

2.  What are the implications and consequences of the “cultural 
translatability” of Christianity for Christian mission and  
for Christian unity?

3.  Would you agree to the conviction expressed that there is a 
widening gap between theology in the academy and theol-
ogy in the local church? 

1. Republished in GETI Reader from: Johnson, Todd M., and 
Gina A. Bellofatto, “Upon Closer Examination: The Status of 
World Christianity.” In River of God: An Introduction to World 
Mission, edited by Doug Priest and Stephen Burris, 108–124. 
Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2012. Used by permission.

•   Though it is not possible to predict concrete outcomes, 
some highlights can be anticipated:

•   The focus of life, peace and justice will surely lead to a 
call for urgent action in caring for life and the fullness of 
God’s promise for all of creation.

•   The assembly will provide an opportunity to affirm the 
unity we seek and the ways in which we share in God’s 
mission and bring God’s message of salvation to the 
world.

•   The assembly will be a watershed for reconciliation, 
drawing attention to the particular hopes of the Korean 
people.

•   And finally, this assembly may choose to highlight in the 
post-Busan era a stronger focus on justice in the econ-
omy and with creation.

To understand the status of global Christianity and 
world evangelization at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, it is important to first reflect on the previous two 
centuries. Eminent church historian Kenneth Scott Lato-
urette described the nineteenth century as a “great century”2 
for Christianity, a time of significant global advancement 
for the religion, initially through missionary activity but 
also (somewhat regrettably) on the wings of European 
imperialism.3 At the turn of the twentieth century, Chris-
tian leaders were full of optimism for what they anticipated 
would be a time of great strides for the church, a century 
of peace—a “Christian Century,” as the eponymous mag-
azine put it. The advancement of Christianity was to go 
hand in hand with the “civilization” of the remotest parts 
of the world. Human beings would no longer exploit one 
another, being too advanced and educated to continue in 
the “primitive” activities and beliefs of less civilized times.

In 1910, evangelical Protestant leaders gathered in 
Scotland for the Edinburgh World Missionary Confer-
ence, which encouraged Christians to engage in purpose-
ful missionary work around the world. The “fundamental 
conviction” of the conference was that “the good news of 
Jesus Christ can take root in every culture across the world 
and produce fruit in church and society everywhere.”4 The 
vision of the conference was firmly planted in a Western-
dominated picture of global Christianity. The delegates 
included 500 Britons and 500 Americans, with a compara-
tively small continental European representation (170). A 
mere 17 delegates were included from “younger” churches 
in India, China, and Japan. No delegates came from Africa, 
Latin America, the Roman Catholic Church, or Orthodox 
churches. To the Europeans and Americans gathered, this 
seemed like quite the diverse crowd, but in hindsight the 
limitations of the gathering are obvious.5

In addition to their prominence in the Christian 
world, Western powers exerted dominance in science 
and technology throughout much of the twentieth cen-
tury. Daniel Jeyaraj notes that, “Unprecedented Western 
discoveries in science, technology, medicine, information 
communication, dissemination of knowledge, and trans-
portation predicted not only progress and prosperity for 
all peoples, but also the end of poverty and other miseries. 
People hoped for a mutual sharing of the earth’s resources. 

2. Defined as 1815–1914 in Latourette, History of Christianity, 
1,063.
3. See Stanley, Missions, Nationalism, and the End of Empire; Dana 
Robert, Christian Mission.
4. Ross, “Edinburgh 1910: A Defining Moment,” in Atlas of 
Global Christianity, xvi–xvii. For a thorough overview of the 1910 
Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, see Stanley, World 
Missionary Conference.
5. Ibid, xvi.
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They anticipated equal access to knowledge, opportunities, 
not just global markets and politics.”6

The optimism of the early twentieth century was 
crushed by war and conflict, starting with World War I in 
1914, which began the severe decline of hope through a 
number of traumatic and deadly events, including the Bol-
shevik Revolution, the rise of Adolf Hitler, World War II, 
the horrors of the Holocaust, fears of Communism, Mao 
Zedong in China, and Pol Pot in Cambodia. More people 
worldwide were killed in warfare in the twentieth century 
than in the previous four centuries combined.7

Religious Change in the Twentieth Century

The twentieth century was also a tumultuous time for reli-
gion. In general, the world in 2010 was less religious than 
it was in 1910. In 1910, nearly the entire world claimed 
adherence to some form of religious belief. By 2010, how-
ever, 11.6 percent of the world’s population was either 
atheist or agnostic. The reasons for this are twofold: The 
rise of Communism worldwide, and the phenomenon of 
secularization, particularly in the global North.8 At the 
same time, there have been a number of other significant 
changes in religious adherence both globally and regionally.

First, Africa has experienced a profound religious 
transformation over the past 100 years. The number of 
Christians on the continent has increased dramatically, 
growing from 11.7 million (9.4 percent) in 1910 to 495 
million (48 percent) by 2010. This represents a 100-year 
growth rate of 3.82 percent per year, almost twice that of 
the population as a whole (2.14 percent). Muslims also 
grew from nearly 40 million in 1910 (32 percent) to 418 
million (40.5 percent) by 2010. While the number of tribal 
religionists increased from 72 million to 107 million over 
the hundred years, they declined as a percentage of Africa’s 
population from 58 percent in 1910 to only 10 percent by 
2010. Also surprising has been the rise in the number of 
African agnostics (0.0 percent to 0.5 percent), who reside 
largely in major urban areas.

6. Daniel Jeyaraj, “The Re-emergence of Global Christianity, 
1910–2010,” in Atlas of Global Christianity, Johnson and Ross, 
54–55. 
7. Conquest, Reflections on a Ravaged Century.
8. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 6. But note 
that the percentage of atheists and agnostics has declined since 
the collapse of Communism in the former Soviet Union. Here, 
“global North” is defined in geopolitical terms by five current 
United Nations regions (comprising 53 countries): Eastern Europe 
(including Russia), Northern Europe, Southern Europe, Western 
Europe, and Northern America. The United Nations definition 
also includes Australia and New Zealand.

Second, despite changes, Asia has continued to be the 
most religiously diverse major area of the world. In 1910 
over 50 percent of Asia’s population was Chinese folk-
religionist or Buddhist; today, these two religions together 
total only 22 percent. As expected, ethno religions declined 
from 5.6 percent of the population in 1910 to 3.7 per-
cent in 2010. These declines were countered by remarkable 
gains by Muslims (16.6 percent to 26 percent) and Chris-
tians (2.4 percent to 8.5 percent). However, both agnos-
tics (0.0 percent to 11.8 percent) and atheists (0.0 percent 
to 2.8 percent) picked up most of the losses, especially in 
China. The growth of the nonreligious in Asia was truly 
unprecedented, growing at an average rate of 10 percent 
every year over the entire 100-year period. Despite this, 
there are still more religious communities in Asia than 
anywhere else in the world. South Korea in particular has 
five religions over 10 percent of the population; Vietnam, 
North Korea, and Singapore each have four.9

Third, migration is increasing religious and ethnic 
diversity around the world. Two hundred million people are 
on the move today—both voluntarily and by force—carry-
ing with them their cultural and religious backgrounds. At 
least 720 million people live outside of their culture’s main 
country, facing the challenges of retaining their culture and 
heritage while being immersed in another. Almost half of 
these are Christians—often religious minorities who faced 
persecution in their home countries—representing about 
16 percent of all Christians worldwide. Muslims, Hindus, 
and Buddhists also live outside of their historic homelands 
in large numbers—often facing misconceptions and pre-
conceived notions about their beliefs and traditions. Ian 
Goldin points out that never have so many people been on 
the move, and never have they been so unwelcome!10

Fourth, it is important to consider the contextual rela-
tionship language has with religion. Perhaps against con-
ventional wisdom, the top five mother tongues of Islam 
are Bengali, Urdu, Western Panjabi, Turkish, and Javanese; 
these languages represent over a quarter of all Muslims 
worldwide.11 For Hindus it is perhaps more intuitive that 

9. Ibid, 32. South Korea’s five religions over 10 percent of 
the population are Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, 
ethnoreligions, and New Religions. Vietnam’s four religions with 
over 10 percent of the population each are agnosticism, Buddhism, 
ethnoreligions, and New Religions; North Korea’s are agnosticism, 
atheism, ethnoreligions, and New Religions; and Singapore’s are 
Buddhism, Chinese folk-religion, Christianity, and Islam.
10. Goldin, Exceptional People.
11. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 215. Arabic 
does not show up on the top five mother tongue list because of 
its various dialects; for example, Egyptian Arabic and Moroccan 
Arabic are considered two different languages. If Arabic were to 
be considered a single language, however, it would be the largest 
mother tongue of Islam.
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the top five spoken languages are all from India, the historic 
home of the religion: Hindi, Bengali, Telugu, Marathi, and 
Tamil. For Buddhists the top five most-spoken languages 
are Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Burmese, 
and Thai. For agnostics the top language is Mandarin, the 
second English, and the other three are other Chinese lan-
guages; German and Korean (representing North Korea) 
are not far behind.

Recent changes in global Christianity are easily seen 
when looking at the languages with the most Christian 
speakers in 2010. While Northern languages predomi-
nated in 1910 (although Spanish and Portuguese represent 
Latin American Christians as well as European ones), in 
2010 the 10 largest languages are from both the North and 
the South.12 Spanish moved to the top of the list around 
1980 as Latin America, already heavily Christian in 1910, 
had much higher birth rates than Northern America and 
Europe. Similarly, Portuguese moved to third due to high 
Christian birth rates in Brazil. Chinese and Tagalog are 
newcomers to the top 10 largest Christian languages, rep-
resenting the growth of Christianity in Asia.

12. Here, “global South” refers to Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

Trends within Global Christianity

Christianity’s Shift to the Global South
In the contexts of religious transformation, religious diver-
sity, and language, one can now consider demographic 
trends both within global Christianity and outside of 
global Christianity. The most significant trend within 
global Christianity is that, demographically, Christianity 
has shifted dramatically to the South. This shift has been 
documented by many scholars as a groundbreaking pro-
cess affecting not only all religions worldwide, but how 
Christianity itself is practiced as a global phenomenon.13 
Looking at the graph below of global Christian percent-
age, it appears at first glance there has been little change 
in the status of global Christianity over the past 100 years. 
Over the course of the twentieth century and already into 
the twenty-first, Christians have continued to make up 
approximately one-third of the world’s population. How-
ever, this sustained percentage masks dramatic changes in 
the geographical make-up of global Christianity—a process 

13. See Jenkins, Next Christendom and New Faces of Christianity; 
Robert, Christian Mission; Noll, New Shape of World Christianity.

Table 1. World Religions by Adherents, 1910 and 2010

Religion Adherents 
1910

percent 
1910

Adherents 
2010

percent 
2010

100-year 
1910–2010

percent p.a.

10-year 
2000–10

percent p.a.

Christians 611,810,000 34.8 2,269,200,000 32.9 1.32 1.31

Muslims 221,749,000 12.6 1,533,733,000 22.2 1.95 1.83

Hindus 223,383,000 12.7 949,875,000 13.8 1.46 1.46

Agnostics 3,369,000 0.2 665,134,000 9.6 5.43 -0.01

Chinese folk-religionists 390,504,000 22.2 465,384,000 6.7 0.18 0.69

Buddhists 138,064,000 7.9 463,517,000 6.7 1.22 1.02

Ethnoreligionists 135,074,000 7.7 265,808,000 3.9 0.68 1.25

Atheists 243,000 0.0 137,316,000 2.0 6.54 -0.19

New religionists 6,865,000 0.4 63,084,000 0.9 2.24 0.28

Sikhs 3,232,000 0.2 23,927,000 0.3 2.02 1.54

Jews 13,193,000 0.8 14,761,000 0.2 0.11 0.72

Spiritists 324,000 0.0 13,700,000 0.2 3.82 0.94

Daoists 437,000 0.0 8,429,000 0.1 3.00 1.73

Baha’is 225,000 0.0 7,299,000 0.1 3.54 1.72

Confucianists 760,000 0.0 6,449,000 0.1 2.16 0.36

Jains 1,446,000 0.1 5,316,000 0.1 1.31 1.53

Shintoists 7,613,000 0.4 2,761,000 0.0 -1.01 0.09

Zoroastrians 119,000 0.0 197,000 0.0 0.51 0.74

Total population 1,758,412,000 100.0 6,895,889,000 100.0 1.38 1.20

Source: World Religion Database, Brill, July 2011.
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of both North-South and East-West movement stretching 
back to the earliest days of Christianity that is far from 
inconsequential.

Figure 01

The shift of Christianity to the global South is most 
clearly illustrated by the drastic changes in Christian per-
centages by continent between 1910 and 2010. In 1910 
the majority of Christians worldwide resided in the global 
North, with only small representations in Oceania, Africa, 
and Asia; in 1910, 66 percent of all Christians lived in 
Europe. By 2010 Europe’s claim on Christianity had 
dropped to only 25.6 percent. Conversely, less than 2 per-
cent of all Christians lived in Africa in 1910, which sky-
rocketed to almost 22 percent by 2010. The global North 
contained over 80 percent of all Christians in 1910, falling 
to under 40 percent by 2010.

Figure 02

These remarkable geographic changes in Christian-
ity also reflect serious differences between the worldviews 
of “Northern” and “Southern” Christians. In many ways 
Christianity has shifted to the global South demographi-
cally, but not culturally. This is a legitimate concern for 
Christians around the globe. Compared to most other reli-
gious traditions, Christianity has been generally accepting 
of scriptural, liturgical, and cultural translation through-
out its history, with the translation process of the Christian 
message going back nearly to its inception. Christianity 
is the only world religion for which the primary source 
documents are in a different language than that of the 
founder (the New Testament is in Greek, while Jesus spoke 
Aramaic).14 Cultural and linguistic translatability are some 
of Christianity’s greatest strengths; strengths that, in light 
of its recent demographic shift, ought to be seen more 
readily in the diverse communities of Christians world-
wide. The kind of cultural translatability needed today is 
similar to that seen when first-century Christianity moved 
out of its original Jewish setting.15

The shift of Christianity to the global South has the 
potential to open up new possibilities for the life and 
health of Christianity around the world. It has been argued 
that the way of life in the global South actually aligns 
more closely with the circumstances of biblical authors 
and events.16 African and Asian societies in particular have 
much in common with the biblical context, including 
the newness of the Christian faith and its minority status 
among religions. Philip Jenkins states, “In Africa particu-
larly, Christians have long been excited by the obvious cul-
tural parallels that exist between their own societies and 
those of the Hebrew Old Testament, especially the world 
of the patriarchs.”17 If the global South’s worldview is actu-
ally closer to the one espoused by Jesus and His followers, 
what does this mean for the Western-dominated history 
of Christianity? It is true that Western Christians have 
picked up habits and beliefs along the way that are now 
considered normative in Christianity, but do not necessar-
ily line up with the biblical narrative. One example of this 
is experiences of healing, which are central to the validity 
of the apostles’ message and testament to the presence and 
power of the Holy Spirit. Western Christianity has by and 
large pushed miraculous healing and spiritual explanations 
for everyday events to the periphery of Christian thought, 

14. See Walls, Cross-Cultural Process.
15. For a thorough examination of this process, see Wilson, Our 
Father Abraham.
16. See Jenkins, New Faces of Christianity. This includes the Old 
Testament, which speaks directly to local conditions especially in 
Africa, 42.
17. Ibid, 45.
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preferring scientific theorizing and other secular values and 
beliefs. However, healing and spiritual explanations for 
happenings in daily life are fundamental to the worldviews 
of many Christians in Asia and Africa.18

Christian missionaries from the global North took the 
Gospel to the “ends of the earth”—regardless of their moti-
vations—providing an initial spark that helped to make 
Christianity a worldwide phenomenon (although most 
of the evangelism was done by local converts). Unfortu-
nately, in this process, Western Christianity was imposed 
on other cultures, giving the impression that Christianity 
was a Western religion, despite its translatability. Moon-
jang Lee notes, “The subsequent globalisation of the image 
of Western Christianity poses a problem for non-Western 
Christianity. Though we talk about a post-Christian West 
and a post-Western Christianity, the prevailing forms of 
Christianity in most parts of the non-Western world are 
still dominated by Western influences.”19 In addition, the 
transition of Christian leadership from North to South has 
been anything but smooth. At the onset of World War II, 
missionaries around the world were forced to abandon their 
posts with little notice, handing power over to native lead-
ers who did not receive adequate, if any, training. Fund-
ing dried up, leaving huge infrastructure issues for fledging 
Christian communities around the world.20

In addition, the shift of Christianity to the global 
South is widening the gap between theology in the acad-
emy and theology in the congregations.21 One key trend 
in the academy is the growth of “identity theologies.” The 
twentieth century experienced the emergence of liberation 
theology in Latin America, which effectively encouraged 
the development of other identity theologies such as black 
theology, womanist theology, and Hispanic/Latino theol-
ogy. However, despite the fact that many of the new Chris-
tians in the global South belong to such identity groupings, 
these progressive principles do not adequately reflect what 
is happening theologically in the congregations, who are 
generally more concerned with presenting a “consistent 
witness to the nature of God and of God’s relation with 
the world” than with the implications of God on a particu-
lar identity or subject.22 The demographic shift of Chris-
tianity is only positive if it is accompanied by theological 
reflection from fresh cultural perspectives of more recent 
members of the global church. Fortunately, many excellent 

18. Ibid, 184–185.
19. Lee, “Future of Global Christianity,” in Atlas of Global 
Christianity, 104–105.
20. Jeyaraj, “Re-emergence of Global Christianity,” 54.
21. Markham, “Theology,” in Blackwell Companion to the Study of 
Religion, Segal, 208–209.
22. Ibid, 204–205.

examples of indigenous Christianity around the world are 
available to aid in this process.23

A unique way of illustrating the shift of global Christi-
anity is to map its statistical center of gravity over the past 
2,000 years (shown below). The statistical center of gravity 
is the point on the globe at which there are equal num-
bers of Christians to the North, South, East, and West. 
Mapping the center begins at the birth of Christianity in 
Jerusalem in AD 33 (the year of Christ’s crucifixion). With 
the missionary activities of the early Christians and the 
growth of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire, the 
center of gravity creeps northwards, peaking in the year 
1500 in Budapest. At this point, Roman Catholics arrive 
in the Americas, continuing to pull the center of gravity 
westward, through the Iberian Peninsula. Protestant and 
Anglican missions worldwide begin in earnest around 
1800, although in 1900, 80 percent of all Christians are 
still Northern. By 1970, however, the churches are criti-
cally declining in Europe while mushrooming in Africa 
and Asia. As a result, in 2010 the Christian center of grav-
ity was around Tessalit, Mali (northeast Mali). This 100-
year shift is by far the most dramatic in Christian history. If 
current growth and decline patterns persist, it is likely that 
the center of gravity will continue to move southward with 
the growth of Christianity in the global South and contrac-
tion in the global North.

Figure 03

The recent southern shift of Christianity should be 
placed within the context of its entire history. Christians in 
the global South were in the majority for the first 900 years 
of Christian history. This includes the churches recorded 

23. Examples are often most apparent in art and music. See a wide 
variety of artistic works published at the Overseas Ministries Study 
Center (www.omsc.org). For a fine compendium on Christian 
worship from around the world, see Farhadian, Christian Worship 
Worldwide.
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in the New Testament that were planted by biblical fig-
ures in Jerusalem and Asia Minor. From this perspective, 
European domination of global Christianity can be seen 
as a more recent phase, now passed. Beginning in 1981, 
Southern Christians were, once again, in the majority.

It is clear that Christianity in 1910 was largely a West-
ern phenomenon, including a strong European Roman 
Catholic presence in Latin America, where few church 
leaders were actually Latin Americans. By mapping the 
same phenomenon by province 100 years later, it is clear 
that the global situation has changed. The most dramatic 
difference between these two dates is in Africa—less than 
10 percent Christian in 1910 but nearly 50 percent Chris-
tian in 2010, with sub-Saharan Africa well over 70 percent 
Christian.

Another way of viewing the southern shift of Chris-
tianity is through the countries with the most Christians 
in 1910 and 2010 (see below). In 1910, nine out of the 
top ten countries were in the global North, with Brazil as 
the only exception (placed at number nine). The list looks 
profoundly different in 2010; Brazil has moved to the 
number two spot, and is joined by six other countries in 
the global South: China, Mexico, the Philippines, Nigeria, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, and India. The only 
Northern countries that remain are the USA, Russia [3, 
down from 2 in 1910], and Germany [10, down from 3 in 
1910]. The fastest growth over the past 100 years and over 
the past ten years has all been in the global South (over the 
past 100 years, the fastest Christian growth was in Burkina 
Faso, Chad, Nepal, Burundi, and Rwanda. Over the past 
ten years, the countries include Afghanistan, Cambodia, 
Burkina Faso, Mongolia, and Timor). The United States 
is an extraordinary case, as it continued to have the most 
Christians over the course of the century. The number 
of Christians in the United States has grown dramati-
cally, despite persistent discussions about secularization 
and defection in the global North. The United States will 
likely continue to be listed as the country with the most 
Christians even in 2050 due largely to the high numbers 
of Christian immigrants who arrive in the country, both 
legally and illegally.

Figure 04.

Divisions within Global Christianity
Another trend within global Christianity is the increasing 
number of Christian denominations in the world. There 
are now over 41,000 Christian denominations that range 
in size from millions to less than one hundred members.24 
Moonjang Lee opines that, “Christianity has become too 
fragmented. Existing in a fragmented world, churches 
fail to show a united front. There are so many divisions 
within Christianity that it is an intriguing task to clarify 
a Christian identity.”25 Early Christianity was far from 
monolithic, of course; the issue of sectarianism in Chris-
tianity goes back to the very beginnings of the religion, 
when converts included Hellenized and non-Hellenized 
Jews, Galilean and Palestinian Jews, and Roman citizens 
and non-Roman citizens, among others.26 Today, the vast 
majority of denominations are located in the Independent 
(over 27,000) and Protestant (nearly 11,000) traditions. If 
current trends continue, by 2025 there could be 55,000 
denominations.

Christian denominations are often less attached to 
language and ethnicity than are some other world religions. 
The six major traditions (Anglican, Roman Catholic, Inde-
pendent, Marginal, Orthodox, and Protestant) are globally 
pervasive and ethnically diverse. Nonetheless, there are 
correspondences between geography and those traditions. 
For example, many Orthodox churches are tied to ethnic 
lines in Europe (Greek Orthodox and Russian Orthodox, 
among others).27 The Lutheran church (Protestant) is sup-
ported by the state in many Nordic countries (though in 
many cases this is just a formality for births, marriages, and 

24. See the World Christian Database for a complete listing of 
Christian denominations in every country of the world.
25. Lee, “Future of global Christianity,” 104.
26. Wilson, Our Father Abraham, 43-44.
27. See Garrard and Garrard, Russian Orthodoxy Resurgent, 8.
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deaths). Independent churches, many of which are found 
in Africa, are the fastest-growing Christian tradition.

Christian Renewal Worldwide
A further trend inside global Christianity is the appear-
ance of unprecedented renewal movements occurring 
globally within all traditions. There are many forms of 
renewal within global Christianity, including Evangelical 
movements, liturgical renewal, Bible-study fellowships, 
and house church movements. These movements are in 
no way limited to Protestant and Independent churches; 
one of the largest renewal movements worldwide is the 
Catholic Charismatics.28 One of the most visible and well-
known movements is the Pentecostal/Charismatic renewal, 
described by Julie Ma and Allan Anderson as “one of the 
most significant forms of Christianity in the twentieth cen-
tury . . . In less than a century Pentecostal, Charismatic and 
associated movements have become a major new force in 
world Christianity.”29

Pentecostalism was already emerging in various loca-
tions around the world in the early 1900s, when the out-
look for the new century was bright.30 Though hardly 
recognized as a global movement, by 1910 Pentecostalism 
was already operating in 40 countries worldwide. It would 
have been unthinkable that this seemingly insignificant 
movement would help shape Christianity into a largely 
non-Western phenomenon by the end of the century.31 
Several characteristics of the movement helped catapult it 
onto the world stage. Pentecostalism’s stress on the spiri-
tual realm very much aligns with the worldviews of the 
global South, where spiritual and emotional experiences 
weigh heavily on daily life. The lively music found in Pen-
tecostal worship sessions mimics Southerners’ exuberance 
of musical expression. In addition, the movement’s holistic 
spirituality—belief that not only is personal identity inti-
mately connected to spirituality, but that one experiences a 
mystical connection to the Earth and cosmos through that 
spirituality—actively promotes the ideals of Spirit-filled 
holy life.

28. Latin-rite Catholic renewalists stand at over 133 million 
members. Other large groupings of renewalists include Baptistic-
Pentecostal (77 million), Chinese Charismatic (76 million), 
African Independent Pentecostal (26 million), and Brazilian/
Portuguese Pentecostal (17 million). Almost 23 percent of 
Catholics are renewalists, 3 percent of Anglicans, 51 percent 
of Independents, 1 percent of Orthodox, and 22 percent of 
Protestants. See Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 
102.
29. Ma and Anderson, “Pentecostals (Renewalists), 1910–2010,” in 
Atlas of Global Christianity, 100-101.
30. Anderson, Introduction to Pentecostalism, 35-38.
31. Ibid, 100.

The numbers of Christians involved in various kinds 
of renewal movements include 300 million Evangeli-
cals (uppercase “E,” enumerated with a structural defini-
tion provided by the World Christian Encyclopedia32), 600 
million Pentecostals, 700 million Great Commission 
Christians,33 and 500 million evangelicals (lowercase “e,” 
enumerated with a theological definition used by Opera-
tion World).34 The locus of Christian renewal is clearly in 
the global South, where the majority of its practitioners 
live and where it is growing the fastest. Some of the coun-
tries with the fastest 100-year growth rates for renewal-
ists include Brazil, the Philippines, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Mexico, and Colombia. The top countries 
with the highest ten-year growth rates include more rep-
resentation from Asia: Laos, Afghanistan, Cambodia, and 
Bangladesh. Eighteen countries have a majority (over 50 
percent) renewalist presence among their Christians. The 
largest population of renewalists worldwide in both 1910 
and 2010 were in the global South—South Africa in 1910 
and China in 2010 (though note that the United States 
remained in the number three spot in both years). The 
United States is the only Northern country on the list of 
highest percentage of renewalists worldwide in 2010, with 
countries in Africa largely dominating the list.

32. The structural definition of “Evangelicals” (capital “E”) 
consists of all affiliated church members self-identifying as 
Evangelicals. Christians are also considered Evangelicals when 
they are members of an Evangelical church, congregation, or 
denomination. Characteristics of Evangelicals include personalized 
religion (being “born again”), dependence on the Bible as the 
Word of God, and regular preaching and/or evangelism.
33. The term “Great Commission Christians” is equivalent to 
“evangelical” (lowercase “e”). An evangelical (lowercase “e”) 
is any church member who believes in or embraces seven key 
components: (1) centered on the person of Jesus; (2) obedient to 
Christ’s Great Commission;  (3) committed to the Gospel as set 
forth in the Bible; (4) day-to-day personal witness to Christ; (5) 
involved in organized methods of evangelism; (6) involved in 
Christ’s mission in the world; and (7) working towards Christ’s 
second coming and final Advent. The term “Great Commission 
Christians” is prominent in the conversation about global 
evangelicalism, Atlas of Global Christianity.
34. In the most recent edition of Mandryk, Operation World, the 
usage of the term is described as “very close but not identical” 
to Bebbington’s usage in Evangelicalism in Modern Britain. 
The “Bebbington Quadrilateral” includes four characteristics: 
crucicentrism, conversionism, Biblicalism, and activism. Therefore, 
Operation World defines evangelicals as affiliated church members 
who adhere to the four qualities above. This generally means 
grounded belief in the crucified Christ, an experience of a personal 
conversion, theological foundation in the Bible as the Word of 
God, and active missionary evangelism or preaching of the gospel.
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Inequality of Resource Distribution
Finally, the unequal distribution of Christian resources 
worldwide is another notable ongoing reality within global 
Christianity. In comparing each continent’s percentage of 
all Christians versus its portion of all Christian wealth, it 
is easy to see the huge disparity in resources. Even though 
the global South (Asia, Africa, Latin America) now con-
tains the majority of the world’s Christians, the majority 
of Christian financial resources still remain in the global 
North. Asia, Africa, and Latin America combined have less 
than 20 percent of Christian wealth; Northern America 
and Europe have about 40 percent each.35 Christians in the 
South represent 60 percent of all Christians worldwide but 
receive only about 17 percent of all Christian income. This 
puts churches in the global South at a critical disadvantage 
in supporting their ministry staff, home missions, foreign 
missions, and overall holistic ministry goals of their orga-
nizations. As global Christianity continues to move south-
ward, the global church will be forced to develop new and 
creative ways to encourage global sharing and responsible 
giving and spending.

Trends Outside Global Christianity

Secularization
A current trend affecting not only global Christianity, 
but also religion as a whole, is secularization; the term is 
defined by Alan Aldridge as “the process by which sectors 
of society and culture are removed from the domination of 
religious institutions and symbols.”36 Although predicted 
to die out by the twenty-first century, religion in some 
ways has experienced a significant revival. Evelyn Bush 
states that if “the secularization theory reached its pinnacle 
in studies of the world system, it has also been increasingly 
rejected by sociologists of religion who argue that religion 
is not in inevitable decline and that it can actually co-exist 
with modernization quite comfortably.”37 Although the 
secularization theory has largely been debunked, it is still a 
consistent challenge to religious faith and a contemporary 
issue in religious demography. One example of this is the 
European churches and their leaders who have “lost their 
once dominant position in contemporary Europe,” result-
ing in the continued decline of church attendance.38

Simultaneous to the shift of Christianity to the South 
has been the decline of Christianity in the North. Two 

35. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 297.
36. Aldridge, Religion in the Contemporary World, 77.
37. Bush, “Measuring Religion in Global Civil Society,” Social 
Forces, 1,648.
38. Halman and Draulans, “How Secular is Europe?” British 
Journal of Sociology, 263.

primary reasons for this decline are the rise of Commu-
nism during the twentieth century and the continued 
influence of secularization. Communism had its greatest 
impact on Christian defections between 1910 and 1970. 
By 1970, nearly 15 percent of the global population was 
agnostic, and 5 percent atheist. This trend had its origins 
in the Russian Revolution and eventually enveloped much 
of Eastern Europe. The most drastic nonreligious changes 
occurred after 1950 in North Korea and China, though 
other countries already influenced by the Soviet Union 
were also affected, including Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
and Ukraine. Agnostic growth due to secularization has 
continued in Western countries (United States, Britain, 
France, Germany). Low birth rates in many Eastern Euro-
pean countries caused agnosticism’s share to decline more 
recently.39 But today, most of the world’s nonreligious live 
in Asia, particularly China, Japan, and North Korea.

Whether secularization is still a viable explanation of 
religious decline worldwide continues to be a popular topic 
in the sociology of religion. In the twentieth century, many 
theorists held the basic assumption that religion reached its 
pinnacle of influence in the early modern period (1500–
1800) and was not able to exert such powerful—or any—
influence in the later modern period (1800–1945). Many 
declared that religiosity was on the decline and would be 
virtually nonexistent in the twenty-first century, but this 
did not come to pass.40 Although Western European coun-
tries in particular have undergone dramatic secularization, 
the collapse of Communism has meant new opportunities 
for religion to make a comeback in Europe.41 In addition, 
secular substitutions for religion did not fare well in the 
twentieth century, and their demise provided opportunity 
for religious revival.42 Globally, religion is on the rise and 
secularization has, for the moment, been kept at bay.

Reaching the World for Christ
By one measure, 46 percent of the world’s population 
was evangelized in 1910.43 This increased to 70.7 per-
cent in 2010. There are, however, significant continental 
and regional variations. For example, Africa was roughly 
20 percent evangelized in 1910; in 2010 the figure was 75 

39. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 28.
40. This story is recounted in the chapter titled “Secularization, 
RIP,” Acts of Faith.
41. Dark, “Large-Scale Religious Change and World Politics,” in 
Religion and International Relations, 50–82.
42. Aldridge, Religion in the Contemporary World, 83.
43.An evangelized person is defined as “an individual who has had 
adequate opportunity or opportunities to hear the gospel and to 
respond to it, whether he responds positively or negatively.” See 
Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 326.
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percent. But within Africa, the south is over 90 percent 
evangelized while large portions of north Africa are pre-
dominantly Muslim with few Christians. Asia (with mil-
lions of Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and agnostics) still 
remains the continent with the least access to the Gospel, 
whether churches, Bible translation or personal witness. 
Asia remains the least-evangelized major area in 2010, with 
only 58 percent evangelization (up from 18 percent in 
1910). Ironically, regions that received the gospel first from 
the early church (Western Asia, North Africa) are today less 
than 50 percent evangelized.

One might have the impression that the remedy to 
this problem is more evangelistic activity. But, in sheer 
quantity, there is already enough evangelism in the world 
today for every person to hear a one-hour presentation of 
the Gospel every other day all year long. This amounts 
to over 1,136 billion hours of evangelism generated by 
Christians every year, ranging from personal witnessing to 
television and radio broadcasting. When broken down by 
United Nations regions, it is easily seen once again that 
Asia and Northern Africa have the lowest amounts of evan-
gelism but the largest non-Christian populations.

With so many Christians and so many evangelism 
hours available worldwide, why are there still huge une-
vangelized populations? The staggering reality is that most 
Christian outreach never reaches non-Christians—over 85 
percent of all Christian evangelism is aimed at other Chris-
tians.44 This highlights a crucial problem in the attitudes 
and activities of Christians worldwide: There is little inter-
action with people of other faiths. One explanation for this 
reality is the unanticipated success of Christian missions 
in the twentieth century; missionary personnel overseas 
are working among Christians—as support staff for indig-
enous churches and ministries. But this may be chang-
ing, as new churches in the global South are surprisingly 
mission-focused; when the tide of emigration shifted after 
World War II, formerly colonized peoples were increas-
ingly brought into the former colonizers’ kingdoms. New 
movements and conferences were convened that high-
lighted themes such as evangelization of Asia by Asians, 
and how to make the transition from receiver to initiator 
of the Gospel.45

With over two billion Christians spread throughout 
the world, one might think that a significant number of 
non-Christians would have personal contact with a Chris-
tian. Recent research reveals, however, that as many as 86 
percent of all Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists do not 

44. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 318.
45. Robert, “Missionaries Sent and Received, worldwide, 1910–
2010,” in Atlas of Global Christianity, 258–259.

personally know a Christian.46 Contact typically takes place 
in majority-Christian countries with small populations of 
other religionists; in these places it is easy for a Buddhist, 
for example, to know a Christian, since he or she is sur-
rounded by Christians. Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists 
living in countries with small Christian populations have 
fairly low interaction. This includes much of North Africa 
and Asia, not coincidently regions that typically have 
restricted religious freedom. It is too large a task to leave 
reaching the world’s religionists for the missionary enter-
prise only. Local churches and organizations in majority-
Christian countries need to take the initiative to educate 
their congregations about the other world religions, engage 
in interreligious dialogue, and give people of other faiths 
the opportunity to consider Jesus. A recent survey by the 
Pew Forum on Religion And Public Life found that evan-
gelicals are less knowledgeable about world religions than 
are atheists, Jews, or Mormons. Evangelicals answered 18 
out of 32 questions about world religions accurately while 
atheists/agnostics, Jews, and Mormons answered more than 
20 of 32 correctly.47 This illustrates that the church faces a 
monumental task in order to reach other religionists for 
Christ, a task that begins with the education of Christians.

Counterintuitively, research has also revealed that 
Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus are quite responsive to 
the Gospel.48 Of the one hundred most responsive people 
groups over 1 million in size, 22 are tribal (9 percent of the 
total by population), 31 are Hindu (48 percent), 31 are 
Muslim (25 percent), and four are Buddhist (9 percent). 
The five most responsive of these are the Jinyu of China 
(Buddhist), the Khandeshi of India (tribal), the South-
ern Pathan of Afghanistan (Muslim), the Magadhi Bihari 
of India (Hindu) and the Maitili of India (Hindu). This 
means that the most responsive groups appear to be in the 
least-Christian areas.

Global Trends and Christian Unity

What do these trends mean for Christian unity? Christian-
ity has shifted to the global South, and in the process has 
further fragmented into more denominations. Christian 
resources are unevenly distributed, and Christians are out 
of contact with members of other religions. These trends 
put Christians in a profoundly different context than 100 
years ago. Two areas have been identified for brief consid-
eration here, namely (1) theology and (2) contact with 
adherents of other religions.

46. Johnson and Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity, 316.
47. Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “U.S. Religious 
Knowledge Survey.” See Appendix A for survey methodology.
48. See “Georesponse,” in World Christian Trends, 771–778.
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Theological Implications
In recent centuries, Northern scholars wrote the domi-
nant theologies of Christianity, but new theological reflec-
tions by Southern Christians will likely chart the future 
of discussions about Christian unity. To some extent this 
has already begun, as seen in the rise of liberation theology 
in Latin America, minjung theology in South Korea, and 
black theology in the United States. Theological education 
in the church will continue to reflect regional differences 
in order to produce the kinds of spiritual leaders necessary 
for the twenty-first century,49 leaders who will be willing 
to work out these theologies from the global South and 
see what they can tell us about how normative Christian-
ity should look. While the reflections of Northerners were 
largely shaped by the political and ecclesiastic structures 
of Christendom, Southern Christians are writing from the 
context of religious and ecclesiastical diversity.

Contact with Other Religionists 
For 100 years the majority of Christian growth has been 
taking place not in the traditionally Christian countries of 
the North, but in both non-Christian and newly Christian 
lands in the South. As a result, Muslims and Christians 
are now in proximity in countries such as Nigeria, Sudan, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines. The same is true of Hin-
dus and Christians in India and of Buddhists and Chris-
tians in Southeast Asia. Some see inevitable conflict in the 
future between adherents of different religions, especially 
with global Christianity. It has been argued that prob-
able conflict lies on two levels, the level of international 
politics and at the grassroots level.50 However, too much 
attention has perhaps been given to the potential for clash-
ing between Christians and other religionists, particularly 
Muslims. Many adherents of the world’s religions are living 
together as neighbors, co-workers, and friends as a result of 
migration and globalization. Migrants may build bridges 
across cultures, rather than serve as instigators of “clashes 
of civilization.” Religious identity works differently than 
ethnic nationality; as Peggy Levitt states, “religion lends 

49. Lee, “Future of Global Christianity,” 105.
50. Ibid.

itself particularly well to expressions of transnational 
belonging.”51

This trajectory has given Christians around the globe 
a new opportunity to show hospitality to non-Christian 
neighbors and to take a genuine interest in their religions 
and cultures. With Muslims and Christians accounting 
for 55 percent of the world’s population (and expected to 
rise dramatically by 2050), it is especially important for 
members of each tradition to make a concerted effort to 
build friendships and talk to each other for the sake of 
restoring relationships and obtaining mutual understand-
ing. In order to gain mutual understanding between the 
two religions, adherents will need both factual knowledge 
and, as Catherine Cornille states, “some degree of empathic 
resonance with the other;” sadly, the latter is rarely, if ever, 
perfectly realized.52

Conclusion

The southern shift of Christian demographics over the past 
100 years represents a new chapter in the world Chris-
tian movement. This trend has major implications for all 
other areas outlined in this survey, including theology, 
mission, evangelism, and secularization. It is certain that 
Christianity can no longer draw on a dominant Northern 
theological, cultural, linguistic, or political framework for 
Christian unity. Neither can the future be seen exclusively 
through the perspectives of Southern Christianity. The 
world Christian movement today is truly global in the 
context of ever-increasing diversity, however difficult actu-
ally achieving unity might be. The unanswered question 
for Christians from both the North and South is how well 
they will respond to this new reality, and what new tools 
need to be developed and taught in order to live effectively 
as a unified whole. At the same time, outreach to other 
religionists will go forward in the completely new context 
of global Christianity, where the Gospel can no longer be 
perceived as a Western phenomenon.

51. Levitt, “Redefining the Boundaries of Belonging,” in Everyday 
Religion: 103–120.
52. Cornille, The Im-Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue, 212.
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5. Towards a Common Understanding and 
Vision of the World Council of Churches:  
The CUV Document
A Policy Statement adopted by the Central Committee 
of the World Council of Churches and commended to 
member churches and ecumenical partners for study 
and action in September 1997. 

Preface

The text that follows is the outcome of more than eight 
years of study and consultation on the “common under-
standing and vision of the World Council of Churches,” 
mandated by the WCC Central Committee at its meet-
ing in 1989. Since the Seventh Assembly of the WCC in 
1991, this subject has continuously been on the agenda of 
the Central Committee; in addition, it has been extensively 
discussed in meetings of WCC commissions, advisory bod-
ies and staff. Insights have been sought and received from 
WCC member churches, other churches and a broad range 
of ecumenical partners, as well as many individual partici-
pants in and students of the ecumenical movement. 

The WCC Executive Committee agreed in February 
1995 that this process of consultation should aim at prepar-
ing a document for the Eighth Assembly, on the occasion of 
the WCC’s 50th anniversary, which might serve as an “ecu-
menical charter” for the 21st century. In September 1995, 
the Central Committee approved a procedure for preparing 
such a text. An initial draft came from a consultation in 
December 1995 which brought together some 35 persons 
from all regions and church traditions. This was shared with 
a variety of groups and individuals, then revised in June 
1996 and sent to the Central Committee for discussion 
in September 1996. Its responses were incorporated into 
a “working draft” distributed to WCC member churches 
and ecumenical partners, who were asked to react to it by 
the end of June 1997. On the basis of some 153 written 
responses received from member churches and ecumenical 
bodies, as well as discussions during personal visits by WCC 
staff and others to many churches and partners, a new draft 
was presented to the Central Committee for discussion at 
its meeting in September 1997. The text that follows incor-
porates amendments proposed during that meeting. 

The text seeks to address the most important issues 
that have surfaced during this discussion. Chapter 1 sets 
the context for the “Common Understanding and Vision” 
process, outlining some of the changes during the half-cen-
tury since the founding of the World Council and noting 
that this document takes its place in a continuing series 

of efforts over the course of those years to articulate the 
nature and purpose of ecumenical fellowship within the 
WCC. Chapter 2 explores the meaning of the ecumenical 
movement, out of which the WCC grew and of which it 
is one of many organizational expressions. Chapter 3 dis-
cusses the “self-understanding” of the World Council of 
Churches, fundamentally by explicating its constitutional 
basis as a “fellowship of churches” that seek to fulfill “a com-
mon calling,” then suggesting some implications of this for 
its life and work as an organization. Chapter 4 speaks of 
the relationships between the WCC and the many kinds 
of partners with whom it shares the ecumenical vocation. 

The rich, extensive and enthusiastic discussions that 
have gone into this text have attested to a profound ecu-
menical engagement and commitment to the WCC among 
member churches and partners. But it has also become 
clear that within this “common understanding and vision” 
there are a number of specific points regarding the goal of 
the ecumenical movement and the nature of the fellow-
ship already experienced on which the churches do not as 
yet agree. In bringing this present stage of the process of 
consultation to an end through adoption of this text as a 
policy statement, the Central Committee does not claim 
the authority to resolve these issues or to speak the final 
word on the WCC and the ecumenical movement. 

It is of the essence of the churches’ fellowship within 
the ecumenical movement that they continue to wrestle 
with these differences in a spirit of mutual understanding, 
commitment and accountability. The present text is thus 
commended to the churches to encourage and help them 
to evaluate their own ecumenical commitments and prac-
tice—in their own local contexts, in their national, regional 
and global relationships and, specifically, in relation to the 
World Council of Churches. 

By way of implementing this policy document, the 
Central Committee has also taken several other steps. It has 
amended the rules for its own operation in order to enable 
the Council to respond more effectively to the needs of its 
member churches; it has proposed to the Eighth Assembly 
an amended statement of the purposes and functions of the 
WCC along the lines suggested in paragraph 3.12; it has 
approved the outline of a new programme and manage-
ment structure for the WCC; and it has mandated contin-
ued study of both its styles of internal operation and the 
possibilities of wider ecumenical partnership. 

Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1The fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the World 
Council of Churches provides the member churches with 
an opportunity to reaffirm their ecumenical vocation and 
to clarify their common understanding of the WCC. 
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Changing Contexts, Enduring Commitments
1.2Through the WCC the churches have worked 

together, reflected together and worshipped together. Rest-
less to grow together according to the prayer of Jesus Christ 
that all may be one in order that the world may believe 
(John 17:21), they have been sustained by the assurance 
of God’s purpose to unite all things in Christ—things in 
heaven and things on earth (Ephesians 1:10). Although 
their common life has been tested during this half cen-
tury, the resolution expressed by the founding Assembly at 
Amsterdam in 1948—“We intend to stay together”—has 
by God’s grace been maintained.

1.3As the member churches of the WCC seek together 
to discern the promises and challenges of a new century 
and a new millennium, the WCC and the ecumenical 
movement are passing through a period of uncertainty. 
There are signs of a weakening of ecumenical commitment, 
of a growing distance between the WCC and its member 
churches, and of a widespread perception among the young 
generation that the ecumenical movement has lost its vital-
ity and does not provide relevant answers to the pressing 
problems of today. Internal factors are preventing many 
churches from maintaining their level of financial support, 
thus obliging the WCC to reduce its activities; and some 
member churches are experiencing internal conflicts and 
even the threat of schism because of their participation in 
the ecumenical fellowship. All this gives added urgency to 
the effort of clarifying a common understanding of the 
WCC and its role within the ecumenical movement. 

1.4Nevertheless, some of the astonishing changes in the 
Council and in the ecumenical movement during these 
first fifty years should be recalled: 

•   1.4.1the number of WCC member churches has more than 
doubled since the Amsterdam Assembly; the Council 
today brings together churches of very diverse cultural 
backgrounds and Christian traditions, including Ortho-
dox churches and churches from nearly every Protestant 
tradition;

•   1.4.2while nearly two-thirds of the churches which founded 
the WCC came from Europe and North America, nearly 
two-thirds of its member churches today come from 
Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Latin America, the Middle 
East and the Pacific, making the Council more truly a 
world body;

•   1.4.3the new councils of churches and other ecumeni-
cal bodies formed in many local, national and regional 
contexts have created a genuinely worldwide ecumenical 
network of which the WCC is now an integral part;

•   1.4.4the Roman Catholic Church, which maintained a 
deliberate distance from the ecumenical movement at 
the time of the founding of the WCC, has become a 
full member of many national ecumenical bodies and of 
several regional ecumenical organizations and maintains 
regular working relationships with the WCC, especially 
through official membership of the Commission on 
Faith and Order;

•   1.4.5the participation of women in the life of the WCC 
has increased and their voices have been strengthened in 
ecumenical gatherings;

•   1.4.6an emerging common tradition of shared convictions 
on faith, life and witness has begun to enrich theological 
reflection undertaken from a strictly confessional per-
spective as the churches have drawn closer to each other 
through the WCC.

1.5The ecumenical process which led to the formation 
of the WCC was not only a response to the gospel impera-
tive of Christian unity. It was also an affirmation of the 
call to mission and common witness and an expression of 
common commitment to the search for justice, peace and 
reconciliation in a chaotic, warring world divided along the 
lines of race, class and competing national and religious 
loyalties. 

1.6The past fifty years have posed severe tests to the 
intention of this fellowship to witness credibly to the uni-
versality of Christ’s church in a divided world and to God’s 
purpose for the whole of humankind. Often, the churches 
have been too much like the world, participating in its divi-
sions, accepting and sometimes even reinforcing images of 
the other as the enemy. But at times, even in the dark-
est moments of the Cold War, WCC member churches 
and courageous women and men within them have built 
bridges across ideological divides. 

1.7In these five decades profound changes have taken 
place in the world as well as among the churches. The 
major problems have shifted, but not disappeared; and in 
the new forms which they are taking some are even more 
acute than before. Even though colonialism has practically 
disappeared, many of the nations to emerge from former 
colonies are subject to new kinds of economic and political 
dependency which bring growing misery upon their peo-
ples. Even though the Cold War has ended and the nuclear 
arms race has been slowed down, wars are still being fought. 
New sources of violent conflict have emerged from racial 
and ethnic tensions. Even though inter-religious encounter 
and dialogue have become more common, religious loyal-
ties continue to be used to foment hatred and violence. 
Despite nearly universal legal and constitutional guarantees 
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of religious freedom, the situation of religious minorities, 
including some Christian churches, has in fact become 
increasingly precarious in many places; elsewhere, the very 
principles of religious freedom are being challenged or have 
given rise to new conflicts. Where cruder expressions of 
militarism have receded, they have often been replaced by 
more sophisticated forms of military predominance sup-
ported by high technology. International solidarity is giv-
ing way to fear and xenophobia as the numbers increase of 
those leaving their homelands to escape oppression, conflict 
or chronic poverty and unemployment. As the gap between 
rich and poor widens, the situation of more and more mil-
lions of people is disregarded and even entire nations are 
treated as expendable. Violence is increasing everywhere, 
with children and women its principal victims. Political 
institutions at every level are rapidly losing the confidence 
of citizens who perceive them as corrupt and out of touch; 
and their decision-making role is increasingly subordinated 
to the demands of global business empires whose account-
ability is measured only in terms of the profits they earn. 
The growing awareness of threats to the earth’s ecology is 
not matched by a will to make radical changes in life-styles 
and forms of production. The contemporary global crisis 
has moral and spiritual dimensions no less profound than 
the crisis which faced the world in the earliest stages of 
the ecumenical movement. But the moral foundations of 
human community have in the meantime become even 
more fragile. 

1.8The challenge of what it means to be part of the 
universal church of Christ is posed in new and dramatic 
ways by the process of growing globalization. Every church 
must begin its examination of its ecumenical relationships 
by self-examination: in its life and witness in this global 
context has it been consistently guided by the common 
calling to unity, mission and service? Has it drawn the 
consequences of the communion it has experienced, the 
widening of the common vision it has gained, the com-
mitments it has accepted? In fact, many indications sug-
gest that a growing denominationalism is reinforcing the 
tendency of churches to concentrate on their internal and 
institutional concerns at the expense of their ecumenical 
commitment. In responding to the call to mission and 
evangelism churches too often ignore their commitment to 
common witness and thus introduce or promote divisions 
within the Christian family. While Christians and churches 
should be advocates of the rights and dignity of those mar-
ginalized and excluded by society, there are shameful exam-
ples of complicity with structures of social and economic 
injustice. Nor has the World Council of Churches in its 
struggles for justice and human rights been able to act and 
speak according to the same criteria everywhere. 

1.9Many churches and Christian communities, includ-
ing some whose witness is vital and whose growth is rapid, 
have remained outside the fellowship of formal ecumenical 
bodies. New sources of division have appeared both within 
and among churches. In some churches, things which have 
been said or done ecumenically have proved so contentious 
that ecumenical commitment is itself rejected as heretical 
or even anti-Christian. At every level, from the local to the 
global, churches and ecumenical bodies have found them-
selves in competition with each other when they ought to 
have cooperated. 

Refocusing Our Understanding 
1.10These limitations, setbacks and failures call the 

ecumenical movement and the fellowship of churches in 
the World Council of Churches to repentance and con-
version, renewal and reorientation as a new millennium 
approaches. If a new generation is to make its own the 
commitment expressed in Amsterdam, the understanding 
of the place and role of the WCC in the ecumenical move-
ment must be given new focus. What are the distinctive 
marks of ecumenical commitment that make it different 
from, even though related to, the many cooperative initia-
tives to be found in civil society? What is the particular 
role of the WCC as an organization in its relationship to 
other partners in the ecumenical movement? How has the 
understanding of the purposes and “common calling” of 
the WCC changed in the light of what has been learned 
during five decades of life together? What can be learned 
from the signs of new ecumenical vitality among move-
ments of lay people, women and youth 

1.11The answer to such questions will draw on the 
insights of the many men and women who have wrestled 
with them before. 

1.12In 1950, the WCC Central Committee, meeting in 
Toronto, formulated a text on “The Church, the Churches 
and the World Council of Churches,” which remains foun-
dational for any common understanding of the Council. 
This “Toronto Statement” is in two parts. The first makes 
five declarations about what the WCC is not: 

•   The WCC is not and must never become a superchurch.

•   The purpose of the WCC is not to negotiate unions 
between churches (which can be done only by the 
churches themselves).

•   The WCC cannot and should not be based on any one 
particular conception of the church.

•   Membership in the WCC does not imply that a church 
treats its own conception of the church as merely relative.
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•   Membership in the WCC does not imply the acceptance 
of a specific doctrine concerning the nature of church 
unity.

The second part offers eight positive assumptions 
which underlie life in the Council. The member churches: 

•   believe that conversation, cooperation and common 
witness of the churches must be based on the common 
recognition that Christ is the divine Head of the body;

•   believe on the basis of the New Testament that the 
church of Christ is one;

•   recognize that the membership of the church of Christ 
is more inclusive than the membership of their own 
church body;

•   consider the relationship of other churches to the holy 
catholic church which the creeds profess as a subject for 
mutual consideration;

•   recognize in other churches elements of the true church;

•   are willing to consult together in seeking to learn of the 
Lord Jesus Christ what witness he would have them to 
bear to the world in his name;

•   should recognize their solidarity with each other, render 
assistance to each other in case of need and refrain from 
such actions as are incompatible with brotherly [and sis-
terly] rlationships;

•   enter into spiritual relationships through which they seek 
to learn from each other and to give help to each other 
in order that the body of Christ may be built up and that 
the life of the churches may be renewed.

1.13Important explications of the basis, nature and pur-
pose of the World Council of Churches have been offered 
through its successive Assemblies. The New Delhi Assem-
bly (1961) not only enlarged the christological Basis from 
a trinitarian perspective but also acknowledged the “com-
mon calling” of the churches, which was tangibly expressed 
by the integration of the International Missionary Coun-
cil into the WCC. The same Assembly also saw the entry 
of several large Orthodox churches into the fellowship of 
the WCC and accepted the first formal statement on “the 
church’s unity”: “We believe that the unity which is both 
God’s will and his gift to his church is being made visible 
as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and 
confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy 
Spirit into a fully committed fellowship...” 

1.14The Assemblies in Uppsala (1968), Nairobi (1975), 
Vancouver (1983) and Canberra (1991) continued to 

deepen this common understanding by unfolding the quest 
for unity in its universal dimension, embracing the human 
community as well as the church. They explored such con-
cepts as conciliarity and conciliar fellowship (Uppsala and 
Nairobi), a eucharistic vision (Vancouver) and “The Unity 
of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling” (Canberra). 

1.15Many other such significant declarations, both 
within the WCC and in other ecumenical contexts, could 
be mentioned. Yet for many people the understanding of 
the WCC as a living fellowship of churches has emerged 
more vividly through specific initiatives to engage the 
churches in reflecting and acting at the local level: Among 
them the Programme to Combat Racism, the convergence 
texts on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, the study on the 
Community of Women and Men in the Church, the con-
ciliar process on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Cre-
ation, the Ecumenical Decade—Churches in Solidarity 
with Women, the study on Gospel and Culture and the 
Programme to Overcome Violence. Controversial though 
some of these have been among and within the member 
churches, they are important features of the profile of the 
WCC; and any attempt to articulate a common under-
standing of the WCC must take them into account. 

Chapter 2: The Ecumenical Movement
2.1It is impossible to speak of the World Council of 
Churches apart from the ecumenical movement out of 
which it grew and of which it is a highly visible part. While 
the ecumenical movement is wider than its organizational 
expressions, and while the WCC is essentially the fellow-
ship of its member churches, it serves at the same time as 
a prominent instrument and expression of the ecumenical 
movement. As such it is an advocate of the impulse for 
renewal which has characterized the movement from its 
beginnings. 

The Meaning of “Ecumenical”
2.2Among churches and ecumenical organizations 

uncertainty, ambiguity and even confusion prevail about 
what is meant by the “ecumenical movement.” There is 
agreement that the term “ecumenical” embraces the quest 
for Christian unity, common witness in the worldwide task 
of mission and evangelism, and commitment to diakonia 
and to the promotion of justice and peace. But there is no 
authoritative definition of the term, and it is in fact used to 
characterize a wide range of activities, ideas and organiza-
tional arrangements. 

2.3Perhaps the best-known definition is that formu-
lated by the WCC’s Central Committee, meeting at Rolle, 
in 1951: 
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It is important to insist that the word [ecumenical], 
which comes from the Greek word for the whole inhabited 
earth [oikoumene], is properly used to describe everything that 
relates to the whole task of the whole church to bring the gospel 
to the whole world.

This sought to expand previous definitions by inte-
grating the concern for church unity and the concern for 
cooperative mission and evangelism. 

2.4More recent descriptions of the goal of the ecumeni-
cal movement have sought to take seriously the conviction 
that the object of God’s reconciling purpose is not only 
the church but the whole of humanity—indeed, the whole 
of creation. Thus, the WCC’s Vancouver Assembly (1983) 
spoke of a “eucharistic vision” which 

unites our two profoundest ecumenical concerns: The 
unity and renewal of the church and the healing and des-
tiny of the human community. Church unity is vital to the 
health of the church and to the future of the human family... 
Christ—the life of the world—unites heaven and earth, God 
and world, spiritual and secular. His body and blood, given 
to us in the elements of bread and wine, integrate liturgy and 
diaconate, proclamation and acts of healing... Our eucharistic 
vision thus encompasses the whole reality of Christian worship, 
life and witness. 

The Canberra Assembly (1991) added: “We need des-
perately a mobilizing portrait of reconciled life that will 
hold together an absolute commitment to the unity and 
renewal of the church and an absolute commitment to 
the reconciliation of God’s world... We need to affirm the 
vision of an inhabited world (oikoumene) based on values 
which promote life for all.” However, these two Assembly 
statements do not go much beyond the affirmation that the 
various dimensions need to be held together. 

2.5Within the ecumenical movement the WCC has 
sought to integrate the vision of John 17:21 (“that they 
may all be one... so that the world may believe”) with the 
vision of Ephesians 1:10 (God’s “plan for the fullness of 
time, to gather up all things in [Christ], things in heaven 
and things on earth”). But the effort to integrate these two 
biblical visions has been challenged by a continuing ten-
sion and sometimes antagonism between those who advo-
cate the primacy of the social dimension of ecumenism and 
those who advocate the primacy of spiritual or ecclesial 
ecumenism. 

2.6More recently, a growing number of voices from the 
churches, especially in Asia but also in Latin America, have 
spoken of the need for a “wider ecumenism” or “macro-
ecumenism”—an understanding which would open the 
ecumenical movement to other religious and cultural tra-
ditions beyond the Christian community. 

2.7These ambiguities surrounding the understanding of 
“ecumenical” create the real danger of introducing compet-
itive divisions into the ecumenical movement. What is the 
meaning and purpose of this movement? Who are its sub-
jects? What are its goals and methods or forms of action? 
What is the source of the dynamic which warrants speak-
ing of the “ecumenical movement” beyond its institutional 
manifestations in the WCC and elsewhere? 

Some Basic Distinctions and Marks of Identification
2.8In the present situation of uncertainty and transi-

tion, the ambiguities surrounding the meaning of the term 
“ecumenical” will not be resolved by a descriptive—even 
less a normative—definition which identifies a particular 
model, strategy or organizational affiliation as criteria for 
what is “ecumenical.” Any common understanding will 
have to embrace multiple perspectives and a diversity of 
subjects. Nevertheless, a number of basic distinctions may 
help to clarify the use of the term here: 

2.8.1The dynamic of the ecumenical movement is 
rooted in the tension between the churches as they are 
and the true koinonia with the triune God and among one 
another which is their calling and God’s gift.

2.8.2The ecumenical vision encompasses the renewal of 
church and world in the light of the gospel of God’s king-
dom. In the face of all threats to life it affirms the Christian 
hope of life for all.

2.8.3The ecumenical movement, while it shares in 
other efforts at international, inter-cultural, and interre-
ligious cooperation and dialogue, is rooted in the life of 
the Christian churches. Yet it is not limited to the concern 
for inter-church relationships and is wider than the various 
organizations in which it has found expression.

2.8.4The ecumenical movement seeks to foster coopera-
tion and sharing, common witness and common action by 
the churches and their members. More specifically, how-
ever, it is a renewal movement in and through the churches 
which has found expression in diverse initiatives and net-
works among lay people, especially women and youth. It is 
committed to the search for visible unity, not as an end in 
itself but in order to give credible witness “so that the world 
may believe” and to serve the healing of the human com-
munity and the wholeness of God’s entire creation.

2.8.5While the ecumenical movement has a worldwide 
scope—in line with the original use of the word oikoumene 
for “the whole inhabited earth—it points more specifically 
to the catholicity of the church, that is, globally. In each 
place and in all places, the ecumenical movement is con-
cerned with the true being and life of the church as an 
inclusive community.
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2.9The emergence over the last decades of transnational 
and increasingly worldwide structures of communication, 
finance and economy has created a particular kind of global 
unity. It is evident that the cost of this has been growing 
fragmentation of societies and exclusion for more and 
more of the human family. In their own international rela-
tionships the churches are under pressure to adapt them-
selves to this system and to accept its values, which tend to 
overlook if not deny the spiritual dimension of human life. 
This therefore constitutes a serious threat to the integrity 
of the ecumenical movement, whose organizational forms 
represent a distinctly different model of relationships, 
based on solidarity and sharing, mutual accountability and 
empowerment. On the threshold of the 21st century, all 
existing ecumenical structures must reassess themselves in 
the light of the challenge to manifest a form and quality 
of global community characterized by inclusiveness and 
reconciliation. 

2.10An important affirmation made in the early phase 
of collaboration between the Roman Catholic Church and 
the World Council of Churches was that the two share in 
“one and the same ecumenical movement.” This oneness 
of the ecumenical movement does not imply that there is 
a single structure or a single centre among the many dif-
ferent expressions of the movement. Nor does it suggest a 
normative understanding which would become exclusive 
and thus contradict the very meaning of ecumenical in the 
sense of “wholeness.” The oneness of the ecumenical move-
ment refers fundamentally to its orientation towards a 
“common calling.” Ultimately this is assured by the power 
of the Holy Spirit working in and through the manifold 
manifestations of the movement. 

2.11The World Council of Churches shares with many 
other partners, institutionalized or not, the legacy of this 
one ecumenical movement and the responsibility to keep 
it alive. As the most comprehensive and representative 
body among the many organized expressions of the ecu-
menical movement, the World Council has the specific role 
of addressing the global ecumenical issues and acting as a 
trustee for the inner coherence of the movement. 

Chapter 3: The Self-Understanding of the World 
Council of Churches
3.1Any discussion of the WCC’s self-understanding must 
begin with the constitutional Basis on which the WCC 
is founded, with which all member churches express 
agreement: 

The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches 
which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour accord-
ing to the Scriptures and therefore seek to fulfil together their 

common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. 

Two aspects of this statement are of central impor-
tance for articulating a renewed common understand-
ing of the WCC: (1) its characterization of the Council 
as a “fellowship of churches”; and (2) its emphasis on the 
“common calling” which the churches seek to fulfil in and 
through the Council. 

A Fellowship of Churches
3.2The description of the WCC as a “fellowship of 

churches” indicates clearly that the Council is not itself 
a church and—as the Toronto statement categorically 
declares—must never become a “superchurch.” Moreover, 
since the churches within this fellowship themselves main-
tain different conceptions of the church, their understand-
ing of the significance of this fellowship will also differ. 
This diversity was present at the WCC’s First Assembly in 
1948 and at the meeting in 1950 of the WCC’s Central 
Committee in Toronto, which produced the Council’s full-
est statement of self-definition. It continues to exist after 
fifty years; indeed, further understandings have emerged as 
a result of life together. Nevertheless, the use of the term 
“fellowship” in the Basis does suggest that the Council is 
more than a mere functional association of churches set up 
to organize activities in areas of common interest. 

3.3While “fellowship” is sometimes used to translate 
the Greek word koinonia, which is a key concept in recent 
ecumenical discussion about the church and its unity, the 
relationship among the churches in the WCC as a whole is 
not yet koinonia in the full sense (as described, for example, 
in the Canberra Assembly statement on “The Unity of the 
Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling”). But the WCC 
Constitution (Art. 3,1) does portray the Council as a com-
munity of churches on the way to the “goal of visible unity 
in one faith and in one eucharistic fellowship expressed 
in worship and in common life in Christ, [seeking] to 
advance towards that unity in order that the world may 
believe.” To the extent that the member churches share the 
one baptism and the confession of Jesus Christ as God and 
Saviour, it can even be said (using the words of the Decree 
on Ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council) that a “real, 
even though imperfect communion” exists between them 
already now. 

3.4The existence of the World Council of Churches as 
a fellowship of churches thus poses to its member churches 
what the Ecumenical Patriarchate has called an “ecclesio-
logical challenge”: to clarify the meaning and the extent 
of the fellowship they experience in the Council, as well 
as the ecclesiological significance of koinonia, which is the 
purpose and aim of the WCC but not yet a given reality. 



335:  Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the World Council of Churches

3.5The following affirmations may contribute to such 
a clarification: 

3.5.1The mutual commitment which the churches have 
established with one another through the WCC is rooted 
in the recognition that they are related to one another 
thanks to actions of God in Jesus Christ which are prior 
to any decisions they may make. As the message from the 
Amsterdam Assembly put it, “Christ has made us his own, 
and he is not divided.”

3.5.2The essence of the Council is the relationship of the 
churches to one another. The Council is the fellowship of 
churches on the way towards full koinonia. It has a struc-
ture and organization in order to serve as an instrument 
for the churches as they work towards koinonia in faith, 
life and witness; but the WCC is not to be identified with 
this structure, nor can it serve the churches effectively apart 
from the constant renewal of their own ecumenical vision 
and commitment.

3.5.3This fellowship in the Council is not something 
abstract and static, nor is it limited to official contacts 
between institutional church bodies and their leaders or 
representatives. It is rather a dynamic, relational reality 
which embraces the fullness of the churches as manifesta-
tions of the people of God. It is not an end in itself, but 
exists to serve as a sign and instrument of God’s mission 
and activity in the world. The WCC may therefore be 
described as a missionary, diaconal and moral community 
of churches

3.5.4While membership in the Council does not oblige 
churches to understand the phrase “fellowship of churches” 
in a particular way, it does commit them to dialogue about 
this. The WCC provides a space in which the churches can 
explore what it means to be in fellowship together towards 
greater unity in Christ. It also has the task of calling the 
churches beyond themselves to a fuller manifestation of 
that unity.

3.5.5The churches within the fellowship of the WCC 
recognize that the other members belong to Christ, that 
membership in the church of Christ is more inclusive than 
the membership of their own church and that the oth-
ers possess at the very least “elements of the true church” 
(Toronto). Thus every member church is treated as an 
equally valued participant in the life of the WCC, for what 
it brings to this fellowship is a function not of its size and 
resources but of its being in Christ.

3.5.6By their mutual engagement in the Council the 
churches open themselves to be challenged by one another 
to deeper, more costly ecumenical commitment. This 
mutual accountability takes many forms: recognizing their 
solidarity with each other, assisting each other in cases of 
need, refraining from actions incompatible with brotherly 

and sisterly relations, entering into spiritual relationships 
to learn from each other, consulting with each other “to 
learn of the Lord Jesus Christ what witness he would have 
them to bear to the world in his name” (Toronto). 

3.6While membership of the WCC is by no means the 
only way for churches to work together ecumenically on 
an international level, it is a significant acknowledgment 
of a church’s willingness to identify itself in a visible, sus-
tained and organized way with the goals of the ecumenical 
movement and the search for deeper fellowship. Member-
ship is therefore not just a one-time affiliation which then 
allows the churches to live comfortably with their contin-
ued separation. 

3.7As the understanding of the fellowship within the 
Council has broadened through the churches’ life together, 
so too has the understanding of what is implied by mem-
bership in this body. 

3.7.1To be a member means nurturing the ability to 
pray, live, act and grow together in community—some-
times through struggle and conflict—with churches from 
differing backgrounds and traditions. It implies the will-
ingness and capacity to deal with disagreement through 
theological discussion, prayer and dialogue, treating con-
tentious issues as matters for common theological discern-
ment rather than political victory.

3.7.2To be a member means helping one another to be 
faithful to the gospel, and questioning one another if any 
member is perceived to move away from the fundamentals 
of the faith or obedience to the gospel. The integrity of the 
fellowship is preserved through the exercise of responsibil-
ity for one another in the spirit of common faithfulness to 
the gospel, rather than by judgment and exclusion.

3.7.3To be a member means participating in ministries 
that extend beyond the boundaries and possibilities of any 
single church and being ready to link one’s own specific 
local context with the global reality and to allow that global 
reality to have an impact in one’s local situation.

3.7.4To be a member means being part of a fellowship 
that has a voice of its own. While the churches are free to 
choose whether or not to identify themselves with the voice 
of the WCC when it speaks, they are committed to giving 
serious consideration to what the Council says or does on 
behalf of the fellowship as a whole.

3.7.5To be a member means making a commitment to 
seek to implement within the life and witness of one’s own 
church the agreements reached through joint theological 
study and reflection by the total fellowship.

3.7.6To be a member means participating in a fellow-
ship of sharing and solidarity, supporting other members 
in their needs and struggles, celebrating with them their 
joys and hopes.
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3.7.7To be a member means understanding the mission 
of the church as a joint responsibility shared with others, 
rather than engaging in missionary or evangelistic activities 
in isolation from each other, much less in competition with 
or proselytism of other Christian believers.

3.7.8To be a member means entering into a fellowship 
of worship and prayer with the other churches, nurturing 
concrete opportunities for shared worship and prayer while 
respecting the limitations imposed by specific traditions.

3.7.9To be a member means taking a full part in the life 
and work of the WCC and its activities, including praying 
for the Council and all its member churches, being rep-
resented at Assemblies, making regular financial contribu-
tions to its work according to one’s possibilities and sharing 
the WCC’s concerns with local parishes, congregations and 
worshipping communities.

A Common Calling 
3.8Through the World Council of Churches the mem-

ber churches seek to fulfil together a “common calling.” 
This phrase, which was added to the WCC Basis by the 
New Delhi Assembly in 1961, made explicit a dynamic 
understanding of the Council as a fellowship of pilgrims 
moving together towards the same goal—an understand-
ing articulated already in its original (1938) Constitution, 
which said that “the World Council shall offer counsel and 
provide opportunity for united action in matters of com-
mon interest” (Art. 4). 

3.9Amidst a variety of historical circumstances and in 
many different ways, the member churches have sought 
to live out this “common calling” over the past fifty years. 
Their witness has been neither perfect nor consistent. They 
have not always acted together when they might have. Yet 
by God’s grace they have been empowered to set up some 
signs of obedience and faithfulness by 

•   3.9.1building and maintaining fragile links of communica-
tion when they have found themselves on opposite sides 
of wars, hot and cold; 

•   3.9.2offering service in the name of Christ to millions 
driven from their homes and helping to rebuild societies 
shattered by violence, thus learning new forms of mutual 
sharing;

•   3.9.3challenging each other to let go of historic bonds of 
dependence and dominance and forging new kinds of 
partnerships;

•   3.9.4offering common witness to Jesus Christ in places 
where a single voice would not have been heard or taken 
seriously;

•   3.9.5listening to and learning from the insights of oth-
ers into those central understandings of doctrine and life 
over which they are divided, persisting stubbornly in the 
hope of seeing the day when unity in one faith and one 
eucharistic fellowship will be made visible;

•   3.9.6offering pastoral support in many places where human 
dignity has been trampled, and joining their voices with 
others to defend in international forums the rights of 
those oppressed and pushed to the edges;

•   3.9.7expressing solidarity in prayer and encouragement 
with those churches suffering persecution or seeking 
God’s will amidst situations of crisis;

•   3.9.8refusing to turn away from the judgment that every 
form of racism, also in their own life, is contrary to the 
word and will of God;

•   3.9.9committing themselves to solidarity with women, 
challenging structures that reinforce sexism and insisting 
on justice and full participation for women in church 
and world;

•   3.9.10seeking to make their own communities and the 
instruments of their fellowship together more fully 
inclusive of women, youth, persons with disabilities and 
all others threatened with exclusion;

•   3.9.11joining in intercessions and praise using each other’s 
words and music, and learning how to read the scripture 
through each other’s eyes.

3.10The elements of this common calling have been 
summarized in the delineation of “functions and purposes” 
now found in Article 3 of the WCC’s Constitution. The 
present formulation is that adopted by the Nairobi Assem-
bly in 1975: 

•   to call the churches to the goal of visible unity in one 
faith and one eucharistic fellowship expressed in worship 
and in common life in Christ, and to advance towards 
that unity in order that the world may believe;

•   to facilitate the common witness of the churches in each 
place and in all places;

•   to support the churches in their worldwide missionary 
and evangelistic task

•   to express the common concern of the churches in the 
service of human need, the breaking down of barriers 
between people, and the promotion of one human fam-
ily in justice and peace;
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•   to foster the renewal of the churches in unity, worship, 
mission and service;

•   to establish and maintain relations with national councils 
and regional conferences of churches, world confessional 
bodies and other ecumenical organizations;

•   to carry on the work of the world movements for Faith 
and Order and Life and Work and of the International 
Missionary Council and the World Council of Christian 
Education.

3.11Such a listing can offer no more than an outline 
of central tasks expressed in general terms. It is through 
the churches’ continuing fellowship in the WCC that these 
“functions and purposes” take life in specific activities. In 
this process, new challenges to the life and mission of the 
churches highlight new dimensions of the ecumenical call-
ing. Therefore, it is valuable for the member churches peri-
odically to articulate anew the elements of their common 
calling, both as a reflection of the dynamic nature of their 
fellowship in the WCC and as an opportunity to recommit 
themselves to the ecumenical vision. The 50th anniversary 
of the founding of the WCC and the dawning of a new 
century and a new millennium make the Eighth Assembly 
a fitting moment for doing so. 

3.12An articulation of the Council’s purposes and func-
tions on the occasion of its 50th anniversary should both 
express continuity with what has gone before and acknowl-
edge the new challenges of the present day. Such a formula-
tion should: 

•   3.12.1recognize the essential identity of the WCC as a fel-
lowship of churches which call one another to visible 
unity in one faith and in one eucharistic fellowship, 
expressed in worship and common life, through witness 
and service to the world;

•   3.12.2enumerate the most important areas of concern in 
which the churches through the Council pursue this pri-
mary purpose;

•   3.12.3make clear that the Council as a fellowship of 
churches is an organization through which its members 
act together, not a body which acts separately from the 
churches;

•   3.12.4recognize facets of the ecumenical vocation which 
have taken on a higher profile in recent years, including 
concerns for upholding the integrity of creation, relat-
ing to people of other faiths and promoting processes 
of education which enable Christians to think and act 
ecumenically;

•   3.12.5emphasize the Council’s vocation of strengthening 
the one ecumenical movement, not only through offi-
cial organizational ties but also by way of supporting 
other ecumenical initiatives, creating networks among 
ecumenical organizations and groups, reaching out to all 
churches which share the ecumenical vision and working 
for the coherence of the many different manifestations of 
the ecumenical movement.

The Council as an Organization 
3.13As a fellowship of churches and an instrument for 

strengthening the ecumenical movement, the World Coun-
cil of Churches has an institutional profile. This profile has 
many components, including the work the Council does, 
the events it organizes, the statements it makes, the images 
it projects. But the WCC as an institution must not be 
paralyzed by institutionalism, for its vocation in the service 
of the churches and the ecumenical movement requires 
that it be a living organism, responding to new challenges 
brought by changing times, new ecumenical partners and 
growing discernment of the ecumenical calling. 

3.14Structures are the means by which the Council 
seeks at a given moment of its life to manifest effectively its 
reality as a fellowship of churches. They constitute the basic 
shape of the Council, the framework for particular working 
arrangements. Changes in this framework neither replace 
the insights nor deny the values of what has gone before, 
but rather reflect a continuing dialogue of understandings 
and visions. 

3.15The structures for governing the Council are set 
forth in its Constitution. They establish the basic institu-
tional shape of the WCC. These governing structures are 
mechanisms to ensure that the activities undertaken by the 
Council’s internal institutional structure are attuned to the 
vision and needs and concerns of its member churches and 
ecumenical partners. In the way they are constituted and in 
the way they function, they should: 

•   3.15.1ensure maximum representation, participation and 
transparency in policy- and decision-making and avoid 
concentrating this power and responsibility in a small 
group;

•   3.15.2give priority to reflection and deliberation on the 
key issues facing the churches in the world, rather than 
being dominated by organizational and programmatic 
decision-making;

•   3.15.3provide a setting and process in which the voices of 
all can be truly heard, rather than one which privileges 
those whose culture, language, education or experience 
make it easier for them to speak out;
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•   3.15.4give continued attention to the coherence and coor-
dination of the WCC’s activities and their theological 
basis, rather than serving as a forum for advocating par-
ticular interests and agendas in isolation (and thus main-
taining familiar dichotomies between “church unity 
concerns” and “social justice concer,” “ecclesiology” and 
“ethi,” the “pastoral task” and the “prophetic ta,” “mis-
sion” and “dialog,” “relationships” and “programmes”);

•   3.15.5stimulate and engage those with policy-making and 
leadership responsibilities in the member churches to 
take up the concerns of the fellowship of churches and 
to act ecumenically in their local contexts, rather than 
perpetuating an impression of the WCC and the ecu-
menical movement as something apart from and outside 
of the churches;

•   3.15.6allow for the establishment and deepening of rela-
tions with churches which are open to ecumenical fel-
lowship but do not now find membership in the Council 
ecclesiologically possible or congenial;

•   3.15.7therefore make visible a foreshadowing of the full 
koinonia which the churches seek through the ecumeni-
cal movement.

3.16The internal structure of the WCC, set forth in its 
rules, regulations and bylaws and the decisions of its gov-
erning bodies, is a mechanism for organizing effectively the 
day-to-day work undertaken by the staff to carry out the 
decisions and policies made by the governing bodies. This 
structure should: 

•   3.16.1manifest the identity of the WCC as a fellowship of 
churches which have come together in this body on a 
trinitarian theological basis; this implies both working 
in an integrated manner on the full scope of the com-
mon calling to unity and making evident how all the 
Council’s activities are grounded in the hope that God’s 
purposes, revealed in Jesus Christ and activated in the 
world by the power of the Holy Spirit, will not fail;

•   3.16.2aim at enhancing the fellowship among the member 
churches, not at building up or maintaining an organiza-
tion for its own sake;

•   3.16.3acknowledge the plurality of cultures and theologi-
cal and spiritual traditions represented in the member 
churches and manifest a commitment to being a truly 
inclusive community;

•   3.16.4recognize that the Council’s unique identity and 
experience as a fellowship which is both worldwide and 
open to churches of all Christian traditions equip it to 

undertake certain specific elements of the ecumenical 
vocation: 
•   playing an animating and coordinating role in efforts 

for the coherence of the one ecumenical movement;
•   serving as a mediator among parties in conflict or 

as advocate for groups who are unable to speak for 
themselves;

•   being a seed-bed of ideas and a source of analysis, 
drawing on the breadth of experience of its member 
churches to help them to grow together in their ecu-
menical awareness and to arrive at new understand-
ings of reality;

•   demonstrating the intimate relations between the local 
and the global, in the recognition that local issues often 
have global implications and that global dilemmas are 
often most pressing in their local manifestations;

•   speaking the prophetic word which from its global 
perspective addresses the urgent issues of the day; 

•   3.16.5ensure that responsibility for ecumenical activities is 
lodged as near as is feasible to the point of application, in 
partnership with groups of member churches and other 
ecumenical organizations;

•   3.16.6enable the Council to adapt its work and working 
style as necessary to meet the rapidly changing condi-
tions of the world and the diverse needs of the churches 
in a focused, effective and economically sustainable 
manner;

•   3.16.7provide for regular planning, review and assessment 
of all activities.

Chapter 4: Relationships with Partners in the 
Ecumenical Movement, Churches Outside of WCC 
Membership, and Other Bodies
4.1Whenever people are drawn together in the name of 
Jesus Christ, it is the work of the Holy Spirit. This means 
that all efforts aimed at promoting the unity of the church 
and all initiatives in which Christians seek to participate in 
God’s healing of creation are fundamentally related. 
Councils and Conferences of Churches

4.2The relationship between the WCC and regional, 
national and local councils (conferences) of churches or Chris-
tian councils (conferences) is crucial for the vitality and 
coherence of the ecumenical movement. These latter bod-
ies differ from one another in their constitutional basis and 
their composition. While most, like the WCC, are con-
stituted by churches as members, some also include other 
Christian organizations (e.g. Bible societies, the YMCA 
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and YWCA). Several of the Regional Ecumenical Orga-
nizations (REOs) include National Councils of Churches 
and National Christian Councils (NCCs) as full members. 
Nevertheless, despite these differences, all such ecumenical 
bodies share the same basic purpose. 

4.3All councils are independent bodies whatever the 
structural links between them. The Constitution and 
Rules of the WCC acknowledge that such bodies at the 
regional and national levels are essential partners in the 
ecumenical enterprise. National councils, in particular, 
can be recognized as being in association with the WCC. 
In addition, the member organizations of the Conference 
for World Mission and Evangelism have a structural link 
with the WCC through this Conference. The evolution 
and interrelatedness of the ecumenical agenda call for the 
establishment of more structured relationships and better 
coordination of activities among the councils on all levels. 

4.4Because local, national, regional and world coun-
cils of churches are all expressions of the one ecumenical 
movement, their relationships should be characterized by 
a conciliar spirit of mutuality and cooperation, rather than 
competition and the demarcation of areas of influence. The 
worldwide ecumenical movement and its organizational 
expressions form a network with many centres of activity, 
not an hierarchical structure with superimposed levels of 
authority. As part of this network, the WCC has an essen-
tial and distinctive role as “the unique place where churches 
can gather ecumenically on a global level to share in dia-
logue and common action. The Council demonstrates 
visibly the global interaction of Christians and makes it 
possible for the whole church to stand beside Christians in 
crisis situations” (Central Committee, 1989). In this age 
of fragmentation, the WCC’s task of global witness and 
coordination may take on greater significance. But this is 
not a “superior” role. All councils, in so far as they serve 
the ecumenical vision of wholeness and healing, are gifts 
of the same Spirit and expressions of the same fellowship 
in Christ. 

4.5In 1992 the WCC Central Committee accepted a 
set of “Guiding Principles for Relationships and Coopera-
tion between Regional Ecumenical Organizations and the 
World Council of Church”. They define the relationship as 
one of “partnership based on their common faith and com-
mitment,” characterized by complementarity, mutual trust 
and reciprocity. While much progress has been achieved 
in information-sharing, mutual consultation and program-
matic collaboration, the magnitude of the common tasks 
and challenges to be faced with severely limited resources 
suggests the need to establish more intentional structural 
links to enable common planning and decision-making 
as well as an effective division of labour. Both the WCC 

and the REOs recognize the NCCs as essential partners in 
their work, mediating and coordinating relationships with 
the member churches in a given country; and this should 
be recognized in any effort to develop a comprehensive 
framework linking the different councils and conferences 
of churches in the one ecumenical movement. 

4.6The ecumenical movement is both universal and 
local. The oneness of the ecumenical movement worldwide 
should be evident in each local, national or regional coun-
cil of churches, just as the WCC must remain firmly in 
touch with the reality of local communities where Chris-
tians are gathered to worship and serve. 

Other Ecumenical Bodies
4.7In addition to its relations with councils of churches 

of differing geographical scope, the WCC is in relationship 
with a variety of other ecumenical bodies. 

4.8An important relationship is that between the WCC 
and the diverse bodies known generally as Christian World 
Communions. Again, these relationships should be marked 
by mutual accountability and reciprocity, and the Council 
should seek ways to share tasks and resources with these 
partners in the ecumenical movement. Such sharing is 
particularly important for those bodies which understand 
themselves as one worldwide communion of churches and 
of which most if not all members are also member churches 
of the WCC. Ways should be found to associate such bod-
ies more directly with the organized life of the WCC. A 
strong relationship between the WCC and these bodies can 
be enriching for both, strengthening the sense of the latter 
that they are part of the worldwide fellowship of Christians 
and reminding the churches in the World Council that 
ecumenical commitment can be nourished by rootedness 
in an ecclesial tradition.

4.9The WCC is constituted as a council of churches. 
This is a central statement of its identity. However, the 
constitutional documents of the WCC recognize that the 
Council must maintain working relationships with a wide 
variety of international ecumenical organizations, some of 
which are older than the WCC itself. These include orga-
nizations representing particular constituencies—such 
as youth, students, women, lay people—and bodies and 
agencies with a particular functional purpose or ministry in 
such fields as education, communication, resource sharing 
and development. As organizations with an international 
scope and mandate, most of them understand themselves 
as carrying out a specialized ministry in response to the 
same ecumenical calling as the member churches of the 
WCC. Strengthening the partnership with these organiza-
tions will be of vital importance for the WCC in the effort 
to maintain the coherence of the ecumenical movement. 
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4.10The dynamic of the ecumenical movement over the 
past decade has given rise to various Christian communities 
and movements. Most have a flexible organizational struc-
ture as part of the wider network of social or popular move-
ments, but they have become important partners of the 
WCC in service, especially in working for justice, peace 
and the integrity of creation. Many of these movements 
have been prophetic within and beyond the churches and 
have opened up new ways of Christian witness in the wider 
community. The WCC should continue to offer itself as 
a forum where such communities or movements whose 
objectives and activities are in harmony with the Basis, pur-
pose and functions of the WCC can meet and cooperate. 

Churches Which Are Not Members of the WCC
4.11The Roman Catholic Church has been, since the Sec-

ond Vatican Council, an active participant in the ecumeni-
cal movement and a valued partner in numerous ways with 
the WCC (especially through the Joint Working Group 
and participation in the Commission on Faith and Order). 
The member churches of the WCC and the Roman Catho-
lic Church are inspired by the same vision of God’s plan 
to unite all things in Christ. It is inconceivable that either 
the WCC or the Roman Catholic Church could pursue its 
ecumenical calling without the collaboration of the other; 
and it is to be hoped that both will find ways to deepen 
and expand this relationship, particularly since the Roman 
Catholic Church has in recent years become part of a grow-
ing number of local, national and regional ecumenical bod-
ies of which WCC member churches are also part. While 
membership in the WCC is by no means the only way for 
the churches to work together on a worldwide level, some 
member churches of the WCC which maintain bilateral 
relations with the Roman Catholic Church believe that the 
fellowship of the WCC is impoverished by the absence of 
the Roman Catholic Church from this circle of churches. 

4.12The fellowship of the WCC is limited by the 
absence of other churches which, for various reasons, have 
not sought membership. For example, unjustifiable barri-
ers have arisen between the WCC and some Evangelical 
and Pentecostal churches because of tendencies on both sides 
to caricature or remain indifferent to each other. Some of 
these barriers have begun to break down through the devel-
opment of ongoing contacts between the WCC and other 
bodies, such as the World Evangelical Fellowship. These 
efforts should be sustained by the search for new forms of 
relationships at all levels between WCC member churches, 
other churches and other ecumenical organizations. 

Other Organizations and Groups
4.13The inseparable connection between work for the 

unity of the church and work for the healing and wholeness 
of all creation will often bring the Council into dialogue 
and collaboration with persons, groups and organizations 
that are not identified by a specific Christian purpose or 
commitment. This includes in particular representative 
organizations of other faith communities or inter-religious 
bodies. While in these cases a structural relationship would 
be not be possible or appropriate, they are indispensable 
partners for the WCC in its effort to foster dialogue and 
cooperation with people of other faiths in order to build 
viable human communities. 
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Chapter 2

The Korean Context and Asian Christianity

6.  Ecumenism in (South) Korea: The Context 
for Hosting the 10th Assembly of the WCC
Park Kyung-Seo

The essay traces the historical roots of ecumenism in Korea as 
related to the Christian mission in Korea and the beginning 
of Bible translation work in the 19th century which unfolded 
in confrontation with Japanese colonialism and suppression. 
Highlighting the role of Christians in all phases of the 
Korean struggle for independence and liberation the role of 
interdenominational prayer meetings for ecumenism and 
unity is emphasized.

Study Questions

1.   What has sustained the movement for unity, peace and 
reunification in the history of the Korean peninsula which 
is marked by so much of violence, conflict and oppression?

2.   What has been and what could be the role of WCC and 
other ecumenical partners in relation to the reconciliation 
between North and South Korea?

3.   What are the reasons for  certain stagnation of Korean 
Church Growth and what are the main features of the rela-
tions between “evangelical” and “ecumenical” churches in 
Korea as described by the author? 

Pre-History

The ecumenical movement in Korea began in tandem with 
the invasion of the Korean peninsula by Western imperial 
powers and Japanese colonial intrusion from the late 19th 
century onwards. 

The Christian Jesus was introduced to the Korean 
people through the history of martyrdom experienced by 
the Roman Catholics at the hands of the Joseon dynasty 
that continued throughout the years since its introduc-
tion to Korea through China and Macao. It is also worth 
noting that before the arrival of western missionaries from 
the U.S. the gospel was translated into the Korean lan-
guage in Shenyang, China and Japan in 1882 and 1884, 

respectively. As a result, in 1887 a Permanent Commit-
tee for the Translation of the Bible was formed jointly by 
the Methodist and Presbyterian missions in 1887, and the 
entire New Testament was translated with the help of the 
Korean, Suh, Sang-yoon. This can be referred to as the first 
united project and genesis of the ecumenical movement in 
Korea.1

The missionary enterprise in Korea began with the 
translation and dissemination of the Korean Bible from 
Manchuria and Japan during the late 1870s and early 
1880s. On the basis of such accommodation of the gospel 
by the Korean people and active evangelism the denomi-
national missionary activities of western churches began 
after 18841 when the first two missionaries to Korea, Rev. 
Underwood and Rev. Appenzeller2, from the Presbyterian 
and Methodist churches respectively in the U.S.A. landed 
together in Korea in 1885. This missionary experience also 
brought together the two experiences of denominational 
division and ecumenical cooperation.

The translation and dissemination of the Bible by the 
indigenous people before the arrival of foreign missionaries 
was unique to Korea in the history of world missions.3

The arrival of denominational missions in Korea 
beginning with the Northern Presbyterians and Northern 
Methodists from the U.S.A. was followed by the Anglicans 
in 1890, the Australian Presbyterians in 1891, the South-
ern Presbyterians from the U.S.A. in 1892, the Southern 
Methodists from the U.S.A. in 1896, Canadian Presbyte-
rians in 1898 and the Salvation Army in 1908. As this list 
of denominations clearly shows, in the short span of 20 
years or so these missionaries who arrived in Korea sought 
to expand their denominational territories, and as a con-
sequence the Korean churches still bear the marks of their 
efforts. Although such denominationally oriented mission 
activities contributed to the escalation of denominational 
divisions, Christian missions also had the beneficial effect 

1. NCC Korea; 70th anniversary committee “United Church and 
World” 1994, p. 14.
2. Lee, Deok-Ju, “The Historical Developments of Union 
Movement in the Korean Church” in Gidoggyo Sasang (Christian 
Thought), 1996. pp10-11. Lee, Young-Hoon, “Evangelism and 
Church Growth in the Korean Church” in Sinhak Sasang 
(Theological Thought), 1998. pp. 221-2.
3. See also: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/
Henry_G._Appenzeller.
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of accelerating the transition of Korea from a feudal society 
to a contemporary one. While denominationalism made 
the growth of ecumenism in Korea difficult, at the same 
time it contributed to the growth of Christianity in Korea. 

Many Korean church historians agree that the meet-
ing of missionaries that took place in 1905 at the home of 
D.A. Bunker, a Methodist missionary, was the beginning 
of ecumenism in Korea. It was at this meeting that the mis-
sionaries from different denominational backgrounds met 
and agreed to form a Church of Christ in Korea and to 
cooperate on united activities. I also would agree that this 
meeting has the significance of being the genesis of the 
Korean ecumenical movement. While the earliest history 
of the Korean church reveals the strengths of unity, Korea 
soon experienced the aggression of Japanese imperialism 
as Korea was colonized by the Japanese in 1910. How-
ever, this aggression and intrusion also led to strengthen-
ing the united efforts of the Korean churches for freedom 
from colonial oppression. During this period the Korean 
churches also engaged in a great revival movement dur-
ing 1903 and 1907. Each of the denominations divided 
their areas of responsibility and conducted a joint evange-
lism movement called, the Million Souls Movement which 
became the seedbed for the national liberation movement. 
Along with the many missionaries who encouraged these 
movements Korean preachers, such as GIL, Sun-Joo, KIM, 
Ik-Doo, LEE, Yong-Do and JOO, Ki-Cheol, were also 
instrumental in promoting the Christian faith. Addition-
ally, the Korean churches formed a united Christian news-
paper in 1906 and established many Christian schools, 
colleges and hospitals. They also published a united hym-
nal that was used by all the denominations. 

The clutches of Japanese colonial powers became stron-
ger as the years passed and the Japanese forced the Korean 
people to adopt Japanese names and sought to erase the 
Korean language and culture. They also severely persecuted 
any intellectuals or individuals who sought to encourage 
the Korean struggles for independence by imprisoning and 
torturing them. As a result on 1 March, 1919 the Korean 
people organized a nationwide independence movement 
against the Japanese colonialists. The Korean Christians 
were key figures in this movement and led the March First 
Independence Movement with leaders from other faiths.

As well as their involvement and leadership in the 
March First Independence Movement the Korean Chris-
tians were also instrumental in leading the Korean people’s 
struggles for justice throughout the 36 years of Japanese 
colonial rule. Christians, irrespective of their denomi-
national differences, were instrumental in the Gwangju 
Students’ Independence Movement of 1929 as well as the 
trial of the 105 Independence Fighters. Their involvement 

was motivated by the Christian teachings of liberty and 
the universal rights of all human beings created in God’s 
image. Christians had been involved in the struggle for 
independence from Japanese colonial rule from a very 
early stage through their involvement in societies, such as 
the Independence Society which was formed in 1896 and 
the Hwangseong Christian Youth Society that was formed 
in 1903. In all of these movements for independence the 
Christians participated irrespective of their denomina-
tional affiliation. Prayer meetings for independence that 
were organized by Christians were attended by thou-
sands of Christians from all denominations and were also 
attended by non-Christians as well. A good example would 
be the week of prayer organized by the Sangdong Church 
in November of 1905. 

Through the various efforts of Christians in struggling 
for independence and the united participation of Chris-
tians, Korea finally gained its independence when the Sec-
ond World War ended with the victory of the allied forces. 
However, before this moment in history, the efforts of the 
Korean churches’ union efforts bore fruit in the formation 
of the Joseon Christian United Council that was attended 
by 53 representatives from the different churches (19 Pres-
byterian, 11 Northern Methodist, 6 Southern Methodist, 8 
North Presbyterian missionaries, 5 South Presbyterian mis-
sionaries, 6 Canadian Presbyterian missionaries and 2 mis-
sionaries from the Australian Presbyterian mission). This 
became the forerunner of the present day National Council 
of Churches in Korea.

Historically, this year, 2012, marks the 88th anniver-
sary of the founding of the National Council of Churches 
which has continued to function as the central point for 
the Korean ecumenical movement. For seven years, from 
1938 to 1945, the Japanese colonial authorities disbanded 
the Council and it could no longer function. However, 
with independence the disbanded Council and other ecu-
menical institutions once again began their work and in 
September 1946 they formed the current NCCK with 13 
organisations during the first Assembly of Korean Chris-
tian United Organizations that was held at the Joongang 
Church in Insadong, Seoul. 

With the independence of Korea after 36 years of 
colonial oppression in August 15 1945 the Korean people 
were ecstatic and hoped for a united country that would 
be founded on the principles of liberty and democracy. 
However, contrary to their wishes Korea was divided along 
the 38th parallel, leading to the division of the 75 mil-
lion Korean people, the pain and suffering and injustice of 
which continues to this date. 

More specifically, the suffering and hunger of the peo-
ple in North Korea who are groaning under the oppressive 
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authoritarian regime has given a new task for the ecumeni-
cal movement in Korea.

The following is part of a policy paper that was writ-
ten by the NCCCUSA in 1991 as they were preparing to 
send a delegation to North Korea. Although 20 years have 
passed, little has changed on the Korean peninsula. I also 
participated in this meeting, and so I quote from part of 
this document below.

Korea, the Last but One Nation Divided since 1945 
(the Pain of 75 Million People)

Throughout our long history, Korea has been blessed with 
cultural, linguistic and ethnic unity, and a beautiful land, 
rich in resources and in productive agricultural areas which 
for millennia have been sufficient to support its popula-
tion. The land is small, roughly the size of Great Britain. 

An estimated seventy million persons live there, one-
third north, two-thirds south of the Demarcation Line. 
Korea has never posed a threat to its powerful neighbors: 
China, Russia, or Japan but its key strategic position bridg-
ing Asia and the Pacific made these oft-aggressive powers 
anxious to dominate the peninsula. Japan’s main islands are 
located a scant 120 miles to the southeast. About the same 
distance to the west lies China’s Shantung Peninsula. 

Korea shares its northern border for about 150 miles 
with China, and for eleven miles in the northeast with the 
Russia. Seventy-five miles further north is Vladivostok, 
one of Russia’s principal naval bases, and a vital outlet to 
the Pacific. Korea has for ages been a focus of contention 
among North East Asian powers eager to shore up their 
strategic defenses or to have a base from which to launch 
attacks against others. It is not surprising therefore that 
when the United States pursued its “Manifest Destiny” 
into Asia and the Pacific in the late nineteenth century, it 
also viewed Korea as a pawn to be conquered, controlled, 
neutralized, or traded in order to attain or preserve control 
over other territories. In the 1905 Taft-Katsura Agreement, 
for example, the U.S. accepted Japan’s ambitions regarding 
Korea on condition that the U.S. would have a free hand 
in the Philippines. 

For centuries, Korea has been a barometer of the 
political climate of its region. Since 1945 it has become an 
indicator of the state of peace and security in the world. It 
was over control of this land that the Cold War produced 
its first hot regional war which claimed about four million 
casualties. Since then the “Korean conflict” has time and 
again reverberated beyond the borders of the peninsula and 
of the region. 

Across the demilitarized zone today are faced off, at 
the ready, two of the world’s largest standing armies, each 

backed by superpower military forces which in case of any 
major contingency would almost certainly get involved 
directly or indirectly. The South armed forces plus 28.500 
U.S Troops are under direct U.S. command in the R.O.K.-
U.S. Combined Forces Command, and are equipped with 
sophisticated weaponry, including nuclear arms. The U.S. 
Pacific Fleet and U.S. bases in Japan, as well as logistic 
support from Japan’s Self Defense Forces, add to South 
military reserve. Current U.S. Policy is to exert strong pres-
sure on Japan to extend the scope of its regional military 
role. The North armed forces, of the size comparable to 
the South’s despite its smaller population, are neighbored 
by Chinese and Russia allies with nuclear weapons based 
nearby in the eastern part of Russia. Frequent military inci-
dents along the Demarcation Line between tense military 
forces on both sides threaten to explode into broader war-
fare. A build up of tension has the potential to provoke a 
global nuclear war.

The Korean Peninsula: A Focus of Tension, Conflict and 
Division

Such conflict is not new for Koreans. Throughout its 3.000 
years of recorded history, this land has been trampled by 
armies pursuing conquest, subjugated by foreign powers, 
forced into undesired alliances, occupied and humiliated.  
But it is a fact that for thirteen centuries before 1945, nei-
ther the land nor the people of Korea were ever divided. 
Therein lies both the tragedy of division and the hope that 
it can be overcome. People so bound together over mil-
lennia do not easily forget their common ancestry, history, 
tradition, language and culture, nor readily accept the divi-
sion of their nation and land.

Recently the tension between North and South Korea 
has been escalated unfortunately due to Nuclear tests by 
North Korea and the military conflict between the two 
Koreas. The Ecumenical Movement by South Korea still 
tries hard to sustain the communication connection with 
NCC North Korea (Christian Federation DPRK.) provid-
ing Humanitarian Aid to the churches in North Korea. 
Preparing for the 10th General Assembly of WCC, the 
NCC of Korea has had a series of meeting with churches in 
North Korea for the common implementation of a Peace 
Train march from Berlin to Pusan via Pyong Yang of North 
capital city and Seoul South capital city and also about 
inviting delegates of North Korean Churches to the Busan 
Assembly etc. Koreans sincerely hope that a powerful state-
ment on Peace settlement on the Peninsula will be issued to 
whole world from the 10th Assembly of WCC.
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The Churches in North Korea

Christianity in North Korea was more visible and active in 
compared to the South until the Korean War (1950-1953). 
During this Korean War the Communists with the sup-
port of the Soviet Union Troops killed and tortured many 
Christians and many Christians had to escape to the South. 

Those who couldn’t flee to the South have however 
survived until the time Christianity was allowed by the 
Communist Government with provision of registration in 
detail in the early 1980’s.  In 1983, the Korean version of 
the Old and New Testaments were printed in China just 
as the Hymnal book in North Korea. From 1984 onwards 
the House Churches of the North are using these Bibles 
and Hymnals. 

When the WCC has convened for the first time for a 
North and South Dialogue 1984 in Tosanso, Japan, after 
the WCC staff had visited North Korea negotiating with 
the Government for permission to send a Church Delega-
tion to this historical meeting in August 1984, for some 
unknown reason, instead of sending delegates of the North, 
the Christian Federation North Korea sent their congratu-
latory telegram to this meeting. 

Two years later, the Commission of International 
Affairs (CCIA) of WCC in cooperation with the WCC Asia 
Task Force, in 1986, 2nd -5th  September, had convened 
with careful preparation in advance, the so-called Glion I 
consultation in Geneva, where 6 delegates of NCC South 
and 5 delegates of North Federation had fully participated 
along with 60 other Churches representatives from USA, 
Soviet Union, West & East Germany, Canada, U.K, Japan 
and other countries .

This historical meeting between South and North 
was the first since Korea’s division in 1945. Afterward the 
Glion meeting encounters had been convened every two 
years by the World Council of Churches (in 1988, 1990, 
and in 1992 in Kyoto) allowing North and South Korea 
to have direct contact and a window through which they 
can communicate with each other, which continues up to 
today. Since the churches of the two Koreas meet in Seoul 
or Busan, the Christians are always grateful to the World 
Council of Churches for this initiative and facilitation.

With regard to Christians, one can count approxi-
mately more than 10.000 Christians in North Korea. 
Through financial contributions from WCC and South 
Korea, two churches have been constructed in Pyong Yang, 
in 1996 and 1988 and since 1989 Pyong Yang Theological 
College has been active training in young pastors for a three 
years’ course, theological books from South having been 
sent by  the WCC Asia Desk. Since 1998  the Churches 
in the South have been providing a substantial amount of 
humanitarian Food Aid to the Korean federation in the 

North, and this type of cooperation has been continued up 
to the present. 

This cooperation is a clear demonstration by the 
Churches in the South of Christian love, solidarity and 
reconciliation. So far the North has indicated to the South 
that  the Christian Federation Church representatives will 
participate in the Bussan 10th Assembly. 

In fact North Korea has participated in the Assembly 
in Canberra, Harare and Port Allegre. Therefore we hope 
very much, that they will also come to Busan and celebrate 
with the World Christian Family.

Current Issues of the Ecumenical Movement  
in South Korea

It has been announced by the National Statistics Bureau, 
that of the Protestant population of 43 million population 
of South Korea, 25% are Christian and 40% Buddhist. But 
a new tendency in this figure is that the Roman Catholic 
Church members are steadily increasing, while Protestants 
are decreasing. This means that many protestant families 
have become Catholic. The reason behind this conversion 
is the fact that many protestant churches are interested 
only in the church growth and in financial gains or progress 
rather than in spiritual reflections and social services.  For 
example, only 5% of Protestant members in South Korea 
are youth which is an alarming sign for the future. The 
Preparation Committee PROK has informed that around 
300 youth will be recruited as local stewards for the Bussan 
Assembly. The PCK and the Anglican Church are thinking 
of the same arrangement.  

With regard to the Evangelical Churches in Korea 
both Ecumenical and non-Ecumenical churches are equally 
strong and influential. Both coexist in peace, therefore it 
is imperative that non-ecumenical churches be well repre-
sented at the Busan Assembly as well. It has been informed 
that representatives of evangelical churches are also serving 
the local preparatory process. 

Hankichong (CCK; Christian Council of Korea; 
Evangelical) which was established in 1998 represents all 
non- ecumenical churches in Korea with 22 Churches as 
members of this council including PCK and Methodist, 
who are also member churches in NCC Korea. This orga-
nization has been facing an existential crisis because of cor-
ruption scandals in its election, which led to splitting into 
two factions both bringing their strong arguments to the 
secular court, which has made many Christians sad and 
tired.  As of today this council is not functioning, while 
both factions are criticizing each other. Many Christian 
groups are insisting that this council should be dissolved 
immediately. This dispute has made many Christians 
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uninterested and also indifferent. This means, only a small 
number of church leaders are still interested in this, and 
this means mainly in hegemony, the power for decision 
making in the Council, ultimately for leadership positions. 

As mentioned at the beginning, denominationalism 
had been introduced by missionaries when they brought 
the Christian Faith to Korea in the early stages, proud of 
their mother churches in western countries, as USA, Can-
ada, Scotland, UK, Australia etc. However, an important 
fact to mention is that since more than 10 years, a united  
worship of the resurrection at 5:00 am, with the CCK and 
NCCK  participating, has been conducted. We therefore 
pray that some day in  the near future one united church 
in Korea will be born.

Programs of NCC Korea during Last 7 Years for Social 
Issues (Justice and Peace Committee NCC Korea)

In the year 2006, USA had announced that their Korea—
based troops will be eventually coordinated with strategic 
flexibility by sending them to disputed areas in Asia and 
other regions. This announcement has raised concerns 
to the Korean people, whether this will create feelings of 
enmity from those countries and could lead to avoiding 
Koreans. The NCC Korea has convened an urgent meet-
ing to express the Ecumenical position warning against this 
potential development. 

Further, the churches campaigned to raise funds for 
the victims of the Indonesian Tsunami and handed it over 
to provide aid to the churches in Indonesia. In the same 
year, a special task force for an USA-Korea Free Trade 
Agreement has started its mission for an in-depth study 
group. 

In Korea, there are around half million undocumented 
migrant workers, working illegally, and occasionally the 
Ministry of Justice checks and arrests those workers and 
after some interrogation in a custody camp it expels them. 
This custody camp in Yoesoo has been burnt with fire and 
13 illegal workers were killed. The NCC Korea in 2007 
has organized a fact finding team and called a big press 
conference and requested the Government to compensate 
them and the Korean parliament was asked to create laws 
for these undocumented workers.

Christmas worship had been specially organized with 
people who had lost their homes and land due to a reloca-
tion project of the US Military camp in Seoul, to Pyong-
taek area.  A massive campaign for the Abolition of the 
Death Penalty had been organized with other religions, 
initiated by PCK and NCC Korea originally in the early 
80’s. The other religions were Buddhism, Chondoism and 
Catholicism etc.

When Utoro village, with an intensive Korean popula-
tion near Osaka, Japan, was informed by the District Gov-
ernment of Japan that soon it would be demolished due 
to a rehabilitation project, the Koreans there protested for 
proper compensation. The NCC Korea has called for an 
international solidarity consultation with NCC Japan.

Since 6 years, the government has been trying to have 
a naval base in Cheju Island, The NGOs, but also other 
civil movement groups for environmental protection are 
against the construction of this military base. The NCC 
Korea has joined this collective campaign, and confronta-
tions between Government and Protest groups are ongoing. 
Every day protest actions are registered and this struggle 
has continued for the last 6 years. No hopeful negotiation 
signs have appeared to date.

For the period 2008-2010 it can be reported, that ecu-
menical input to the presidential election for the issue of 
peace and reconciliation programs is a continuing endeavor 
too. In Korea there are around 1,5 million migrant work-
ers living with Koreans, already many of them  married 
to Koreans and as of today more than 300.000 multicul-
tural families are registered. One third of these 1.5 million 
migrant workers are undocumented and there is a cam-
paign to stop Human Rights violation of these migrant 
workers’ rights.  Ecumenical solidarity campaign groups 
have been working for them since the ‘90s and fortunately 
Human Rights violations are now decreasing. Nevertheless 
there are still some bad cases filed and NCC Korea is taking 
up those cases.

200 Pastors have signed in solidarity for the INDE-
PENDENCE Principle of National Human Rights 
Commission of Korea under the New Government and 
submitted it  to the Government. Independence of NHRC 
Korea according to UN Paris Principle should be kept 
always regardless of regime changes. FTA USA and Korea 
should be cautiously dealt with by the parliament, so that 
workers, farmers and other marginalized groups are not 
further ignored and their right to a happy life should be 
further promoted.

Dismissal of seasonal workers in E-Land Super market 
has been tackled by the ecumenical solidarity group and 
some measures of negotiation between workers and own-
ers have been reached.  However, the issue of non regular 
workers in this country is still unsolved. Globalization has 
brought polarization, as well as the problem of non- regular 
workers with the justification of maximizing the profit of 
business circles in Korea as in other countries.

The NCC Korea also has issued a statement protest-
ing the presence of Israeli troops in the Gaza area of Israel 
and requesting to stop this inhuman action and attack. A 
one church consultation on Human Security and building 
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peace community in North East Asia region was organized 
where church representatives from Japan, Taiwan and 
Korea have participated. A major fund-raising activity by 
churches of Korea has been coordinated by NCC Korea for  
relief work to the victims of Hukushima Tsunami and the 
tragedy of  the Nuclear Power station, Later, for more effec-
tive coordination, a meeting had been convened by Korea 
where churches in Taiwan and Japan have participated. So 
too for Haiti earth quake victims, a fund has been raised 
and handed over to the churches in Haiti. 

During  the presidential election campaign, the  cur-
rent president Lee, Myung-Bak had announced that a 
multi-million dollars project for the rehabilitation of four 
big rivers costing  would be  undertaken providing many  
new jobs for unemployed youth and workers. Civil groups 
for environmental protection and groups for Ecological 
sustainability have demonstrated against this project. NCC 
Korea has joined this campaign. Yet the government proj-
ect has been implemented and  so far there has been a no 
winner  as such. Time alone will tell who was correct and 
which party is incorrect.

Korea had joined the USA’s Vietnam War in 1975. 
Many young Korean soldiers had fought against Vietnam-
ese troops and many Koreans were killed. In Korea, there 
were more than 15.000 retired soldiers from the Vietnam 
War who have suffered by the after effects of this war from 
toxic defoliant, and many affected soldiers had also passed 
away. As a result of appealing by Churches and NGOs to 
the Government during the last 20 years, very recently the 
Government has announced these affected retired soldiers 
as persons of national merit and they will receive a monthly 
compensation from the Government. This was a result of 
the long lasting campaign by churches and NGOs and 
NCC Korea.

For nearly 2000 years, there has been a movement 
between Japan and Korea, to campaign with a very concrete 
program for the common ownership of Japanese Constitu-
tion Article No. 9 concerning peace. This campaign had 
originated in the midst of the Japanese conservative party’s 
plan for expansion of their self defense forces. NCC Japan 
and NCC Korea have held meetings every year, rotating 
the venue between Japan and Korea. After the Fukushima 
incident, a new program has been initiated for a ‘nuclear 
-free zone’ campaign on the Korean Peninsula. There are 
still opposing views regarding this among the people, but 
NCC Korea is trying to find an  alternative energy and  
agitating against the nuclear station. Korea has 22 nuclear 
power stations and the government is planning more sta-
tions. There are still many ongoing programs are with the 
NCC Justice/Peace commission, such as relief work for the 
victims in Fukushima, and  there are follow-up programs 

after FTA with USA and European Union and other coun-
tries and the follow-up programs regarding the four  big 
river’s rehabilitation project being implemented.  

A Survey on Ecumenical Institutions in Korea

In this final short survey we can give only a few examples 
out of many ecumenical organizations which serve in the 
South Korean context:

*Korea Environment Movement: Solidarity for Integrity of 
Creation
In the year 1981 the Green Church membership move-
ment, Green healing concert, Environmental Sunday wor-
ship movement were established regarding the issue of Air 
Pollution in Korea. In this there was close cooperation 
between Protestant and Catholic Churches. In June one 
Sunday has been designated as Ecological Sunday. Other 
programmes also have been instituted such as the Life 
Daily Bread movement and plantation campaign in Mon-
golia to protect Yellow Dust effect from Gobi and Chinese 
Deserts.(Desert Reclamation Project), Clean Project for 4 
major Rivers in Korea, and the Anti-Naval base construc-
tion in Cheju Island (http/www.greenchrist.org)

*Korea Church Women United
With Ecumenical vision, almost all church women got 
together for the healing programs caused by National Divi-
sion, social injustice, and programs for church renewal and 
international cooperation. As major programs; The Fel-
lowship of  the Least Coin, Gender Equality, De-mining 
Campaign  and the Nuclear- Free- Zone Movement etc. 
(www.kcwu.org/)

*Human Rights Center of NCC Korea
This organization was started in the late 70’s, when the 
nation had suffered  with a  Military Dictator. They claimed 
that the Human Rights Movement is the clear expression 
of the Social Gospel out of Christian Witness. More pro-
grams were created for the Demolishment of National 
Security Law, Non Regular Worker’s Rights and Annual 
Human Rights Award etc. (www.ncchr.or.kr)

*Christian Home and Family Life Association in Korea 
In 1954, immediately after the Korean War ended, this 
organization has started to publish a monthly magazine 
called “ New Family” one of oldest Christian Monthlies 
in Korea, which has been circulated to Military bases, 
Hospitals and Prisons and other detention camps and con-
tributed enormously for Christian Witnesses. (www.god-
people.com)
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*Korea Christian Service
Eight denominations of Korean protestant Churches and 
NCC Korea had started their services in 1963. This is a 
well represented organization on behalf of Churches in 
Korea for Social Services in the area of Humanitarian Aid 
for both Korea and other areas as relief work for the victims 
of natural calamities in almost the whole world, such as 
Vietnam, Chile, Haiti, China, Japan etc.  Also some Pro-
grams and Aid for the eradication of extreme poverty in 
Africa and in other continents. (www.charity.or.kr)

*Korea Students Christian Federation (KSCF)
Christian Students of almost many Universities of Korea 
were the member of this organization established in 1968 
and were actively engaged and involved for the Anti Dic-
tatorial Movements and Democratization Movement 
in Korea during the ’70’s and ’80’s. During the ’70s the 
struggle for true democracy had been the priority of this 
students’ movement. 

Nowadays the situation has changed, as democratiza-
tion has been reached to a certain degree of satisfaction. 
But still this organization is active for spiritual discipline, 
Human Resource Development Programs and Campaign 
for a Free Nuclear World. etc.

Many programs of KSCF are well organized in close 
cooperation with WSCF in Geneva, Switzerland, in soli-
darity and for follow-up work. (www.kscf.or.kr/)

*Ecumenical Youth Council in Korea (EYCK)
Youth and students of six member churches of the NCC 
Korea are the main members of this Ecumenical Youth 
Council who are very busy and engaged for the prepara-
tion of the forthcoming WCC 10th Assembly in Busan. 

Interdenominational training programs are being 
convened and conducted for the preparation of the 10th 
Assembly. Recently they have jointly organized with Japa-
nese EYC a training program in the Fukushima area. Visit-
ing the victims are the main priority during the Assembly 
in Busan. (www.eyck.or.kr/)

Besides the above mentioned organizations, there are:
Korean Association of Women Theologians; (http://

kawt.co.kr)
Christian Institute for the Study of Justice and 

Development; (http://www.jpic.org) who are very active 
in the implementation of their programs. Do visit their 
homepages.

7.  Churches Together in God’s Mission:  
A Case Study on Reconciliation with North 
Korea1

Viktor W.S. Hsu

The essay describes historical factors which shaped the separa-
tion on the Korean peninsula and focuses on the development 
of North Korea as well as on what can be known about Chris-
tian churches in North Korea. 

Study Questions

1.  What is described as characterizing the situation of Chris-
tians in the North of Korea?

2.   What has been the role and impact of ecumenical partners 
with regard to relating to Koreans and Christians in the 
North of Korea?

3.   What has been the basic principles recommended to Chris-
tian churches in the socalled Tozanso process and what has 
been the impact as reflected in the paper?

Context

At the end of World War II in 1945, Korea was 
arbitrarily divided along the 38th parallel by mutual 
agreement between the USA and the USSR, bringing an 
end to Japan’s 35-year occupation of the peninsula. In 
1948, the Government of the Republic of Korea (ROK) 

1. Author’s Note: The first five pages of the previous article by 
Park Kyung Seo covers the basic history of Christianity on the 
Korean peninsula and should be read not solely as the history 
of Christianity in South Korea but also that of North Korea. 
Christianity first came to Korea from China through a Roman 
Catholic convert in the late 18th century, nearly a century before 
the arrival of Protestant missionaries. Pyongyang, the capital of 
what is now known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
DPRK, was known as the Jerusalem of East Asia Christianity in 
the 19th century when most of the mission agencies from Canada, 
England and the Unites States of America had offices there.
Today, any information about North Korea is extremely limited. 
When it comes to the current church situation reliable information 
is almost nonexistent. By necessity, the data in this article are 
drawn from official reports of ecumenical delegations and anecdotal 
accounts of ecumenical visitors. The best documentation is from an 
article by Dwain Epps, my former colleague in the World Council 
of Churches and in the National Council of Churches of Christ in 
the USA. It can be found in the Reference section below. The first 
part of the article draws heavily from this source. The author has 
been visiting North Korea regularly since the 1980s.
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was formed in the South under the leadership of Syng-
man Rhee, followed shortly by the proclamation of the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) in the 
North under Kim Il Sung. The outbreak of the Korean 
War (1950-1953) left an estimated ten million families 
separated across Panmunjom. The cease fire remain effec-
tive today in the 1953 Armistice Agreement.

Initial hopes and intentions of Korean independence 
and reunification succumbed to Cold War tensions. The 
South developed under the dominant influence of the 
USA, while the North strengthened its relationships with 
the Communist world. Both sides developed in a milita-
rist mode, increasing tensions and solidifying the division, 
which became a primary symbol of Cold War confronta-
tion. North Korea became one of the world’s most closed 
and rigidly structured societies and the divided Korea is 
the most militarised and dangerous peninsula in the post 
Cold War era.

As regards inter-Korean relations, the most dramatic 
were the summits between the late Chairman Kim Jong 
Il with Presidents Kim Dae Jung (2000) and Roh Moo 
Hyun (2007).2 The far-reaching “Joint Declaration” issued 
on June 15, 2000 encouraged several governments to nor-
malize diplomatic relations with the DPRK and contrib-
uted to an increasing rapprochement with South Korea, 
which included new agreements on family reunions, 
tourism and economic cooperation. However, a series 
of natural disasters in the North in the mid-1990s led 
the DPRK to appeal to the international community for 
massive economic and material assistance to cope with dev-
astating floods and consequent famines. Many observers 
have noted that these significant developments might have 
precipitated new openings in North Korean society.

Religion in North Korea

Korea has a long history of repression of religion, espe-
cially of religious beliefs of foreign origin. Christianity was 
especially resisted after it arrived on the peninsula in the 
late 18th century, and was systematically attacked under 
the Japanese imperial domination from 1910 to 1945. 
Japanese rulers severely persecuted all religious believ-
ers as they sought to impose Shintoism as the national 
religion. In 1945 the North Korean leadership adopted an 
aggressive Stalinist Communism form of atheism of with 

2. There have been several inter-Korean agreements since 1953. 
The first was a 1972 communiqué outlining important principles 
for unification. The second was a Joint Declaration on the 
Denuclearization of the Korean peninsula in December 1991. 
The most comprehensive was signed in January 1992, known as 
Agreement on Reconciliation, on- aggression and Exchanges and 
cooperation.

systematic repression of religious ideas and organizations, 
especially between 1946 and 1958.3 A large number of 
churches and other places of worship were destroyed.4 
Confucianism, Buddhism and Shamanism all had deep 
historical roots in Korea and continued to be widespread 
in North Korea after 1945, though Buddhists were 
those who were repressed with particular harshness.

Concomitantly, in 1947-1949, the Communist lead-
ership created organizations to manage and control the 
activities and religious practices of religious groups.5 In 
1983, Kim Il Sung declared limited religious freedom, 
allowing these organizations a degree of latitude in con-
tacting and organizing members.

Until very recently widespread doubts in South Korea 
and elsewhere prevail about the existence of churches in 
North Korea. Less is known about religion in North 
Korea than in almost any closed society. Hard facts on 
the conditions of religious believers after 1945 are still hard 
to come by, making assessments necessarily approximate. 
As more international observers have been granted access 
to the DPRK in recent years, more information is gradu-
ally coming to light. Some general estimates of numbers 
of followers of religions have been made and are given 
here.

Roman Catholic Church

Though persecuted badly and having suffered martyr-
dom, Roman Catholic Church’s believers were estimated 
to number some 18,000 in 1884. In 1945 North Korea 
had two suffrage dioceses of Seoul and a third related to 
the church in China. Half of Roman Catholic Christians 
and all their priests and administrators are said to have 
fled to the South after 1945, leaving an estimated 25,000 
in the North. From the late 1980s there have been visits 
to Catholic Christian communities by both ecumenical 
delegations and Roman Catholic Church hierarchs. The 
Changchun “cathedral” was erected in 1988 in Pyong-
yang, at the same time as the Protestant Bongsu Church. 
Though still without ordained clergy, Korean-speaking 
priests and bishops from Japan, and Vatican officials regu-
larly visit and conduct the sacraments.

3. Epps, Dwain C. “North Korea” The Encyclopedia of Christianity: 
Volume 3 (J-O). Grand Rapids: Eerdmans-Brill, 2003.
4. In-chul Kang in “A Recognition of Modern Religious History 
in North Korea,” claims that about 120,000-170,000 Christians 
evacuated to the South. Heung-soo Kim, Ed. 1992, 172-173.
5. North Korea created the Korean Christians Federation (KCF) 
in 1946, grouping together all Protestant Christians without 
reference to their former denominations. Similar associations were 
also created for the indigenous religion, Buddhism and the Roman 
Catholic Church.
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The Protestant Churches6

The earliest Protestant missions in North Korea were the 
Presbyterian and Methodist ones, the former by far more 
numerous in 1945. About 65% of the total number of 
Protestant Christians in Korea prior to 1945 were in the 
northern part. For the Presbyterian Church, the figure 
was even higher, at 75%. These percentages are based 
on statistics given for Korean Christianity in the years 
1941-1942 by the Institute for Korean Church History.7

Christian minorities belonged to the Holiness and 
Seventh-day Adventist churches and the Salvation Army. 
Many members fled to the South when the Communist 
government came into power in 1945, and many more 
joined the mass emigration during the Korean War. The 
Korean Christians Federation (KCF) estimates its mem-
bership at 100,000 persons, worshiping together in some 
10,000 house churches around the country.8 In the mid-
1980s it re-established its theological seminary and gained 
permission to build two churches, Bongsu9 and Chilgol,10 
in Pyongyang. They had a seating capacity of 400 and 
150 members, respectively. They remain the only parishes 
today permitted the privilege of public worship. Humani-
tarian workers and diplomats based in Pyongyang regu-
larly attend the Sunday worship services.11

Well-informed visitors to the DPRK put the pres-
ent numbers of practicing Christians in North Korea 
at a much lower levels than those used by the KCF, 
suggesting a total of some 13,000, grouped together in 
some 675 house churches, mostly along the west coast, 
served by some 40 trained pastors and 20 ordained lay 
leaders.12 Much of the first information about the KCF 
and its structure came directly from its former General Sec-
retary, Rev. Koh Gi-jun, and has been recorded in official 
reports of the ecumenical delegations including those in 
the Canadian Council of Churches, the National Council 
of Churches of Christ in the USA and the WCC.13

6. A Russian Orthodox Church was opened in 2005 for the 
diplomatic corps.
7. Hankuk Kidokyo eui Yoksa ( A History of Christianity in Korea), 
vol. 2, Seoul, Kyomunsa, 1990, 261. It records that 223,339 of 
351,222 Protestant Christians in Korea were in the North.
8. Ibid. Encyclopedia.
9. Built in 1988 and renovated and reopened in 2010.
10. Opened 1990.
11. The author has been welcomed at the church by the pastor and 
the choir on a week day.
12. Ibid. Encyclopedia.
13. When the KCF started to meet with the WCC in mid-1980’s it 
had five pastors who were ordained prior to 1945. Today only one 
of them is till living.

Reestablishment of Ecumenical Contact

Despite reports to the contrary from a few church-related 
individuals who visited North Korea between 1981 and 
1985, there are widespread and serious doubts about the 
existence of a living Christian community in that coun-
try. In an attempt to reach out beyond their borders, the 
KCF wrote to the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
in 1974 to inquire about possible membership, but there 
was no reliable means to maintain subsequent communi-
cation. The KCF did join the Christian Peace Conference 
in 1976, however, and sent representatives to some of its 
meetings in Eastern Europe. In November 1984, the 
WCC organized a world consultation on “Peace and 
Justice in North-East Asia: Prospects for Peaceful Reso-
lution of Conflicts” in Tozanso, Japan. The main agenda 
item was the threat posed by the continuing division of 
the Korean Peninsula. The KCF was invited, but could 
not attend. It did, however, send a message welcoming the 
ecumenical initiative and wishing it success.

In early 1985, the National Council of the Churches 
of Christ in the USA (NCCCUSA) visited14 North Korea 
for the first time in more than 40 years. They met with 
senior state officials and representatives of the KCF and 
worshiped with house church congregations in Pyong-
yang and Kaesong. Later that year, two senior staff mem-
bers15 of the WCC made a visit there and proposed to the 
KCF that they consider joining in a face-to-face meet-
ing with leaders of the National Council of Churches in 
Korea (NCCK).

In September, 1986 the WCC convened a “Semi-
nar on the Biblical and Theological Foundations of 
Christian Concern for Peace” in Glion, Switzerland in 
which four representatives of the KCF and six from the 
NCCK participated, providing the first opportunity for 
Christians from North and South to meet one another 
since Korea’s division in 1945. This historic gathering 
was followed by two further similar WCC-sponsored 
North-South Christian encounters16 in Glion, Switzer-
land— where the KCF and NCCK developed a common 
prayer for peaceful reunification in North and South, a 
tradition that continues to this day. Similar conferences 
were held in Kyoto, Japan in 1995 and in Macao in 1996. 
This has since become known as the “Tozanso Process.” 
It is so significant that the WCC marked both the 20th 
and the 25th anniversaries with ecumenical consultations 
attended by both the KCF and the NCCK.

14. Led by Dwain Epps.
15. Ninan Koshy and Erich Weingartner of the Commission of the 
Churches on International Affairs.
16. 1988 and 1990. 
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The Tozanso Process of Peace and Reconciliation 

A. Genesis
During the 1970’s prominent leaders in South Korea 
were imprisoned for expressing their desire for unifica-
tion. The most prominent among them is Moon Ik-Hwan 
who was received by President Kim Il Sung. For any 
individual or institution expressing a desire for unifica-
tion violated the National Security Law. Those arrested 
were denied visitor privileges. In fact, these cases posed a 
special problem for the churches in South Korea because 
the NSL prohibited any public discourse on reunification. 
Advocacy, educational and campaign activities regarding 
reunification became out of bounds for the South Korean 
churches although active representation was made on 
their behalf in Europe, in Japan and in North America.

In early 1980’s, the NCCK set reunification as its 
priority for that decade. In the wake of the Kwangju 
massacres those were dark days in the history of a proud 
nation. It recognised that democratization of Korea must 
be accompanied by efforts for unification for, as long as 
the division of Korea persisted, martial law and the NSL 
were always going to be invoked to harass, persecute and 
imprison human rights activists or anyone who dared 
to promote unification. In such a highly explosive context 
with South Korea under a brutal military dictatorship, the 
NCCK requested the WCC to support its desire to make 
contact with the Christian community in the North so 
they could take up the unification agenda together. Indeed, 
under the leadership of the NCCK, the churches in Korea 
manifested the vision to be a beacon of hope as promi-
nent leaders exhorted the ecumenical movement to express 
their solidarity with the Korean people’s struggle for jus-
tice, human dignity, peace and the reunification of Korea.

B. The Tozanso Findings
This was then the context of the ecumenical consulta-
tion held in Tozanso, Japan, in 1984 on “Peace and 
Justice in Northeast Asia.” Despite the division and 
walls of separation that were both physical and spiritual, 
Tozanso threaded a complex web of barriers and initiated 
lines of communication between Christians of North and 
South Korea. That historic consultation proposed that the 
churches need to take initiatives with regard to:

•   humanitarian concerns for separated families
•   public involvement in discussions on unification
•   overcoming enemy images
•    increasing participation of women and youth in the 

struggles for peace and justice
•   steeming the arms peace

C. The Glion Encounters
The Tozanso consultation launched a series of first-time 
events that included face-to-face meetings of Korean ecu-
menical delegations from both sides of the DMZ. In fact 
these encounters became known by the name of the beau-
tiful Swiss village, Glion. The most notable were Glion 
I, II and III held in two-year intervals beginning with 
1986. These precious encounters gradually expanded into 
visits by churches and ecumenical agencies to both parts 
of Korea as well as visits by delegations of the KCF to 
churches in Asia, North America, Europe and other 
parts of the world. Collectively these programs and events 
became known as the Tozanso process widely regarded as 
precursor of rapprochement on the Korean Peninsula. 
In fact, if one were to compare the policies of the South 
Korean and the United States governments towards North 
Korea, the ecumenical movement may rightfully claim 
credit for those components related to exchanges and 
cooperation, confidence building measures and other 
steps aimed at the reduction of tension. As a result of the 
close coordination and collaboration among ecumenical 
partners, the recommendations made by church bodies 
were remarkably similar to the major policy statements 
on the Korean Peninsula by the NCCCUSA in 1986, 
the NCCK consultation in 1988 and the WCC in 1990.

D. WCC Strategy for Glion I in 1986
In the case of the Tozanso consultation the strategies 
employed by the WCC had to be based on quiet diplo-
macy necessitated by the highly sensitive agenda. That 
responsibility fell on the Commission of the Churches on 
International Affairs (CCIA) to facilitate the participa-
tion of church leaders from South Korea so that they could 
help shape the ecumenical framework for contacts with 
the North Korea Christian community. Unlike in human 
rights advocacy in which CCIA only played a support-
ive role, here, due to the NSL, CCIA played an active 
role while keeping in close touch with the NCCK, espe-
cially its General Secretary, Rev. Kim Kwan Suk and CCIA 
Commissioner from South Korea, Mr. Kang Moon Kyu.

The preparation began with several strategy consul-
tations in discrete settings held in Germany, Japan and 
the USA without any publicity. Both Philip Potter and 
Emilio Castro, the two former General Secretaries who 
served as Directors of the Commission on World Mission 
and Evangelism were extremely supportive of these meet-
ings. Participants were knowledgeable church leaders that 
included Koreans from within Korea and Koreans in the 
Diaspora. Mr. Oh Jaeshik who was with the Christian 
Conference of Asia when the process began and later 
became the Deputy General Secretary of the NCCK, and 
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the Rev. Park Sang Jung as the General Secretary of the 
Christian Conference of Asia (CCA) were among the 
Koreans who were closely involved both in giving counsel 
and facilitating activities. These closed-door sessions were 
designed to build consensus about the basic ecumenical 
framework that spelled out the roles and the responsibili-
ties of the ecumenical agencies and the churches in Korea.

The absolute confidentiality of these “informal consul-
tations” was essential for three main reasons: the intelli-
gence and security networks were effective and almost 
ubiquitous, the agenda had yet to be defined and the par-
ticipation of South Korean leaders had to be protected.

One key decision from this series of ecumenical con-
sultations concerned the topic of the Tozanso meeting. 
Given the NSL, it was clear that the agenda could not be 
open about the peace and reunification of Korea. It was 
decided to have a broad topic: peace and justice in North 
East Asia. While this camouflage formulation necessitated 
looking at the Korean peninsula in a regional and global 
geopolitical context, this approach actually sharpened the 
analysis and provided a solid foundation for appreciating 
the division of Korea as a tripwire on the ideological fault 
line which could set off a major worldwide conflagration.

Once consensus was achieved about the objectives of 
the Tozanso consultation, CCIA had the challenging task 
of persuading the member churches in Korea to partici-
pate, given the tense aftermath of the Kwangju Massacres 
which found the Chun Doo-Hwan regime on the defen-
sive, even as the forces of democratization were reassessing 
their strategy. Such a situation turned out to be advan-
tageous to the CCIA staff who, in their task of persua-
sion, pointed to the 1979 assassination of President Park 
Chung-Hee by his own security chief, the student upris-
ings and the subsequent massacres in Kwangju as the 
rationale and context to address peace with justice. They 
urged the church leaders to seize the moment to work 
with the WCC to help bring about peace with justice on 
the Korean peninsula. The CCIA staff assured the church 
leaders that permission would be obtained from the gov-
ernment for them to participate in Tozanso.

E. WCC South Korea Strategy
The next major step was to convince the South Korean 
government that it was in its interest to allow the church 
leaders to travel to Tozanso. In addition to the geopo-
litical analysis used with the church leaders, CCIA staff 
informed the government that blocking South Korean 
church leaders’ participation would create serious nega-
tive consequences. They showed the government a list of 
prominent international church personalities who would 
be among the participants: two Presidents and the General 

Secretary of the WCC, General Secretaries and modera-
tors of churches and NCC’s from Australia, France, UK, 
Germany, USA, the USSR and Cuba, in addition to those 
from several of Korea’s neighbouring countries, Japan, Tai-
wan, Hong Kong and the Philippines. The South Korean 
government officials understood that the CCIA staff argu-
ment about a potential negative publicity was not a bluff. 
In the media all across the globe they had been stung 
by the negative publicity generated by the CCIA’s 1979 
publication on human rights in their country. The WCC 
and the ecumenical family had demonstrated a consistency 
and effectiveness in their advocacy regarding the Korean 
situation. The government knew that the WCC network 
was well organized and was at the same time poised to 
mount any publicity that would be viewed as detrimental 
to the regime. The tough negotiations in 1984 with the 
Korean government took place secretly with a very power-
ful official who requested anonymity. At the end of this 
negotiating session, he told the CCIA staff that “this 
meeting with you never happened.”

F. WCC DPRK Strategy
With the DPRK, the task was slightly less complicated 
by the fact that the WCC had no member church in 
the DPRK. The contacts made by the CCIA staff were 
limited to the KCF and the DPRK Permanent Mission 
to the United Nations in Geneva. The KCF participated 
actively in Christian Peace Conference (CPC) which held 
peace-related meetings regularly in such places as Prague, 
Geneva, Helsinki and Vienna. The CCIA as a member 
of the Conference of NGOs in Consultative Status with 
the UN (CONGO) was frequently invited by the CPC 
to its meetings. As a result of these contacts, which were 
augmented by occasional visits of DPRK diplomats in 
Geneva to the WCC, the KCF began to have some appre-
ciation of WCC’s work. It was especially interested in the 
WCC position on peace and disarmament which it found 
to be compatible with its own concerns about the arms 
race. But it was the agenda of the Tozanso consultation 
that attracted the attention and interest of the KCF and 
the DPRK authorities. They were impressed that an inter-
national organization, despite the tense and complex geo-
political relations in N. E. Asia, was willing to tackle the 
issues in this region as threats to world peace. For them, 
the proposed meeting in Japan was the first international 
conference on such a topic.17

17. In preparation for the consultation, the CCIA wrote to the two 
Korean governments, China, the USA and the USSR asking about 
their policy for Korea unification. Only the DPRK responded with 
information about its position. The USA said it had no position on 
the issue. China and the Soviet Union did not reply.
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During the preparation phase, information about 
the various CCIA contacts with the KCF and the DPRK 
authorities were deliberately withheld from the South 
Korean church agencies and church leaders. They judged 
that, given the NSL, it was unwise to burden them with 
the information. But they took great pains to assure them 
that contacts were being pursued with the KCF to ensure 
that the latter was fully aware of the proposed Tozanso 
consultation. They ruled out inviting the KCF as such 
an encounter would be problematic on two counts. 
The first was that it would violate the NSL causing all 
South Korean leaders to be arrested upon their return. 
The second was that for such a historic encounter involv-
ing North and South Christian communities, extreme 
care was necessary in preparing the agenda. To bring the 
two sides together without careful preparation and prior 
discussion between the two parties would have been coun-
terproductive, especially when the WCC itself was not yet 
clear about the agenda that it might want to propose in 
such an encounter.

The painstaking process of keeping the KCF informed 
about the Tozanso consultation turned out to be key as 
subsequent events demonstrated. The KCF sent a con-
gratulatory message wishing the Tozanso consultation 
every success, giving the first hint of their interest in pur-
suing the ecumenical agenda of forging contacts between 
the two sides.

The confidence built in the “Tozanso Process,” 
enabled representatives of the KCF to travel four times 
to the USA between 1989 and 1997 for official meetings 
with US church counterparts. All these visits outside the 
DPRK, and several more to Germany, Canada, Austra-
lia, Brazil, Harare and elsewhere provided unprecedented 
opportunities for encounter and planning for joint initia-
tives to promote reunification between representatives of 
the KCF and the NCCK. Toward the end of the decade 
of the 1990’s, some representatives of the NCCK, because 
of the “Sunshine Policy” of President Kim Dae Jung, were 
able for the first time to travel to the DPRK for meet-
ings with their Northern counterparts on the Korean Pen-
insula itself and these visits have continued and become 
more frequent since.

These ecumenical efforts opened the way for the 
DPRK officials to request the WCC international human-
itarian assistance for flood victims. Action by Churches 
Together (ACT) and several churches were among the 
first to provide help.18 The fact that this was given through 
the KCF significantly broadened the State’s recognition 

18. Most of the aid was coordinated by the Asia Secretary of the 
WCC, Park Kyung Seo.

of the role of this Christian body in society. Built with 
international church assistance, the KCF noodle factory 
and bakery produced noodles and bread for broad public 
distribution. It also distributed clothing, medical supplies 
and other essentials donated by its ecumenical partners 
abroad.

WCC’s involvement in Korea is certainly a unique 
ecumenical story that deserves to be documented. It owes 
its success to clarity of vision among the leaders of that 
time who were willing to take calculated risks to imple-
ment a complex strategy straddling a seemingly ideological 
divide. Important aspects of this effort which can serve 
as lessons for ecumenical methodology include:

•   Unity among actors within and without Korea.
•    Clear objectives around which the actors coalesced 

and supported.
•    Well-defined strategy and ecumenical discipline in 

implementation.
•    Cleary identified roles and responsibilities for the 

network of actors.
•    Excellent coordination in the implementation of the 

strategy.

As this article goes to press, North/South relations 
between the NCCK and the KCF had been stymied dur-
ing the five-year term of President Lee Myung Bak who 
reversed the engagement policy of his two predecessors. 
No official contacts were allowed unless sanctioned by 
the administration. Moreover, the negotiations on the 
nuclear issue in the DPRK in the six-party talks are 
at a stalemate. The peninsula remains extremely volatile 
politically and there is a constant risk for a major military 
conflagration either by accident or design. A glimmer of 
hope for change may be gleaned from the official plat-
forms of the three Presidential candidates. Each prom-
ised to change the current South Korea policy towards 
North Korea should he or she be elected on December 
19 this year.

The Tozanso process placed the WCC in the front 
and centre of the unfolding drama still being played out 
on the peninsula. It can play a most influential and 
critical role which perhaps no other institution can. 
Not only has it been for three decades a pioneer in 
promoting peace and justice in North East Asia and in 
working on the peace and unification of Korea; it has also 
developed a unique access to the political authorities on 
both sides. It has an international network of concerned 
actors eager to play a supportive role. The situation calls 
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8.  Reclaiming Theological Significance of 
Women’s Religious Choice-in-Differential: 
Korean Women’s Choice of Christianity1

Namsoon Kang

The following paper presupposes that one makes a religious 
choice for a “foreign” religion such as Christianity, based on 
the choice on the difference from, not the similarity with, the 
existing “indigenous” religions. In the Korean context many 
women have made their religious choice for Christianity as 
being different from their experience with Confucianism.

Study Questions

1.   What have been reasons for Korean women to opt for 
Christian faith?

2.   In which ways has (and is) Christianity indicative for 
the transformative and liberative function of religion in 
Korean culture and history, in which ways it is not? How 
and why did Christianity present an alternative to a “kyri-
archal” religion?

3.   What is the author describing in terms of the ambivalent 
role that Christianity in Korea played in terms of women’s 
liberation and how would this be asked today?

ö  ö  ö

How is freedom measured in individuals and people?
According to the resistance which must be overcome …
— Friedrich Nietzsche 2

[T]he intellectual … is neither a pacifier nor a 
consensus-builder, 

But someone whose whole being is staked on a 
critical sense, 

A sense of being unwilling to accept easy formulas 
or ready-made clichés,

Or the smooth, every-so-accommodating confir-
mations of what the powerful or conventional have 
to say, and what they do. 
— Edward Said 3

1. I presented the earlier version of this paper at the American 
Academy of Religion Annual Meeting on November 1, 2008, 
Chicago, USA. This article is reprinted with kind permission from: 
The Journal of World Christianity 2010, Volume 3:1#18-46.
2. Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols in The Portable 
Nietzsche (New York: Viking Press, 1954), 542.
3. Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1994), 23. 
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for a renewed commitment of leadership, resources and 
expertise and the reactivation of a worldwide ecumenical 
network to rededicate itself to the worthwhile agenda of 
peace with justice in Korea.

Additional Readings

Report of the International Christian Consultation on Justice 
and Peace in Korea. National Council of Churches in Korea, 
1988.

Reunification: Peace and Justice in the 1980s. Christian 
Conference of Asia, 1988.

Masahiko, S. “Christianity in North Korea after the 
Liberation, 1945-1950,” in Heung- soo Kim ed., Haebang 
hu Bukhan Kyohoe Sa. Seoul: Dasan Kulbang, 1992, 36-40.

Park Kyung Seo. Reconciliation-Reunification: The Ecu-
menical Approach to Korean Peninsula. Christian Confer-
ence of Asia, 1998.

Weingartner, Erich (ed.). Peace and Justice in North 
East Asia: Prospects for Peaceful Resolution of Conflicts: Find-
ings, Recommendations and Papers of a CCIA/WCC Consul-
tation: Tozanso International Center Near Tokyo, Japan 20 
October-2 November 1984. Geneva: World Council of 
Churches, 1985.
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I. Beyond Ecumenical Taboo

In most countries in Asia, one chooses to become, not hap-
pens to be, a Christian. When one makes a religious choice 
for a “foreign” religion such as Christianity, one bases the 
choice on the difference from, not the similarity with, the 
existing “indigenous” religions. In this paper, I will illustrate 
the critical differences, as the ground of women’s religious 
choice-in-differential, between Confucianism and Chris-
tianity. Challenging the status quo of religions and mov-
ing toward a more just and transformative religion require 
breaking, what I would call, an “ecumenical taboo,” which 
discourages one to deal with critical differences between 
religions. I will also examine the discursive and institu-
tional shift of Christianity in Korea from a liberative to a 
patriarchal religion in which people “naturalize” women’s 
marginality in theology and ministry as the Divine order in 
the guise of false egalitarianism of “equal but different.” In 
reclaiming the theological significance of women’s religious 
choice-in-differential in Korea, I would like to re-highlight 
the significance of a liberative and transformative function 
of religion in general, and of Christianity in particular, for 
those who are marginalized and voiceless in society because 
otherwise the very existence of the religion would be point-
less and more confining than liberating in the daily lives of 
ordinary people.

One of the problems I have encountered from my 
long-standing involvement in the ecumenical inter-reli-
gious dialogue is its methodological dilemma: ecumeni-
cal methodology of religious similarities, which constructs 
its dialogical ground on the similarities between religions. 
Most people who come to the ecumenical table for inter-
religious dialogue hardly talk about the differences between 
religions out of the fear of receiving criticism and chal-
lenges from “other” religions. Rather than examining the 
critical difference in its epistemological framework and 
practice, they focus on the religious similarities between 
their own religion and others so that they will not have 
to go through the possible painful experience of challeng-
ing or being challenged. A number of scholars of Korean 
religions focus on the similarities between Confucianism 
and Christianity as “Religions of Father and Son” without 
offering a critical difference between the two. Sung Bum 
Yun, for instance, a pioneer theologian for developing the 
Korean indigenous theology—Theology of Sung--contends 
that the relationship of Jesus Christ with the Heavenly 
Father[sic] resembles Confucian filiality, i.e. the father-son 
relationship.4 According to Yun, both in Judeo-Christianity 

4. Sung Bum Yun, Ethics East and West: Western Secular, Christian, 
and Confucian Traditions in Comparative Perspective, trans. 
Michael C. Kalton (1973; Seoul, Korea: Christian Literature 
Society, 1977), 16.

and in Confucianism, the Father-Son relationship is the 
essential norm for an integral approach to what it means 
to be human. He argues that “both Christianity and Con-
fucianism are religions of the East, and the ethics of both 
begin with the family,”5 which is in fact a typically patri-
archal family. Yet, he fails to see the critical difference of 
the notion of “family” in Christianity and Confucianism. 
Whereas Confucian family is grounded on patrilineal 
blood line, Christian family moves beyond a biological tie. 
Especially when Jesus raises such a fundamental question as 
“Who is my family?” and goes on to say that “Anyone who 
does the will of God, that person is my sister, my brother, 
my mother,”6 he makes clear that Christian notion of fam-
ily should move beyond a biological blood tie, unlike the 
Confucian family. While Sung Bum Yoon sees only the 
terminological commonality of “father-son” in the two 
religions, he overlooks the significant difference in their 
construction of the notion of “family.” The father-son 
relationship in Confucianism is exclusively biological and 
socially conventional. In Christianity, however, it is theo-
logical, symbolic, counter-conventional, and trans-biolog-
ical. Therefore, one should not equate the “accidentality” 
of the maleness of Jesus and the symbolic use of masculine 
God with Confucian way of understanding the biologi-
cal father-son relationship. The equation between the two 
would function to sacralise and reproduce the traditional 
patriarchal construction of theological/religious discourse 
and institution.

David Chung also emphasizes the similarity between 
the two religions by contending that there are common 
theological and ethical principles between Confucian-
ism and Christianity in Korea: A theological belief in the 
Supreme Deity, ethical principles of sincerity and righ-
teousness, and ethical elements through which humanity 
is created such as altruism, just human relations, a sense of 
good and evil, and so forth. He goes on to positively talk 
about the following the “five orders” of relationship, which 
are also called the Confucian Five Relationships, as an 
example of the commonality between these two religions.7

However, he fails to see the critical difference between 
these two by overlooking the fact that in the Confucian 
Five Orders of relationship, it is impossible for women to 

5. Sung Bum Yun, Theology of Sung (Seoul, Korea: Sungkwangsa, 
1973), 125.
6. Mark 3: 33 & 35, The Inclusive New Testament (Brentwood, 
Maryland: Priests for Equality, 1996).
7. David Chung, Syncretism: The Religious Context of Christian 
Beginnings in Korea (Albany:State University of New York Press, 
2001), 112-119. We must ask the question as to what kind of 
“Korean” people they refer to, when the scholars define the 
“Korean tradition” as Korean people are not a unitary entity as 
gender-less, class-less, age-less, or religion-less.
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attain an equal and just relationship with men as beings 
created equally in the image of God in Christianity. He 
overlooks a critical epistemological difference between two 
religions in terms of their understanding of an individual 
human person, and thereby misses an important fact that 
the epistemological framework of the Confucian five orders 
of relationship is extremely hierarchical and patriarchal.

As one of the most militarized regions in the world 
today, Korea has masculinized the so-called “Korean tradi-
tion,” which Korean scholars define as “what Korean people 
thought and think” and “what contributes to the develop-
ment of Korean thoughts,”8 in which people have come to 
regard men more legitimate than women. The Ministry of 
Education and the state intellectuals under the regime of 
the President Park Chung Hee, who led the 1961 military 
coup d’état and called for the inevitability of military revo-
lution and patriotism9 after his takeover of the state through 
military force, depict the ethos of Tan’gun that is used as 
the origin of the Korean nation,10 the attitude of Hwarang, 
“state- protecting Buddihsm,” and Confucianism as the 
essential elements of “Korean tradition.” All these essential 
elements contain a strong desire to build a fully mascu-
line Korea and contribute to reinforcing the interests of 
male ruling elite. One can find this kind of androcentric 
construction of “national tradition” also in other nation-
alistic discourse, such as India, in which Indian tradition 
is equated with the Hindu Scriptures, the tradition of the 
male Indian elites.11 This androcentric construction of 
“Korean tradition” has permeated every sector of Korean 
8. Research Center for Peace and Unification, The identity of the 
Korean People: A History of Legitimacy on the Korean Peninsula 
(Seoul, Korea: 1983), 129-130.
9. Cf. Sejin Kim, The Politics of Military Revolution in Korea 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1971), 
93-94.
10. The Korea has used the Tan’gun myth to portray the image of 
“timeless” Korean nation, which was appeared in Samguk yusa 
in the eleventh century, written by Ilyon, a Buddhist monk. Cf. 
James H. Grayson, Korea: A Religious History (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1989). The Tan’gun myth has been taught in the public schools 
as an explanation of the foundation of Korea as a state and carries 
itself the practice of the marginalization and stereotypization of 
women only as bearer of endurance and of womb, and the message 
of the androcentric construction of Korea state by extraordinary 
men, Hwanung, the heavenly male, and Tan’gun, the earthly 
male. It becomes the androcentric and patriarchal subtext of the 
“authentic” discourse of Korean national history and tradition.
11. Cf. Uma Chakravatri, “What Happened to the Vedic Dasi?: 
Orientalism, Nationalism, and a Script for the Past,” in Recasting 
Women: Essays in Colonial History, eds. Kumkum Sangari and 
Sudesh Vaid (New Dehli: Kali for Women, 1989). Also for the 
androcentric construction of German national identity that hinges 
on bourgeois German masculinity, see George Mosse, Nationalism 
and Sexuality: Respectability and Abnormal Sexuality in Modern 
Europe (New York: Howard Fertig, 1985).

society through textbooks on national history and national 
language, media, or all means of education. It has also con-
tributed to essentializing the difference between women 
and men, and to naturalizing the androcentric construc-
tion of Korea as a nation. The Korean brand of human-
ism, combined with the notion of hongik ingan [Tan’gun’s 
humanism] and the Confucian notion of minbon juui 
[belief that the basis of ruling is in the people], has emerged 
from the state intellectuals.12 Here the notion of “chon 
myong”[Heaven’s imperatives or Heaven’s mandate]” from 
Confucianism becomes significant, a way to legitimate the 
ruling power as a Heavenly given and understand politics 
as taking care of the ruled. Some scholars tend to inter-
pret this chon myong in the sense of the western notion of 
natural rights.13 But the problem the Confucian scholars 
overlook is that in the notion of minbon juui there are no 
specific “instructions” as to “who” decides “what kind” of 
needs are to be taken care of and “how.” This absence of 
“instructions” both for the ruled and the ruler can de-polit-
icize the ruled and blindly sacralize the power of the ruler, 
even when it is manipulative or dictatorial. In this politics 
of Confucian “humanism” with the spirit of chon myong 
and minbon juui, the grassroots people can easily become 
passive receivers of ruling without a possibility of active 
participation in the political processes of decision making. 
When the notion of minbon juui or chon myong is not 
based on an epistemological acknowledgement of the dig-
nity and equality of the individual persons, the Confucian 
“humanism,” can be a typical example of “abstract univer-
salism” not a “concrete universalism” with an emancipatory 
potential,14 which cannot serve the interest of the grassroots 
people and cannot enhance the human rights of the indi-
vidual person as simply being a human, not being a person 
in a certain position. Emphasizing the external similarities 
between religions, in this case Confucianism and Christi-
anity, without scrutinizing the fundamental difference as to 

12. Cf. Han Sung-jo, “Hanguk minjujuuiui kukkaronjok kijo”  
[A State Theory of Korean Democracy] in Hanguk Kukkaui gibbon 
Songgyokgwa Gwaje [A Basic Nature of the Korean State and 
Its Task] (Sungnam, Korea: Institute of Korean Mental Culture 
Research, 1988).
13. Cf. Wm. Theodore de Bary, “Introduction,” in Confucianism 
and Human Rights, eds. Wm. Theodore de Bary and Tu Weiming 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 18.
14. For the further discussion about the “absolute universality” 
and “concrete universality,” see David Couzens Hoy, Critical 
Resistance: From Poststructuralism to Post-Critique (Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 2004), 4-5, & 132-135. Alessandro Ferrara 
also differentiates “generalizing universalism” from “exemplary 
universalism.” Cf. Alessandro Ferrara, Reflective Authenticity: 
Rethinking the Project of Modernity (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1998).
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what it means to be human, can be extremely misleading 
and distorting.

In this context, first, the “methodology of religious 
similarities” is problematic because of its inability to pro-
vide an explanation for why people choose to become 
Christians in a religiously pluralistic world. If the ecumeni-
cal interreligious dialogue focuses only on the similarities 
between religions, or ignores the differences in its discourse 
and practice in the name of “religious tolerance,” it cannot 
provide an explanation as to why and how people come 
to change from one religion to other. Unless there is criti-
cal differences between religions, people would not change 
their religious affiliation. Examining the difference that 
make women change from one religion to other allows one 
to construct a religious discourse that scrutinizes the multi-
ple roles of religion in a given society. Second, the method-
ology of religious similarities is problematic because of its 
tendency to maintain the status quo of religious discourse 
and practice by accepting the “religious reality-as-it- is.” 
What I would like to wrestle with in this paper is the fun-
damental question of why women in a non-Christian world 
turn away from their traditional “indigenous” religions and 
move to Christianity as an alternative religion. If we focus 
only on similarities between religions, as many ecumenical 
scholars of religions often do, there is a great danger of over-
looking the transformative aspects that a particular religion 
has in a given time and space. By critically attending to 
the differences among religions in socio-politico-cultural 
contexts, we can envision a “religious reality-as-it-ought-
to-be.” I would argue that the ecumenical reluctance to 
acknowledge the critical difference between religions, for 
the sake of ecumenical “unity” of religions, has created an 
ecumenical taboo, which I believe has hindered people 
from constructing a transformative ecumenicality among 
and between religions, the ecumenicality that functions as 
a channel for mutual challenge, reciprocal self-criticality, 
and transformation for the betterment of humanity.

Addressing the issue of Christianity and women in 
Korea, where religious plurality is a daily reality, means 
to critically challenge and move beyond this ecumenical 
taboo, which entirely discourages people from wrestling 
with such critical issues as patriarchy, sexism, heterosex-
ism, classism, racism, imperialism, or homophobism that 
fundamentally challenge the very framework, through 
which people continue to constitute and practice religions. 
Revisiting and reclaiming the liberative power of Korean 
women’s religious choice for Christianity are extremely 
significant and urgent ways to reframe and reconstruct 
theological vision for a more accountable and relevant 
Christianity in the contemporary Korean society. Chal-
lenging the status quo of religions and moving toward 

more just and transformative religions require breaking 
the “ecumenical taboo.” Otherwise inter- or intra-religious 
dialogues and interactions are nothing but self-righteous 
and resource-consuming activities, amounting to just “hav-
ing tea” together without being seriously challenged about 
what is missing and what is concretely harmful to millions 
of people, especially women and the marginalized for vari-
ous grounds.

II. Christianity and Women under Confucianism in 
Korea

Confucianism as a Kyriarchal Religion in Korea
In order to understand Christianity in Korea, one must 
scrutinize the way in which Confucianism has had an 
impact on forming the value system in religion and society 
of Korea since Yi Dynasty (1392-1910), as Korea is con-
sidered the most Confucian country in the world today. 
The Yi Dynasty made Confucianism the national religion 
and ethics, and since then, feudalistic Confucianism has 
had a pervasive influence on Korean society in general 
and on Korean women in particular. Confucianism intro-
duced into the Korean society the principle of “agnation,” 
which made men alone the structurally relevant members 
of society and relegated women to social dependence. 
Women were not always marginal and dependent mem-
bers of Korean society. During the Koryo Dynasty (918-
1392), before Confucianism came to Korea, women were, 
in a relative sense but to a great extent, in command of 
their own lives. The patrilineage, for example, was not the 
primary practice; daughters received family inheritance as 
equally as sons; people regarded female lines as important 
as male lines; and the remarriage of women was not a taboo 
as it did in Yi Dynasty.15 The introduction of Confucian-
ism brought, however, a drastic change in women’s status 
in Korean society. Only sons inherited the family line and 
received an inheritance, giving the largest portion to the 
eldest son. People considered daughters “outsiders” once 
they got married, and usually considered a man who had 
daughters only to have no children.16 In this social environ-
ment and value system, man’s superior status became more 
obvious. Even after marriage, Korean women still retain 
their maiden name, but this custom does not mean that 
society respects their own identity. This retaining women’s 
maiden name after marriage in Korea has not been a “femi-
nist” practice in its rationale, which some feminist women 

15. Mark Peterson, “Women without Sons: A Measure of Social 
Change in Yi Dynasty Korea,” in Korean Women: View from the 
Inner Room, eds. Laurel Kendall and Mark Peterson (New Haven, 
CT: East Rock Press, 1983), 42.
16. Mark Peterson, “Women without Sons,” 36.
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have tried to practice in the West since women’s rights 
movement. Rather, women are conceptually “permanent 
outsiders,” who could not become the “authentic” full 
member in the husband’s family due to the lack of blood 
connection with the husband’s household. Women are des-
tined to become “in-between beings,” who do not have an 
“authentic” family membership either in their own natal 
family or their husband family. They become the chulga 
oein[an outsider who leave the household], who belong 
nowhere. The idea of namjon yobi [men are honored, but 
women are abased]17 has become gradually naturalized and 
institutionalized since the introduction of Confucianism as 
the state religion and political ideology in Yi Dynasty. Sons 
are of overwhelming importance to the family because of 
their potential role as providers of the family income. Even 
after death, it is the sons, as sole performers of the Confu-
cian ancestor rites, who are responsible for the welfare of 
their departed parents in the world of spirits. Daughters 
are not allowed to participate in the ancestral rites.18 So 
from the day of her marriage, a woman is under pressure to 
conceive and bring forth healthy males because the family 
lineage is acknowledged only through the male line. With-
out sons, there would be no heads of household to offer the 
ancestral worship. In Confucian notion of filiality, Hsiao, 
which is regarded as the virtue of all virtues, the existence 
of son in the household is inevitable.

17. Korea, a still Confucianized nation today, received a nick 
name, “abortion paradise.” Because of the resiliently “overarching 
Confucian culture of son-preference,” women tend to get a sex-
selective abortion through the ultra- sound technology, which 
results in a severe ratio imbalance between male and female child. 
The feminist issue of abortion in Korea is not an issue of “women’s 
choice or rights,” in contrast to feminists in the West, but is about 
destroying the life of female fetus and perpetuating the Confucian 
culture of male-preference. Cf. Sasha Hampson, “Rhetoric or 
Reality?: Contesting Definitions of Women in Korea,” in Women 
in Asia: Tradition, Modernity and Globalisation, eds. Louise 
Edwards and Mina Roces, Women in Asia Publication Series  
(St. Leonards, Australia: Allen & Unwin, 2000), 174-175.
18. In the Confucian context, ancestor worship/rites has a 
strong religious meaning because of its acknowledgement of the 
human relationship to the spiritual, transcendental world. The 
ancestor worship not only is symbolizing the human respect for 
the revelation of the spirit, but it also plays an indispensable role 
in reinforcing the cohesion of the family and its lineage. There 
are some assumptions in the Confucian ancestor worship. First, 
the worship presupposes continuance of personality in some 
from after the death of the physical body. Second, the ancestor 
worship assumes the possibility of continued contact between the 
dead and the living family members. Third, in the sense of the 
family system and its hierarchical structure, the fact that original 
relationships remains in full force, despite the death of a senior 
is clearly assumed. Cf. Laurance Thompson, Chinese Religion: 
An Introduction (1979; Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing 
Company, 1989), 46.

In this context, Confucianism has played a crucial role 
in degrading Korean women’s status and perpetuated kyri-
archal ideologies that have made male hegemony in Korea 
“natural.” According to Antonio Gramsci,19 hegemony is 
like a “naturalized ideology,” which presents itself as the 
way the world is. Through the “naturalized ideology,” one 
perceives the way things as natural and thus one cannot 
disagree with or change the reality. There is no simple 
explanation as to how the Confucian structure of male 
domination became “naturalized.” Michel Foucault con-
tends that “discourse” constitutes and spreads hegemony.20 
Foucault’s understanding of discourse points to the ways 
in which discourse serves as a form of surveillance and as 
a means of producing knowledge, and it also re-encodes/
re-creates all of society, even the domain of impulse. In 
order to implant and maintain Confucian hegemony, Yi 
Dynasty produced various “discourses” that constitute and 
naturalize the kyriarchal hegemony of Confucianism, and 
its impact continues to be felt today.

From 1392 to 1485, the Yi government encouraged 
people to achieve Confucian virtue by publishing Samgang 
Haengsildo [The Three Principles of Virtuous Conduct] in 
1432. The three principles were loyalty to the crown, filial 
piety, and chastity. Between 1486 and 1636, Confucian-
ism became firmly entrenched in Korean society especially 
in terms of its systemic control and subjugation of women 
with the promulgation of the Kyongguk Taejon in 1485.21 
This set of laws codified proscriptions and prescriptions of 
every aspect of life. The Yi government launched various 
legal regulations to reinforce the Confucian view of the 
so-called “virtuous women.” The government regulated 
and prohibited women’s outdoor activities in the name of 
“public order,” as the rulers of Yi Dynasty were convinced 
that the disorder in the Koryo Dynasty was due in part to 
women’s frequent social activities. This regulation forbade 
women, especially from the yangban (noble) family, from 
playing games and sports or enjoying feasts in the public 
place. Women also needed permission either from their 
husband or the head of the household for any kind of social 
activities. The regulation also prohibited the remarriage of 
widows at all, and did not allow the sons and grandsons 
of the remarried women to take the kwago (government 

19. Cf. Antonio Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks 1948-1951, Joseph 
A. Buttigieg and Antonio Callari, trans. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1992).
20. Cf. Michael Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol.I: An 
Introduction, Robert Hurley, trans. (New York: Random House, 
1990).
21. Cf. Kim Chol-jun, “Backwardness of Korean History,” Korea 
Journal, vol. 6, no. 3 (Seoul, March 1966): 20.
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service examination),22 which was a socio-political and 
institutional punishment upon women who dared to vio-
late the regulation.

The hierarchical and androcentric discourses of Con-
fucianism permeated both political theory and the way 
society conceived of all social relationships, including ruler 
and subject, father and son, husband and wife, as “natu-
ral.” The Yi government enshrined the family as a sacred 
community. The family provides the matrix of three of the 
“Five Cardinal Relationships,”23 and society generates the 
other two. In the Confucian “Five Cardinal Relationships,” 
women’s subordination thus becomes inevitable and “natu-
ral.” Confucius is believed to have said the following of 
women: Women indeed are human beings, but they are of 
a lower state than men and can never attain to full equal-
ity with them. The aim of female education therefore is 
perfect submission, not cultivation and development of the 
mind.24

Hence in both Confucian ideology and practice, to 
be a “virtuous woman” is to submit.25 The “ideology of 
sam-jong-ji-do [three obedience]” is grounded on this 
Confucian discourse on family: before marriage, to obey 
the father; after marriage, to obey husband; and in event 
of the husband’s death, to obey her son.26 Confucian con-
struction and reinforcement of the normative discourse 
about “virtuous women” have also produced and perpetu-
ated hegemonic discourses such as the “ideology of three 
obedience,”the “ideology of hyun-mo-yang-che [wise 
mother and good wife],” the “yul-nea” [the special rank of 
women who faithfully follow their husbands into death], 
or the “ideology of jung- cho” [chastity] that would make 
Confucian kyriarchy a “naturalized ideology.”

Confucianism has played a foundational and perva-
sive role in establishing and institutionalizing a kyriarchal 

22. Cf. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of 
Korean Women, Women of Korea: A History from Ancient Times to 
1945, edited and translated by Yung-Chung Kim (Seoul, Korea: 
Ewha Womans University Press, 1976), 84-85, 98.
23. The Five Cardinal Relationships are to teach people 
human relations, .” . . . that between father and son, there 
should be affection; between ruler and minister, there should 
be righteousness; between husband and wife, there should be 
attention to their separate functions; between old and young, there 
should be a proper order; and between friends, there should be 
faithfulness. . . .” Mencius, in A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, 
translated and compiled by Wing-Tsit Chan (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1963), 69-70.
24. Margaret E. Burton, The Education of Women in China (New 
York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1911), 19.
25. Li Chi: Book of Rites, James Legge, trans. C. C. Chai and W. 
Chai eds. (New York: University Books, 1967) IX:24.
26. Cf. David and Vera Mace, Marriage: East and West (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1959), 67.

value system in East Asian society, and its influence has 
had a formative impact on East Asian culture. In spite 
of its seemingly egalitarian complementary cosmology of 
yin and yang,27 Confucianism has played a pivotal role in 
degrading the status of women in traditional East Asian 
society both in the private and public sector. Although 
Confucius himself wrote a limited amount about women, 
his patriarchal views of women, along with other Confu-
cian philosophers such as Mencius, has had a significant 
influence on “naturalizing” women’s status as second-class 
citizens. When one’s role and place in a society is “natural-
ized,” one can hardly ask a root- question of “why.” Confu-
cius bases his entire body of teaching upon the patriarchal 
family, ancestor worship, and the duties of filial piety. The 
role and task of women within this Confucian teaching 
and its practice are simple: it is to “obey.”28 In Confucian 
teaching and practice, women are born to obey and to sub-
mit to the “fathers” of the family and society.

One of the unique features of Confucian teaching is 
its sanctification of the family, although emphasis on the 
family is not unique to Confucianism because Christianity, 
for instance, regards marriage as “sacrament.” However, in 
Confucianism, the “family” is the very center of Confu-
cian teaching and practice. According to Confucian teach-
ing, the family is a natural basis for all moral and political 
behavior, and the most biologically rooted of all human 
institutions. Mencius posits that “the root of the empire 
is in the state, and the root of the state is in the family.”29 
This statement implies that the family is a model for all 
human social organizations including government. Here 
the “family” means a biological family, which requires a 

27. In the structure of the family upon which Confucianism based 
its conception of society, relationships between members were 
ordered by the yin and yang cosmological principle. Although the 
yin and yang are not necessarily attributed to the biological male 
and female, people in Confucianism, unlike in Taoism, has used to 
confine male and female to a socially stereotyped role with a strong 
sense of male superiority:
Yin and Yang are different in nature; 
Men and women are different in behavior; 
Yang is powerful [virtuous] because he is hard [firm]; 
Yin is functional because she is soft; 
Men are worthy because they are strong;  
Women are beautiful because they are weak.
Cf. Pan Chao of Later Han, Ts’ao Ta-chia Nu Chieh, chap. Three, 
2b9-3al, cited in Diana Paul, “Portraits of the Feminine: Buddhist 
and Confucian Historical Perspectives,” Studies in History of 
Buddhism—Papers presented at the International Conference on the 
History of Buddhism at University of Wisconsin, ed. A. K. Narain 
(Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corporation, 1980), 212.
28. David and Vera Mace, Marriage: East and West, 67.
29. Mencius in The Four Books: Confucian Analects, the Great 
Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean, and the Works of Mencius, trans. 
James Legge (1923; New York: Paragon, 1966) bk. IV, pt. I, chap. V. 
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direct blood connection exclusively with the “fathers,” not 
mothers. Due to an absolute emphasis on the patriarchal 
family, continuing the family lineage is the most signifi-
cant duty of the family, and only the male child can main-
tain the family lineage. This exclusive notion of biological 
family results in discrimination against female children 
and women. According to Mencius, there are three things 
which are unfilial, and to have no posterity is the greatest 
of them.”30 Needless to say, posterity means only the male 
child. All the Confucian classics praise filiality as the root 
of Confucian ethics and familism, and the Book of Filiality 
or Hsiao Ching, one of the Confucian Classics, is exclu-
sively dedicated to the topic of filiality. Filiality is defined 
as “while [the parents] are living, serve them with li when 
they die, bury them with li sacrifice to them with li.”31

Confucians consider filiality as the virtue of all virtues. 
My criticism here is not the Confucian emphasis on filiality 
per se but on the very nature of filiality because Confu-
cian filiality requires the existence of a son and its primary 
emphasis is on the relationship between fathers and sons. 
K’ung Jung (A.D 153-208), a descendant of Confucius, 
reportedly made the following remarks about the parent-
child relationship solely as the father- son:

Why should there exist a special kind of affinity between 
father and son? Originally the father merely intended 
to satisfy his desire. What exactly is the relationship 
between mother and son? A son in his mother’s womb 
is no different from a thing in a bottle. Once the thing 
comes out of the bottle, the two become separate and 
no longer related.32

Confucian misogyny equates women with inferior 
persons even in the reproduction process, considering 
mother just a bottle, which is similar to the Aristotelian 
false biology that sees mother as a mere container.

Whether or not Confucianism is supportive of human 
rights has been controversial, especially in relation to the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the 
United Nations in 1948. What I see in various works 
on Confucianism and its relation to human rights is 

30. Mencius, 725.
31. Analects, trans. James Legge, II. 5. 3. The word li (principle) 
originally has the meaning of order or pattern. There are 
various views on this concept in accordance with some different 
perspectives with Confucian philosophy. For further explanation, 
see, Wing-tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 766-68.
32. Hou-Han shu [History of the Latter Han], punctuated ed., 12 
vols. (Peking: Chung-hua Shu-chu, 1961), 8: 2278, cited in Ying-
shih Yu, “Individualism and the Neo-Taoist Movement in Wei-
Chin China,” in Individualism and Holism: Studies in Confucian 
and Taoist Values, ed. Donald J. Munro (Ann Arbor: Center for 
Chinese Studies The University of Michigan, 1985), 124.

gender-less and class-less, seriously lacking a sensitive gen-
der or class consciousness without a lived experience on the 
margins under Confucianism. Religion is not just about 
“theory” or “philosophical/ theological framework” but is 
primarily about people’s experience in their daily lives. By 
“people” I mean to be socio-culturally “specific” in terms of 
their gender, social class, marital status, age, familial status, 
and so forth. By using this approach, one needs to take a 
specific standpoint when one approaches a religion to see 
how religion “functions” in people’s lives in a concrete way. 
Wm Theodore de Bary, as one of editors of Confucianism 
and Human Rights, contends:

It is significant. . . that several East Asian countries 
(Japan, South Korea, Taiwan) have not found their 
Confucian past an obstacle to the acceptance of West-
ern-style constitutions and guarantees of human rights. 
Cultural diversity did not prevent Chinese representa-
tives from actively participating in the formulation of 
the 1948 Declaration of Human Rights, as they found 
no incompatibility between the essential humanistic 
values of Confucianism and these new human rights 
initiatives.33

Here we must ask “whose” perspective and lived expe-
rience under Confucianism the scholars adopted in the 
collected writings on Confucianism and Human Rights, 
“whose” human rights Confucianism was compatible 
with, or “whose” life experiences under Confucianism the 
“Chinese representatives” represented, who were “actively” 
participating in the formulation of the 1948 Declaration 
of Human Rights. I doubt that the “Chinese representa-
tives,” whom the Chinese government must have selected 
from the high rank officers, could have fully represented 
the human rights of women from all classes and male com-
moners, for instance, in Confucian society in East Asian 
countries such as Korea. The over-simplification of Confu-
cian influence on East Asian societies, like this comment by 
de Bary in relation to human rights issue, is extremely mis-
leading, in spite of its “half-truth,” because it misrepresents 
and distorts the reality of the violation of human rights 
of women and lower class people under Confucian teach-
ing and practice. Confucianism entirely excluded women, 
for example, from participating in the Confucian ancestral 
rites, which is the most essential component of practicing 
Confucian filial piety. Since only sons could offer ancestral 
rites in Confucianism, a woman has been under pressure 
from the day of her marriage to conceive and bring forth 
healthy males. Without sons, there would be no heads of 
household to offer the ancestral rites and the family would 

33. Wm. Theodore de Bary and Tu Weiming, eds., Confucianism 
and Human Rights, 24.
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acquire a secondary status, lacking the “authentic” poster-
ity of family, which should be male. The husband had the 
right to send his wife back to her family and divorce her 
when she failed to bear a son for his family. The failure 
of a wife to bear a son used to be one of the “chil-go-ch-
iak [seven evils/offenses],” which could be the grounds for 
divorce by husband, among other grounds such as disobe-
dience to a husband’s parents, promiscuity, jealousy, having 
an incurable disease, talking too much, and stealing.34 Such 
treatment can ben an exemplary of violation of women’s 
human rights under Confucian influence in Korean soci-
ety during the Yi Dynasty. Women, along with men from 
commoner and lower class family, were barred from any 
kind of public education and the kwa-go [government ser-
vice examination], which examined the degree of expertise 
in the Confucian classics and was used for selecting men 
from yanban class for government office. The saying often 
quoted from Confucian Analects for supportive evidence 
of universal human rights, “all men are brothers,” is fun-
damentally lacking its inclusivity in terms of gender and 
social class.35

Scholars hold two contrasting views on whether to 
regard Confucianism as a humanism that promotes human 
rights for all.36 My major criticism of Confucianism in 
Korea involves its lack of an epistemological perspective for 
granting women human rights just as it lacks a perspec-
tive for granting human rights to anyone simply for being 
human. Instead, it grants rights based on one’s occupation 
of a certain role or position in society such as daughter-
in-law, wife, or mother. Due to its fundamental lack of 
affirmation of the sense of individuality of a human being 
regardless of one’s gender, class, age, or position in fam-
ily and society, Confucianism in Korea has promoted and 
defended the interests and privileges of the males and of 
the middle-upper class people (yang ban and royal fami-
lies). There is, of course, a view that the Neo- Confucian 
movement emphasizes the worth of individual self- devel-
opment and the importance of an independent, critical 
attitude toward the Confucian texts and encourages free 
critical discussion.37

34. Theresa Kelleher, “Confucianism,” Women in World Religions, 
ed. Arvind Sharma (New York: State University of New York 
Press, 1987), 137. For a further detailed discussion about “seven 
evils,” also see, The Committee for the Compilation of the History of 
Korean Women, Women of Korea, 52-53, and 89.
35. Cf. Wm. Theodore de Bary and Tu Weiming, eds, 
Confucianism and Human Rights, 7.
36. For an exemplary of these two contrasting views, see Joanne R. 
Bauer and Daniel A. Bell, eds., The East Asian Challenge for Human 
Rights (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1999) and 
Wm. Theodore de Bary and Tu Weiming, eds, Confucianism and 
Human Rights.
37. Wm. Theodore de Bary, The Liberal Tradition in China (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 67-90.

However, one should note that this attitude applies 
only to men from noble class, not to women and men from 
lower class. Neo-Confucianism in Korea has not contrib-
uted to the enlargement of liberation and the interests of 
women and the lower class people (commoner and chon-
min [lowborn, slaves] families) as independent individual 
human beings. Instead, it has justified, perpetuated, and 
reinforced the kyriarchal status quo in which extreme sex-
ism and classism are “naturalized.” Furthermore, it has 
institutionalized and sanctioned male hegemony both in 
the private and public sector. This Confucian male hege-
mony in family and society in Korea has been manifest 
in Hoju-je, a family registry system in Korea in which 
any male, regardless of his age, takes precedence over any 
females as the Hoju, the head of the household. When a 
husband, the hoju, dies, for example, his first son becomes 
the legal head of the household, not his wife, even the son 
is one-year-old. Each family member is to define oneself 
in terms of his/her relationship to the hoju. Although the 
Korean Cabinet meeting gave an approval to the bill to 
abolish the Hoju-je in 2003, as a result of a long-standing 
protest from feminist and civic groups, Korea has legally 
practiced this Hoju-je until the Supreme Court eventually 
issued the details of the implementation of the new family 
registration law effective as of January 2008. Proponents 
for this Hoju-je used the Confucian ideology and “family 
value,” in opposition to the arguments for abolition of the 
Hoju- je by feminist and civic groups. This incident shows 
the powerful influence of Confucianism on every sector 
of Korean society until today.38 It is not surprising to see 
that the Yoo-rim, a male-only society of Confucian prac-
titioners in Korea, has been the most strongest opponent 
against the feminist and civic movement for gender equal-
ity in family registry system and inheritance law.

From a liberationist perspective, Confucianism in 
Korea has failed not because of its lack of cosmologi-
cal principles of harmony or humanistic philosophy, but 
because of its extremely kyriarchal praxis that has entirely 
limited, rather than enlarged, the human freedom and lib-
eration of women and lower class people in Korean society. 
It has failed to provide the minimum degree of freedom 
for women and lower class people. How can we “mea-
sure” one’s freedom as an individual or a group? Friedrich 
Nietzsche answers: “According to the resistance which 
must be overcome.”39 Freedom and resistance are deeply 
interlinked because if there is no minimum space of free-

38. Cf. Jae-Won Kim, “The Confucian Tradition and Its 
Impact on the Family Law Reform in Korea,” an unpublished 
paper presented at the annual meeting of the Law and Society 
Association, Chicago, IL, May 27, 2004.
39. Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols in The Portable 
Nietzsche, 542.
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dom, ironically, resistance would be impossible. Where 
there is an absolute constraint and un-freedom, people can 
rarely even resist. Following Nietzsche’s way of measuring 
freedom, the sheer fact that there has been no a so-called 
“Confucian feminist liberation resistance” to Confucian 
domination within Confucianism, like a “Christian femi-
nist liberation resistance” to Christian domination within 
Christianity, reveals the failure of Confucianism and its 
absolutely patriarchal praxis in Korean society. I do not 
believe in a discursive or institutional “purity” in a religion 
because religion is a complex and often self-contradicting 
institution in terms of its oppressing and at the same time 
liberating function in human reality. We must, therefore, 
ask specific and contextual question: “to whom” a religion 
plays the role of oppressor or liberator and “whose” free-
dom and liberation it limits or enhances. For to be human 
means to live with the specific social “markers of identity,” 
either by force or by choice, based on sex, sexuality, class, 
race/ethnicity, age, nationality/citizenship, religion, and 
so forth. Where there is a total absence of freedom, resis-
tance can never happen. Confucianism in Korean society 
has rarely offered women a space of freedom, which would 
have made possible a minimalist “women’s resistance” 
within Confucianism. Sharon Welch rightly posits:

The dangerous memory expressed in liberation theol-
ogy is not only a memory of conflict and exclusion.  
. . . It is also a memory of hope, a memory of freedom 
and resistance. This memory of hope is a significant 
element of the experience of resistance. . . .Domination 
is not absolute as long as there is protest against it.40

Do women under Confucianism in Korea have had 
the “dangerous memory,” the memory of freedom and 
resistance to kyriarchal domination? When we deal with 
religion, it is insufficient to talk about only texts, prin-
ciples, doctrines, philosophies, or theologies. Instead we 
need to ask the specific power-sensitive questions as to 
whether the religion has implemented a liberating practice 
in a concrete reality and whose privileges and interests it 
has served. A religion in a given society can be liberative for 
some people but oppressive for others. In the case of Con-
fucianism in Korea, it has privileged the men from yang 
ban class but has constricted women from all classes and 
men from the lower class. Overlooking the extreme power 
disparity between different social and familial groups can 
result in misrepresenting the concrete reality of the people. 
One should note that the Confucian emphasis on fam-
ily and harmony through Confucian rites and teaching 
could mean one’s total subordination to the interests of the 
stronger party in the social and familial relationship. The 

40. Sharon Welch, Communities of Resistance and Solidarity: A 
Feminist Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1985), 39.

hierarchical nature of members of “community” means to 
practice domination of the fathers over mothers, husbands 
over wives, sons over daughters, older over younger, and 
ruler over ruled.

Christianity in Korea as an Alternative Religion  
to Confucianism
Christianity arrived in Korea in 1784 (Catholic) and 1884 
(Protestant) and did not come as a part of western colonial 
power as it did in other parts of the world. From the begin-
ning, Christianity in Korea was associated not with west-
ern colonialism but with modern education and medicine. 
Christianity made a remarkable contribution in Korean 
modern history by breaking down the rigid social barriers 
based on one’s class and sex through its teaching and prac-
tice of human equality of every individual person regardless 
of one’s sex or class.41 By that time, most Korean women 
in general or men from the lower class, for instance, could 
hardly imagine sitting together with men or people from 
yangban class in any public sphere. Church became the 
“physical space of border-crossing” between sexes and 
classes, albeit in a relative sense, because there was still gen-
der segregation in the pew, and Christian teaching of the 
creation story in which humans are equally created in the 
image of God offered a revolutionary idea of human equal-
ity regardless of one’s sex or class.

It would be impossible to produce a “general” theory 
for how one encounters a specific religion because of the 
heterogeneity, hybridity, and complexity of one’s social, 
cultural, personal, political, or spiritual context. It is in a 
way pointless to make a “universal” claim, such as a par-
ticular religion is simply either liberating or oppressing for 
women, without taking a specific historical context into its 
consideration. There has been no single religion in human 
history which has maintained its nature as such in one 
solid form. Needless to say, a religion, both as an institu-
tion and a movement, changes its functions in diverse ways 
according to the power dynamics that it plays in a given 
historical situation. Religion has been always historically 
and socio-culturally “situated.” Therefore, we need to see 
the specific context in which Korean women encountered 
Christianity and why they were drawn to Christianity 
under Confucianism.

When Korean women encountered Christianity, it was 
not through systematized “doctrines” but through “praxis” 
of equality. Due to the extreme limitations of linguistic 
skills of missionaries from the West, the missionaries had 
to simplify the Christian messages. The messages that they 
proclaimed were extremely simple narratives, which were 
like “Yeasu Chundang”[ Jesus- Heaven], “Bulsin Jiok”[Hell 

41. Cf. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of 
Korean Women, Women of Korea, 197.
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Without Faith], “Woori modu Hananim Janoe”[We all are 
the children of God] and so forth. But the radical equality 
embedded in Christian teaching that all those who believe 
in Jesus Christ can go to “heaven” regardless of their gender 
or class, for instance, offered sufficient grounds to attract 
many women and the lower class people to Christianity. 
Christianity then became an alternative religion to Con-
fucianism, especially for those who were on the margins of 
Korean society due to their gender or class, and whose full 
humanity was denied to them under the Confucian struc-
tures. John Nevius, who was a missionary in China, came 
to Korea in 1890, and following the advice of Nevius, the 
Council of Missions produced the so-called “Nevius Mis-
sionary Policy” that stressed self-sufficiency in outlining the 
basic rules for the mission policy of Korean Christianity. 
Among these rules, the priority of evangelism in Korea was 
given to the working class and women, unlike in China.42 
In this context, Christianity made a contribution for the 
emancipation of Korean women from the Confucian con-
finement and degradation and taught them the radical idea 
of equality that they were created in the image of God and 
therefore they were the children of God with full dignity 
as human beings with men.43 The notion of equality in the 
Creation story, in which humans are created in the “image 
of God,” laid the epistemological ground of the infinite 
worth and dignity of the individual human being and led 
to the construction of “natural law” and “human rights” 
in Western civilization.44 One’s human rights are innately 
granted, not by one’s position or role in society/family as 
in Confucianism, but simply by one’s being created in the 
image of the Divine. It is true, as one can see in the spirit of 
French Revolution, that “[t]o claim a right simply on the 
basis that one is a human is already a revolutionary act.”45

Mary Scranton, a Methodist woman missionary 
from the United States, started public women’s education 
in Korea by founding Ewha School with one student in 
1886. But in less than 20 years, ten other Christian schools 
for women were founded by 1904.46 It is worthy to note 
that women missionaries had conservative ideals for the 
education of Korean women, and they wanted to educate 
women not to develop the full humanity of women as 

42. Cf. Min Kyong-Bae, Hanguk ui kidokkyohoe-sa [History 
of Christian Church in Korea] (Seoul, 1968) 68; and Hwang 
Song-mo, “Protestantism and Korea,” Korea Journal, vol. 7. No. 2( 
February 1967), 5.
43. Cf. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of 
Korean Women, Women of Korea, 197-198.
44. Cf. Leonard Swidler, “Human Rights: A Historical Overview,” 
in The Ethics of World Religions and Human Rights, eds. Hans 
Kueng and Juergen Moltmann, Concillium, 1990/2 (London: 
SCM Press, 1990).
45. Leonard Swidler, “Human Rights,” 12.
46. Ewha Hakpo [Ewha School Paper], June 20, 1975, 3.

humans but to train them to be good wives, mothers, and 
educators of their own children. But opening the door of 
public education to women was itself a revolutionary act, 
whether or not the missionaries intended or expected it, 
through which Korean women were able to develop their 
own world in spite of the conservative educational ideals of 
the missionaries. The Nevius Policy also reflected the still 
conservative perspective on women’s education because the 
missionaries emphasized the significance of women’s edu-
cation, not because of their self-development as humans 
but because of their role as mothers who will be respon-
sible for their children. Despite its conservative tendency 
on women’s issue, this mission policy that targeted women 
and the working class, rather than upper class as it did in 
China, was meaningful because the Christian Gospel was 
accepted as a liberating message for those who were on the 
margins of the Korean society and also gave impetus for the 
rapid growth of Christianity in Korea.47

Korean women were enlightened not only through 
the public schools founded by the missionaries from the 
west but also through the educational programs of the 
churches. The churches provided Bible schools and classes, 
and women were able to extend their lives beyond the 
Confucian confinement of women to the private sphere.48 
In this way, churches became the first public sphere that 
Korean women exposed themselves. It is interesting to 
note that the first student of the first school for women 
in Korea, the Ewha School, which is now the world’s larg-
est women’s university, was a concubine of a high official 
when it opened on the evening of May 31, 1886, and that 
most students who joined the school later were from the 
commoner class, because Confucian culture did not allow 
families, especially of yangban class, to send girls into the 
public sphere. Therefore, women and girls from the yang-
ban class experienced restrictions more severe than those 
from the commoner or lower class because the yangban 
class was expected to follow Confucian values and prac-
tice more strictly than others.49 It was unthinkable under 
Confucianism for women to learn organizational skills by 
participating in the public activities of the church, such 
as Sunday schools and various women’s societies. Regard-
ing the church’s educational programs, Helen Kim, the first 
Korean president of Ewha Womans University, made the 
following statement:

47. Hwang Song-mo, “Protestantism and Korea,” Korea Journal, 
vol. 7, no. 2 (February 1967), 5.
48. “Wife” in Korean is “Anhae”or “gipsaram,” and the literal 
meaning of the word is one who is “inside.” This shows the 
cultural perception of wife’s “proper” social location in the private 
sector of society.
49. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of Korean 
Women, Women of Korea, 218-219.



618: Reclaiming Theological Significance of Women’s Religious Choice-in-Differential

They helped to wipe out illiteracy by teaching women 
to read the Bible and to sing the hymns. Ideas such 
as democracy and world brotherhood[sic] were intro-
duced to the rank and file of the people through Chris-
tian churches. Wiping out superstition, bringing about 
social class consciousness, and contributing to the 
women’s own discovery of themselves as well as to the 
raising of their status are contributions brought about 
by these pioneer Christian missions.50

She also made a testimony for her experience of call-
ing from God, which made her decide to commit herself to 
the liberation of women. While she was praying in a dark 
prayer room at night, she began hearing some “crying and 
appealing voices” and then there was a gentle voice saying 
to her:

“Do you hear it?” 
“Yes, I do.”
“That’s the crying from Korean women. How can you 
sit here calmly and comfortably hearing that cry? Only 
that is your mission.”
The voice was a distant one. 51

For Helen Kim, the most important mission of Chris-
tianity was to liberate Korean women from Confu-
cian oppression and patriarchal convention. Like 
Helen Kim, many Korean women who were living 
in an extremely androcentric Confucian culture were 
drawn to the Christian message, which contained a 
spirit of a radical equality, even though there was a 
limitation in the nature of “liberation” from a feminist 
perspective of the twenty-first century. In Confucian 
view of men and women, one could hardly imagine 
such a notion of equality of women with men “as 
humans.” The message that even women could be 
equally “qualified” with men to become “children of 
God” and to enter Heaven was an extremely revolu-
tionary idea at that time. In this context, Christianity 
provided a space for women to become equal mem-
bers of the church with men, a space for women to 
affirm that they were as human as men were, and an 
opportunity to learn how to read and write, which 
Confucian culture extremely discouraged by prohibit-
ing women from learning and studying the Confucian 
texts. In the nineteenth century, a missionary observed: 
[ext] The Gospel has been a large factor in liberat-
ing women in Korea. . . . The Korean woman had 

50. Helen Kim, The Role of Women in the Next Half Century 
(Seoul: Ewha Woman’s University, 1968), 23.
51. Helen Kim, Ku pitsoge chagun saengmyong (Autobiography: 
A Small Life in that Light) (Seoul, 1965), 56-58. Cited in The 
Committee for the Compilation of the History of Korean Women, 
Women of Korea, 221.

everything to gain and nothing to lose by becoming 
a Christian. Her circle of social contacts was imme-
diately widened and enriched. Christianity taught a 
higher status for women than what she had known.52

This rather too simplistic statement by an early mis-
sionary does not, of course, showed the ambivalent role 
that Christianity in Korea played in terms of women’s lib-
eration if we apply a contemporary feminist standard; after 
all Christianity was unable to make a fundamental chal-
lenge to the core of Confucian kyriarchal structures, due to 
its own patriarchality and the conservativism of mission-
aries. Most missionaries who came to Korea were them-
selves the product of patriarchal world view of eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries of the West, where women were 
still struggling to attain rights of suffrage and equal educa-
tion. This statement shows us, however, the visible change 
in women’s activities and their social engagement through 
the public programs and education that Christianity then 
provided, contrasting to women’s lives under Confucian-
ism in Korea. The church organized the enlightenment 
movement and trained women to be leaders for the group 
activities and Bible schools. There was a Catholic commu-
nity of women, for instance, among those who decided to 
remain celibate or single. Remaining celibate or single was 
then an unthinkable and the most unfilial act under Con-
fucianism, because having posterity through marriage was 
the most significant duty of women. Women’s choice to 
rebel against the conventional Confucian norm by volun-
tarily being the members of the Christian community of 
dong-jung-nea [celibate women] was itself a revolutionary 
and liberative movement.53 Through the organization of 
women’s societies by Christian missionaries, a large num-
ber of Korean women began to participate in “public life,” 
which Confucian practice fundamentally prohibited. The 
beginning of “collective” activities among women, both 
as leaders and members, in public sphere was possible 
through the various Christian women’s societies, after the 
first Protestant women’s society, called the House Mission-
ary Society, got started in 1897 in Pyongyang.54 It is also 
important to note that Christian women and men formed 
a patriotic movement, called the Independence Club, at 
Chong-dong Methodist Church in Seoul, in October 31, 
1897, and had debated on the gender equality. The found-
ing members of this Independence Club, twenty-five males 
from Paejae Haktang[school] and eleven females from 

52. Charles Allen Clark, The Korean Church and the Nevius 
Methods (New York: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1930), 234.
53. Ok Hee Kim, Chunjukyo Yesung Woondongsa I [History of 
Catholic Women’s Movement] (Seoul, Korea: Hankuk Inmun 
Kwahakwon, 1983), 120-124.
54. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of Korean 
Women, Women of Korea, 249.
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Ewha Haktang[school], the first public school for girls in 
Korean history, came from the schools for boys and girls 
respectively, founded by Methodist missionaries in 1886.

Another significant role that Christianity played in 
the nineteenth century in Korea was it raised a conscious-
ness of individuality of women by providing them “proper 
names.” Korean women did not have their own name for 
various stages of life. Before marriage, people would call 
them simply by their nickname, such as “koptani”[pretty 
girl], “posilli”[happy girl], “k’unnyon”[older girl], 
“supsupi”[disappointing], meaning it is so disappoint-
ing that you are not as on, “chakunnyon”[younger girl], 
daughter of Kim, or “malsoon”[the last girl]. After mar-
riage, people would address women only by the surname 
of their husbands’ family, such as “Kim-ssi-daeg”[wife of 
Kim], “Lee-ssi-daeg” [wife of Lee] before they gave a birth 
to a child. After a woman had a child, people would call the 
married women by their children’s name plus the word for 
mother, for instance, “Chulsoo’s umma [mother of Chul-
soo].” Within the household, people address women by a 
kinship term denoting their position in the family rela-
tions. Being an “authentic” member of the family requires 
a blood tie with the family which women do not have.55 
Missionaries were shocked to find that Korean women did 
not have their own names, and they began to give individ-
ual names to those women who came to church. The mis-
sionaries thought having no name was like being a slave. 
So women, who had no unique name for themselves in the 
Confucian structure, began to have their “formal” given 
names in the church. Although the names that missionaries 
gave were mostly western names or names from the Bible, 
the experience of being addressed with their unique names 
gave women a sense of independence and self-awareness 
as independent human beings.56 That women get to have 
their names is significant for the emancipation of women 
from patriarchy because an awareness of human “individu-
ality” is fundamental in being able to claim one’s rights as 

55. In Chinese language, there are more than one hundred terms 
for various family relationships, which have no equivalent in the 
Western languages. Cf. Fung Yu-Lan, A Short History of Chinese 
Philosophy (New York: The Free Press, 1948) 21. The Korean 
language also has many terms referring to various relatives 
of the family. For example, every term relating to relatives is 
differentiated according to whether they are related to the father 
or mother, or to husband or wife. In the case of the mother’s 
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that anyone not on the father’s side or husband’s side is not part 
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samchoon [outer-uncle], oe halmuni [outer- grandmother], or oe 
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56. Cf. Lee Woo Chung, Hankuk Kidogkoe Yesung Baknundi 
Baljachi [A Hundred Years of History of Korean Christian 
Women] (Seoul: Minjung Publishing, 1985) 41-42.

humans, and having one’s own “proper name” is essential 
for gaining a sense of individuality.

Through its egalitarian and liberative message of 
creation and redemption, and its democratic practice of 
inclusion of gender and class, Christianity in nineteenth 
century Korea played a role of an alternative religion to 
kyriarchal Confucianism that had reinforced and institu-
tionalized oppression of women and lower class people. 
While Confucian ancestor worship, for instance, did not 
allow women’s participation, Christian worship was open 
to everybody in society regardless of one’s gender or social 
class. When Confucianism was fostering the ideology of 
Namjon Yobi [men are honored, women are degraded], 
Christianity was then teaching the message that God cre-
ated men and women in God’s image and therefore all 
were created equal as the children of God and could go to 
heaven as long as they believe in Jesus Christ. This simpli-
fied Christian message of radical equality, inclusion, and 
redemption were one of the major factors of women’s reli-
gious choice-in-differential. The Christian message of radi-
cal equality in creation and redemption transformed the 
existing reality of women and lower class people, offering 
them a sense of high self-esteem as humans. The Chan-
yang-hoe, which Korea women launched in September 1, 
1898 as the first women’s rights organization in Korean 
history, was grounded in the spirit of human dignity and 
equality granted by the Divine, and demanded women’s 
rights in Korean society.57

III.Christianity in Korea at the Crossroad:  
Toward a Liberative and Transformative Religion

One of the contributions that Christianity made in the 
eighteenth-nineteenth century Korea was making women 
aware of their ontological “individuality” as humans cre-
ated in the image of God regardless of who/what they 
were. Although most missionaries were theologically and 
politically conservative and therefore may not have had 
such “feminist” intentions, the notion of radical equal-
ity through the messages of Divine creation and redemp-
tion contributed to raising women’s consciousness of their 
“I-ness” as individual human beings with full dignity and 
their own “proper names.” Korean women’s religious choice 
of Christianity was in fact the first religious choice that 
they had made throughout the history of Korea. All other 
religions, such as Confucianism, Shamanism, Buddhism, 
and so forth were given by the state or the society or were 
just “there” in their household or community to which 

57. Cf. The Committee for the Compilation of the History of 
Korean Women, Women of Korea, 249-50; and Bae-yong Lee, 
“‘Chan-yang-hoe,’ The first Women’s Organization,” in  
www.womennews.co.kr/news/12989.
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they belonged, which did not necessarily require women’s 
“conscious” choice, or a so-called religious “conversion” 
experience to become affiliated. Yet, women’s making up 
their minds to become Christians under the strong Confu-
cian context meant taking an enormous risk and responsi-
bility for the consequences of their choice and, therefore, 
was a decisive, voluntary, dramatic, emancipatory, and 
revolutionary act that women took as individual human 
beings with dignity and rights, not as collective, unified, 
nameless people of “roles” as merely mothers, daughters-
in-laws, wives, or slaves without proper names. There were 
numerous testimonies from those Christian women who 
had to endure a physical and verbal violence in their house-
hold due to their decision to become Christians. They were 
able to endure the hardship because the joy that they came 
to have after becoming Christian. One of the testimonies 
revealed the experience of emancipation and joy that a 
Christian woman had:

The day that I was baptized was the happiest day of my 
life. We Chosun[name of Korea in Yi Dynasty] women 
have lived under the men’s oppression for thousands 
years. If the lights from Jesus had not come to Chosun, 
women in Chosun would have not lived a life that we 
have now. The Chosun women’s liberation movement 
started from the day Christ came to our peninsula.58

The experience of joy and liberation, as this Chosun 
woman had, and of suffering and oppression, as women 
in the history of witch-burning, are two edges of women’s 
experience in Christianity due to its paradoxical nature—
egalitarian and kyriarchal—of theology and practice. Femi-
nists have perceived institutionalized religions as a source of 
patriarchal conservatism in their belief system and practice. 
Once the religions get established and institutionalized in a 
society, most organized religions tend to defend the status 
quo by deriving their legitimacy from the past tradition 
and practice, rather than promoting change and transfor-
mation, as is the case in Christianity in Korea. When a reli-
gion bases its legitimacy on past tradition, it will assimilate 
rather than resist the existing value system and will inevita-
bly become kyriarchal and oppressive because the existing 
system is grounded in sexism, classism, racism, homopho-
bism, and so forth. As one of the dominant religions in 
Korea today, Christianity has incorporated with the Con-
fucian culture in Korea, instead of challenging and contest-
ing its kyriarchal value system. The kyriarchal messages of 
Pauline texts, for instance, began to be highly emphasized 
and interpreted in the way that perpetuated and reinforced 

58. Mr. Noble, ed., Seong-li-ou-sang-hwal [Life of Victory] (Kyung 
Sung: Christian Window, The year 2, So-wha [1926]), 72. Cited 
in Woojung Lee, Hankuk Kidogkoe Yesung Baknundi Baljachi [A 
Hundred Years of History of Korean Christian Women], 75-76.

Confucian values and ethics. The Christian message of love 
and sacrifice became patriarchalized, which led women to 
accept their own victimization/oppression under kyriarchy 
in the name of Jesus’ love and sacrifice for humanity.

In this way, Christianity in Korea became an ethi-
cally “Confucianized Christianity” after it got settled in 
Korean society, especially in terms of its androcentric, kyri-
archal, and hierarchal teachings and practices. Men still 
monopolize the decision-making body and process in most 
Christian denominations. As of the year 2009, the Korean 
Methodist Church, for instance, which people would 
regard one of the progressive denominations in Korea 
because it allowed women’s ordination early in 1931, does 
not have a single woman bishop although women comprise 
70% of church members. Methodist Theological Univer-
sity, one of the three major Methodist theological schools 
in Korea, does not have a single woman full-time profes-
sor in its theology department, although women students 
comprise more than 30% of the student body. This spirit 
of “100 percent-all-male” in leadership roles in theologi-
cal institutions and denominational offices has constituted 
Christianity in Korea with its proud growth in number. 
As a result, men monopolize the two fundamental sources 
of religious power and authority: teaching and preaching. 
Women, who have laid the ground of the development of 
Christianity with their passion and commitment since its 
introduction to Korea, are now excluded from the lead-
ership roles of teaching and preaching, and they are wel-
comed only when they play roles that are an extension of 
what they are supposed to do in their household: Assisting 
men, taking care of the kitchen and children, and doing 
church-chores.

Confucianism has been making a significant influence 
on contemporary Korea. Although the intensity of Confu-
cian influence may differ, the way Korean people perceive 
the political and social authority, interpersonal relation-
ships in private or public spheres, and education is still 
strongly Confucian, in terms that the hierarchy between 
different gender, class, social and marital status, or age is 
extremely explicit. Although people may not read the Con-
fucian texts and may have simplified and modified Confu-
cian ancestral rites, the attitudes associated with them are 
still alive and still guide people’s daily lives. Therefore, it is 
important to note that although only 2% of Koreans con-
sider themselves Confucians today, nearly 90% of Koreans 
are in fact Confucians in the sense that they follow Confu-
cian ethics, value system, and teachings in their daily lives.59

59. Junshik Choi, Hankuk Jongkyo Iyagee, [Story of Korean 
Religions: Shamanism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism 
that Formed the Ethos of Korean People], vol. I (Seoul, Korea: 
Hanwool, 1995), 93.
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What I am concerned about is the possibility of 
transformation and the role that religion can play both 
in promoting human liberation and freedom and at the 
same time in reinforcing, perpetuating, and maintaining 
pernicious oppression and discrimination based on one’s 
gender, race, class, or sexuality. The significance of femi-
nist theology and other forms of liberation theology lies 
in their content and vision for an alternative world. When 
such liberation theologies talk about the crisis of Christian 
faith, the crisis is not just theological but practical. In this 
regard, the fundamental failure of Confucianism in Korea 
is its total absence of a liberative practice for women and 
the lower class people, a failure to establish in practice its 
teaching and vision of the community of human equality. 
Christianity offered a transformative and liberative space 
and practice for the marginalized in the beginning of its 
introduction to Korea but lost its liberating function and 
eventually failed in transforming the oppression and injus-
tice of Korean society. The task of Christianity in Korea 
today is to become the instrument of human liberation 
and freedom in a concrete reality, to revive the “danger-
ous memory”60 of liberative and transformative roles that it 
once played in Korean society. We must ask the question 
of “legitimacy”—especially who is qualified to speak for a 
Confucian or Christian tradition is compatible with the 
spirit of the Declaration of the Universal Human Rights, 
and who determines the standards of the “authenticity” of 
one’s religious choice when women make a religious choice-
in-differential. What we need in Korea today may be “re-
introduction” of new Christianity, which is equipped with 
post-patriarchal and liberative perspective and practice—a 
revival of the liberative spirit that once led Korean women 
to make a religious choice-in-differential, despite the huge 
risk of social ostracization.

Edward Said’s description of the role of public intel-
lectuals precisely echoes what I believe the role of theolo-
gians and scholars of religions should be:

[T]he intellectual. . . .is neither a pacifier nor a con-
sensus- builder, but someone whose whole being is 
staked on a critical sense, a sense of being unwilling 
to accept easy formulas or ready-made clichés, or the 
smooth, every-so-accommodating confirmations of 
what the powerful or conventional have to say, and 
what they do. . . . This is not always a matter of being 
a critic of government policy, but rather of thinking 
of the intellectual vocation as maintaining a state of 
constant alertness, of a perpetual willingness not to let 
half-truths or received ideas steer one along.61

60. For the term, “dangerous memory,” see John Baptist Metz, 
Faith in History and Society: Toward a Practical Fundamental 
Theology (New York: Seabury Press, 1980), 66-67.
61. Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual, 23.

The function, task, and role of theologians and schol-
ars of religions have always been “political.” At the moment 
they write or speak, they are entering into the sphere of 
“politics,” where a value-neutrality is impossible and the 
personal, the political, the societal, the cultural, and the 
religious are inextricably interlinked in one way or the 
other. Religion has never been in isolation from the world 
of politics in a broad sense. The theologians and scholars 
of religions speak and write in multiple angles as witnesses 
to the extreme pains of human suffering and oppression 
of reality-as-it-is and, at the same time, the hope, dream, 
and vision for the reality-as-it-ought-to-be, for the world 
of the impossible, and for the world of not-yet. I believe 
that any kind of religious community ought to be a “com-
munities of resistance and solidarity”62—the community of 
resistance to any type of domination and the community 
of solidarity with those on the margins on whatever ground 
in society, culture, or religion. A “resistance” is not just a 
“reactionary” to domination. An “authentic” resistance that 
I perceive is a resistance, which both refuses domination 
and, at the same time, offers a vision of the reality-as-it-
ought-to-be and of what needs to be achieved by social, 
political, ethical, religious transformation. Christianity 
in Korea today needs to redirect itself from a community 
of kyriarchal domination to being a community of resis-
tance and solidarity. Korean women’s religious-choice-in-
differential in the eighteenth-nineteenth century needs 
to be revisited from a liberationist perspective because it 
can be a constant reminder of the mandate role of a reli-
gion in a society. Revisiting and reclaiming the “histori-
cal memory” of those Korean women, who yearned for a 
world of human freedom and equality, is an act of what 
Cornel West calls “prophetic criticism” to keep “track of 
the complex dynamics of institutional and other related 
power structures in order to disclose options and alterna-
tives for transformative praxis.”63 This struggle to revisit the 
“earlier silences and margins” is, therefore, not to make an 
absolute truth-claim but to re-orient ourselves in order to 
attend to what is beneficial to those on the margins and to 
“our liberation in the multiple voices, languages, her-and 
his-stories.”64

62. For this phrase, I am indebted to the book title by Sharon 
Welch, Communities of Resistance and Solidarity: A Feminist 
Theology of Liberation.
63. Cornel West, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” in 
Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Culture, eds. Russell 
Ferguson, Martha Gever, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Cornel West (New 
York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art; and Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1990), 31.
64. Iain Chambers, Border Dialogues: Journeys in Postmodernity 
(New York: Routledge, 1990), 9-10.
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9.  The Rise of Asian Pacific Christianity and 
Challenges for the Church Universal
 Michael Nai-Chiu Poon

The paper assesses Asian Protestant contributions to ecumen-
ism since the Pacific War in the mid 20th century. It identifies 
some of the structural problems in Protestant approaches, and 
suggests how these may be overcome. The Pacific Rim, in fact, 
reveals a fresh understanding of communal life. The essay ends 
by suggesting ways by which the Asian churches can conduct 
their life and witness better by connecting with the fundamen-
tal structure of life in the Pacific Rim.

Study Questions

1.   What has marked the early beginnings of Asian church 
reconstruction and Asian ecumenism (paticicularly the 
early EACC agenda) in the decades after the end of the 
Pacific War 1945?

2.   What have been root causes of the ecumenical-evangelical 
divide in post second world war period in Asia and how is 
this divide being evaluated by the author in terms of facing 
up to the Asian contextual challenges?

3.   How does the author assess the specific geological condi-
tions of the Pacific Rim region as opposed to other regions 
as affecting the contextual nature of Asia’s theologies in past 
and future?

This essay assesses Asian Protestant contributions to ecu-
menism since the Pacific War in the mid 20th century. It 
identifies some of the structural problems in Protestant 
approaches, and suggests how these may be overcome. The 
Pacific Rim, in fact, reveals  a fresh understanding of com-
munal life. The essay ends by suggesting ways by which the  
Asian churches can conduct  their life and witness better  
by connecting with the fundamental structure of life in the 
Pacific Rim. 

Ecumenism amid the Asian Revolution

From the early 20th century, Asian churches have begun to 
find ways to connect with and learn from one another. Inter-
visitations among Asian Christian leaders brought Asian 
Christians in touch with one another. Student movements, 
nationalism and war emergencies provided the occasion 
for Asian leaders to think, speak and act together. Local 
churches also began to explore ways to give institutional  

expression in their common faith and witness.1 The World 
Missionary Conference held at Tambaram, India in 1938 
was a high point. It discussed concrete actions for promot-
ing co-operative Christian efforts in eastern Asia.

It is important to underline that these ecumenical 
explorations took place amid pressing political and social 
pressures in Asia. Churches therefore needed to respond 
to what Indian church leader Rajah Manikam described as 
“Asian Revolution” in new ways. He said: 

The multitudes which inhabit East Asia are today 
caught in the terrific maelstrom of a gigantic revolu-
tion. . . . A dynamic and militant communism chal-
lenges the Christian Church in most parts of East Asia. 
Contending crusading forces of revitalized old religions 
shout their slogans, and engage in violent conflict with 
Christianity. A great void, a moral vacuum, has been 
formed by bleak disappointment with life, and conse-
quent despair which finds life empty of meaning. . . . 
However, all this darkness and the troubled conditions 
of life in East Asia offer an unprecedented opportunity 
to Christian forces. The situation calls for Christian 
light and Christian witness.

He made clear that the Asian Revolution referred not 
only to the revolt against western expansion and colonial 
domination, but also to the fundamental and far-reaching 
transformations brought about by industrialisation and 
secularisation in the post Pacific War years.2 

Asia started to reorganise its societies immediately 
after the Pacific War in 1945. The Japanese military occu-
pation had set off huge social and political upheavals, and 
raised the expectations for change among Asian churches 
and the wider society. Indonesia immediately asserted its 
independence unilaterally in 1945. Other Asian nations 
declared their independence soon after. The Bandung 
Conference in Indonesia in 1955 was a landmark gather-
ing of ‘non-aligned’ nations against western interests. Asian 
churches were busy in reconnecting with one another amid 
a time of hope and uncertainty. The Eastern Asia Christian 
Conference “The Christian Prospect in Eastern Asia” held 
in Bangkok in 1949—soon after the Communist victory 
in China—was the first occasion where national councils 
of churches in Asia met after the Pacific War to consider 
their Christian task on a continental scale. The Conference 
on ‘Theological Education in Southeast Asia’ in Bangkok 
in 1956 paved the way for the formation of the Association 
of Theological Schools in South East Asia. In March 1957, 
Protestant church leaders from eleven Asian countries 

1. Hans-Ruedi Weber, Asia and the Ecumenical Movement, 1895-
1961 (London: SCM Press, 1966), 277-281.
2. Rajah B. Manikam, Christianity and the Asian Revolution 
(Madras: Diocesan Press, 1955), 3-12.
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founded the East Asia Christian Conference (EACC)—
renamed Christian Conference of Asia (CCA) in 1972—in 
Prapat, Indonesia. Churches from Burma, Ceylon, India, 
Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaya and Singapore, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, Taiwan and Thailand participated in the 
conference. It was the first in a series of regional develop-
ments in the post- war global ecumenical movement. 

The ecumenical movement was important for west-
ern churches and mission societies. It gave them a global 
forum to explore the manner of their continuing presence 
in former mission fields and colonies. Transition to local 
leadership was not merely an administrative matter. Mis-
sion agencies would continue to send aids and personnel 
to churches that had now passed to local hands. There was 
however a deeper intellectual challenge. Historic churches 
in the previous heartland of Christianity could no lon-
ger claim to be the guardian of universality. Christianity 
had moved beyond the European mind and experience. 
Churches worldwide therefore needed to rediscover ways 
to connect with one another and to express their unity 
in new ways. In Henry van Dusen’s memorable words in 
1947, a “world church” came about just in time “to an 
age destined to survive, or to expire, as one world.”3 The 
forming of the World Council of Churches, the creation of 
global confessional families, and the proposal for a Missio 
Dei missiology were largely responses to the new situations 
in the second half of the 20th century.

Asian churches made impressive intellectual contribu-
tions amid this re-ordering of church relationship. Rajah 
Manikam, D. T. Niles, Shoki Coe and Koyama Kosuke 
were among the towering Asian church leaders of the day. 
The results were impressive. The Association of Theologi-
cal Schools in South East Asia (ATSSEA)—later renamed 
Association for Theological Education in South East Asia 
(ATESEA), the South East Asia Graduate School of Theol-
ogy (SEAGST) consortium and the SEAGST Doctor of 
Theology programme provided exemplary models of theo-
logical education for churches outside the west. In 1963, 
Situation Conferences were held in Madras (India), Amag-
isanso (Japan) and Singapore to explore ways that geo-
graphically neighbouring churches could come together for 
“joint action in mission.” The ATSSEA academic journal 
The South East Asia Journal of Theology became the main 
forum of creative theological reflection from the late 1950s 
to the early 1980s. Indeed, Shoki Coe’s contextualising 
theology was borne out of Asia’s ecumenical explorations 
from the 1950s to the 1970s. It is arguably Asia’s lasting 

3. Henry P. van Dusen, World Christianity; Yesterday, Today, 
Tomorrow (New York,: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1947), 251.

theological contribution to world Christianity.4 In Coe’s 
own words:

Contextualizing theology takes the concrete local con-
text seriously. It is rooted in a concrete, particular situ-
ation. Is there, then, a danger of losing the catholicity 
of the Gospel? . . . Catholicity is both a gift and a task. 
As a gift, we must see how it was given. This was in a 
very concrete way, by the Word which became flesh 
and dwelt among us at a particular time and place. I 
believe, in fact, that the incarnation is the divine form 
of contextualization, and if this is so, the way we receive 
this gift is also through our following His way. That is 
what I mean by contextualization. As the catholicity of 
the Gospel is given through the Word becoming flesh, 
so our task should be through our responsive contex-
tualization, taking our own concrete, local contexts 
seriously. . . . The true catholicity is a gift which only 
becomes ours as we draw our basic power from the gos-
pel of the Incarnate Word. True catholicity could not 
possibly be a colourless uniformity, but must be a rich 
fullness of truth and grace, which unfolds and mani-
fests itself as we take the diversified contexts in time 
and space, where we are set, and respond faithfully as 
the Incarnate Word did on our behalf, once and for 
all. . . . Contextuality-contextualization, as our human 
response, are at most and at best a provisional and 
fragmentary witness of that divine contextualization 
of the incarnation. Ours can only be in following in 
His steps as an ongoing process of the pilgrim people. 
But in doing so we can accept our relativity with hope 
and even with joy, as we see in our faithful responses 
the sign of the divine contextualization unfolding its 
purpose for the liberation and salvation of mankind.5

EACC/CCA became especially an important forum 
for Asian churches to make a strong case for regional iden-
tity and to challenge the continuing dominance of the 
west in the reordering of world Christianity. For EACC, 
geographically neighbouring churches should foster closer 
coordination and joint action for mission and unity 
with one another, rather than devote their limited and 
stretched resources in international and denominational 
programmes. EACC especially devoted its 1961 Bangalore 

4. See Michael Poon, “Shoki Coe and the Rise of Asia Pacific 
Christianity,” in Shoki Coe, Christian Mission And the Test of 
Discipleship, ed. Michael Poon (Singapore: Trinity Theological 
College, 2012); “The History and Development of Theological 
Education in South East Asia,” in Handbook of Theological 
Education in World Christianity, ed. Dietrich Werner and others 
(Oxford: Regnum, 2010), 375-403.
5. Shoki Coe, “In Search of Renewal in Theological Education,” 
Theological Education 9, no. 4 (1973): 242-243.



679: The Rise of Asian Pacific Christianity and Challenges for the Church Universal

and 1964 Bangkok meetings to discuss this concern. It 
insisted that churches in every locality should, despite 
their different [denominational] “names,” be identified 
and identifiable as a people together. They need to devise 
“structures of belonging in which denominational bound-
aries are crossed.”

The primary structure through which the churches in 
Asia found one another across denominational bound-
aries was that of the National Christian Council. . . .  
It is irresponsible to make the existence of confes-
sional families a convenience for proliferating meetings 
which attach denominational labels where such labels 
are irrelevant. This is the specific problem of confes-
sionalism—of making an ‘ism’ out of a legitimate 
confessional or denominational position. There is an 
increasing conviction in the Churches in Asia, that 
those churches which are in the same country or region 
should find one another and, in that place, live a com-
mon life.6

EACC also raised questions about centralising tenden-
cies in the World Council of Churches that would con-
tinue  to put Asian churches under western rule. EACC 
argued that ecumenical bodies in Asia were not meant to be 
a frontline “Asian desk,” whose primary task was to inter-
pret Asian situations to the international headquarters. The 
CCA General Secretariat Report in 1977 made this clear:

[CCA has] a primary responsibility to build up Asian 
relationships and interpret Asian thinking to Asians.  
. . . One of the strengths of the CCA programme has 
been its relative smallness which gives some flexibil-
ity in operation. The fear is felt that if CCA begins to 
respond to the agendas of other groups outside Asia it 
will lose some of its indigenous character and conse-
quent effectiveness.7 

The re-ordering of west-east relationships are not 
the only concern. Asian churches were finding their feet 
in newly independent countries. Rightly, each church 
needed to attend to its particular national situation. They 
also needed to discover ways to connect to one another. 

6. East Asia Christian Conference, “Confessional Families and the 
Churches in Asia,” in The Christian Community within the Human 
Community: Containing Statements from the Bangkok Assembly 
of the EACC Feb.-March 1964: minutes, part 2 (Bangalore: 
C. L. S. Press, 1964), 72-75. See also the Asian challenge to 
confessionalism in Weber, Asia and Ecumenical Movement, 291; 
Harold Edward Fey, “Confessional Families and the Ecumenical 
Movement” in The Ecumenical Advance: A History of the Ecumenical 
Movement. Vol. 2 1948-1968, ed. Harold Edward Fey (Geneva: 
World Council of Churches, 1986), 124-125.
7. Ron O’Grady, Singapore to Penang: The Christian Conference of 
Asia from 1973 to 1977 (Singapore: CCA, 1977), 16.

The 1963 Situation Conferences underlined this. M. 
M. Thomas (EACC Secretary for Church and Society 
Concerns) made this clear in the 1964 Assembly: “Only 
national programmes of study can be real and relevant to 
the Churches at this time of nation-state, national inte-
gration and national development . . . . We should not 
only have inter-Asian regional conferences, but encourage 
‘national initiatives’ in the study of religion and society.”8 

Clearly, a powerful undercurrent was at work. New 
Asian nations and churches emerging out of the ruins of 
the Pacific War were suspicious of any sign of empire build-
ing in Asia. After all, Japan justified its military occupation 
of Asia under the banner of establishing the “Greater East 
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” This left a legacy of deep unease 
toward any form of pan-Asian unity. National sovereignty 
became an overriding concern. Indeed, Asia consists of new 
nation states not only of unequal socio-economic strengths 
and contrasting ethno-linguistic situations, but also with 
unresolved histories of hostility and competing stories of 
nation building. Nation building also gave rise to ethno-
nationalist conflicts. The unrests in Kalimantan, Sulawesi, 
and Maluku in Indonesia; the Mindanao conflicts in the 
Philippines; the Malaysia-Indonesia conflict over Borneo; 
Myanmar’s state policies towards ethnic minorities; and 
the Thailand-Malaysia disputes over southern Thailand are 
cases in point. 

Ironically, therefore, former colonial powers and mis-
sion boards became an important source of identity for 
Asian churches. Churches with tiny minorities would use 
their foreign links to establish their credentials. There was 
a deep fear of being absorbed by powerful neighbours. Per-
haps East Malaysian churches would see themselves differ-
ent from their West Malaysian counterparts. In Myanmar, 
the Chins would hold onto their Baptist links, and the 
Karens their Anglican ties in a Burmese dominated nation. 
EACC avoided establishing a permanent headquarters in 
its early years. The dispersive character kept the regional 
offices modest and guarded against emerging centres of 
excellence from competing against one another. This con-
tinued until 1974 when Singapore became the headquar-
ters of CCA, the newly renamed EACC. 

Asian churches, therefore, faced a structural problem 
from the start. They needed to stand united to restructure 
relationship with international organisations and their for-
mer parent churches. At the same time, the need to define 
themselves from their Asian neighbours led them to go in 
separate ways.

However, even deeper undercurrents were at work. 
Post- war ecumenical developments were under the grips 
8. East Asia Christian Conference, Church’s Witness in Relation 
to Religion and Society International Affairs, Religious Liberty; 
Programme for 1964-68 (Madras: Diocesan Press, 1964), 25.
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of a crisis mentality. The first was the looming Communist 
threat to the newly independent nations. The conflicts in 
Korea, Malaya and Indonesia were cases in point. Along-
side this was the globalising of Christian conflicts that had 
their origins in the west, but had now spread to the younger 
churches in the southern continents. The fundamentalist-
liberal dispute, and the split between the moderate evan-
gelicals and their ultra-fundamentalist counterparts in the 
United States of America became globalised in the 1950s.
The southern continents became, so to speak, a contested 
ground for influence, political and ecclesiastical. Clearly, 
the United States of America was a main driving force 
behind many crusades. Communist influence among the 
young in Southeast Asia was a key concern in the program-
matic Anderson-Smith Report on theological education in 
Southeast Asia in 1952.9 Carl McIntire set up the Interna-
tional Council of Christian Churches global network to 
counter the work of John MacKay and the World Council 
of Churches. To him, WCC was sympathetic to the Com-
munist cause. This happened despite Carl McIntire and 
John Mackay being fellow Princetonians! Bangkok was 
the scene where McIntire and MacKay convened parallel 
conferences in December 1949.10 In lesser degrees, evan-
gelicals adopted similar tactics to counter what they saw 
to be liberal influences among Asian churches. The World 
Evangelical Fellowship, for instance, convened a ‘Theologi-
cal Assistance Program’ Consultation in Singapore in 1970 
when the ecumenical Theological Education Fund (TEF) 
Third Mandate was launched. It eventually set up the Asia 
Theological Association as an alternative to the ecumenical 
ATESEA body.11 

However well meaning these initiatives were, they dis-
tracted the fledging churches in Asia from the central tasks 
that EACC identified. They inculcated an outlook of what 
Henry van Dusen had identified as “the scandal of depen-
dence.” Most of the advances in theological education 
in the 1960s and 1970s depended on John Rockefeller’s 

9. S. R. Anderson and C. Stanley Smith, The Anderson-Smith 
Report on Theological Education in Southeast Asia: Especially as It 
Relates to the Training of Chinese for the Christian Ministry: The 
Report of a Survey Commission, 1951-1952 (New York: Board of 
Founders, Nanking Theological Seminary, 1952); Michael Poon, 
“The Association for Theological Education in South East Asia, 
1959-2002: A Pilgrimage in Theological Education,” in Supporting 
Asian Christianity’s Transition from Mission to Church: A History 
of the Foundation for Theological Education in South East Asia, ed. 
Samuel Campbell Pearson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 363-
402, 417-431.
10. Carl McIntire, The Battle of Bangkok: Second Missionary Journey 
(Collingwood: Christian Beacon Press, 1950).
11. Michael Poon, “The History and Development of Theological 
Education in South East Asia,” 378-279.

generous gift to the TEF,12 and funding from the Founda-
tion for Theological Education in South East Asia. As a 
result of this American dependence, the financially more 
capable national churches were reluctant to put money 
into pan-Asian projects. CCA’s expulsion from Singapore 
by the authorities in 1987 under the Internal Security Act 
underscored how pan-Asian ecumenical involvement can 
become dispensable when national security and interest are 
at stake. Who then are left to fund the ecumenical proj-
ects? Region wide projects became largely grant driven 
from the mid 1970s. Shoki Coe (at that time director of 
the TEF) was concerned that contextualisation was at risk 
of becoming “merely a slogan or a fad” for grant appli-
cation purposes. This was the main contention behind a 
sharp exchange between Shoki Coe and ATSSEA execu-
tive director Emerito Nacpil in 1977.13 The series of ATE-
SEA sponsored Theological Seminary-Workshops ended by 
mid- 1990s, near the time when FTESEA (Foundation for 
Theological Education in South East Asia) funding sup-
port could no longer be taken for granted.14 The financial 
mismanagement that brought ATESEA to near collapse in 
2008 underlined the huge challenge pan-Asian ecumeni-
cal projects faced, especially when they had become largely 
grant driven. After all, only foreign money was at stake. 

1941 and the Rise of Pacific Rim Christianity

The above shows that Asian churches need to recover a 
fresh vision to place their relationships with one another 
and with the wider Body of Christ independent of western 
funding and interest. Post- colonial, post- missionary and 
post-denominational accounts may well be inadequate to 
describe the realities and challenges that Asian churches 
faced in their ecumenical journeys. Such models may in 
fact constrain Asian churches  to continue to look  to the 
west for blame and praise, and so excuse them from dis-
charging their moral obligations to their geographically 
proximate neighbours. How can Asian churches rediscover 
new spiritual horizons for relationships? A time-space 
reorientation may well provide a fruitful way forward.

Briefly, the year 1941 is a significant reference point 
for Asian societies. The Japanese military invasion of Pearl 
Harbour in December 1941 and the conquest of Southeast 
Asia the following year drew attention to the social net-
works of the trans-Pacific and their growing importance 
in shaping global events. The Japanese military occupation 

12. Charles Ranson, “The Theological Education Fund.” IRM 47, 
no. 188 (1958): 432-438.
13. See Michael Poon, “The Association for Theological Education 
in South East Asia, 1959-2002: A Pilgrimage in Theological 
Education,” 386-387. 
14. Ibid., 399.
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of eastern Asia from 1942 to 1945 gave the area a regional 
unity that no Asian and western power had ever achieved. 
The Japanese, as a rising Asian nation, humiliated the 
Americans, French, Dutch and British and raised the hopes 
of local nationalist movements. This made it untenable for 
western powers to reassume their former status quo after 
the Pacific War. The Japanese occupation unleashed huge 
population movements, awoke nationalist sentiments, 
undermined the impression of omnipotence of European 
powers and paved the way for America’s presence at the 
western seaboard of the Pacific Rim. It gave Southeast Asia 
a regional identity that it had never possessed. In this sense, 
1941 is a very significant turning point for Asia than 1945. 
It set off fundamental processes of re-orientation and redis-
covery among Asian churches. Asia hitherto had looked 
west across the deserts and continents to Europe. It now 
looks east across the Pacific Ocean to America and draws 
on the closer resources across the seas in the island world of 
Southeast Asia and of the Australasian world. The British 
military retreat from the east of Suez in 1971 symbolised 
the close of an era of European encounter with Asia. 

To the present day, 1941 brings to surface many sup-
pressed memories and unresolved tensions that Asians still 
are uncomfortable  with to confront together. For example, 
to the present time, Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia 
find it difficult to talk about their tri-nation relations; the 
violence that marked their history of nation building in 
the 1950s and 1960s are still too fresh for them to face 
up together. The glaring absence of any reference work 
on contemporary pan-Asian church history underscores 
this unease. History writing is a theological reading of 
memories; therefore, the historical void shows that Asian 
churches have not been able to see to connect their experi-
ences to God’s saving purposes. Ironically, Asian churches 
find it safer to continue with anti-colonial and anti-mis-
sionary rhetoric. It is easier to blame the west for present 
woes and failures; to confront what is real and current, 
however, is much more difficult. Therefore, 1941 high-
lights questions about moral duties and social obligations 
that Asian churches and their wider societies should no 
longer evade. These moral and social duties include ques-
tions about how Asian societies can share more equitably; 
how churches can support oppressed Christian groups in 
politically powerful nations; and how Christians can rise 
above their national interests in order to work together. D. 
T. Niles famously entitled his farewell report to the EACC: 
Ideas and Service.15 Ideas and service could however only 
remain at the individual level, as “ideas and service” of like-
minded persons who happen to be interested in ecumen-

15. Niles, Daniel Thambyrajah. Ideas and Services. A Report of 
the East Asia Christian Conference 1957-67. Christchurch, New 
Zealand: National Council of Churches, 1968.

ism. The challenge today is whether the socio-politically 
and economically variegated Asian churches can discover 
a deeper foundation to situate their relationships, and to 
work together as collective bodies for the common good of 
their wider societies. 

Social ties however are largely geologically and geo-
graphically dependent, even in this globalising era. Asia’s 
geological configuration is different from that of  the trans-
Atlantic world. This is especially true for ‘Southet Asia.’” It 
rests on two stable continental platforms, and two major 
arcs of volcanic instability that stretch from the Indonesian 
to the Philippines islands. The region consists of a series of 
geographical conversations between lands and seas, high-
lands and lowlands, rivers and mountains. The geological 
and geographical configuration of the Pacific Rim there-
fore contrasts sharply with that of the trans-Atlantic world. 
Christendom was about applying the principles of the Gos-
pel and of canon laws to all areas of social life. The stable 
geological conditions in Western Europe and the east coasts 
of North and ‘Latin’ America made this construction of a 
common cultural and linguistic world possible. The cathe-
drals witness to a form of Christianity that rests on confes-
sional statements, institutional uniformity and historical 
stability: one church, one bishop, one king, one realm.  But 
vulnerability, volatility and fragility are the central features 
of social life in Asia. To the present day, migrant workers, 
refugees of war and stateless peoples testify to the fragile 
and fluid conditions in human life that are punctuated by 
the eruptions of wars, tsunamis and earthquakes. Make-
shift tents replace cathedrals as carriers of Christianity at 
the start of the third millennium. Peoples are on the move; 
and so too faith is on the move. For many, life is apocalyp-
tic. They live under the constant threat of an impending 
end. Such Pacific Rim experiences arguably epitomise this 
wider shift in present day human experience worldwide: 
from continental to maritime interchange. Peoples are 
launched out to the seas: to face uncertain times, embrace 
strange horizons, and at the same time, to make fresh starts 
in life. One can no longer approach life by rote. 

It is therefore no accident that ‘Southeast Asia’ was the 
heartland of the Asian Revolution. Norton Ginsburg’s mag-
isterial treatise The Pattern of Asia arguably gives the best 
characterisation of this variegated region.16 Historically, 
this southeast corner of the Asia continent, or to change the 
perspective, the southwest Asia Pacific Rim, was a passage 
rather than a focus of developmental concentration. It is 
a maritime passage between continents. Historically it has 
served as a funnel for migration of peoples under the pres-
sure of political events in South Asia and China. Southeast 

16. Norton Ginsburg and John E. Brush. The Pattern of Asia 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1958), 290-320.
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Asia is therefore multiethnic, multilingual, multicultural 
and multi-religious: it is a gathering and dispersing place 
for peoples. Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Ecclesia in Asia 
depicted Asia as “the cradle of the world’s major religions—
Judaism, Christianity, Islam and Hinduism. It is the birth-
place of many other spiritual traditions such as Buddhism, 
Taoism, Confucianism, Zoroastrianism, Jainism, Sikhism 
and Shintoism. Millions also espouse traditional or tribal 
religions, with varying degrees of structured ritual and for-
mal religious teaching. . . . This ‘being Asian’ is best dis-
covered and affirmed not in confrontation and opposition, 
but in the spirit of complementarity and harmony.”17 More 
so, southwest Asia Pacific Rim is the crucible in which 
these traditions interact with one another. Therefore, more 
than elsewhere, peoples who live there need to acquire the 
“capacity for accommodation and a natural openness to the 
mutual enrichment of peoples in the midst of a plurality of 
religions and cultures.”18

In similar ways, there is no clear single reference point 
in the southwest Asia Pacific Rim. Jakarta, Singapore, 
Yangon, Bangkok, Hanoi and Manila each capitalise on 
their own historical ties and geographical locations to con-
nect with Asia and the wider world in their unique ways. 
Within each country, there are sizeable minorities of differ-
ent ethnic, linguistic and religious origins. Even the ethnic 
Chinese themselves cannot readily communicate with one 
another because they speak different Han-languages.  

Such are the settings in which D. T. Niles, Shoki 
Coe, Koyama Kosuke and the first generation of post 
1941 church leaders began their ecumenical journeys. 
The shift from trans-Atlantic to trans-Pacific represents a 
truer and more radical account of present-day Christian-
ity. There is no short cut to the theological task of under-
standing the world and God’s saving work afresh. Andrew 
Walls has famously drawn attention to a southward shift 
of Christian demography to the southern continents. This 
however  cannot account for the deeper shifts that world 
Christianity finds itself at the beginning of the third mil-
lennium because a mere ‘southward’ demographic shift 
does not necessarily demand an intellectual re-orientation. 
The benchmarks of Christianity can remain unchanged; 
Christianity can still be understood in Christendom terms. 
Ecumenical experiences in the Pacific Rim, however high-
light the geological and geographical foundation of world 
Christianity. The Pacific Rim however opens up spiritual 
horizons and awakes moral tasks that Christendom experi-
ences cannot reveal. If there is a need for the church uni-
versal to rediscover a new theological grammar, syntax and 
semantics for today’s world, the Pacific Rim may well be a 

17. Ecclesia in Asia, 6 November 1999, 6.
18. Ibid.

fruitful arena for this theological work. In this sense, Shoki 
Coe’s legacy of contextualising theology carries a wide and 
enduring significance for ecumenism. The struggle between 
text and context is a continuing missiological task, because 
human societies are thrown into uncertain and volatile sit-
uations. Christian discipleship demands fresh and innova-
tive approaches to life. 

Ecumenism and Christian Discipleship  
in the Pacific Rim

How then could Asian churches continue this contextualis-
ing journey together? In the first faith and order conference 
in Asia held in 1965, Shoki Coe and his contemporaries 
spearheaded the change of the conference theme. The orig-
inal theme “The Confession of the Faith in Asia Today” 
became “Confessing the Faith in Asia Today.” Shoki Coe 
explained: 

By and large, the churches in Asia are the fruits of the 
modern missionary movement; they have heard and 
received the Faith confessed to them, but they cannot 
stop there otherwise they would not really have heard 
and received. . . . In confessing, the life and death of 
the churches in Asia are at stake. . . . In this matter of 
confessing lies the authentic selfhood in Christ of the 
churches in Asia.19

What then does the Pacific Rim reveal about the char-
acter of confessing the Mystery of Faith in Asia and in the 
wider world today? Briefly:

1. Asian churches need to connect the bewildering 
experiences of human dislocation and migration to God’s 
journey in the Incarnation of the Word. “He came to that 
which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to 
all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, 
he gave the right to become children of God . . . . The 
Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We 
have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who 
came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (Jn.1:11-14). 
Salvation is effected through the God-initiated reversal of 
fortune (2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2: 6-11), in which the glory of 
God—truth and grace in full measure—is revealed amid 
dispossession. The 4th century church father Athanasius 
summed up his insight in the Incarnation of the Word with 
this phrase: 

For He was made man that we might be made God; 
and He manifested Himself by a body that we might 

19. C. H. Hwang, “Confessing the Faith in Asia Today,” South 
East Asia Journal of Theology 8, no. 1-2 (1966): 65-66.
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receive the idea of the unseen Father; and He endured 
the insolence of men that we might inherit immortality 
(incarn. 54).

Theosis, therefore, is a life journey. Participation in 
divine life depends on our capacity to receive—to wel-
come to our roof—what seems alien. Hospitality, there-
fore,  discloses grace and truth. It turns despair to hope, 
and darkness to glory. This vision speaks to peoples in the 
Pacific Rim in powerful ways. The Pacific Rim is built on 
histories of movements of people, under the pressure of 
political upheavals and economic opportunities. The 19th 
century bond slave movements from China to the eastern 
Pacific Rim, Australia, and Malaya are cases in point. The 
migration of Foochow Methodist communities to Sibu 
and Sitiawan at the turn of the 20th century is another. 
More recent, the movement of migrant workers from eco-
nomically poorer to richer countries in Asia underlined the 
huge economic polarisation since the ending of the Pacific 
War. Instances of ethnic violence have also led to such dis-
location of people. Cultural diversity in Asian societies is 
built on migration and dislocation. Offering hospitality is 
a continuing moral and practical demand. Hospitality goes 
beyond giving short-term aids. It poses the challenge to live 
alongside others of different cultural and linguistic back-
ground, as well as the need for them to build a common 
habitat together.

The character of Christian discipleship among Asian 
churches, therefore, can potentially hold out a social vision 
that western societies have lost. To adopt John Paul II’s 
words: Being human “is best discovered and affirmed not in 
confrontation and opposition, but in the spirit of comple-
mentarity and harmony.” The religious wars that western 
Christianity wage even today are often premised on a need 
to assert a distinct and separate public space for one’s own 
understanding of the faith. Each group needs to demarcate 
and protect its own time and space boundaries. Rival car-
riers of the same denomination even wage war against one 
another, to the huge discredit of Christianity. The current 
fratricidal war among Anglican churches is a case in point.  

2. The Pacific Rim embodies many presences and 
reference points. The emotional, political and spiritual 
connection that western Christianity attaches to Rome, 
Constantinople and Geneva is not replicated in the Pacific 
Rim. No single creed or ecclesiastical polity can apply to 
all the diverse situations. No one single solution can apply 
to all. “A time is coming when you will worship the Father 
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans 
worship what you do not know; we worship what we do 
know, for salvation is from the Jews. . . . God is spirit, and 
his worshippers must worship in the Spirit and in truth” 

(Jn. 4: 21-24). Churches and societies across Asia do not 
connect with one another in hierarchical ways. Powerful 
presences, like that of China, India and the United States 
of America, can in fact become overbearing and threaten-
ing to the variegated societies that are spread out in the 
hills, valleys, and islands in the Pacific Rim. Dominating 
presences can translate into imperialist projects that can 
mask instances of injustice to vulnerable societies in the 
name of nation building and societal advances. The Tai-
wanese struggle for self-determination in the face of the 
Kuomintang regime is a case in point. Shoki Coe’s leader-
ship in this struggle underscores the political responsibil-
ity that churches cannot evade. The more recent struggle 
between the Malaysian church and the national govern-
ment on the issue of the name of God provides another 
example. Asian churches need to speak out for, and live up 
to a social horizon that transcends the political ambition of 
earthly powers. Governments can of course circumscribe 
the churches’ social roles and public visibility. Occasionally, 
churches run the risk of becoming part of the state appara-
tus for their fragile situation makes it especially vulnerable 
to state manipulation. More so, churches across Asia need 
to support one another in confessing Christ in the public 
realm. 

3. It follows that spiritual renewals come in the form 
of independent movements of the Holy Spirit as much as 
in church institutions. Independent lay initiatives play an 
increasingly more important role to Christian advances 
than clergy-sanctioned projects. The charismatic reviv-
als in East Timor, Singapore, and Bario in the 1960s and 
the 1970s were important turning points in the churches 
in Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia. Earlier, the move-
ments of peoples within the Pacific Rim have inspired sev-
eral significant spiritual movements. The anti-Christian 
movements in China in the 1920s led to the birth of local-
led revival movements. The social dislocations brought 
about by the Sino-Japanese War led to huge population 
movements, and with them, the transformation of spiritual 
traditions in Southeast Asia. In 1935, Andrew Gih and the 
Bethel Evangelistic Band launched out to North America 
at the same time when John Sung established a new base 
in Southeast Asia. Californian forms of Christianity—in 
the form of church growth strategy, charismatic renewal, 
and spiritual warfare practice—affected Christian practice 
on the other end of the Pacific. Korean forms of Christi-
anity at the same time find new expressions in America. 
True ecumenism in the Pacific Rim, therefore, is no longer 
the preserve of historic Christianity. Bilateral ecumenical 
dialogues—for example, International Roman Catholic—
Anglican or Orthodox—Roman Catholic conversations, as 
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well may only have limited use in a Christian world that 
no longer follows the logic of historic Christianity. There is 
an urgent need to embrace independent movements in the 
wider ecumenical undertakings in Asia. At the same time, 
there is an equally pressing need for those in the indepen-
dent movements to deepen the theological nature of their 
own spiritual journeys.20 

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (before he became Pope 
Benedict XVI) in fact spearheaded this appeal. His address 
to the 1998 Congress “The Theological Locus of Ecclesial 
Movements” set the stage for putting new ecclesial move-
ments on a solid theological and ecclesiastical footing.21 
First, he linked the new ecclesial movements to the church’s 
central call of evangelisation. He called them the “irrup-
tions of the Holy Spirit”:22 the response of the Holy Spirit 
to the challenges of secularisation in the present-day. Pope 
John Paul II underscored this message. For him, the move-
ments contribute to the twofold task in evangelisation: 
“solid, in-depth Christian formation” on the one hand and 
“powerful proclamation” to the world on the other:

In our world, often dominated by a secularized culture 
which encourages and promotes models of life without 
God . . . we see an urgent need for powerful proclama-
tion and solid, in-depth Christian formation. . . . There 
is a need for living Christian communities! And here 
are the movements and the new ecclesial communities; 
they are the response, given by the Holy Spirit, to this 
critical challenge at the end of the millennium.23 

4. The geological instability in the Pacific Rim high-
lights the apocalyptic character of human societies. But the 
apocalypse is not mainly about dislocation and disposses-
sion; it brings about a new eucharistic community, where 
peoples of all nations can find their hostilities reconciled 
at the Feast of the Lamb. Human history, on one level, 
is a story of stolen goods. In Oliver O’Donovan’s words: 
“The monstrous inequity of generational succession is that 
all our possession becomes a kind of robbery, something 
we have taken from those who shared it with us but with 

20. Michael Poon, “The Theological Locus of Christian 
Movements in Southeast Asia,” in Christian Movements in 
Southeast Asia: A Theological Exploration (Singapore: Trinity 
Theological College, 2010), ix-xxxv.
21. Joseph Ratzinger, “The Theological Locus of Ecclesial 
Movements,” Communio 25 (1998): 480-504.
22. Ibid., 482.
23. John Paul II, Speech of the Holy Father Pope John Paul II 
Meeting with Ecclesial Movements and New Communities (30 May 
1998), 7. 

whom we cannot share in return.”24 The reticence that 
often greets discussions on nation building experiences 
underscore the secret guilt which still infect every Asian 
nation regarding their immediate forebears. Nation mak-
ing in Asia was accompanied by a history of ethnic riots, 
border disputes, religious violence and regional rivalry. It 
can lead to huge polarisation of material possession within 
the same society and across Asia. 

It is remarkable how tsunami and earthquakes can 
unleash a spirit of generous sharing among Asian neigh-
bours. Natural disasters often become occasions where 
peoples rediscover their communal bonds amid national 
hostilities and prejudices. There is of course a deeper truth 
in such spontaneous acts of synchronic sharing. Saint Paul 
put it this way: “The time is short. From now on . . . those 
who use the things of the world as if not engrossed in them. 
For this world in its present form is passing away” (1 Cor. 
7:29-31). The acts of sharing are signs to the final eucha-
ristic feast, where goods and charism (a) are shared and 
enjoyed together across the table. The ‘End’ is therefore 
not about tradition and legacy; God’s final purposes for 
creation is about communion instead: communion with 
God, with one another, and with the whole created order. 
Amid the self-absorbing exercises in nation building, a new 
movement of the Spirit is needed to spur Asian churches 
to labour for a shared world, in which all peoples  live 
together in security.

Much is at stake for Asian churches and world Chris-
tianity at the beginning of the third millennium. Pacific 
Rim churches can assert their global influences in world 
Christianity through their increasingly material wealth. 
Such influence could become imperialist projects. Shoki 
Coe and his generation of Asian church leaders pointed us 
to the continuing need to interpret our faith and situations 
in the vision of the eternal city. The ecumenical movement, 
therefore, in the last analysis, would not become another 
instance of Christendom building. It is about an adventure 
in grace and in truth. To borrow Shoki Coe’s words:

[Ecumenical journeys] are at most and at best a pro-
visional and fragmentary witness of that divine con-
textualization of the incarnation. Ours can only be 
in following in His steps as an ongoing process of the 
pilgrim people. But in doing so we can accept our rela-
tivity with hope and even with joy, as we see in our 
faithful responses the sign of the divine contextualiza-
tion unfolding its purpose for the liberation and salva-
tion of mankind.

24. Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1996), 187-188.  
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10.  Towards Life-Enhancing Civilization  
in Asia: Korean Perspectives

Park Seong-Won

The essay is looking into root causes of the present ecological-
economic global crisis, which is viewed as more fundamental 
and deeper than often presented. On this background the paper 
proposes a prophetic imagination of a life-enhancing civiliza-
tion as one of the entry points to ecumenism from Asian per-
spective, to which both Asian philosophical wisdom, Christian 
tradition and some pioneering practical projects of the Asian 
ecological movement can contribute. 

Study Questions

1.   What are the root causes and symptoms the author describes 
as marking the current worldwide financial and economic 
crisis?

2.   What are the differences between and the different sources 
for a “there is no alternative” approach (TINA) and the 
“there are many alternatives (TIMA)” approach?

3.   What are key marks of the proposed new life-giving agri-
culture approach and what are religious resources for this?

The aspects of global crisis we are currently facing are seri-
ous. The situation is deeper and more fundamental. Is 
the current civilization sustainable and life-enhancing or 
destructive and life-destroying? There seems to be a general 
agreement that the current civilization is not sustainable. 

We may be faced with a numerous agenda to deal with 
like the issues of eradication of poverty, social justice, peace 
and security, gender justice, community building and spiri-
tual revitalization etc. However, I am convinced that one 
of the most serious challenges we have in this century in 
the world today is how to build a life-enhancing eco-com-
munity. This essay is to provoke a prophetic imagination 
on life-enhancing civilization, as one of the entry points to 
ecumenism from Asian perspective, not only from Asian 
philosophical wisdom, but also from experiences which 
some Asian pioneers attempted or are attempting in actual 
practices. I am sharing this in the hope that Asian churches 
and theologies, together with others in the global South, 
could make possible an ecumenical contribution to build-
ing a Life-enhancing civilization beyond the current human 
civilization which is becoming more and more destructive.

10: Towards Life-Enhancing Civilization in Asia

Situation of Global Society Today

What kind of a global society are we living in today? The 
world in which we are living today is full of crises, that 
is, multiple crises concerted by economic crisis, ecological 
crisis, geo-political crisis and many more crises including 
spiritual crisis. 

Economic Justice Is at Stake

The economy of life has been replaced by that of profit 
maximization for a select few at the cost and sacrifice of 
the life of many. The so-called Champaign glass economy 
allows only the top 20% of the world population to pos-
sess 83% of the world’s wealth, while 80% of the world 
population shares the rest. This unjust economic system is 
excluding the majority of the world population from par-
ticipation in the economy of life, facilitating speedy ero-
sion of the earth, and wiping out any sense of common 
goods from people’s mind. 

There has been a warning on this system since the 
last decade. At the World Economic Forum in Davos in 
January 2008, George Soros, one of the world’s top class 
speculators, gave a very significant warning by saying “the 
current crisis is not only the bust that follows the housing 
boom,” and “it’s basically the end of a 60-year period of 
continuing credit expansion.” He went on to say, “A reces-
sion in the developed world is now more or less inevitable.” 
And it is, he concluded, the “end of an era.” 

As Soros warned, the worldwide financial and eco-
nomic crisis has continued and deepened as proven by 
what happened in the U.S., Dubai, Greece, Spain and 
probably many more in the future. Economists keep warn-
ing that there could be a Chinese economic crisis of which 
consequences would be about one thousand times bigger 
than that of the Dubai crisis. 

Despite the clear symptoms and continued warnings, 
however, the governments of the G8 group of countries, 
international financial and trade institutions and neo-lib-
eral corporatists have never paid any attention to the warn-
ing as well as the struggles and cries of suffering people. 
The recent financial crisis is like the beginning of a tremor 
signaling the “collapse” of the current dominant global 
economic system. 

Economic justice today is at stake. The global South 
as well as the global North has no future for a Life-giving 
economy unless they adopt a paradigm different from that 
of the current economic model.
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Ecological Integrity Is at Stake

As we are experiencing in our daily lives, global warming 
and climate change have become one of the most serious 
life-threatening global problems that the whole creation is 
facing today. 

According to the data of Prof. John van Klinken from 
Groningen University in the Netherlands, between 1850 
and 1950 one animal species vanished every year; in the 
1980s one animal species vanished per day; today, one ani-
mal species vanishes per hour and within 50 years, 25% 
of the animal and plant species will have vanished due to 
global warming. 

The polar ice cap is 40% thinner than 40 years ago. 
In her interview with a Korean paper on 3 March 2008, 
Dr Clara Deser, senior scientist at the National Centre for 
Atmospheric Research said that the portion of the glacier 
in the Polar Regions that had melted down during the year 
of 2007 was what is expected to happen 10 or 20 years 
later. The global warming process is advancing 10 or 20 
years faster than expected. There may be at least 200 mil-
lion climate refugees by 2050. 

Alan Durning pointed out that in the half century 
from 1950-2000, the global consumer classes produced 
and consumed as many goods and services as throughout 
the entire period of history prior to that date. As mammon 
keeps tempting us to BUY more, the time has come to say 
(good) BYE to consumerism. 

Lawrence Livermore Caldeira said, “If we continue 
down the path we are going now, we will produce changes 
greater than any experienced in the past 300 million years.” 
The ecological destruction is a fundamental violation 
of God’s creation by humans. Today, the life of all living 
beings on earth is at stake.

The Logic and Beauty of God-Created Cosmos Are  
at Stake

In the symbiotic integration of the economy, political life 
and culture, the modern regime of science and technology 
is an organic mechanism used to manipulate, destroy and 
conquer the order of micro- and macro-cosmic life. The 
modern science and technology cause the aesthetic, ethical 
and spiritual disintegration of the living subjects of life. 
Although it espouses a “messianic claim” to free humanity 
from hunger and disease, it constitutes an arrogant form 
of power that desires to conquer the whole universe for 
human supremacy and greed. 

In Korea today, the God-created beautiful rivers are 
being devastated and polluted in the name of “Four Main 
Rivers Development” project. God transformed chaos into 

cosmos through the creation process, but human beings 
transformed the cosmos into chaos in the name of so-called 
“progress,” “development” or “civilization.”

Peace and Security of All Nations Are at Stake

In the geo-political level under the rule of global empire, 
wars have been radically transformed in nature, into a per-
manent and limitless war in time and space. In the name 
of peace and security, the global empire is exercising the 
“omnipotent” power of military weapons systems of mass 
destruction, and intensive and total war. 

The world spends 12 times more on military expen-
ditures than on aid to developing countries. While mili-
tary expenditure increases by 600 billion dollars per year, 
or 1 million dollars every minute, the world is reluctant to 
find the necessary funds to feed 15 million people who are 
dying from malnutrition.

Today, life and the fate of not only people on the globe 
but also all living beings are largely determined by the pol-
icy of the Empire and its allies, and therefore their peace 
and security are at stake.

Striving for Life-Giving Civilization

At this time of history, I believe that what we need today 
is to demythologize the current developmentalism based 
human civilization which is destructive on life and pro-
mote a Life-enhancing civilization. There is an urgent need 
for transforming the current life-stealing, life-killing and 
life-destroying civilization into a Life-giving civilization.

Neo-liberals argue that there is no alternative (TINA). 
In fact, however, there are many alternatives (TIMA). The 
search for forms of alternative spiritualities and theologi-
cal thinking is not totally new. In fact, there have been a 
number of creative theological thinkers, in both East as 
well as the West. Hildegard of Bingen and St. Francis of 
Assisi come to mind. Their thinking was along the lines 
of Ubuntu and Sangsaeng. In a sense, their thinking had 
often been suppressed by the church because it deviated 
from the dominant theology of their time. Today we find 
ambitious efforts. For instance, Diarmuid O’Murchu, the 
Irish-born Roman Catholic priest and social psychologist, 
argues in favour of a paradigm shift in the fields of theology 
and spirituality. He suggests Quantum Theology in order 
to get away from established dichotomist or dualist pat-
terns of thought. Scott Nearing and his wife have tried to 
live in nature, rejecting the capitalist, industrial, urban and 
modern life-style. There must be many more of this type of 
people around the world. 
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The Hanmaum (한마음, one mind) Community near 
Kwangju, Korea is one of a number of communities which 
are promoting this type of cosmic view and life-style. This 
is a community born out of the movement of farmers’ 
struggle for social justice and democracy in Korea. Later, 
the community geared its focus of the struggle to ecological 
justice and earth democracy. It has been promoting natural 
artistic farming, healthy food production, ecological cloth-
ing, and traditional and ecological mud-house architecture 
that also can afford modern conveniences. The commu-
nity also organized a producer-consumer direct-trade sys-
tem based on the covenant concept. The community is a 
typical example of Ubuntu and Sangsaeng, as it seeks to be 
connected with nature and with other members of society 
in creative and life-affirming ways. Modeling an alterna-
tive way of living, the community is seeking to sustain life 
through a commitment to organic principles, expressed 
not only in its agriculture and industry, but in every aspect 
of its life, recognizing that these principles are predicted on 
a life-death cycle which is ever regenerating. This contrasts 
with the neo-liberal economic model which is being fixated 
on continuous growth, which is death-dealing, because of 
its emphasis on excessive consumption, unsustainable pro-
duction and inequitable distribution. 

Let me now pick out a couple of stories as a practical 
approach to Life-enhancing civilization. The first one is an 
ecumenical vision of Life-giving agriculture and the others 
are examples of individual commitment and practice.

Life-Giving Agriculture

One of the visions of ecumenical responses to neo-liberal 
economic globalization was not merely to reject neo-liberal 
paradigm of global economy. It also encouraged member 
churches to search for alternatives to globalization so that 
economy could be in service of life of people and the earth.

One of the attempts that were made is Life-giving 
Agriculture Global Forum which was held in 2005 in 
Wonju, Korea. The forum was organized by the Ecumeni-
cal Coalition for Alternatives to Globalization (ECAG), 
which was consisted of Geneva-based international ecu-
menical organizations, namely, World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches / WCRC, World Council of Churches, Lutheran 
World Federation, World Alliance of YMCAs, World 
YWCA, World Student Christian Federation, Mission 
Frontier in Mission and Pax Romana. 

One of the main visions of ECAG was to search for 
alternatives to globalization, and the forum was held in 
search for such alternatives. Agriculture was chosen as 
their entry point, because it is the very foundation for life. 
Over 70 participants in 20 countries in Africa, Asia, Latin 

America, the Pacific, Europe and North America attended 
the forum and farmers practicing organic farming in their 
contexts as well as people who are involved in the organic 
farming were the main participants.

The forum had identified life-killing elements in 
current economic globalization, with international and 
corporate forces requiring farmers to conform to farm-
ing practices that are damaging the nature and local com-
munities. The present dominant development model of 
agriculture is corporate and market-driven. The report of 
the Forum said that it is capital intensive, export-oriented, 
mono-cultural with profit as its motive. It compels farm-
ers to use GMO seeds, pesticides, chemical fertilizers and 
automation. This leads to soil degradation, loss of indig-
enous seeds, bio-diversity, bio-piracy and concentration of 
lands in the hands of few. It restricts diversity of agriculture 
based on the food patterns that are dictated by fast-food 
companies, increases occupational losses, displacement, 
drought and migration. 

The onslaught of dominant agriculture has impacted 
the survival of indigenous communities around the world. 
Agribusiness applies the same mechanisms and methods as 
in conventional farming to organic farming and continues 
to control and dominate the world food market. Govern-
ments in the name of growth-centred development are 
forced to follow the destructive model of agriculture ben-
efiting the corporations, the developed countries and the 
rich in the developing countries. 

Decades of these unsustainable agricultural practices 
have led to erosion of cultures, traditional knowledge and 
sustainable agricultural systems. Conventional agriculture 
defies all the values behind communitarian living. There-
fore, this trend needs to be reversed and the life-killing 
agriculture should be altered into Life-giving agriculture. 

At issue is sustainable life on planet earth. Faith 
in God, whose ultimate goal is fullness of life for all, is 
enabling people in different parts of the world to resist the 
pressures and go for life-supporting options in farming. 

The most significant lessons that were obtained from 
the Forum can be highlighted in the following points: 

Live-Giving Agriculture Is Possible!

The Forum began with field visits to six places over Korea 
where Life-giving agriculture is being practiced. The par-
ticipants were impressed by the struggles and stories of 
those engaged in organic farming in Korea. There was a 
struggle to restore agricultural practice from the present 
life-threatening ways to an activity that is life-sustaining 
and life-nurturing. Contrary to the argument that there is 
no alternative to the highly industrialized approach, with 
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continuous fertilizers, chemical and fuel input, the par-
ticipants witnessed a number of alternatives already being 
practiced. 

In the past, the Korean government had suppressed 
any attempts of organic farming. Over last fifteen years 
or more, some Christians as well as nature-loving farm-
ers have devoted themselves to promote organic farming 
against conventional farming, resisting oppression of the 
government. After 15 years’ struggle, the products of the 
organic agriculture began to be welcomed by the consum-
ers who are looking for healthy food. Under this pressure 
from people, today, the Korean government has set up 
their agriculture policy to be environment-friendly agri-
culture. The demand of organic agricultural products are 
being increased globally and the future of organic farm-
ing is bright if we are successful in controlling multi-cor-
porations’ manipulation of organic agribusiness as they 
do in agricultural market. In Japan and Korea, there is a 
further development that maybe organic farming could be 
replaced with natural farming which is much closer to the 
original farming methodology as God has programmed in 
the beginning. 

The Household of Producer and the Consumer Is Not 
Two, but One

“We take care of the customers’ life and they take care of 
our life.” This is what one of the farmers practicing organic 
farming in Wonju said to visitors. The organic farming 
communities in Korea developed a significant covenantal 
relationship between the producers and the consumers. 
Normally, the household of producers and consumers 
are understood as two different households; a producer’s 
household and a consumer’s one. But the farmer the partic-
ipant met in Wonju said that the households of producers 
and the consumers are not two, but ONE HOUSEHOLD  
(Hansallim in Korean), because the producers are respon-
sible for feeding the consumers with healthy food and the 
life of producers are dependent on consumers’ solidarity. 
This is the very concept of convivial life style or covenanted 
life. For this reason, the organic agriculture movements 
have their names such as Hansallim (one household) or 
Hanmaum (one mind) etc. 

Agriculture with a Philosophy for Reaffirming the 
Basis of Life 

Agriculture is a philosophy for reaffirming the basis of life 
in fullness and moreover, is a driving forces and practice for 
foundational change of civilization. The modern develop-
ment of civilization has been carried out as a process of 

industrialization, urbanization and modernization. People 
followed this process in the hope that their life will be 
flourishing as the development continues. However, peo-
ple in the modern society today are tired of industrialized, 
urbanized and modernized life style. In Korea today, many 
families and children spend their weekend in the coun-
tryside where they could experience farming or any rural 
activities. The rise of industrial civilization has subjugated 
the rural to the urban and industrial way of life. But today, 
people are looking forward to more nature-friendly life 
style. Therefore, the Life-giving agriculture could become a 
driving force for transforming neo-liberal life style into less 
competitive, less speedy, less greedy, less selfish and egoistic 
life-style and promote more relaxed, harmonious with oth-
ers and nature, and meditative life style than the urban life-
rhythm. The Life-giving agriculture would remind people 
today of what it would mean to be a people of spirituality 
or faith in this time of history. It could be a driving force 
for transforming the stressful modern life into more relaxed 
ecological life. 

Total Transformation of Agriculture into Organic:  
Even Natural Farming Is Possible

When the US embargo was tightened after demise of social-
ist block, securing chemical fertilizers as well as energy was 
extremely difficult in Cuba. In September 1991, therefore, 
Cuban government set up a policy to transform the con-
ventional agriculture into organic one in order to overcome 
the crisis. A research team of Stanford University described 
the attempt of Cuba as the most challenging experiment in 
human history. After all, Cuban experience turned out to 
be successful and today all agriculture in Cuba is basically 
organic. It was a human success through cooperation and 
solidarity among committed farmers, people, social work-
ers, government officials, NGOs, and research teams. For 
the first two years, the productivity of agricultural prod-
ucts went down. From 1994, however, it began to catch 
up the level of conventional farming. The city of Havana 
was transformed into ecological city and food culture was 
transformed into vegetarian one. The health of people 
was improved and city atmosphere became enjoyable. 
The Cuban experience has demonstrated that adoption 
of agro-ecological methods and resources through plant-
animal combinations and the alternative pest management 
technologies could bring about better productive and eco-
nomic benefits in a socially equitable manner. 

Abstracting the Cuban experience, the elements of 
the alternative paradigm are; 1) agro-ecological technol-
ogy instead of chemicals, 2) redistribution of land to small 
farmers, 3) fair prices and markets for farmers, 4) greater 
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emphasis on locality of production, and 5) re-inventing 
the new technologies and materials by grafting the modern 
science with the traditional management techniques and 
resources. Besides of the scientific achievement, the Cuban 
experience proves that resistance against empire is possible 
when all members of the community are united in search 
for alternatives. 

Locally Based Economy and Global Solidarity Are  
of Importance

The forum gave us a clear lesson that economy is the 
best when it is organized locally. This is true particularly 
in relation to food resources. The Life-giving agriculture 
movement could give a certain assurance that local based 
economy is important and possible. What we need to 
continue to read the signs of the times is that the multi 
corporations are attempting at high jacking the organic 
agriculture by turning it into agribusiness. We need to 
watch over this attempt very carefully and resist any temp-
tation the corporations are attempting at. For resisting this 
temptation, a strong solidarity among producers and con-
sumers are necessary at the local level. A strong networking 
and solidarity is also needed globally so that organic farm-
ing community and consumers are not victimized again by 
the corporations.

Ghandi and Akinori

The two individuals that I want to introduce are the 
ones who rejected empire agenda and promoted alterna-
tive through their own commitment to alternatives. The 
first one is Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), a well-known 
Indian liberation movement leader and Kimura Akinori 
(1949—present), a simple Japanese farmer. Mahatma Gan-
dhi started the “Swaraj” movement as a means of resistance 
against the British Empire and the industrialization they 
brought to India. His self-supporting and self-governing 
village movement became an alternative to industrialization 
that destroyed not only the political, social and economic 
systems in India, but also people’s culture and spirituality. 

Wouldn’t all the values, which he not only reflected 
but also practiced such as non-violence (ahimsa), truth, 
simplicity, spiritual and practical purity (Brahmacharya), 
faith (satya) and vegetarianism, be the sort of values that 
need to be promoted today in the context of consumerist 
society? 

Some people say Gandhi’s story is an old story. How-
ever, I think that we still can get a relevant inspiration from 
Gandhi for a Life-giving alternative vision like the “Swaraj” 
movement in today’s context. 

The other Asian I want to introduce does not have the 
stature of Mahatma Gandhi. He is a simple farmer by the 
name of Kimura Akinori who produces one of the world’s 
best and most delicious apples through natural farming. 
The apple he produces does not spoil even after it is cut. 
The taste is fantastic and one cannot find such tasty apple 
in any other part of the world. 

In his farm, no agricultural chemicals and no fertiliz-
ers are used. Human intervention is minimized. The whole 
farming process except minimal human assistance is left to 
nature. He allows the weeds to grow, because they are coop-
erating with the apple tress for inputting all resources in 
the air into the roots of the tree. A cosmic orchestration of 
Life-giving process into the tree is being made throughout 
the year. His agricultural farming method is called “Artistic 
Natural Farming” meaning that the process is entirely left 
to artistic orchestration of the nature’s Life-giving process.

His ten years’ long struggle was not easy struggle. His 
struggle was a life and death struggle. His story goes this 
way. Having graduated from high school, Akinori started 
his apple farming in 1978. He was given a big apple farm 
by his own father, and after his marriage, three more apple 
farms were inherited from his parent-in-law. In the begin-
ning, he followed the conventional way in his farming 
work. However, his wife was considerably sensitive to agri-
cultural chemicals and therefore, he tried to find alternative 
ways of farming. 

He, then, read a book written by Mr. Fukuoka 
Masanobu who had put together his experiences of natu-
ral farming. Akinori was so impressed by this agricultural 
methodology that he decided to apply this in his farming 
work. 

Unfortunately, however, after applying the natu-
ral farming method, his apple farms began to be ruined. 
Nearly all apple trees were about to be blighted up due to 
vermin and weeds. He tried to exterminate vermin in a 
manual way without using any chemicals to save the trees. 
Unfortunately, however, it did not work well. 

His livelihood was endangered and he became so poor 
that he had to survive by doing manual work in the city. 
No matter what difficulties he faced, he could not give up 
his attempt, saying, “If I gave up, it would mean that the 
world gives up.” He regarded his failure as the failure of the 
whole world in experimenting natural farming. 

However, the situation was getting worse and worse. 
After four years since he started, he could no longer con-
tinue his way, because it would end in the destruction of 
all his apple trees and the survival of his family would be at 
stake. One evening, he prepared a long rope and climbed 
up a high mountain with the intention of killing himself. 
Upon reaching the top he found a tree that was big enough 



78 Chapter 2: The Korean Context and Asian Christianity

to hang himself on. He threw the rope over one of the 
branches, but, fortunately or unfortunately, he did not suc-
ceed and instead the rope fell on the ground. As he went to 
pick it up, his attention was caught by what he thought was 
an extremely well grown apple tree deep in the mountain. 
Actually, it was not an apple tree, but an acorn tree. How-
ever, it appeared to Akinori as an apple tree. The issue is not 
his confusion about what kind of tree it was, but rather by 
what he realized: that the tree was producing a lot of lovely 
fruits, even though no one was taking care of it. It grew 
up deep in the mountain without any human intervention 
and produced perfect fruits.

He dug out some earth near the roots of the tree and 
was astonished to discover that the earth was so soft, while 
the earth in his apple farm was stony. He also discovered 
that all weeds around the tree played an important role 
in transporting nitrogen from the air into the earth. This 
method was mysterious and natural. In fact all trees in the 
mountain regions grow without human intervention. 

He applied this method in his farming work, putting 
fresh earth into his apple farms, leaving all other process to 
be in tune with the rhythm of nature, permitting all sorts 
of weeds to grow. He had only two things to do; and the 
one was physical and the other, spiritual. The physical job 
was to take away some major harmful insects in a manual 
way until the trees became strong enough to cope with the 
attacks of the harmful insects. The spiritual work he did was 
to have a chat with the trees in order to encourage and be in 
solidarity with the trees, for instance, saying “Please try to 
survive for just one or two years, and then we will succeed.”

After eight years long struggle, seven flowers came out 
and two of them bore lovely fruits. One year later all trees 
in all four farms blossomed flowers and bore the fruits. 
Finally all his apple trees began to produce a miraculous 
variety of apples that one could never find in any other 
part of the world. What struck me in this story was Akino-
ri’s perception that his failure could be the world’s failure. 
In the conclusion of his book, the story of Noah is men-
tioned. When Noah built a ship high on the mountain, 
nobody understood his intention. However, it is this ark by 
which the world was saved. Noah did not follow the logic 
of this world, but followed God’s logic. To me, there is no 
other way than going into radical alternatives if we intend 
to transform the current life-killing civilization into a Life-
giving civilization. 

My Personal Journey toward Life-Giving Civilization

Let me now share my personal story which I am experienc-
ing at the moment. From 1995 to 2004, almost a decade, I 
had worked in the WARC / WCRC with the responsibility 

of coordinating the processus confessionis programme. Dur-
ing this time, together with other ecumenical communities 
like the WCC, I had committed to work on ecumenical 
responses to neo-liberal economic globalization. 

In September 2004, at the invitation of the Young 
Nam Theological Seminary located near a rural village in 
the Southern part of Korea, I returned to Korea for teach-
ing theology at the seminary. As soon as I came back to 
Korea, I have tried to become involved in concrete work 
for alternatives, because one of the wishes while I had 
worked in Geneva was to implement what I had struggled 
for in the ecumenical movement. 

As part of my efforts, I have set up courses at the semi-
nary focusing on “life” issue rather than dogmatic or specu-
lative theology. I offered courses like “Theology of Life and 
Transformation of Society,” “Theology and Spirituality in 
Tea Art,” “Political Economy of God,” “Cosmic Ministry,” 
and “Ecumenical Theology and Mission.” In particular, I 
opened a course on “Life-giving Agriculture and Cosmic 
Ministry” for transforming the students’ orientation to 
church ministry. Usually when they are installed to be a 
minister, they tend to think that their ministry is focused 
on people. If we put ministry in the framework of “Cre-
ation Theology” or “Theology of Life,” it makes no longer 
sense for it to be concerned with human beings only. In 
“Creation Theology,” not only human beings, but also the 
whole of creation is in the care of God. Therefore, the per-
ception that pastors are installed only for people must be 
changed. They are installed for the whole creation, and, 
therefore, their ministry should be cosmic rather than 
anthropocentric. 

As a practical approach to the training, I have secured 
a small piece of land in the Seminary campus and, involved 
the students and other seminary family members in the 
effort of initiating organic farming. On every Wednes-
day afternoon, we have a lunch together and work in the 
plot. Apart from this, I have initiated a modest movement 
called “Waves of Life in Beauty” in order to systematically 
develop this type of cosmic theology, cosmic ministry and 
concrete witness to life-enhancing theology. 

For my personal life, what could I do for alternatives? 
We have got a small house in the rural area and started to 
grow vegetables by ourselves. It was not easy for me to start 
farming as a person who has no experience at all. There-
fore, we had to find an experienced farmer. We met an old, 
but highly experienced farmer nearby my place. A learning 
process has begun and after almost four years, our farming 
skills have progressed considerably. However, we are still at 
the level of producing only a limited variety of vegetables. 
Due to the limited plot and skills, we may have to remain 
at this level for the time being. 
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Contacts with farmers led us to develop a covenantal 
trade-system among the people. The farmer whom we 
contacted first was producing some grains, vegetables and 
fruits. So we have made a covenant that we buy what we 
need from them directly. If they do not produce what we 
need, they introduce us to their neighbors who are produc-
ing what we need. In such a way a network of a Life-giving 
trade-system came into being and, with it, a small covenant 
community was established. This small covenant commu-
nity was not merely for trading of goods. When we meet 
together we mutually share a lot of wisdom for life. We 
share our professional knowledge. We share mutual con-
cerns for life. We share pains and joys. We struggle for good 
life together and celebrate life in fullness together. In such a 
way, we have become a life-sharing community. 

Since we are now able to be self-reliant on the food, we 
don’t need to go to a corporation-run mammoth market or 
shopping malls, unless we need something which can be 
obtained only from there. If we have to go to the market, 
we try to go to a traditional or people’s market. 

In such a way, our economic life began to be trans-
formed. We were able to resist consumerism and get our 
own economy organized according to our philosophy. We 
should not be subject to market logic or colonization of 
our consciousness by media propaganda on consumer-
ism. Since the productions of vegetables we grow are more 
than we need, we share a lot of them with other families 
or friends. They share with us what they have and do not 
need. In such a way, an exchange of goods is being made 
that does not necessarily involve a currency. The menu on 
our food table was also changed. Meat consumption was 
minimized and vegetables, maximized. Gradually we have 
become practically vegetarian. 

Traditional or people’s markets are under serious 
threat by the corporation-run mammoth markets. There-
fore we have started an advocating campaign for the tra-
ditional/people’s market. The traditional/people’s market 
is beneficial in many ways. First, the local economy can 
be re-established. One of the alternative ways to overcome 
neo-liberal economic globalization would be to promote 
the local economy as much as possible. Secondly, the 
traditional market can provide possibilities for the small 
farmers and small businesses to survive. Thirdly, human 
relationships in the traditional market are more than sim-
ply commercial. In the mammoth shopping mall, one can 
hardly find any humanity in commercial activities. The 
traditional/people’s market is different. The traditional or 
people’s market is a market with a human face. In Kenya, 
there is a social system called Sokoni, which is the mar-
ket place. Sokoni, “in the market” in Swahili, is the place 
where people gather together around a fireplace to share 

life stories and information. This type of life-shared market 
needs to be promoted and strengthened. 

One of the notable changes I have experienced while 
being engaged in this ecological life-style is a dramatic 
change in my spirituality. There is God’s creation-code 
with which the whole eco-system works. In the name of 
industrialization, urbanization, modernization, devel-
opmentalism, science and modern technology, we have 
disturbed God’s rhythm of life in the cosmos. This distur-
bance has resulted in the ecological catastrophe we face 
today. If too much intervention is made by human beings 
in God’s cosmos, it would result in destroying the intercon-
nectedness of all living beings. The harmony and rhythm 
of life that God codified in the cosmos could be dishar-
monized. Nowadays, I am re-learning Daoist teachings as 
my spiritual orientation. According to Daoism, less human 
intervention is closer to the Way (도, 道, Dao). The more 
human manipulation is being made, the more you are away 
from the Way of God. “Learning to unlearn his/her learn-
ing” is what Daoism keeps teaching for becoming a person 
to be closer to the Way. This unlearning process might be 
needed in order for too much technologically sophiscated 
human knowledge to be normalized. When I work in the 
plot, I feel that I have come back to God’s rhythm of life, 
God’s science in nature and God’s wisdom of life. Diar-
muid O’Murchu called this “spiritual homecoming.” This 
is what I am experiencing these days.

A Concluding Remark

The Chinese concept of economy (경제제민, 經世濟民, 
Jingshi ji min) is almost identical with the biblical vision 
of economy. “Jing” means “to manage.” “Shi” means “the 
world.” “Ji” literally means “to save,” maybe “to make life 
possible and sustainable.” And “Min” means “people.” The 
literal meaning of the Chinese character for “economy” is 
“to save people by managing the world.” If it is expressed 
in a Western way, it would mean “to make people’s life pos-
sible and sustainable by managing the world.” The focus 
here is to make the life of people possible and sustainable. 
Enabling the life of people is the main purpose of the Asian 
concept of economy. This is not only for economy, but also 
for all aspects of life of all living beings in God’s oikos.
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culture for quite a long time. On the other hand Korea had 
influenced Japan with advanced Buddhist culture since the 
4th century. Yet, by the end of the 19th century China and 
Japan became virtually the only windows through which 
Korea looked at the world. At the end of the 18th century, 
it was through China Catholic faith was transmitted into 
Korea, and Japan was where the North American mission-
aries planned their Korea mission project, at the end of 
the 19th century. American missionaries wanted to begin 
Christian mission in Korea via established Japanese diplo-
matic relationships. 

At the end of the 19th century, Korea, which had 
employed classism under the Confucian political ideal, was 
in a situation where its people started to perceive the dawn-
ing of a classless new era. Some Korean elites who were 
introduced to Catholic faith while they were dispatched 
to Beijing as diplomats introduced to Christian thought 
before the Protestant mission started in Korea. They found 
that the Christian gospel could be a great alternative to the 
comparatively rigid Confucian social philosophy, which 
was considered to be unable to accept the nature of the 
rapidly changing international climate. Both elites and 
plain people were in search for an alternative worldview 
that could effectively replace Confucian traditionalism. In 
this way, the Christian mission was in harmony with the 
needs of the Korean people at the time. 

The Religious Background of Korea

The religious climate of Korea in the past could be under-
stood within three major religious traditions: Shamanism, 
Buddhism, and Confucianism. Shamanism was a religion 
for the Korean people of the lower class, which employed 
shamanistic rituals for resolving the suffering of the Korean 
“minjung.” Minjung theologians named the suffering of 
minjung “Han,” an accumulated, unresolved feeling of the 
powerless. Minjung theologians claim that Korean people 
are Han ridden people throughout the whole history of 
the Confucian ruling power. The uneducated Korean min-
jung were oppressed, exploited, and culturally alienated by 
the ruling class. Some biblical scholars argued that min-
jung could be compatible to the biblical terms, ochlos in 
the New Testament, or amhaaretz in the Old Testament. 
Suh Namdong developed an idea that the stories of Korean 
minjung are comparable to the Thomas Muentzer’s stories 
of the western common folk. For this reason, Sun Kyung 
Park said that it was natural for the Korean minjung to 
accept the Christian gospel as an alternative worldview that 
could change their destiny. 

Buddhism was spread into Korea in the 4th century 
and assimilated with the Korean political culture of status 
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Catholic Mission in Korea

Prior to the Protestant mission in Korea there were sev-
eral incidents through which the works of God were ini-
tiated. The Roman Catholic Church marks 1784 as the 
beginning of Catholic faith in Korea with the arrival of 
Yi Seunghoon, a young Confucian scholar and officer 
dispatched to Beijing. He was the first Korean who was 
baptized there by a Jesuit priest. Despite severe persecution 
against Catholic faith, those who accepted Christian faith 
spread the gospel passionately to their family, friends, and 
neighbors. This was an unusual incident in Christian mis-
sion history because native Koreans, not missionaries, were 
the ones who started the evangelization of Korea. In 1795 
there were about 4,000 Catholics in Korea. The increasing 
numbers of Catholics lead to their persecution beginning 
in 1799. 300 Catholics were martyred. In 1827 another 
great persecution began and over 200 Catholics including a 
French bishop and two French priests were killed. In 1866 
one French Bishop was executed along with more than 
8,000 martyrs, about a half of the Catholic population. Yet 
by 1910 there were 69 churches, 71 priests including 15 
indigenous clergy, 41 seminarians, 59 sisters and more than 
73,000 believers.

The Beginning of Protestant Mission in Korea

Protestant mission in Korea began at the end of 19th cen-
tury when American missionaries set foot on the Korean 
peninsula. In 1885, the Methodist Episcopal Church sent 
Rev. and Mrs. Hanry G. Appenzeller, and Dr. and Mrs. 
W. B. Scranton as the first missionaries to Korea. In the 
same year the Presbyterian Church appointed Dr. Horace 
N. Allen as the first medical missionary to Korea.1 At that 
time Korea was a hermit monarchy ruled for over 500 years 
by the Yi Dynasty, and many western colonial powers had 
urged Korea to open its gates to the western world. Before 
the 19th century Korea had established a long saga of polit-
ical and cultural relationships with China and Japan. On 
one hand Korea had been influenced by Chinese political 

1. In 1884, an American medical doctor Horace N. Allen came 
to Korea as an official medical doctor dispatched by American 
government, and later the Korean Presbyterian church recognized 
him as the first missionary in Korea. Yet, his official status was a 
medical doctor for American diplomats. Ref. Geroge Paik, The 
History of Protestant Mission in Korea, 1832-1910 (Seoul: Yonsei 
University Press, 1970).
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quo. Until the 13th century the Buddhist worldview was 
deeply imbedded in the depth of Korean religiosity. On 
the one hand it supported the ruling power. On the other 
hand it taught people silence, detachment, and submis-
sion to their destiny. These ideas were fused into Korean 
politics for almost 10 centuries until Lee Sung Gae, the 
first King of Yi Dynasty came to the power through a coup 
in 1392. Immediately after the coup Lee called for a cul-
tural revolution. He attempted to change the fundamen-
tal social principle of Korean society from the Buddhist 
to the Confucian. Confucian social and moral values such 
as loyalty, filial piety, sense of justice, sincerity and others 
were considered to be strong virtues that would invigorate 
and revitalize the whole society. Unfortunately, over time 
Confucianism in Korea also became too associated with 
politics of status quo. As a result, it served only the inter-
ests of the ruling class, providing a theory of classism and 
discrimination between elites and plain people, men and 
women, the young and the elderly, and the king and his 
subjects. Needless to say the suffering of the people was an 
inevitable outcome of this Confucian society. The Confu-
cian domination for over 500 years led Korean people to 
have a vision for a new world, which was one of the deep 
rationales for the Dong Hak Revolution2 in1884.

Theological Education with an Alternative Vision 

One conclusion derivable from the above is that the fail-
ure of the religious traditions in Korea resulted in people 
welcoming a new worldview presented by Christianity. 
For the early Korean Christians, Christian teachings could 
be viewed as an alternative for their traditional social and 
worldview stemming from Confucianism. For this reason, 
there were many writings about the relationship between 
the moral teaching of Confucianism and Christianity 
among the literatures written during the early period of the 
Christian mission in Korea.3 In sum, Christian teaching 
was taken, as Helmut Richard Niebuhr viewed, as a trans-
formative power for Koreans who were deeply dissatisfied 

2. Dong Hak Revolution was a peasant revolution took place in 
1880s against the harsh exploitative domination. The central 
theme of Dong Hak Revolution was, according to a minjung poet 
Kim Jiha, the unity of God and revolution. The ultimate goal of 
history is described by Kim as the unity of God and revolution 
through minjung, not by the ruling class. Minjung theologians 
found similarity between Dong Hak Revolution and Thomas 
Muentzer’s peasant revolution. Ref. Park Choongkoo, “Social 
and Political Thought in two Contemporary Korean Theologies: 
A Comparative Study of Sung Theology and Minjung Theology,” 
Drew University Dissertation (Madison, N.J., 1991).
3. For examples, Sung Kyo Yo Ji (summary of the holy teaching) 
was written by Ly Byuk in 1812, and Sung San Ryu Ram Gi (a 
glimpse of holy mountains) between 1903-1914. 

with the Confucian social situation at the end of the 19th 
century. The projected cultural, material, and political 
superiority of western culture made Korean Christians feel 
confident that they were engaging in a new life which was 
believed would lead them to a better, blessed life. Repent-
ing for the past and envisioning for the future, the Chris-
tian mission in Korea had much inspirational force. Yet 
this repenting religious movement appeared sometimes as a 
movement that lead some to anathematize or despise their 
own traditional religious practices. This brought on various 
religious conflicts. 

Protestant missionaries began their Christian mis-
sion by founding churches, hospitals and schools on one 
hand. This mission movement heavily influenced upon the 
development of the formation of modern consciousness 
among Korean people. On the other hand they began to 
teach Korean people who converted to Christianity to be 
spiritual leaders for the newly founded Korean congrega-
tions. In 1886, the first men’s school, Bae Jae Hak Dang 
was founded by Rev. Appenzeller. And in 1887 he began 
the first theological class at Bae Jae Hank Dang in Seoul. 
Later the school developed into the first Korean theological 
seminary, and now the Methodist Theological University 
in Seoul. The Presbyterian missionaries also founded an 
institution for theological education in 1901 at Pyongyang 
which developed into the Presbyterian theological semi-
nary in Seoul. Thereafter Seoul Theological Seminary was 
founded in 1911, the department of theology at Sung Kong 
Hoe University (the Episcopal church) in 1914, etc.4 

Each theological institution runs its own curriculum 
along with its theological tradition. However every accred-
ited educational institution is implemented to fulfill the 
basic requirement of educational standard proposed by 
Korean government. For this reason theological institu-
tions run semester systems, consisted of two 16 week 
periods. In order to complete a B. Th. degree, one must 
study 8 semesters of 125- 135 credit hours. For a master’s 
program one must study at least 4 semesters to complete 
36-40 credit hours. Examined in detail, most theological 
institutions in Korea are heavily influenced by the west-
ern standard of theological curriculum divided into 7 or 8 
parts: Biblical studies, systematic theology, church history, 
Christian ethics, pastoral theology, Christian education, 
religious philosophy, etc. Recently many denominational 
authorities require a higher theological education standard 
for those who wish to be ordained. For example, in order 
to be ordained within the Korean Methodist Church, one 
must complete at least 6 years of higher education in theol-
ogy. Therefore one who holds a B.Th. degree must com-
plete two more years of theological education for M. Th. 

4. Refer to the table of seminary list at the end of this article.
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Those who have a bachelor degree are supposed to com-
plete the requirement for a Master of Divinity Degree Pro-
gram in order to be ordained. Moreover, after completing 
6 or 7 years of higher education, the ordination candidates 
must also complete 2 or 3 year pastoral practicum. 

Indigenous Theologies Developed within the Korean 
Theological Circle

Excluding western theologies, the Korean theological cir-
cle has developed basically three theological trends in the 
Korean religious context. First, most of the Korean churches 
have adapted a so-called theological fundamentalism. They 
developed imported fundamental theologies into a Pente-
costal prosperity theology. In particular Rev. Cho Younggi 
was the prominent pioneer for that theological movement. 
He accepted the Pentecostal theology from the American 
Protestant heritages and reformulated it into a prosperity 
theology. The fundamental nature of this prosperity theo-
logical movement seems to be much more pastoral than 
theological. However this theological movement has been 
very influential and helpful for the church growth during 
the last quarter of 20th century in Korea. Being in conflu-
ence with the rapid economic development that Korea was 
experiencing at the time, the gospel of prosperity theol-
ogy was very much popularized. Many scholars found that 
Cho’s prosperity theology could be comprehended as a the-
ology deeply associated with Korean shamanistic tradition. 

Second, some theologians developed a new Korean 
indigenous theological movement during after1960s. 
Korean Methodist theologians who were deeply concerned 
over the religious heritage of Asia led this theological move-
ment. Prof. Yun, Sungbum, one of the initiators of the 
movement, had developed a Confucian theology which 
attempted to interpret Christian theology in the light of 
Confucian philosophy. Another theologian, Ryu, dongshik 
tried to reinterpret Christian theology in dialogue with 
Taoism, in particular Pungryudo. Pyun, Sunwhan who 
had taught at the Methodist Theological University also 
attempted to develop a dialogue with Buddhism. These 
theologians were convinced that God worked for the salva-
tion of Asians, particularly of Koreans even before Chris-
tianity. Yet, this indigenization project that sought to fuse 
Christian theology into the religious soil of Korean culture 
had to confront harsh criticism from conservative funda-
mentalists. There was a severe backlash and Prof. Pyun was 
anathematized by Korean Methodism. However through 
this indigenous theological movement Korean Christians 
became conscious of the importance of indigenous religious 
traditions. Korean indigenous theologians actually strove 
to unearth the identical nature among religious traditions 

to overcome Christianity’s colonial, exclusive, and impe-
rial tendency for claiming Christianity’s religious superi-
ority over other religions. Yet they were also criticized for 
their restorative nature of theology because they attempt 
response that was limited in being purely cultural, without 
concentrating on the real concrete situation of Korea. 

The third theological movement in Korea has resulted 
in Minjung theology. Minjung theology is a Korean indig-
enous liberation theology which attempted to transform 
the unjust social and political situation during 1970s. Min-
jung theologians, mostly Presbyterian like Suh, Namdong, 
Ahn, Byungmu, David Suh, and Kim, Yongbok, sought to 
develop a theology connecting to the minjung concept. In 
1975 they issued a statement, the “Declaration of Korean 
Christians,” which was in nature against the military gov-
ernment, asking Korean Christians to make a stand for 
the justice of God. Due to this political action, the par-
ticipants in the statement, mostly professors, were kicked 
out from their teaching posts. From this experience, they 
realized that they had to focus on the existence of minjung, 
the powerless people. So they conceptualized Minjung as 
theological subject representing those who are politically 
oppressed, economically exploited, culturally marginal-
ized, educationally uneducated, and religiously out casted. 
Under the rigid dictatorial regime, some minjung theo-
logians were imprisoned and persecuted. 30 years passed 
since then, however, and the Korean social condition has 
rapidly changed. The more people became economically 
well off, the more the basis of minjung theology weak-
ened due to the improvement of human rights conditions. 
Some theologians proposed that minjung theology should 
be converted into a theology of citizenship, a theology for 
sharing solidarity in a democratic society.5

The Growth of Korean Protestantism

Despite under the harsh historical settings of the 36 year long 
Japanese colonial domination and the 3 year long Korean 
War, Korean Protestantism grew ceaselessly. Church histo-
rians evaluate Korean churches as one of the most rapidly 
growing churches in the 20th century. In 2009 the number 
of the Korean churches reached about 50,000. Along with 
the growing churches, the growth of theological educa-
tion in Korea has been spectacular. According to statistics 
accumulated by KAATS (Korean Association of Accredited 
Theological Schools) in 2008, the number of Korea theo-
logical institutions accredited and recognized as qualified 
higher education systems by the Korean government are 

5. Anselm Min, The Solidarity of Others in a Divided World: A 
Postmodern Theology after Postmodernism (New York: T. & T. 
Clark, 2004).
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40. About 630 full-time faculty members with mostly Ph. 
D or Th. D degrees are now teaching in seminaries and 
theological schools in universities. 6 Most of these schools 
offer B. Th., M. Div, D. Min. or Th. D degree programs. In 
addition, there are approximately 150 small seminaries or 
bible schools in Korea which are categorized as unaccred-
ited theological institutions. It is noteworthy that theologi-
cal education has been considered to be one of the most 
important facts behind the church growth in Korea.

The Christian mission in Korea seemed to be success-
ful until the early 1990s. Taking a look at the numbers, the 
growth of Christian population has been extraordinary. In 
1890 the total number of Korean Protestant Christians was 
only 17,577. But in 1995, the number has increased up to 
8,760,336. 7 Including 4.5 million Catholics the number 
of Christians is more than 13 million, which means that 
Christians in Korea constitute more than ¼ of the whole 
Korean population. The following are some governmental 
statistics regarding the growth of the Protestant population 
in Korea.

Table 1: The Growth of Korean Protestant Population

Year 1890 1900 1910 1920

Number 17,577 43,441 73,517 215,032

Year 1960 1970 1980 After 2000

Number 1,257,428 2,197,336 5,850,000 8,760,336

On a different note, however, since 2000 the church 
growth in Korea has almost ceded due to various reasons. 
One of the crucial reasons is that the quality of Chris-
tian churches became to be in question. There is a univo-
cal opinion that Korean Christianity has paid too much 
attention to quantitative growth for the church itself rather 
than qualitative growth for the Korean society. Theologi-
cally speaking, the stagnation of church growth could be 
interpreted to conclude that the three types of theological 
endeavors have reached their respective limits. The pros-
perity theology, which may accredit a large part of its suc-
cess to the economic boom in the 1970s and 1980s, is now 
no more able to find another matching social condition. 
The experiment of Korean cultural indigenous theolo-
gies are not welcomed to congregations due to their aca-
demic, abstract nature. Minjung theology seemed to have 
lost its minjung context of the 1970s due to the radical 
changes in Korean society. Korean economic growth has 

6. KAATS, 2008-2009 Resource Book for Korea Theological 
Educational Institutions (Bucheon: KAATS, 2007).
7. Ref. Ju Jaeyong, “Protestantism,” in Korean Religions, ed. Yun 
Iheum (Seoul: Jungeumsa, 1987); Kim, Byungsuh, Korean Society 
and Protestantism (Seoul: Hanul, 1995).

resulted in the growth of human rights, and of the regards 
for quality of life among Korean people. Accordingly the 
minjung class identified easily in the 70s has gradually dis-
appeared. Turning to the 21st century, Korean theological 
education is tasked with finding a better way to respond 
to the new situation of Korea, religiously, culturally, and 
socio-politically. 

Problems and Tasks for New Era

Recently, Korean theological education has had to con-
front many difficulties. The first one is that many people 
are raising questions about the theological and moral qual-
ity of church leadership. The social ethical consciousness of 
Christian congregations seems to be attached too much to 
the doctrines which were formulated long before in accor-
dance with western imperial and capitalistic views. For this 
reason, Korean intellectuals doubt the social ethical nature 
of Korean Christianity. Moreover many new social issues 
that have continuously emerged, now require Christians to 
formulate new views that are relevant to Korean reality. As 
a result, the teachings of conservative Christian churches 
are considered by the young population to be anachronistic 
and occidental. Unless Korean Protestant churches update 
their social consciousness I think it would be difficult to 
further extend the glorious dream of church growth the 
Korean churches have experienced for more than 100 years. 

The second is the fact that the real Christian ethos has 
been lost within Christian communities. Clerical authori-
tarianism, nepotism, moral hazards within church lead-
ership, the low academic quality of theological students, 
the excessive number of ordained pastors, all these factors 
have together lead to a form of competition between pas-
tors. The severe inequality among pastors reflects the loss 
of fundamental peace in the clergy world. In addition, 
the fundamental nature of imperial, aggressive colonial 
theology has resulted in mutually colonizing relationship 
among Christian churches. They attempt to ‘invade’ each 
other without establishing peaceful Christian relationships. 
Successful pastors are very rich and the rest are very poor. 
Approximately about 50% of the churches are financially 
at stake. These all seem to point to specific problems within 
the Korean Christian church, asking to be reformed. As 
Helmut Richard Niebuhr mentioned in his book, The 
Social Sources of Denominationalism, many also experience 
in Korean Christianity that those who are interested in eco-
nomic factors sometimes betray the spirit of the founder of 
a religion itself. 

Economic growth in Korea has reached a certain level 
where economic advantages could be no more taken to be 
private blessings from God. Since rational interpretation 
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is often employed prior to any full religious engagement 
with the world, it is clear that more Korean people will 
leave Churches if churches are too much attached to their 
secular interests. The patriarchal nature of Korean churches 
excludes or isolates the participation of women in the mis-
sion of God. Nepotism practiced by clergy, deeply asso-
ciated with the Confucian idea of family, scarifies the 
fundamental nature of the public church. Due to the fact 
that the low moral quality of clergy has been several times 
exposed to the public, the image of the public church of 
God has been severely damaged. The idea that Christian-
ity has been distorted, twisted so that the sacral has been 
replaced by the secular is a conclusion that many people 
may make, when examining the moral reasoning processes 
of certain church politicians as well as of clerical groups. 
Thus today, it is very difficult to claim that the teachings of 
the church are holy. 

It could be claimed that Korean Christianity is now in 
a stage of deep stagnation, being challenged by both inner 
and outer demands for reformation. It is clear that theolog-
ical education could be a very strong force that could drive 
Korean Christianity from this deep stagnation. I would like 

to propose three directions where Korean theological edu-
cation could respond to this situation:

- First, Korean theological education should put more 
emphasis on developing an inclusive spirituality which 
could connect, on the behalf of humanity, the church to 
the world.  

- Second, reflecting the tradition of liberation theol-
ogy, theological education should be able to expand the 
depth and width of basic values of freedom, justice, equal-
ity and solidarity into all aspects of society. 

- Third, theological education in Korea should meet 
the needs of humanity by providing the foundation of 
peace: peace among people, peace with nature, and peace 
with the next generation. Wrestling with these three direc-
tions, Korean Christianity will find its own way to assume 
social ethical responsibility that would encompass the 
whole society. Thus, I would insist that the prime priority 
of theological education in Korea should be to establish 
the moral identity of Christian churches in the service of 
humanity. 

Appendix:

Table 2: List of Accredited Theological Institutions in South Korea

No Name of Institution Year of Foundation Denomination Homepage

1 Methodist Theological Univerity 1887. 9. 18 Korean Methodism http://www.mtu.ac.kr

mts1887@mtu.ac.kr 

2 Kangnam University, College of Theology 1946. 8.1 Ecumenical http://www.kangnam.ac.kr 

3 Keimyung University Department of 
Theology

1953.6.11 Ecumenical http://kmu.ac.kr

4 Korea Christian University 1958. 4.19 Church of Christ http://kcu.ac.kr 

5 Korea Nazarene University 1954. 9.14 Nazarene Church of Korea http://kornu.ac.kr 

6 Daejeon Theological University 1954. 8. 25 Presbyterian Church http://www.daejeon.ac.kr

7 Luther University 1958 Korea Lutheran Church http://www.ltu.ac.kr

8 Pai Chai University, Dept. of Welfare and 
Theology

University 1885;

Dept. 1993

Ecumenical http://www.pcu.ac.kr

9 Asia Life University 1996. 10. 26 Korea Jesus Gospel Church http://www.alu.ac.kr

10 Pusan Presbyterian University 1953 Korea Presbyterian 
Church(integrated)

http://www.bpu.ac.kr

11 Sahmyook University, College of Theology 1906 The seventh day church http://www.syu.ac.kr

12 Seoul Christian University 1937 Korea Church of Christ http://www.scu.ac.kr

13 Seoul Theol. University 1911 Korea Christian Holiness Church http://www.stu.ac.kr

14 Seoul Women’s University, Dept of Christian 
Studies

University 1957, 
Dept. 1993

Korea Presbyterian Church 
(integrated) 

http://swu.ac.kr

15 Seoul Jangsin University 1954. 4 Korea Presbyterian Church 
(integrated) 

http://sjs.ac.kr

16 Sungkonghoe University, Dept. of Theology 1914 Korea Episcopal Church http://skhu.ac.kr
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No Name of Institution Year of Foundation Denomination Homepage

17 Bible Baptist Theol. Seminary 1963 Bible Baptist Church http://www.bbts.ac.kr

18 Sooungsil University Graduate School of 
Christian Studies

University: 1987.10

 Dept: 1997

Korea Presbyterian Church 
(integrated)

http://www.ssu.ac.kr

19 Graduate school of practical Theology 2005 Ecumenical http://www.gspt.ac.kr

20 Asian center for Theological studies and 
Mission

1974 Ecumenical http://www.acts.ac.kr

21 Anyong University, College of Theology 1948 Korea Presbyterian Church 
(daesin)

http://www.anyang.ac.kr

22 College of Theology, Yonsei University University: 1915

Theology: 1945

Interdenominational http://yonshin.yonsei.ac.kr

23 Presbyterian College and Theological 
seminary

1910 Presbyterian http://www/pcts.ac.kr

24 Jeonju University Department of Christian 
studies

1953 Ecumenical http://www.jeonju.ac.kr

25 Central Theological University 1999 Central Conference of Korean 
Presbyterian church

http://www.ctu.ac.kr

26 Korean Baptist Theological University/
Seminary

1953 Korea Baptist Church http://kbtus.ac.kr

27 Pyengtaek University, Dep. Of Theology 1912 Ecumenical http://ptu.ac.kr

28 Han Nam University, Dep. Of Christian 
Studies

1954 Presbyterian(intergral) http://www.christian.hannam.ac.kr

29 Hansei University, Dep. Of Theology 1953 Korea Church of God http://www.hansei.ac.kr

30 Hansin University, College of Theology 1940 Korea Presbyterian Church http://www.hs.ac.kr

31 Hanil University & Presbyterian Theological 
Seminary

1923 Presbyterian(integral) http://www.hanil.ac.kr

32 Hyupsung University, School of Theology 1977 Korea Methodist Church http://www.uhs.ac.kr

33 Honam Theological University and Seminary 1955 Presbyterian(integral) http://www.htus.ac.kr

34 Hoseo University, the Divinity School 1981 Ecumenical http://www.hoseo.ac.kr

35 Torch Trinity School of Theology 1996 Ecumenical http://www.ttgst.ac.kr

36 Mokwon University, College of Theology 1954 Korea Methodist Church http://mokwon.ac.kr

37 Yonsei University United Graduate School 
of Theology

1958 Ecumenical http://ysugst.yonsei.ac.kr

38 Yongnam Theological College and Seminary 1953 Presbyterian(integral) http://yntcs.ac.kr

39 Hanmin University 1959 Ecumenical http://hanmin.ac.kr

40 Ehwa University, the Dep. Of Christian 
Studies

1886:University

1958: dep. Of 
Christian studies

Ecumenical http://www.ewha.ac.kr
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with their own global counterparts, than with their native 
Christians from the other camp. The meetings with each 
other are rare and insufficient to develop meaningful rela-
tionships. They remain secure in their separation as funds 
are at their disposal to carry on separatist agendas. They 
do not take time to meet each other as they are busy in 
their own corners with their own programs. As the state-
ment goes “out of sight—out of mind,” and  the separation 
and distance keep each unaware of the other at the local 
level. There may be some awareness of global developments 
in the other camp, but much ignorance of local develop-
ments. This is a serious matter for us to address if we wish 
to see the unity of the Body of Christ in meaningful ways. 

The un-evangelical as well as the un-ecumenical atti-
tudes should be curbed from both camps. What I note 
is that there is apathy over relating across camps on the 
part of many. Among the leadership there is either a sense 
of angst and fear about the other or a sense of arrogance 
that the other does not matter. This chronic situation of 
illness could only be corrected if we bring the two camps 
together into commitment on common goals, common 
purposes and common activities relating to the mission of 
the church. 

2. “Ecumenicals” — As an Identity 

The technical usage of the word “ecumenical” as an identi-
fier of a group of people, perhaps, was a twentieth century 
phenomenon. Though John Wesley and William Carey 
are described as ecumenical in their times, the naming 
is by later perspectives. When the Missionary movement 
was globally organized under the International Mission-
ary Council and the two study commissions—”Faith 
and Order” and “Life and Work”—emphasized the need 
for the unity of the body of Christ, in the process of the 
birthing of the World Council of Churches, this concept 
was conceived and the word was coined. To embrace the 
whole inhabited earth—oikumene—led to “ecumenism” 
as the process. Those who committed themselves to such 
thought and action were identified as the ecumenicals. 
The Missionary Movement gave birth to the Ecumenical 
Movement with the formation of WCC. Increasingly the 
people of the member churches of WCC became known as 
ecumenical Christians. But the sad tale is that the term was 
only known and used by the theologically trained clergy 
and the literate laity; the vast majority of the membership 
remained theologically and biblically illiterate and did 
not know the term or its meaning. To a vast majority of 
the members of the Church of South India (to which I 
belong—and which church is praised as a heroic example 
of ecumenism), this term and its significance is largely 

12.  Relations between Ecumenicals and 
Evangelicals in Asia

  Siga Arles

The paper written from Indian perspectives and from an 
author who is deeply familiar with both traditions describes 
the tensions, relations and stereotypes used in referring to “ecu-
menicals” and “evangelicals” in Asian churches and some fresh 
proposals for bridging the divide. 

Study Questions

1.   What are the historical developments behind the formation 
of the terms “ecumenicals” and “evangelicals” as described 
by the author and what has led to the phase of polarization 
between the two in some churches?

2.   What has contributed to the healing of relationships between 
“ecumenicals” and “evangelicals” in the past decades and 
what are the structural and theological differences between 
both which still might be at work?

3.   What are “un-ecumenical” approaches on the side of “ecu-
menicals” which need to be overcome according to the 
author. What are “un-evangelical” approaches on the side 
of evangelicals which need to be overcome?

1. Some Factors Which Motivate “Anti-Ecumenism” 

Historically a sense of distrust has been implanted in the 
minds of the “evangelicals” about the “ecumenicals”—as 
not rooted in the authority of the Bible—as not committed 
to evangelism and church growth and—as not promoting 
conversion. This suspicion led to a relationship of enmity. 
At times this was promoted by the international links and 
monetary investments from the global structures. The 
place of money serves as a major reason for the parallel and 
polarizing journey. Theological differences often are held 
out as the reason for the parallel course but I am convinced 
that while there may be some differences that exist, there 
is enough common ground in terms of faith affirmations 
and missional commitments which could hold both evan-
gelicals and ecumenicals together in unity and partnership. 
As far as the majority of the world is concerned, the fund-
ing from the First World is at the root of the unfortunate 
process of dividing and preserving the dividedness, often 
posing / portraying the differences disproportionately. 

A major issue in building bridges between the camps 
is the fact that members of each camp are in closer touch 



8712: Relations between Ecumenicals and Evangelicals in Asia

unknown and ill comprehended. Such a statement is not 
far from the reality that exists.  

3. “Evangelicals” — As an Identity

The technical usage of the word “evangelicals” as an identi-
fier of a group of people, perhaps, was a much older phe-
nomenon in the history of the Christian church. Even 
at the period of Reformation, we hear of the protesting 
groups referred to as evangelicals. This practice continued 
in Latin America, where Christians were either a major-
ity of  Roman Catholics or the much divided Protestants, 
who were invariably known as the evangelicals. Within the 
Church of England the distinction of the High Church as 
the Anglo-Catholic and the Low Church as the Evangeli-
cal prevailed. The Society for the Propagation of the Gos-
pel in Foreign Parts and the Church Missionary Society 
were the missionary arms of the respective sections of the 
Anglican Church. William Pitt and William Wilberforce 
were known as the ‘evangelical politicians’ during the time 
when William Carey and his contemporaries approached 
the British parliament for “anti-sati” legislation. Within 
the Church of Scotland one talked in those days of the 
liberals, the moderates and the evangelicals. Thus within 
the Western church the identity of certain groups as evan-
gelicals was common. When the missionary expansion of 
the church happened during the 18th and the 19th cen-
turies in the Eastern parts and the Southern hemisphere, 
the church not only spread with its denominational divi-
sions but also with its division as the evangelical and lib-
eral churches, later the ecumenical churches. The church 
around the world has inherited the dividedness and has not 
overcome the ill effects of it.

Whereas the distinction of the ecumenical and evan-
gelical identities continued to intensify in the formation 
of the two global structures such as the World Council of 
Churches (formed in 1948) and World Evangelical Fel-
lowship (formed in 1951), both with a large initiative of 
the Western theologians and Western church leaders, there 
was an inclusion of the Asian leaders and voices in the for-
mation and functional mode. The spirit of ecumenism in 
India led to the formation of the Church of South India 
already on 27 September 1947, even before the formation 
of the WCC at Easter 1948. The spirit of evangelical faith 
commitment in India led to the formation of the Evan-
gelical Fellowship of India even ahead of the formation of 
WEF in the same year 1951.  

4. The Asian Church and the Polarization of the 
Evangelicals and the Ecumenicals

The global developments of this polarized Christianity 
was a largely western phenomenon but it had its roots and 
developments in the Asian soil, particularly in India. Cer-
tainly for the ecumenical thought and structure formation, 
some of the key personalities who were to influence global 
developments were based at and worked their thought 
and theology in the mission field in India: Stephen Neill, 
Charles Ranson and Lesslie Newbigin who were tall figures 
during the period between 1940s to 1980s. They worked 
in the Tamil country in South India based at Tinnevelly, 
Kanjeepuram-Chenglepet-Madras and Madurai.1 

Not only did the western persons based in India influ-
ence the global developments of ecumenical thought and 
practice, it was also shaped by a certain number of Indians 
who were articulate and active as architects of ecumenical-
ism. This could be attested from what Philip Potter spoke 
in 1982 at the Silver Jubilee celebrations of the Christian 
Institute for the Study of Religion and Society at Bangalore. 
He said (in what appears a light hearted comment with 
depth of meaning) that the World Council of Churches at 
Geneva was being run by an Indian mafia set in CISRS in 
Bangalore!

Indeed it has often been enviously remarked that the 
World Council was run by an Indian “mafia,” and that 
“mafia” was centred around the Christian Institute 
(CISRS)… Indians have been the first Third World 
people to enter into critical dialogue with the First 
World and to do so with freedom and panache. The 
CISRS is the most conspicuous example of this…, I 
can think of no other institute of this kind anywhere 
in the world which has been so influential and so 
productive.2

Thinkers from the CISRS group such as PD Devanan-
dan, Russell Chandran, MM Thomas (WCC Central Com-
mittee chairman), Stanley Samartha (the first to lead the 
WCC Sub-unit on Dialogue), Samuel Amirtham (Direc-
tor for Program on Theological Education), MA Thomas 
(Director of Ecumenical Christian Centre), TK Thomas, 
Samuel Parmar, EV Mathew, CT Kurien, Saral Chatterji 
and a host of others impacted the various strategic avenues 

1. One of the best sources of information on the history of the 
development of the missionary and ecumenical movements from 
the nineteenth century is the thesis of William Richey Hogg, 
Ecumenical Foundations, A History of the International Missionary 
Council and Its Nineteenth Century Background, New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1952.
2. See Philip Potter, “Jubilee Convention Address” in Religion and 
Society, 3&4, September to December, 1983, p. 2.
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of thought and practice in the decades after the birth of the 
ecumenical movement.3 

Similarly, even in the evangelical movement around 
the world we could locate both the western missionaries 
who worked in India as well as Indian leaders who helped 
shape the global evangelical movement. Significant names 
could be Eli Stanley Jones, Donald McGavran, Jack Dain, 
Wesley Duewel and such along with Ben Wati and Theo-
dore Williams who were presidents of World Evangelical 
Fellowship, Saphir Athyal who was on the Planning Com-
mittee of the Lausanne Committee for World Evangeli-
zation, John Richard of the AD 2000 Movement, Vinay 
Samuel of INFEMIT, Ken Gnanakan of WEF Theological 
Commission and a host of others who played significant 
roles in the shaping of an evangelical movement. 

5. Relationships — Some Global Developments 

The relationship between the ecumenicals and evangelicals 
globally remained unhealthy and competitive, polarized 
and divisive. Later in this essay we shall consider the moti-
vating factors which promoted and perpetuated this divide. 
During the sixties and seventies this divide was acute and 
rigid. The Uppsala Assembly (1968), the Bangkok confer-
ence (1973) and the Nairobi Assembly (1975) were blamed 
by the evangelicals who rallied their strength at Berlin 
(1966) and Lausanne (1974). In the eighties, there was an 
attempt to overcome the divide and to try to relate with 
one another. For instance, Raymond Fung, the evangelism 
secretary of WCC, a Baptist pastor from Hong Kong, par-
ticipated in some evangelical events and related with the 
Partnership in Mission Asia conference at London in 1986. 
With his help, the Latin American Theological Fraternity, 
the African Theological Fraternity and the Partnership in 
Mission Asia –which all together later formed the Inter-
national Fellowship of Evangelical Mission Theologians 
(INFEMIT)- met in 1987 at Stuttgart, along with the 
Commission on Mission and Evangelism of the WCC and 
explored possibilities of mutual relationships.4 As a result 
of such efforts during the 1990s and after, the relation-
ship was steadily healed and it has improved through the 
decades. Let us trace the history of this unsteady relation-
ship by highlighting certain salient features, particularly 
from the Asian context.

3. See Chapter Five: “The Contribution of the Christian Institute 
for the Study of Religion and Society” in Siga Arles, Missiological 
Education: An Indian Exploration, Bangalore: Centre for 
Contemporary Christianity, 2006, 99-127, especially 120ff.
4. See the report of this gathering: Albrecht Hauser & Vinay 
Samuel (eds.), Integral Evangelism, Paternoster: Regnum 
Publications, 1988.

6. Relationships in India: The EFI and Its Relation  
to NCCI 

When the EFI was formed, some of the members of the 
North American church denominations which claimed 
to be evangelical churches—such as the Wesleyan, Free 
Methodist, Christian and Missionary Alliance, Naza-
rene and similar others felt that they alone qualified to 
be members of the evangelical movement. They would 
not consider those evangelicals who were members of the 
historic mainline/mainstream larger churches which were 
members of the NCCI/WCC as worthy to be included in 
the evangelical movement. With Everett Cattell, the first 
General Secretary of EFI, the group had much discussion 
and finally it was resolved to include within the movement 
both groups of evangelicals—those from the mainstream 
churches connected with NCCI as well as the strictly evan-
gelical denominations. Robert McMahon who wrote the 
history of EFI5 commented:

There was a move to exclude from membership of 
EFI any whose missions or churches were linked to 
the National Christian Council or other ‘ecumenical’ 
bodies. Cattell and others pleaded that “EFI be kept 
open to all convinced evangelicals whatever their affili-
ations.” Hence EFI “adopted a position of neutrality 
towards the ecumenical movement.”6

EFI was not anti-NCCI or a competitor with NCCI in 
its original purpose. It minded the area of evangelism and 
mission and recognized NCCI as tending to the churches. 

Though for a period the EFI had many secretaries 
drawn from mainline churches such as the Methodist, CSI, 
CNI and the Baptist, in the later period slowly it drifted 
into the hands of people from the so called purely evangeli-
cal churches, such as the St. Thomas Evangelical, Christian 
and Missionary Alliance, Evangelical Church of India, etc., 

The first time I attended an EFI conference was in 1970 
when I found there was a sharp disagreement within the 
fellowship. Members from the smaller evangelical churches 
did not feel comfortable with EFI which remained a “fel-
lowship structure” but did not represent their concerns in 
the nation. Whereas NCCI was representing the churches, 
this group distrusted NCCI and judged EFI as inadequate, 
and hence proposed the formation of a new structure to 
fend for them. As a result the Federation of Evangelical 

5. Robert McMahon, To God Be the Glory: An Account of the EFI’s 
First Twenty Years, 1951-1970, Delhi: MSS, 1970. 
6. Quoted by Siga Arles, “Evangelical Movement in India—An 
Evaluation” in Siga Arles & I. Ben Wati (eds.), Pilgrimage 2100: 
A Self Reflection on Indian Evangelicalism, Bangalore: Centre for 
Contemporary Christianity, 1995, 32. 
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Churches of India (FECI) was formed in 1974. It was a 
sort of parallel structure to NCCI. 

Later at the turn of the century, there arose the Hindu 
militancy under the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh, 
Bharatiya Janata Party and the Hindutva brigade which 
unleashed attacks on the churches in various parts of the 
country. Often the independent churches were attacked. 
They felt that the NCCI was not representing their plight. 
They also felt that the FECI was broad and did not address 
specific issues within the Hindutva setting. Hence, in 
order for voicing the concerns of the persecuted to the 
government, some pastors and groups rallied the indepen-
dent churches and formed the All India Christian Coun-
cil (AICC). Thus, there grew multiple structures with 
duplication.

What developed thus in India was similar to the 
developments in the continental mega structures such as 
the Evangelical Fellowship of Asia (EFA) and the Chris-
tian Council of Asia (CCA). With parallel and polarizing 
developments, there always remained a subtle and obvious 
tug-of-war situation within relationships. Each camp held 
its own programs, consultations and conferences with no 
reference to the other. The parallel journey only meant 
duplication of efforts and expenses, which proved wasteful 
and redundant, with no cumulative impact on the society 
around. 

7. The Formation and Significance  
of the Lausanne Movement 

Further to the WEF, the evangelical movement grew stron-
ger with the formation of the Lausanne Committee for 
World Evangelization (LCWE). The worldward journey 
of the ecumenical movement [through its conferences on 
Church and Society at Geneva (1966), Fourth Assembly of 
WCC at Uppsala in 1968, Commission on World Mission 
and Evangelism consultation at Bangkok in 1973] aroused 
a systematic and consistent reaction among the evangeli-
cals under the leadership of Billy Graham, John RW Stott, 
Jack Dain and others. The Berlin Congress in 1966 and 
Lausanne Conference in 1974 paved the way for a global 
movement to promote the evangelical cause and cohesive-
ness. This in a way intensified the division and polarization 
within the body. The Asian Leadership Congress on Evan-
gelism (ALCOE) formed a structure for Asian evangelical 
momentum. 

8. Theological Education and the Inner Divide  
in Asia — BTESSC / ATESEA & ATA

In South Asia, particularly for India, the Senate of Ser-
ampore College was the source of theological and minis-
terial formation. Equally the Association for Theological 
Education in South East Asia (ATESEA) and its counter-
part for North East Asia, provided similar standardization 
and accreditation. Much of the ecumenical formation was 
under their influence. The Theological Education Fund 
(TEF formed in 1958 at IMC Ghana) shaped the process 
of contextualization in theological education in line with 
the worldward journey of the ecumenical movement. The-
ology in context took the socio-economic, religious and 
political realities seriously and attempted what later was 
recognized as the wholistic gospel and ministry. Ecumeni-
cal Theological Education shaped the ministry and mission 
of the churches of Asia. 

To begin with the evangelical movement distrusted 
this sort of development and felt that evangelism was 
crowded out of the agenda of the ecumenical structures 
and their theological education. Hence, by 1970 there 
arose an effort from the WEF Theological Commission to 
form an equivalent to TEF, namely Theological Assistance 
Program (TAP), to assist theological colleges to develop 
a clear evangelical ministry formation.7 It led later to the 
formation of the International Council for Evangelical 
Theological Education (ICETE) with its 8 international 
branches8, of which the Asian branch is the Asia Theologi-
cal Association (ATA) as an accrediting agency for evan-
gelical theological education all across Asia. In the past 40 
years it has grown to accredit well over 250 institutions 
in every nation in Asia, from Japan to Jordan.9 I had the 
privilege of participating in the ICETE triennial confer-
ences at Chiang Mai in Thailand (2006) and Sopron in 

7. Bruce Nicholls of New Zealand records the history of formation 
and activities of TAP as the first architect of the TAP along 
with Saphir Athyal. Their efforts led to the formation of ATA. 
Nicholls edited TAP News and systematically helped to grow the 
movement. 
8. The 8 branches of ICETE are: 1) Accrediting Council for 
Theological Education in Africa (ACTEA), 2) Asia Theological 
Association (ATA), 3) Caribbean Evangelical Theological 
Association (CETA), 4) European Evangelical Accrediting 
Association (EEAA), 5) Euro-Asian Accrediting Association 
(E-AAA), 6) Association for Evangelical Theological Education 
in Latin America (AETAL), 7) Association for Biblical Higher 
Education (ABHE) and 8) South Pacific Association of Bible 
Colleges (SPABC). 
9. See the special 40th anniversary volume of ATA released at 
the Hong Kong Assembly: Bong Rin Ro, Ken Gnanakan, Joseph 
Shao, Bruce Nicholls, Theresa Roco Lua and Julie Belding (eds.), 
New Era New Vision: Celebrating 40 Years of the Asia Theological 
Association, Manila: ATA, 2010. 
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Hungary (2009) and meeting with the leaders from all the 
eight branch structures. 

In as much as the World Council of Churches has 
developed its TEF into the Program for Theological Edu-
cation (PTE) and later into the Ecumenical Theological 
Education (ETE) and is catering for the explorations into 
various curricular revisions, contextualization and viabil-
ity of relevant theological education around the world, 
ICETE does the same within the evangelical orbit. The 
2009 ICETE conference dealt with workshops on topics 
such as: 

Biblical and theological foundations for curriculum 
development, 
The challenge of character formation in TE, 
Doing TE in community, 
Mission beyond evangelism, 
Integral mission and TE, 
Practicing relational intelligence in TE, 
Shaping global TE locally, 
Technological solutions for TE in the network 
generation, 
Is information technology taking over TE?10 

The quest for contextualization that TEF floated could 
be seen echoing in the efforts of ICETE and the ATA as 
well. Some of the concerns as found in the articles in the 
ATA journal are indicative of the similarity in the search for 
relevance in theological education in both camps. During 
2002 to 2009, when I served as the Editor of the Journal of 
Asian Evangelical Theology of ATA, the following editorials 
and articles expressed the concerns that were shared with 
the constituency at national and regional consultations: 

“A Call for Doing Theology in 21st Century Asia,”11 
“Transform World: A Call of our Times,”12 
“Theological Education: The ‘Story’ of Impacting 
Asian Pluralist Contexts,”13

“Theological Education in Asia: A Health Check,”14

“Each Congregation a Seminary: The Need for Team 
Ministry,”15 
“Prophetic Voice of the Gospel in Contemporary 
Asia,”16

10. Taken from the Conference Handbook of ICETE Consultation 
2009, Sopron, Hungary, 5-9 October 2009.
11. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 11:1 & 2, June & 
December 2003, 1-2.
12. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 13:1, June 2005, 1-3.
13. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 14:1, June 2006, 1-5.
14. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 14:2, December 2006, 
3-7.
15. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 15:1, June 2007, 3-6.
16. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 15:2, December 2007, 
3-7.

“Mission Challenge—Bigger than ever in Asia!,”17

“Theological Curriculum Change for the Local 21st 
Century Context,”18

“New Horizons for Theological Education in Today’s 
Changing World,”19

“Theological Education for Missionary Formation,”20

“Missiological Education in India: Journey to Become 
Academically Authentic and Contextually Relevant,”21

“Theological Education Towards 2020” & “A 
Response,”22

“Governance of Theological Education: Patterns and 
Prospects,”23

“Theological Education & Global Tertiary Education: 
Risks and Opportunities,”24

“Shifting Paradigms in Theological Education—An 
Asian Perspective,”25

“The Use of Technology to Promote Learning in Asian 
Theological Institutions,”26

“Learning Expectations of Students and Faculty in 
Theological Education: A South East Asian Theologi-
cal College Survey”27 

At the 40th anniversary of ATA a collection of essays 
were released titled Tending the Seedbeds: Educational Per-
spectives on Theological Education in Asia28 in which the 
explorations by many Asian authors from the evangelical 
camp parallel the efforts as seen in the ecumenical theologi-
cal education. 

Rather than dividedness, there is need for develop-
ing a cohesiveness in TE and thus in the total church and 

17. Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 16:1 & 2, June & 
December 2008, 3-6.
18. Lee Wanak, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 10:1&2, 
2002, 63-77.
19. Bruce Nicholls, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 11:1&2, 
2003, 61-68.
20. Dasan Jeyaraj, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 12:1&2, 
2004, 139-172.
21. Fanai Hrangkhuma, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 
13:1, June 2005, 103-120.
22. Ivan Satyavrata & Allan Harkness, Journal of Asian Evangelical 
Theology, 13:2, Dec. 2005, 71-91.
23. Siga Arles, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 14:1, June 
2006, 53-69.
24. Alister McGrath, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 14:2, 
Dec. 2006, 12-28.
25. Vinay K. Samuel, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 
15:1&2, 2007, 8-14.
26. Calvin Chong, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 15:1&2, 
2007, 113-118.
27. Allan G. Harkenss, Journal of Asian Evangelical Theology, 
16:1&2, 2008, 124-143.
28. See Allan Harkness (ed.), Manila: Asia Theological 
Association, 2010. 
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ministry around the world. Healing energies ought to be 
let loose in the global churches and in the local setting. 

9. The Drawing Closer of the NCCI, EFI and CBCI

In the Indian setting, the recent two decades have seen a sin-
cere effort on the part of the National Council of Churches 
in India, Evangelical Fellowship of India and the Catholic 
Bishops Conference of India. The very fact of the fanaticism 
of the Hindutva brigade and their attacks on the church 
has paved the way for the minority Christian community 
of 3% to come together in ecumenical togetherness for the 
sake of survival. After Vatican II the Roman Catholics have 
become open to relate with the Protestants. The Orthodox 
have come into fellowship with WCC and NCCI. Several 
pastors from both South and North are keen to present 
a united front to withstand the attacks of the Hindutva 
brigade. Beside the AICC, a large gathering of Christian 
workers and pastors in Bangalore founded a Federation of 
Christian Churches and Organizations (FCCO) to develop 
a united front. It has become a very common phenomenon 
nowadays to find much mutual recognition and desire to 
work together. An example is the formation of the Banga-
lore Inter Theologate Seminar (BITS) to bring the Roman 
Catholic and Protestant professors and students from the 
seminaries in and around Bangalore to interact and learn 
together.29 

Many new efforts are pulling us together, such as when 
the Karnataka State government led by the BJP imposed a 
ban on beef eating, we Christians of all denominations met 
together with Hindus and Muslims to raise our voice of 
protest. Thus, the inner divide in the church is often chal-
lenged by external pressures. On Saturday, 14 July 2012, 
the Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and Christians came together 
and formed the United Minority Front in Bangalore to 
challenge the BJP government and its communal politics. 
Wider ecumenism is floated and promoted by Christian 
participation. 

10. The Un-Ecumenical Approach of the Party 
Ecumenicals

I had often been disillusioned by the way persons work-
ing for ecumenical structures show an attitude of aloof-
ness and dislike towards people who do not belong within 
their camp. While attending an international ecumenical 

29. BITS was a program launched from the Ecumenical Christian 
Centre during the time of Dr. Mani Chacko and I served as one 
of its Presidents. The annual meeting of representatives from all 
theological colleges in the faculty colloquium and BITS seminar 
provide the opportunity to enhance ecumenical relationships.

mission conference, I was talking with a key leader of the 
ecumenical movement from an Asian country. When I 
referred to the names of some of the evangelicals in his 
particular country, his disapproval of them was shocking! 
I expected him to warmly relate to those names and talk 
lovingly about them and their significance in the church in 
his country. But no! He was simply negative. This hurt me 
as this person was an employee in the ecumenical structure. 
He seemed to lack the ecumenical spirit of acceptance. I 
feel that there are too many un-ecumenical persons who 
are talking on ecumenism as paid agents. 

Ecumenism has gone through various stages of devel-
opment and deterioration. In an article on “Ecumenical 
Relations”30 for the 2007 conference of the Fellowship of 
Indian Missiologists at Kashmir, I recounted and identi-
fied different trends of ecumenism that I observe, such as: 
positive ecumenism (WCC & NCC), stunted ecumenism 
(Joint Council of CSI, CNI, MTC), fake ecumenism (many 
experiments, committees and consultations which prolong 
endlessly without resolutions), forced ecumenism (such as in 
totalitarian settings) and genuine ecumenism (formation of 
CSI and CNI). 

While teaching a course on the History of Ecumenical 
Movement at Serampore College, along with my students I 
was interacting on the process of wider union that was ini-
tiated in India by the Church of South India and Church 
of North India along with the Malankara Mar Thoma Syr-
ian Church. They first set up a theological commission in 
1973 “for the purpose of bringing together all these three 
bodies to a common fellowship, cooperation and unity”31 
and later formed a Joint Council in 1978. 

The Joint Council of the CNI, CSI, MTC, has been 
constituted as the visible origin for common action 
by the three churches which recognize themselves as 
belonging to the one Church of Jesus Christ in India, 
even while remaining as autonomous churches, each 
having its own identity or traditions and organizational 
structure.32

The Joint Council failed to lead to the formation of 
the Bharat Christian Church and in 2004 still explored 
“to pursue their discussion on the ways towards unity 
and pledged their commitment to the formation of the 

30. See Siga Arles, “Ecumenical Relations” in Joseph Mattam & 
Joseph Valiamangalam (eds.), Building Solidarity: Challenges to 
Christian Mission, FOIM XII, Delhi: ISPCK for FOIM, 2008, 
223-231. 
31. See O.L. Snaitang, A History of Ecumenical Movemetn: An 
Introduction, Bangalore: BTESSC / SATHRI, 2004, 2006, 2007, 
123. 
32. Ibid., 124.
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Communion of Churches in India (CCI).”33 It appeared to 
me that CSI and CNI were open for such union whereas 
the Syrian Orthodox doctrine and ethos were too precious 
for the Mar Thoma Church to give up for the sake of unity.. 
Yet, they keep active in ecumenical talks, consultations 
and conferences, taking leadership roles in the ecumenical 
movement—which movement may never really achieve its 
goals. A paradox! The ecumenical dialogue between CSI 
and the Lutheran and the American Methodists had failed 
in the very first two decades after the birth of the CSI. 
Today, sadly, the failure continues. 

It disheartens me to notice how people who talk much 
about ecumenism and participate in great conferences and 
committees of ecumenical movement, fail to actualize by 
simple acts of communion together in their own places. 
A CSI leader reflected of his experience while studying 
for his Master degree at the Orthodox Seminary in Kot-
tayam, which was one part of the Federated Faculty under 
the Senate of Serampore College. When attending worship 
with eucharist, he was included in the peace sharing, but 
excluded from the elements of the body and blood—it 
was not given to him. His fellow post graduate students 
and teachers from the Orthodox church shared in the holy 
communion and would not include him in it, since he 
was from the Church of South India. My experience was 
similar: while attending a national consultation organized 
by the Ishvani Kendra at Pune, a Roman Catholic mis-
siology professor who stood next to me, found it hard to 
pass the elements to me, a Protestant Missiologist! But he 
was interacting with me in conferences on great missiologi-
cal themes, justice questions and the need for ecumenism! 
Such is the reality which we have to counter and correct 
with a sense of urgency. 

11. The Un-Evangelical Approach of the Party 
Evangelicals

A fellow doctoral student at the University of Aberdeen, 
Kwame Bediako, a Ghanaian Presbyterian, retorted with 
high emotion about the “party evangelicals” who were no 
real evangelicals! They have created an evangelical party 
and are promoting membership into that party. Rather 
than truly promoting and living the implications of the 
evangelical spirit, they are concerned about being in and 
developing the party! This promotes among them a ten-
dency to count the party more important than the indi-
viduals. Hence, one does not mind to backstab and disown 
and throw out people for even minor differences. Instead of 
being “good news” to each other, such party members turn 
out to be terrible “bad news” to those within the camp with 

33. Ibid.

whom they develop disagreements. It is revealing to hear 
what Everett Cattell said about the evangelicals, at the early 
stage of steering the new born EFI as its secretary: 

No one knows better than those of us who have 
laboured for evangelical co-operation and unity how 
grave are the weaknesses and how deep are the sins that 
are covered by this label.34

The failure of evangelical unity is a historic reality. 
There is a level of unity but that is never deep enough or 
large enough. Hence, there is the repeating tendency to 
form numerous structures and duplicating efforts. Indian 
evangelicalism has seen EFI, FECI, AICC and also the 
floating of National Fellowship of Evangelicals with their 
Consultation on National Strategy. Even the formation of 
India Missions Association to bring the indigenous mis-
sion societies of India together at times appeared as though 
it was a competitive development which had to be sorted 
out amicably. 

While unity and relationship within and among evan-
gelicals is a tough issue, to develop unity and relationship 
with those who are non-evangelical, non-Protestant and 
non-christian—definitely presents a tougher option. 

12. An Exciting Proposal—“Evangelicals are True 
Ecumenicals”

J.J. Harris was final year BD student at Serampore Col-
lege when I joined the faculty to teach Missiology and to 
develop Mission Studies at Post Graduate level. He wrote 
his BD thesis comparing and contrasting the major indig-
enous mission societies in India. Later he did his M.Th at 
SAIACS where I taught two modules to the Missiology 
students. In my class, Harris was drawn to the history of 
the way the church movement developed in its ecumenical 
and evangelical dividedness and found the need to study it 
in depth. Hence, for his D.Miss. research he chose this as 
his topic and worked hard to argue the point of his conclu-
sion that Evangelicals are True Ecumenicals.35 He saw “the 
Futility of Polarization” and studied the contrast between 
the two camps in the church. Harris states:

…being evangelical or ecumenical is not as singular 
as it may at first seem. It is very difficult to make a 
clear division between the two. Separating evangelical 
and ecumenical Christians is a misleading classification 

34. Everett Cattell, “The EFI and the Ecumenical Movement” 
National Christian Council Review, January 1965, 11. Quoted in 
Siga Arles, “Evangelical Movement in India…” op.cit., 29.  
35. J.J. Harris, Evangelicals are True Ecumenicals: The Theological 
Pilgrimage of the Indian Church: A Study of Contrast—The Futility 
of Polarisation, Madras: Mission Educational Books, 2008. 
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since an increasing number of Christians belong[s] 
in the overlap…. the compartmentalization has been 
done not on the basis of people or denominations but 
only on the basis of ideologies.36

Tracing the history Harris came to realize that only the 
truly evangelical persons who were touched by the good 
news of Jesus Christ in its fullness could qualify to embrace 
the whole wide world with the love of God and become 
ecumenical in practice. Other than that, those who remain 
within the church as nominal members without an experi-
ence of new birth, may never understand God’s heart for 
the world—the love and plan of God in mission.

The 1991 Canberra Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches affirmed: 

A reconciled and renewed creation is the goal of 
church’s mission. The vision of God uniting all things 
in Christ is the driving force of its life sharing. Sharing 
also means that we work to overcome economic dis-
parities and social antagonisms between classes, castes, 
races, sexes, and cultures.37

The problem in ecumenism is identified by Bishop 
Coorilos as the tendency towards “monistic unity” of the 
church in terms of its ecclesiastical structures; and he pro-
poses the possibility of a “pluriform ecumenism” as the 
solution.38 The basic rationale for unity and ecumenism, 
he further proposes, is placed firstly in the nature of god-
head as triune and secondly in the missional purpose of the 
church.39 

The basic motivation for ecumenism… comes from 
our understanding of the Trinity, as the integral econ-
omy (oikonomia) of Godhead known to consist in the 
community of persons (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) 
existing in unity… we understand our call and respon-
sibility to wider ecumenism as “from our faith in the 
Trinitarian mystery, God’s life of communion and 
interchange.40

36. Ibid., p. 14.
37. Quoted in George Mathew Nalunnakkal, “Mission and Unity 
in the Context of Contemporary Challenges” in George Mathew 
Nalunnakkal and Abraham P Athyal (eds.), Quest for Justice: 
Perspectives for Mission and Unity, Delhi: NCCI, Gurukul & 
ISPCK, 2000, 72.
38. G.M. Nalunnakkal, “Ecumenism: Challenges Ahead” 
in Vinod Victor, Leslie Nathaniel & P Suryaprakash (eds.), 
Ecumenism: Prospects and Challenges, Delhi: ISPCK for CSI Synod 
Youth & Pastoral Aid Departments, 2001, 115-123. 
39. Nalunnakkal, “Ecumenism: Challenges Ahead,” op.cit., 120f. 
40. Ibid., Quoted from Anand Spenser, “Towards Wider 
Ecumenism: A Motivation from Biblical Insights” in National 
Council of Churches Review, Vol.CXX, No. 7, August 2000, 683. 

We appeal that our efforts towards unity need to be for 
the sake of mission and in that extent ensure that our 
efforts towards visible forms of oneness are not smacked 
by institutional and communal interests. Therefore, we 
call upon the churches in India to explore new and 
credible forms of Christian unity that would enhance 
the cause of the Gospel.41

Thus the rootedness in biblical basis and the faithful-
ness to the mission of the church are the hallmarks which 
should characterize our journey into the future as the one 
united faith community, united in the one God and in His 
mission to the universe. 

Each little congregation in every locality has to align 
with this God and His mission and thus express the one-
ness of the body, as the household of God. A CSI clergyman 
lamented on the character and the desecration suffered by 
the denominational church in the past: 

Where is the household of God in India? They are in 
the remote villages, worshipping the Lord in small 
places of worship. They do not know much of the Bible 
or the doctrines of the church, but they know Christ. 
They take pride in saying ‘I am CSI’, ‘I am a Roman 
Catholic’…. They are so fanatic about their church… 
cannot find anything good in another denomination. 
Few years back, if a boy or girl got married outside the 
Catholic church, the parents lost membership of the 
church and to get back the membership, they had to 
make open confession of the mistake in the congre-
gation and pay a fine. The church hierarchy nursed 
this spirit of hatred… obsessed with denominational 
fanaticism. Reaching the grass root communities with 
the message of the household of God gives success to 
ecumenical thinking.42

Dr. Chandran Devanesan of Madras Christian Col-
lege recollected his childhood experiences and his friends 
hurling childish hatred at each other with slogans such as: 
“Catholic, catholic, go to hell” and a reciprocal “Protestant, 
protestant, go to hell.”43 Thirty years later when I went to a 
Roman Catholic High School in my hometown, the clerk 
at the school office did not count me a Christian since I 
was a Protestant! The old style animosities have to be eradi-
cated. Ecumenism must become complete. Post- Vatican 
II developments have certainly opened out large scale ecu-
menical relationship within the old church. There are signs 

41. G.M. Nalunnakkal & A.P. Athyal (eds.), Quest for Justice: 
Perspectives on Mission and Unity, op.cit., 134. 
42. G. Devakadasham, “Ecumenism: Prospects and Possibilities—
Begin at the Base” in Vinod Victor, et.al., Ecumenism: Prospects 
and Challenges, op.cit., 323f.
43. See Chandran Devanesan, Thoughts on Christian Education: 
Christ and Student Unrest, Madras: CLS, 1982.
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for a better future as we have grown through the decades of 
the twentieth century. 

As we traced the history of developments and identi-
fied positive trends in the recent decades, there is much 
hope for the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ to pull 
together and to serve the human community with the good 
news of our Lord and to cause the necessary transforma-
tion of life both for here and into eternity. The evangelical, 
the ecumenical, the orthodox, the catholic and all factions 
should live together in Jesus the integrating power of God 
for the reconciliation of the vertical and the horizontal 
dimensions in the universe wherein we humans are the 
crown of God’s creation. 

13. The Role of Theological Education — Future Prospects

The responsibility to alter the situation squarely lies in the 
seminary! The teachers have to set an example of balance—
of truly evangelical and truly ecumenical thought and life-
style. Hence, within the citadels of learning, to initiate a 
process of renewed thinking among teachers is urgent. The 
Ecumenical Theological Education program of the World 
Council of Churches has initiated several avenues of explo-
ration for bridging the divide. 

Section 7 “Overcoming the legacy of the ecumenical 
/ evangelical divide in theological education in Asia” of the 
Memorandum on the Future of Theological Education in 
Asia is an important initiative in our times. Dietrich Wer-
ner has promoted similar efforts as part of his work in ETE. 
The observation made is correct:

The ongoing evangelical/ecumenical divide in the area 
of theological education which in some Asian contexts 
is more visible and influential than in others today is 
absorbing more energies and creates more distortions 
than is adequate and necessary for facing the com-
mon missionary tasks of Asian Christianity in the 21st 
century.44

And the proposal made is also very appropriate: 

The urgent need to spell out a clear profile for a bibli-
cally sound, contextually relevant and spiritually nur-
turing theological education for Asian churches can be 
answered only if all committed Christian traditions are 
working together rather than losing money and ener-
gies in unfruitful debates of the past and maintaining 
polarized profiles in order just to please different back-
ground donors.45

44. See Dietrich Werner, et.al., Memorandum on the Future of 
Theological Education in Asia—Draft January 2012, 7.
45. Ibid.

The other major reference paper was the Global Study 
Report on Theological Education for the Edinburgh 2010 
conference which had an explicit section on this issue. 
Here again, in similar vein the section 20 interprets the 
specific situation within India. In the section titled “Struc-
tural divides and potentials for cooperation in different 
networks of theological education—a case study on the 
interrelation between Serampore and ATA—related col-
leges in India,” the situation study aptly denotes the need 
and way forward.46 

Dietrich Werner makes mention that “Kirsteen Kim 
put together the final volume from the Edinburgh 2010 
conference which would certainly deserve its own evalua-
tion in this context. It would be exciting to discuss this in 
more detail together.”47 He exhorts saying: 

There will [be] no major progress in ecumenical orien-
tation and contextualization of theological education 
in Asia unless… deliberate attempts are made for bridg-
ing the institutional divide between Asian ecumenical 
networks in theological education and global and regional 
evangelical and Pentecostal networks of theological educa-
tion in Asia.48

What needs to be justified for the future of Asian 
Christianity in the 21st century is not whether and why 
these distinct identities historically have emerged, but 
whether it still makes sense and is responsible to continue 
with mutual isolation between different Christian net-
works for theological education instead of joining forces 
in common mission and for strengthening the unity of the 
Christian church in Asia.49

The plans to develop cooperative momentum in theo-
logical education for all of Asia by bringing closer affinity 
and work relationships amongst existing structures of theo-
logical education and accreditation with a concerted initia-
tive to march towards 2050 is a very welcome effort of the 
ETE/WCC. We should await with hope to see the fruits of 
such efforts and initiatives and give complete cooperation 
and loyalty from our own quarters with a sense of the large-
ness and oneness of the body of Christ and the mission of 
God. 

46. See the reports from ETE/WCC: Dietrich Werner, et.al., Theo-
logical Education in World Christianity—Joint Information Service 
of ETE/WCC & WOCATI: World Report on the Future of Theologi-
cal Education in the 21st Century, November 2009: Challenges and 
Opportunities in Theological Education in 21st Century: Pointers for 
a New International Debate on Theological Education, Edinburgh 
2010—International Study Group, Theological Education World 
Study Report 2009, October 2009. Section 20, 78f.
47. Email of Dietrich Werner to Siga Arles, dated 16 May 2012.
48. Dietrich Werner, et.al., Memorandum… Op.Cit., 8.
49. Ibid.
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13. Public Witness of Korean Churches and 
Christians on Social Issues

The following four texts have been selected to give an insight 
into recent acts of public witness of Korean Christians on social 
and political issues which relate to the assembly theme ‘God 
life, give us peace and justice.” The “Declaration of Faith for 
Life and Peace, issued by Korean Christians on Easter Day 
2010” was prepared by Korean Christians at the occasion of 
100 years commemoration of the annexation of the Korean 
peninsula by Japan and the continued threats to justice, peace 
and life on the Korean peninsula. The “Declaration of South 
Korean Churches for the Peaceful Reunification of the Korean 
Peninsula was issued by NCCK in April 2010. The “Peoples 
Charter on Peace for Life” is adressing peace and justice issues 
on global scale and was published in 2008 by the Peoples’ 
Forum on Peace for Life, after their international workshop in 
Hwacheon, South Korea, end of October 2007. At the occa-
sion of the 93rd anniversary of the March First Independence 
Movement in Korea from 1919 in the year 2012 the Faith 
Declaration of Korean Christians for a World Free of Nuclear 
Weapons was issued.

Study Questions

1.   How do these documents describe the social and political 
context both of Korea as well as current trends in global 
society?

2.   What are key components of a theology of peace for life 
according to the Korean faith statements?

3.   How do these statements see the role of the church and the 
international ecumenical community of churches in pro-
moting a just peace?

4.   What are most essential steps and relevant strategies for the 
reunification of the Korean peninsula?

13 a.  Korean Declaration of Faith for Life and 
Peace

     Issued by Korean Christians  
on Easter Day 2010

2010 is a remarkable year. It is the 100th anniversary of 
Kyongsul, the year of national shame when Japan annexed 
the Korean peninsula in 1910; the 60th anniversary of the 
national tragedy of the Korean War; the 50th anniversary 
of the April 19th Revolution and the 30th anniversary 
of the May 18th Gwangju Democratic Movement, both 
marking people’s victories in the fight for democracy; and 
finally the 10th anniversary of the June 15th North-South 
Joint Declaration, a critical turning point in inter-Korean 
relations. Accordingly, what lies before us is the task of real-
izing a new revitalization based on the wisdom we have 
collected from the critical junctures of our history. On 
this Easter day in the year 2010, as Korean Christians who 
believe in the Cross and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
we declare a faith that seeks life and peace for the church, 
the people, and the world.

In joining our hands and hearts with our people in 
their hardships and hopes, we have a proud tradition of 
following Jesus Christ to resist and fight against the forces 
of evil. From our participation in the March 1, 1919 Inde-
pendence Movement to our frontline activism through-
out the democratization movement against the military 
dictatorships of the 1970’s and1980’s, we Christians have 
always played an integral role in the pursuit of reconcilia-
tion and reunification of our nation, trying to overcome 
the aftermath of national war and division between North 
and South Korea. This is the context in which the “Theo-
logical Declaration of Korean Christians, 1973” and the 
“Declaration of the Korean Church for Unification of the 
Korean People and Peace on the Korean Peninsula, 1988” 
were formulated.

We are deeply repentant, however, for having aban-
doned on countless occasions the path of sacrifice and 
devotion to achieve salvation and liberation for our peo-
ple—a path demonstrated to us by Jesus Christ, who bore 
the weight of the Cross on his shoulders. Most of all we 
repent for the shameful situation that is the current reality 
of Korean Christian communities. And hence we yearn to 
stand up once again as faithful Christians who seek to real-
ize God’s Sovereignty in our history and among our people.

Facing the grim reality that justice, peace and life are 
currently being destroyed in their entirety, we proclaim 
our faith to overcome this reality, and resolve to act on our 
faith. As Paul declared in Romans 8:22, “we know that 
the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until 
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now.” In today’s brutal reality, with all living beings placed 
in mortal danger, we seek to participate in God’s work to 
liberate the weak from violence and to reclaim the sound 
order of life.

The Signs of the Times and Our Repentance

In our land today, all efforts toward life and peace are under 
dangerous threat. The neo-liberal economic order, driven 
by unlimited competition, has created social polarization. 
In the rural areas, farmers who can till the land are rapidly 
disappearing. In the last 10 years, temporary and contract 
workers have risen in number to comprise more than half 
of all laborers, and youth unemployment has become a 
critical social issue. Government policies that benefit only 
the family-owned conglomerates have effectively trampled 
on the people’s right to life. Urban redevelopment plans 
driven solely for capitalist profit have cast out the poor 
into the streets, resulting in the Yongsan tragedy and por-
tending many similar disasters to come. The current gov-
ernment’s policy towards North Korea has incited serious 
dissension and discord, destroying all progress made by the 
past administrations toward reconciliation and reunifica-
tion. The all-powerful ruling party, with the support of the 
conservative press and big business, has unilaterally pushed 
forward policies that have created a politics completely 
lacking in transparency or accountability. Through its 
efforts to dominate and control the free press and culture 
through unjustifiable legislation, to purge targeted persons, 
and even to control the nation’s judicial system, the cur-
rent administration has placed democracy itself in a state 
of severe crisis. The euphemistically named “Saving Four 
Rivers Project,” which prioritizes indiscriminate industrial 
development above all other considerations, is currently 
destroying people’s livelihoods and life bases, and in the 
process is annihilating the fundamental respect for life.

This brutal reality is not unrelated to the ongo-
ing destruction of life that is taking place outside of our 
national borders. In today’s world, powers that threaten life 
and peace are reigning supreme with no signs of resistance; 
the forced suffering and sacrifice of human beings and all 
other forms of life are taking place around the globe. The 
neoliberal economic order and associated hegemonic mili-
tary politics threaten liberty, basic rights, the right to life of 
humans and other living beings, and national self-determi-
nation for the people of the world.

What is more, our culture nowadays is rapidly trans-
forming into a “death culture” in which morality and 
appreciation of true beauty are trod underfoot and replaced 
with the glorification of greed and pleasure. Though mod-
ern civilization values the utility of scientific technology to 

control and manipulate life wherever it exists, it is increas-
ingly mindless of the value of life itself, as well as what 
makes life worth living: love, justice, and peace. As a result, 
the 21st century, which was to be a century of hope, has 
instead become a time in which our very existence is in 
fatal danger. While all around the globe we witness omi-
nous signs of environmental destruction threatening the 
basic order of all living things, human greed is accelerating 
the destruction of humankind and has even opened up the 
possibility of universal catastrophe.

Though we live in such an age of danger and despair, 
we Korean Christians are not following the example of 
Jesus Christ. First and foremost, we confess our own sins 
of turning away from Christ, who bore the suffering of all 
creation on the Cross and thereby gave birth to a new life 
order.

We have not lived as the Bible commands: “But let 
justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-fail-
ing stream!” (Amos 5:24) Instead, in worshipping idols of 
mammon which are indeed silver and gold (Psalms 115:4), 
we have sinned by submitting to greed and by participating 
in a cruel social order that demands the constant sacrifice 
of the poor. We have sinned by tolerating a savage soci-
ety where dominance and violence have become routine, 
where the law of the jungle and “survival of the fittest” are 
condoned. Despite the costly lessons of the tragic Korean 
War, we have become indifferent to the division under the 
Cold War system whereby we treat our fellow people in 
the North as enemies, while relying on military force and 
weaponry to maintain our separation. We must repent of 
the sin of silently sanctioning war ideology and accom-
modating the aggressive reorganization of the global order 
through an imperialistic system.

We have sinned by turning our faith into a mindset 
and system in which the weak are made captive and the 
order of life is trampled. In the name of rationality and effi-
ciency, we have bought into the false promises of modern 
science, which has fragmented and manipulated the order 
of life. We have become addicted to a materialistic culture 
which offers luxury and comfort at the cost of other life 
forms. Instead of aspiring for the wisdom to foster the nat-
ural beauty contained in all those lives, we have neglected 
efforts even to safeguard the basic joy that is the right of 
every living being. We have lost sight of the communal ide-
als and truths evident in society, history and the universe, 
and instead thrown in our lot with a culture of death based 
on submission to greed and consumption. We are deeply 
penitent for our sin of standing by and bringing about the 
crisis of environmental destruction.

Rather than living to advance God’s Sovereignty on 
earth, the church has abandoned its spiritual ideals and 
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conscience and instead has become addicted to continual 
conflict driven by dogmatic exclusiveness and ecclesias-
tic arrogance. We have sinned by dreaming of individual 
church growth only, while maintaining an anti-democratic 
order and system within the church, taking for granted all 
sorts of discrimination, and being devoted to an imperi-
alistic missionary project that violates reconciliation and 
peace, the true spirit of religion. We repent that we have 
fallen into a religious indolence seeking wealth in this 
world and salvation in the next, rather than placing on the 
altar of history and of heaven the fostering of “a disciplined 
and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair” 
(Proverb 1:3).

Our Confession of Faith, Pledge, and Call to Action

Today we once again reaffirm our faith as Christians, 
pledge to follow a new path based on the teachings of 
the Bible and our religious conscience, and call upon all 
Korean Christians to join us on this path.

(1) We affirm our faith that God created the sun, the 
moon, the stars, the universe and nature and all forms of 
life as recorded in the Bible. Since all life originated from 
God, all living things are endowed with the inalienable 
right to lead and find fulfillment in their lives. God cre-
ated human beings in God’s own image, created humans as 
male and female, and gave us the responsibility to protect 
and nurture all living things (Genesis 1:27-29).

We believe that the prosperity and growth of civiliza-
tion is the continuation of God’s creation and preservation. 
All that is natural in the universe as created by God lives 
communally and symbiotically, depending on others for 
existence. In this way, the order of the universe is just and 
balanced only when all things serve their roles and form 
proper relationships with one other. Demanding unilateral 
sacrifice from any specific portion of what exists in nature 
is contrary to God’s will. We believe that peace is attainable 
only when we can restore and protect the natural order of 
creation, where all living beings can pursue happiness and 
fulfillment within a framework of mutually harmonious 
relations.

Thus, our vision of a new culture and faith is one in 
which we celebrate and lift up this truth: that all things in 
nature must be allowed to enjoy peace and security under a 
harmonious order. To pursue individual power and luxury 
instead of seeking God is idol worship. Waging war and 
dominating others for profit and gain is a sin and a crime. 
We believe in the necessity of working towards the mutual 
and symbiotic existence of all things under the sun. Under 
such a system of communal living, what is required most 

of all is the training and nurturing of spiritual self-sacrifice, 
as well as an appreciation and passion for the beauty of life.

For this, we are most of all opposed to war. War is the 
greatest evil, destroying peace and life alike. Through cross-
national and cross-ethnic understanding, communication, 
and cooperation, we must continually and actively root out 
the conditions and factors which encourage war. War must 
be suppressed and made institutionally impossible not only 
on the Korean Peninsula, but all across Asia and the rest of 
the world. In particular, warfare based on imperialistic and 
hegemonic instincts must be put to an end, and all nuclear 
weaponry, designed for the strong to control the weak and 
employing the potential for global destruction as leverage, 
must be put into permanent disuse.

In particular, the Korean peninsula in which we live 
is in dire need of peace without threat of war. We believe 
peace on the Korean peninsula can only be achieved by end-
ing the division and achieving reunification. In preparation 
for reunification, the current cease-fire agreement must be 
replaced with a peace agreement, putting an end once and 
for all to the Korean War. Both North and South should 
reduce their armed forces, halt their provocative war exer-
cises, speed the withdrawal of foreign military troops, and 
allow for true self-determination by the Korean people. We 
must open all possible pathways for North-South commu-
nication and exchange, and encourage an atmosphere for 
peaceful reunification. We must take as our mission and 
responsibility to spread this peace throughout East Asia and 
the rest of the world. Furthermore, we believe that a true 
confession of our faith in God the Creator must include 
reestablishing a righteous relationship to earth. In our cur-
rent civilization, earth which represents “life” is treated in 
material terms; and the value of agriculture, which is the 
source of human life and culture, is gauged by production 
quantity and numerical value. The Bible records that the 
descendants of a family separated from the earth cannot 
but rely on a city culture based on consumption and vio-
lence. Today this tragedy is being reenacted at a society-
wide level. We must recover a way of life that believes in 
the earth as “life.” This belief demands that we restore the 
vitality of agriculture and the creative cultural inheritance 
associated with working the land; in this way we must pro-
claim our faith that God is the creator.

(2) “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among 
us” (John 1:14). This is God’s affirmation of the human 
being, the world, and the physical body, and marks how 
God lowered God-self from heaven to show us how to 
achieve justice and peace. Indeed, the life and teachings of 
Jesus Christ reveal God’s justice and peace.

Jesus Christ prayed and lived for the realization of 
heaven on earth: where the poor can feel joy, where the 
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ill and infirm walk and run, and where the weak who 
were treated as sinners are embraced as God’s children. 
Jesus Christ did not accept as given the world’s concept of 
property and vested interests, but instead labored to real-
ize God’s Sovereignty of justice and peace. For this reason 
the powers in the Roman Empire, along with the exist-
ing dominant religious system, crucified Jesus on the Cross 
for political crimes and blasphemy. However, it was con-
fessed that Jesus Christ’s death was “for those of the people, 
since he did this once for all when he offered up himself ” 
(Hebrews 7:27). Seeing this event of the Cross being reen-
acted today in various places of suffering, we pledge to fight 
evildoers until wrongful death and sacrifice is no longer 
possible.

Our pledge and dedication is strengthened by Jesus 
Christ rising from death. Through resurrection, Jesus 
ensured that the powers of death and decay would in the 
end be defeated. The powerful of the world hold us hostage 
by threatening death, forcing us to submit to the worldly 
order. But the poisonous sting of death, which forces us 
to compromise with injustice, was made harmless by the 
risen Christ, confirming that truth will overcome in the 
end (Corinthians 15:55-58).

Jesus Christ proclaimed the peace of heaven. This 
peace is a condition in which all things under the sky are 
related properly to each other and together pursue the ful-
fillment of life. This peace is the fruit of love and justice. 
Jesus Christ, the king of peace, entreats all of us Christians 
who follow him to work for peace.

We believe that God’s Sovereignty on earth that Christ 
dreamed of it is a world of peace and justice (Isaiah 45:7-
8). We further depend on democratic politics to create a 
just and peaceful world. Thus, we believe that the central 
government and local public organizations must be guided 
by true democratic principles. In order to escape the pitfalls 
of representative democracy, we must gather, in a bottom-
up fashion, the voices that emerge from various walks of 
life. In short, what is necessary is a pluralistic politics where 
democratic activism in civil society functions as intermedi-
ary with the people.

A true democracy requires that basic human and social 
rights are protected. Freedom of conscience and religion, 
as well as freedom of the press, publication, organization, 
association, etc. are among the basic rights that must be 
safeguarded to lead a life of decency. Similarly, because the 
complex modern society threatens the livelihood of iso-
lated individuals, it is important to foster solidarity and 
association, which empower justice.

In order to achieve justice and peace, a democratic 
economics is also essential. Economic rationality must be 
examined through the lens of social solidarity. Growth and 

prosperity must go beyond simply maintaining balance; we 
must set as a goal the eradication of the suffering of the 
have-nots. In particular, while the concept of private own-
ership is necessary to protect individual liberty and dignity, 
it is not a sacred, inviolable right that is exempt from social 
responsibility for public welfare. Thus, we must construct 
a system where capital is socially responsible and does not 
impoverish the livelihood of the people. Only through 
such measures can we begin to hope for a just and peaceful 
community.

(3) We believe the Holy Spirit is God’s life-giving spirit, 
and God’s power that grants us justice and peace. The Holy 
Spirit asks us to bear the Cross as Jesus did, and it also 
confirms the victory of his resurrection. The Holy Spirit 
sends us forth to bring to fruition a world of justice and 
peace where life is in abundance. In this world we live in, 
complex interests co-exist with various religious and cul-
tural values. We believe this diversity is the foundation for 
humankind and all living things to lead plentiful lives. The 
Holy Spirit grants us wisdom and courage to overcome 
individual and group interests and differences, and urges 
and motivates us to create a new community where we are 
united as one.

The Holy Spirit, spirit of life and source of peace, pro-
tects us as we dream of the vision of a new community. We 
overcome ideological barriers to support and work together 
with our brothers and sisters who are suffering in North 
Korea. We overcome differences in skin color, language, 
and culture to create just relations through which immi-
grant laborers in Korea can be assured of their labor and 
human rights. We hold dear the richness and diversity of 
the religious and cultural values formed through the long 
history of Korea. We strenuously oppose the “Four Riv-
ers Development Project” and other such developmental 
economic policies that treat the natural environment as a 
profit-generating commodity, and will work tirelessly to 
protect the organic linkage between humans and nature. 
We are devoted to realizing a just peace in which all life is 
respected, a peace that reaches beyond national boundaries 
and encompasses the citizens of East Asia and the world 
as a whole. We will work until this vision of life and peace 
extends to all life and to the ends of the universe. In the 
name of the Holy Spirit, the spirit of life, we believe the 
church is a community joined in the love and body of 
Christ. The church is a new creation accomplished by the 
power of the Holy Spirit, a place where we strive to create 
the best example of proper relations among all forms of 
life. The church in and of itself is not the final goal; the 
church is a community where we follow in the footsteps of 
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Jesus Christ to work for God’s Sovereignty. We pray that 
the Korean church will join this path to life and peace.

The Korean church must overcome its obsession with 
size and magnitude and become a community serving 
those who have been left behind in society. The church 
must become a community that welcomes the infirm and 
looks after the poor and the weak. Gender discrimination 
in the church must be weeded out, and the church must 
be a place of welcome for immigrant laborers and multi-
cultural families. The church must overcome closed and 
exclusive sectarianism, reforming itself as an open com-
munity that dialogues and forms bonds of solidarity with 
other traditional religions in Korea. The church must par-
ticipate in the movement for social reform, for life, and 
for peace. The Korean church must end its subjugating, 
unilateral missionary activity at home and abroad, convert-
ing such activity to true missionary work characterized by 
service and sacrifice to God’s Sovereignty.

To achieve all of these things the Korean church must 
operate according to democratic principles. The church’s 
authoritarian power structure must be replaced with a new 
system that eradicates the customary hierarchical organiza-
tion with a head-pastor at the top. The church’s offering 
collection and finances must be used transparently accord-
ing to the teachings of the Bible. Our theological semi-
naries, whose goal is to produce future ministers, should 
provide a theological education that is open and inclusive, 
allocating proper numbers of graduates according to each 
church’s need for ministers.

A Solidarity for Life and Peace

We pledge to commit ourselves to life and peace, and swear 
that wherever we may be, we will act as follows:

From a local perspective, as local Christian churches, 
we will strive to overcome religious barriers to form soli-
darity with other neighboring religious organizations 
through dialogue and cooperation. Through civil society 
networks, we will encourage true understanding and unifi-
cation of the people, and seek to create a vibrant commu-
nity together. We will encourage and participate in various 
civil society movements for reform, such as education for 
college admission, problems in mass media, expansion 
of women’s rights and interests, reform of the patriarchal 
social structure, environmental protection, collaboration 
with labor, eradication of racial discrimination and move-
ment for multi-cultural community.

From a national perspective, we will pressure the gov-
ernment to operate according to democratic principles, 
to solve political and economic issues responsibly, and to 
actively work to create international networks that restore 

the balance between humans, labor, and the environment. 
We will be vigilant to recognize the problems of our time, 
will submit sincere proposals to the government for the 
solution of these problems, and will stay true to the public 
responsibility commissioned to the church. To face these 
and other tasks, we will urge plenary assemblies of religious 
organizations such as the National Council of Churches in 
Korea (NCCK) and the general conference of each church 
denomination to propose to the national government 
political and economic alternatives that promote life and 
peace.

From a regional perspective, keeping in mind the cur-
rent environment where multi- and bilateral trade agree-
ments are being systematized at a rapid pace, we will seek 
to promote lucid and responsible political and economic 
alternatives. We oppose and will seek to point out the 
evil effects of unfair free trade agreements (FTA), which 
suppress local socio-economic growth and human devel-
opment. We will work to impede the expansion of the 
free-market-as-panacea ideology, which destroys the socio-
cultural traditions and livelihoods of local communities. 
We will seek to ameliorate and stand guard against harm-
ful decisions made by business and government, and will 
work to form bonds of solidarity with church organizations 
from various continents for the purpose of preserving life 
for humanity as well as for the ecological system in which 
we live.

From a global perspective, we will encourage the 
life and peace movement through organizations such as 
the Christian Conference of Asia (CCA) and the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) in order to address the vari-
ous problems arising from the process of neoliberal glo-
balization. We will engage in efforts to solve problems 
facing global society together with brothers and sisters in 
the world’s church who share our vision of life and peace 
through debates on achieving a just, participatory, and sus-
tainable society (JPSS), impartial forums on justice, peace, 
and integrity of creation (JPIC), and other means. We will 
work to realize this vision through international organiza-
tions, and by presenting alternatives that promote life and 
peace in the world.

“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand 
firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by 
a yoke of slavery. You, my brothers and sisters, were called 
to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sin-
ful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law 
is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor 
as yourself ’” (Galatians 5:1, 13, 14).
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13b.  The Declaration of South Korean 
Churches for the Peaceful Reunification 
of the Korean Peninsula

     Issued by the National Council of Korea, 
22 April 2010

1. Mission Goals of South Korean Churches  
for Peaceful Reunification

This year marks the 100th anniversary of the Annexation 
of Korea by Japan, the 60th anniversary of the Korean War, 
and the 10th anniversary of the June 15 Declaration of the 
Inter-Korean Summit. We are at the critical juncture when 
we must concentrate all our efforts to redress any remain-
ing issues of Japanese imperialism, seek genuine peace in 
the Korean peninsula, and realize reunification of Korea. 
Peace and reunification of Korea would not only heal the 
wounds  of the Korean nation but also contribute to the 
complete end of the Cold War and to world peace. 

On February 29, 1988, South Korean churches 
adopted the mission goals for peace and reunification by 
proclaiming the Declaration of Korean Christian Churches 
on the National Reunification and Peace (hereafter, the 
1988 Declaration). The declaration not only upholds self-
sovereignty, peace, and the grand national unity, the prin-
ciples of the North-South Joint Communiqué on July 4, 
1972, but also humanitarianism and people’s participation 
in the reunification discussion contributing greatly to the 
understanding that the task of reunification and peace in 
Korea is part and parcel of democratizing Korean politics 
and society. Afterwards, brother and sister churches world-
wide including the World Council of Churches welcomed 
and supported the declaration. This provided an oppor-
tunity for them to build solidarity with Korean churches. 
Taking the 1988 Declaration as the stepping stone, national 
reunification became an important issue in Korean society. 
Soon, the Special Declaration for the National Self-deter-
mination and Prosperity through Reunification was made 
on July 7, 1988. In December 13, 1991, the North and 
South agreed on the Basic Agreement outlining the basic 
principles for reconciliation, non-aggression, exchanges, 
and cooperation. Later on, the June 15 Declaration was 
proclaimed in 2000 and the October 4 Declaration in 
2007. In the meantime, the Cold War began to retreat in 
the international arena giving hope for a new era in which a 
prospect for a historical peace settlement became real.

In the last twenty years, South Korean churches coop-
erated with the Korean Christian Federation (KCF) of the 
North as a valuable partner in the movement for peace-
ful reunification and national reconciliation in the Korean 
peninsula. In addition, South Korean churches led the 
humanitarian aids for North Korean brethren, observed the 
‘Prayer Week for Peace and Reunification’ jointly with the 
Korean Christian Federation, composed the ‘Joint Prayer 
for Peace and Reunification’ to be used by all. These are a 
few examples of various efforts South Korean churches did 
to realize peaceful reunification. Following a biblical teach-
ing to be peace makers and to respect life, South Korean 
churches continued to organize joint prayer meetings at 
Geumgangsan (Diamond Mountains) and Pyongyang and 
organized various fellowships among lay members of the 
North and South Korean churches even in times of escalat-
ing tensions, conflicts, misunderstandings, and confronta-
tions between the governments of the North and South. 

Nevertheless, today the North and South are once 
again heading toward the path of distrust and confronta-
tion by abandoning the fruits of reconciliation and coop-
eration bore through long and hard works. To make thing 
worse, cross-fires of vilification and demonstrations of 
strength are threatening not only the peace and security 
of the Korean peninsula but also Northeast Asia. Sadly, in 
South Korean society, people’s interest toward reunification 
is fading as more and more began to accept the reality of 
division as given. 

At such a moment, South Korean churches reaffirm 
the mission to let justice roll on like a river and peace 
spread to all nations in the earth (Jeremiah 33:9) by pro-
claiming the gospel of the Kingdom of God to the Korean 
peninsula and the world and welcome the day of peace and 
reunification when the barbwires and the wall that divide 
the North and South would be dismantled. 

2. A Vision of the Kingdom of God on the Earth

The Kingdom of God that we envision through the eyes 
of our faith is ‘Shalom’ confessed in the Old Testament, 
in other words, when God’s justice and peace are realized 
in the earth and when the nation divided shall be made 
“one nation in the land” (Ezekiel 37: 22). The Kingdom 
of God proclaimed by Jesus is “freedom for the prisoners, 
recovery of sight for the blind, and to set free those who are 
oppressed” (Luke 4: 18) and a world where the unjust will 
repent and “become one flock” (John 10: 16). The vision 
which Ezekiel saw at the valley of bones (Ezekiel 37: 2) was 
an apocalyptical Kingdom of God when Israel and Judah 
divided into north and south are reunited. The “glory to 
God in the highest and peace on earth among men” (Luke 
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2: 14) sung by the angels when delivering the news of the 
birth of Baby Jesus to the shepherds in the field of Beth-
lehem was a song of emancipation, freedom, justice and 
peace given by God’s grace, not an oppressive peace of the 
Roman Empire. A vision of the Kingdom of God is the 
belief and hope of all Christians working for peace and 
reunification.

The Kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus is one that 
demands repentance of the unjust (Mark 1: 15) to liber-
ate and save them to join in the feast of the Kingdom of 
God as they are transformed to work for justice and peace. 
In addition, it is the world where “Jews or Greek, slave or 
free, male or female all” (Galatians 3: 28) become one in 
Christ’s Love without discrimination and they worship in 
“spirit and truth” (John 4: 23) neither in Jerusalem nor 
Samaria. 

Therefore, a vision of reunified Korea must go beyond 
ideology and systems to be equal in content with the vision 
of the Kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus. All social and 
political systems and ideologies are subjected to the judg-
ment of the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom of God is the 
world of peace where “justice and peace kiss each other” 
(Psalm 85: 10), “swords are hammered into plowshares” 
(Micah 4: 3), and the wolf dwell with the lamb (Isaiah 11: 
6). It is the world of life where green dream grows and the 
energy of creation is rejuvenated and the weapons of war 
disappear from the earth. The vision of the Kingdom of 
God is seeing through the eyes of faith a new heaven and 
a new earth of justice, peace, and full life where there is 
no tear, mourning, death, crying, or pain (Revelation 21: 
4, 5). 

Our peace and reunification movement is a move-
ment to realize the Kingdom of God. Therefore, we urge 
the Christians of South Korean churches hoping for the 
coming of the Kingdom of God on earth to join this holy 
endeavor and proclaim the Declaration of South Korean 
Churches for Peace and Reunification of the Korean Pen-
insula. Moreover, we sincerely appeal to everyone in the 
world including the governments of the North and South 
who love peace to actively participate in the Kingdom of 
God movement toward reconciliation and reunification of 
the North and South. 

3. Principles of Peace and Reunification and Steps 
toward Realization

In the past, we focused on the result instead of the process 
regardless of the contents when discussing reunification. 
Often we considered North Korea as the object, not the 
partner of reunification. Moreover, we tended to approach 
reunification as something completely distanced from 

the development of our society. Therefore, South Korean 
churches propose a “peaceful reunification” as a process 
based on the five grand principles laid out in the 1988 Dec-
laration. Peaceful reunification as a process implies having 
faith that the process of reunification has already begun 
and we must start to realize it at any possible area and at 
the same time transform South Korea into a reunification-
oriented society, in other words, ongoing and participatory 
reunification. Peaceful reunification as a process seeks an 
inter-Korean peace community and democracy that tran-
scends ideologies and open nation-state. 

First, the ultimate aim of the peaceful reunification 
of the Korean peninsula is the creation of a peace commu-
nity state. A peace community state is a community where 
all members of the Korean peninsula live in justice and 
peace by eliminating any structural elements of violence 
through not only prevention of a war but also eradication 
of political oppression, economic inequality, and social 
discrimination. 

Second, the peaceful reunification of the Korean pen-
insula seeks to create a democratic state that transcends 
ideology. The ills of neoliberal economy that dominates 
the world order and lives of humanity are very serious. 
Cold War ideologies are still in place between the North 
and South causing severe tensions in South Korean soci-
ety around the question of reunification. Therefore, South 
Korean churches promote growth and distribution free 
from the fetters of ideology, a peaceful reunited state that 
integrates freedom and equality, and a democratic state 
free from ideology securing peaceful life and sustainable 
development. 

Third, the peaceful reunification of the Korean pen-
insula promotes an open nation-state that clearly distin-
guishes aggressive and ethnocentric nationalism fueled by 
imperialism. The significance of the peaceful reunification 
of the Korean peninsula goes beyond the members of the 
North and South. It shall bring hope to other nations in 
the world and by becoming a state of hope where humans 
coexist with natural environment it will bring hope to the 
world as we are witnessing the destruction of environment. 
Therefore, South Korean churches uphold happiness and 
preservation of the life of humanity and the created word.

Advocating for the above three guidelines for a reuni-
fied state, South Korean churches propose the following 
phases toward peaceful reunification that include insti-
tutionalization of inter-Korean cooperation, peaceful co-
existence, North-South Confederation, and federation all 
as a process. 

In the phase of peaceful co-existence, there must be 
inter-Korean reconciliation and cooperation, elimination of 
tension, and agreement on the principle of reunification. It 
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includes not only the expansion of inter-Korean exchanges, 
protection of the basic rights of all members of the North 
and South, and promotion of self-determination, but also 
all kinds of reforms such as the abolition of various dis-
criminations in daily lives and protection of human rights 
and environment. In this phase the most important task is 
denuclearization of the Korean peninsula along with the 
establishment of a peace system. 

The phase of the North-South Confederation is a 
gateway to gradual reunification as it guarantees security 
within the systems of North and South Korea facilitating 
the reunification process. Considering the June 15 Decla-
ration and the proposal of the South Korean government, 
the North and South can agree on the plan for North-
South Confederation. By agreeing to the plan publicly at 
home and abroad they can work toward forming a reuni-
fied state. In the phase of North-South Union governmen-
tal cooperation would lead to the expansion of economic, 
social, cultural and other fields of cooperation. Especially, 
it would lead to the path of co-existence and co-prosperity 
made possible by institutionalization of economic coopera-
tion making the momentum of the reunification process 
irreversible. 

Widening of the range of mutual cooperation in the 
phase of North-South Confederation would naturally lead 
to the demand for enlargement of the role and power of a 
central government. In other words, in the process of real-
izing reunification, the North and South can move from 
the union phase to the federation phase. It is encouraging 
that Article 2 of the June 15 (2000) Declaration recognizes 
the similarity between the Confederation proposal of the 
South and the lower stage of federation proposal of the 
North. Such a phase process is a rational way for reunifica-
tion as it recognizes the difference between the North and 
South, thus, reducing the confusion from the rapid reuni-
fication and the tension built up by the long-term division. 
On the other hand, it also opens the road for stable co-
prosperity of the nation based on national homogeneity, 
reconciliation, and cooperation.  

4. Ten Grand Tasks for the Peaceful Reunification  
of the Korean Peninsula

As part of the efforts to realize peaceful reunification as a 
process here and now South Korean churches propose fol-
lowing 10 grand tasks to the North and South Korean gov-
ernments and other related states.

First, the North and South must improve inter-Korean 
relations based on the observation and implementation of 
the June 15 Joint Declaration and the October 4 Inter-
Korean Summit Declaration. The North and South must 

institutionalize the development of inter-Korean relations 
by establishing a joint management body that oversees 
inter-Korean cooperation projects to be stable and con-
tinuous. In addition, they must have various high-ranking 
officials’ meetings such as the summit, ministerial meet-
ings, and parliamentary meetings regularly. 

Second, the Korean peninsula must be a peace zone 
without any threat of nuclear war. Any development of 
nuclear weapon or any military exercise involving nuclear 
weapons must not be allowed under any circumstance. The 
North and South must cooperate in making the Korean 
peninsula a nuclear-free zone. Since making of a nuclear-
free Korean peninsula is closely related to nuclear disarma-
ment of Northeast Asia and the world, it must be carried 
out concomitantly with nuclear disarmament efforts of all 
nuclear powers. 

Third, the Cold War structure that exists in the Korean 
peninsula must be dismantled and be replaced with a stable 
peace regime. Not only the North and South but the par-
ties of the Korean War must declare the end of war and 
sign a peace treaty. At the same time, the North and South 
should call for a meeting of arms reduction to lead a peace 
treaty process. In doing so, they must actively consider a 
proposal where the North and South themselves manage 
the peace in the Korean peninsula with the support of the 
neighbor countries. In addition, at the finalizing moment 
of the establishment of a peace regime, South Korea should 
consider the idea of changing the mandatory military ser-
vice to voluntary and expanding the existing alternative 
military service program.

Fourth, the North and South should create a world 
peace park and a peace city where North and South Kore-
ans live and work together in the Demilitarized Zone 
(DMZ) and the West Sea Peace and Cooperation Zone. 
They should also stop any military exercise within 40 km 
of the both sides of the DMZ.

Fifth, South Korea and the international community 
must continue to send aids to North Korea for survival and 
basic needs of North Korean people based on the spirit of 
humanitarianism on one hand and for long-term devel-
opment of North Korean economy on the other. In the 
process, North Korea and the international community 
must develop a mutually equal relationship of cooperation. 
Especially, South Korea must actively initiate a creation of 
fund in preparation of the reunification at civilian includ-
ing churches and governmental levels. 

Sixth, the North and South must realize that eco-
nomic cooperation plays an important role in bringing 
peace and reunification and expand the ongoing coopera-
tion. Accordingly, Geumgangsan tourism and Gaeseong 
tourism must resume immediately. Economic cooperation 
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such as the Gaeseong Industrial Complex and the develop-
ment of the Nampo region must expand. To do so, the 
North and South must reform any related regulations and 
clear any problems. 

Seventh, the economic relations between North Korea 
and the international community must also be improved. 
International economic organizations such as the Asia 
Development Bank and UNCTAD must actively partici-
pate in the economic development of North Korea. For 
this, the US and other countries must lift various sanctions 
against North Korea and cooperate to provide a material 
base for North Korea to become a member of the world 
economy and carry out normal economic activities.

Eighth, considering the fact that the division and war 
have devastated the people in the Korean peninsula, the 
North and South must do their best to resolve any humani-
tarian issues. The separated families and missing persons 
during and after the war must be verified and reunions 
and communication exchanges between survivors must be 
allowed along with free travel.

Ninth, civilian exchanges that fueled the inter-Korean 
reconciliation and cooperation must continue without 
constraints and actively regardless of the inter-Korean 
political situation. The North and South must continue to 
expand the civilian exchanges. Moving toward the direc-
tion of recognizing the civic groups as their valuable part-
ner, the North and South must reform or abolish any laws 
or rules that hinder reunification.

Tenth, the neighboring super powers must acknowl-
edge their historical responsibility of continuing the Cold 
War structure and the division and war in the Korean pen-
insula and announce their support for the peaceful reunifi-
cation of the Korean peninsula. The US, Russia, China and 
Japan must acknowledge that their ideological and mili-
tary confrontations caused the division and devastation of 
Korea. Especially, Japan must publically apologize for the 
historical crimes of colonial rule and compensate the dam-
ages to comfort women and other victims. Furthermore, 
the US and Japan must normalize with North Korea and 
contribute to the establishment of permanent peace in the 
Korean peninsula and Northeast Asia.

5. Action Plan and Vows of South Korean Churches  
for Peace and Reunification

Having lived through the suffering of losing one’s country, 
the pain of fratricidal war, and the years of division, we, 
Christians, dream of a peaceful Korean peninsula with-
out war, tears, hate, and unfairness.  Now, South Korean 
churches vow to act upon the following in order to realize 
the vision and hope of the Kingdom of God where the 

world of creation is preserved and the North and South 
become one and share their lives together.

South Korean churches believe that national reconcili-
ation, peace, and reunification are their mission and must 
act to realize them.

We believe that only through reunification our divided 
and torn land will be healed and recovered. This is a cre-
ative process forming new values and culture.  A peaceful 
reunited world would be what the Kingdom of God on 
earth would be like. For this, Christians united regardless 
of the differences of denominations and doctrines shall 
participate in the society-wide reunification movement in 
cooperation with NGOs and other religions.

South Korean churches shall repent and overcome the 
hostile and confrontational attitudes between the North 
and South.

We shall pray for North Koreans with God’s love that 
transcends ideology and system and accept each other 
with warm and open heart. Firstly, we shall do our best 
to do away with the rigid application of reciprocity. South 
Korean churches shall continue to cooperate with the 
Korean Christian Federation of North Korea in mission 
work and support it to play the role of the light and the salt 
in North Korean society. 

South Korean churches shall follow the principles 
of reconciliation and peace for inter-Korean survival and 
co-prosperity.

In order to complete the “10 grand tasks for peaceful 
reunification” laid out in the Declaration of South Korean 
churches, we shall endlessly work on the institutionaliza-
tion of peace education and faith trainings. We shall pro-
mote new values and culture that would replace the Cold 
War culture within the churches, nurture the next genera-
tion who will realize peace and prosperity for the entire 
nation and ecclesiastically participate in making a peaceful 
future.

South Korean churches shall pursue community life-
style where one humbles oneself to raise one another.

South Korean churches shall actively practice neigh-
borly love of sharing, serving, considering, and caring with 
their quantitative growth and revival in the past as a posi-
tive strength. We shall practice our servitude to neighbors 
like minorities and the socially weak as part of fulfilling 
God’s mission according to our Christian confession of 
faith. 

South Korean churches shall do their best in global-
izing peace.

By working together with North Korean, Japanese, 
and Zainichi (Koreans in Japan) churches in commemora-
tion of the 100th anniversary of Japanese colonial rule, we 
shall overcome the colonial legacy and admit our mistakes. 
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In addition we will jointly form a mission association with 
North Korean churches to overcome the division system 
of the Korean peninsula and work in cooperation with the 
world churches. 

South Korean churches affirm that we are part of the 
world churches working to realize God’s Shalom.

Just as the 1984 Tozanso Conference in Japan became 
the starting point for the process of peace and reunifica-
tion of the Korean peninsula we shall contribute to peace 
in Asia and the world by working in solidarity with the 
Christian Conference of Asia (CCA), the World Council of 
Churches (WCC), and brother and sister churches in the 
world. Especially, we will strive to make the 10th General 
Assembly of the WCC taking place in Busan in 2013 a 
turning point for the peaceful reunification of the Korean 
peninsula.

“I will pour over My Spirit on all mankind; and your 
sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream 
dreams, your young men will see visions” (Joel 2: 28). 

We Christians believe in God who liberated the 
Hebrew nation who were slaves in Egypt and remember so 
many people who wondered in the barren field for 40 years 
while dreaming of the promised-land, Canaan. The old 
people of this land who lived through the pains of losing 
one’s country, national division, and the tragic history of 
fratricidal war are now dreaming of a new reunified coun-
try. The young people of this land are now seeing a vision 
of the day to come, the day when we enter into the peaceful 
reunification of the Korean peninsula and world peace. We 
Christians thank God in faith and hope for that day and 
pray that God’s Holy Spirit be with us all.

17, June 2010
The National Council of Churches in Korea (NCCK)

13c.  A People’s Charter on Peace for Life
1

     A Document from the Peoples’ Forum on 
Peace for Life, Hwacheon, South Korea 
2008

Preamble

Recognizing the yearning and right of people to live in 
peace with dignity; Realizing that a new global situation 
has arisen with new challenges and threats to peace, in 
which the total life of all living beings is at stake;

United by the need to rediscover the true meaning of 
peace today as peace with justice and peace for life;

Conscious of the need to be self-critical about accom-
modation and compromise with the forces of domination 
and exploitation;

Underscoring the need for a new commitment as well 
as the need to mobilize people in order to make and build 
peace;

This Charter is adopted as an affirmation of the ardent 
desire and aspirations of the people for peace.

Objectives

This Charter is adopted with the following objectives:

•   To articulate the people’s vision of peace for life;

•   To clarify and redefine the context and concept of peace 
for life;

•   To affirm the fundamentals of peace;

•   To serve as a reference point as well as a guide to action 
for groups and movements for peace; 

•   To provide a framework on which instruments for peace 
efforts can be built in specific situations.

1. The People’s Forum Peace for Life traces its roots to the 
International Ecumenical Conference on Terrorism in a Globalised 
World held in Manila in September 2002 (sponsored by the World 
Council of Churches, the Christian Conference of Asia and the 
National Council of Churches in the Philippines) where it was 
resolved to form a new ecumenical alliance that will gather faith-
based resistance to the terror of war and economic globalisation. 
The project proposal for the People’s Charter for Peace for Life 
was coordinated by Prof. Kim Yong-Bock, Seoul: http://www.
peaceforlife.org/programs/peacecharter/188-a-peoples-charter-
on-peace-for-life-project-proposal; see the background document 
under: http://www.peaceforlife.org/programs/peacecharter/189-a-
peoples-charter-on-peace-for-life-final-draft-for-adoption. 
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Section I: A New Context

The New Context
Peace is the condition for the fullness of life, just as justice 
is the precondition for peace. Peace ensures the harmoni-
ous living of all humankind and creation. In essence, peace 
is the defense of human dignity and the integrity of the 
cosmic order of living beings.

From the most violent and war-ridden century in his-
tory, the world emerged into the 21st century only to wit-
ness the inauguration of an endless and borderless imperial 
war. A new international order of a global empire with its 
political, militaristic and ideological/religious dimensions 
is emerging. Led by the USA, the ‘coalition of the willing’ 
consisting of other major powers and international finan-
cial and trade organization is waging a permanent war.

Under this situation, intolerance, xenophobia, rac-
ism and discrimination are being reinforced often in vio-
lent and even genocidal fashion. Their practitioners justify 
them on the grounds of religious, national, cultural, ideo-
logical, racial, and ethnic affiliations.

The War on Terror, unleashed by the United States of 
America and its allies, has disastrous consequences for the 
whole world. This war poses present and future threats to 
peace. The War on Terror is limitless, borderless, endless 
and ever changing in its aims, targets, and enemies and 
thus is potentially an instrument for total control of the 
world.

This is part of the broader geopolitical reality that 
takes its roots in the twentieth century and emerges more 
aggressively at the beginning of this century. The Global 
Empire. It is intertwined with the militarization of global-
ization and the attempt to build a new military and eco-
nomic order threatening all living beings, their future and 
self- determination, cultures and economies, as well as the 
ecosystem.

All these have created a world of systemic and struc-
tural violence unparalleled in history. The threats to peace 
and security are no longer solely of a military nature. In the 
recent period, there has been a fast deterioration both at the 
national and international levels of various dimensions of 
security. The scope of destruction and devastation wrought 
by the combination of these threats is unprecedented in the 
history of humanity.

Section II: Understanding Peace for Life

1. The Right to Peace
The peoples of our planet have a sacred and inviolable right 
to life, the precondition of which is peace. Citizens of each 
country can therefore demand of their governments to 

ensure that their national and international objectives are 
directed toward attaining peace for life.

The human right of every woman, man, youth, and 
child to life and peace lies at the very heart of the realiza-
tion of all human rights. War and violence result in the 
systematic and sweeping denial of civil and political rights 
as well as economic, social, and cultural rights. People have 
a right to live convivially in harmony with all living beings.

The right to life is denied through various forms of 
violence such as political killings, forcible displacement, 
and destruction of habitat.

Peace is a prerequisite for the exercise of all human 
rights and duties. It is not, however, the peace of silence, 
whereby men and women remain passive either by choice 
or by constraint. It is the peace of freedom, of happiness, 
equality, and solidarity in which all citizens’ count, lives 
together, and share. Peace is not an abstract idea but one 
that is rooted firmly in cultural, political, social, and eco-
nomic contexts.

The right to peace has to be exercised mainly to pro-
mote and protect the right to life through peaceful settle-
ment of disputes, the prohibition of the threat or use of 
force in international relations, total disarmament, and the 
enforcement of international laws and standards of human 
rights.

2. Redefinition of War
“By a combination of creative strategies and advanced tech-
nologies we are redefining war on our own terms,” the US 
has officially claimed.

This is an ominous declaration as the Empire rede-
fines not only war strategies but also aims and doctrines 
of war. War aim has been redefined for “regime change” in 
and ‘occupation’ of the adversary state. The redefinition of 
war places nuclear weapons as essential for military pur-
poses. Preemption is redefined as “preventive war” with the 
empire claiming an exclusive right to it, even in defiance of 
international law and multilateral agreements.

Therefore, the redefinition of war has grave implica-
tions for peace. The “creative strategies and advanced tech-
nologies” are well reflected in the new doctrines of war. 
More alarming is that the redefinition is “on our own 
terms,” i. e., the terms of the Empire. Hence, it is a defini-
tion of imperial wars.

These doctrines have to be challenged from the per-
spective of people, grounded in people’s sovereignty and 
integrity of life of all living beings. Peace has to be rede-
fined on the terms of the people even as rulers and aggres-
sors of the world redefine war on their own terms. The new 
terms of war- the terminology as well as the conditions 
they impose—have to be rejected.
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Peace can be recovered, reclaimed, and regained only 
by unmasking the powers, their religion, systems, and 
institutions that perpetuate war and injustice.

3. Exposing the New Image of War
New images of war are deliberately and assiduously created 
with a view to sowing fears about so-called new “enemies 
of freedom” and “non-traditional threats to security” while 
thwarting efforts and opportunities for peace.

The two World Wars in the twentieth century led 
people all over the world to develop an abhorrence of war. 
After the Second World War, wars in many forms, regional 
and civil, were fought in many parts of the world, often 
sparked by imperial aggression. Social movements and cul-
tural resistance against war strengthened through various 
forms of social and political thoughts as well as art and 
literature denouncing war.

As the 20th century came to a close a new image of 
war emerged or rather was contrived, competing and chal-
lenging, if not fully replacing the old one. A new lexicon of 
military terms appeared. War became “surgical,” “precise,” 
“frictionless,” “post-modern” and even “abstract.” The kill-
ing of hundreds of thousands of civilians, through preemp-
tive strikes as well as cruel economic sanctions, was called 
“collateral damage.”

At the turn of the 21st century another perhaps more 
profound and disastrous change came. War is projected as 
inevitable. Its doctrinaires justify war as the means to peace 
and claim that it is through war that freedom is ensured. 
Thus, the Empire’s army is praised as the greatest force for 
freedom. Wars waged by the Empire’s forces will build 
democracy and free market in many countries, it is argued. 
Weapons of war are called instruments of peace. The pro-
ducers of weapons of mass destruction are hailed as the new 
peacemakers. The new images of war are glorified by the 
powers that be through media manipulation with the aim 
of globalizing a culture of war.

These images of war have to be exposed and challenged 
for what they are: myths and lies. One of the casualties 
of the culture of war is the colonization of our imagina-
tion. People need to resist subjugation and reclaim their 
imagination. They have to dream anew of new possibilities. 
People need to exercise their imagination and envision a 
new world—a world without war or violence.

4. A Holistic Understanding of Peace
Simplistically equating peace with the mere absence of 
war has to be rejected. The peace that is usually projected 
is the peace that is maintained by the “peace through 
strength” posture that has led to the arms race, the stock-
piling of nuclear weapons, and the ultimate threat of 

mutually-assured destruction. It is precisely through this 
machination that big powers are able to bully small nations 
and create disequilibrium and disharmony throughout the 
world. This actually creates conditions for war even as the 
imperial wars for profit threaten peace no end.

More disturbing is the fact that many nations of 
the world erroneously believe that security alliance with 
the USA will guarantee peace. “Peace” that is tied to the 
threat and intention to kill vast numbers of human beings 
is hardly a stable or justifiable peace worthy of the name. 
Peace is fundamentally about sharing universal values such 
as respect for life, liberty, justice, solidarity, tolerance, and 
equality. A holistic understanding of peace involves the rec-
ognition that humanity cannot exist independently of the 
biosphere, which sustains all life.

Peace is the condition for the fullness of life. Human 
beings can become truly humane only in conditions of 
peace. Creativity, spirituality, individual and collective 
achievements attain glory and grandeur only in the salubri-
ous climate of peace.

The notion that war is inevitable is totally unaccept-
able. If war is inevitable then peace becomes dispensable; 
peace has no space. The commitment to regain and expand 
the space for peace by struggling for a just and inclusive 
world community has to be reaffirmed.

The understanding of peace has to be broadened to 
lead to Great Peace. Toward this, the rich resources on peace 
from Asian traditions and religions need to be tapped.

Peace and justice are indivisible. Justice is the condi-
tion for peace, just as peace cannot be built on injustice. 
Peace requires a radically new international order based on 
justice for all and within nations, and the respect for the 
humanity and dignity of every person. Peace is the effect 
of righteousness. Recent history teaches us that without 
justice for all everywhere there will not be peace anywhere. 
Peace is for life with its fullness of humanity and dignity.

Section III: Threats to Peace

1. Threats to Peace from the Global Empire
The US war on terrorism, invasion of Afghanistan and 
Iraq, expanded military budget, new military doctrines and 
the ideology of the National Security Strategy 2002, have 
thrust the USA into the light of the day as an empire. Its 
ideology claims a mandate for the pursuit of permanent 
military superiority.

The Pentagon is moving at breakneck speed to re-
deploy U.S. forces and equipment around the world in 
ways that will permit Washington to play “GloboCop.” 
The vast network of U.S. bases on every continent except 
Antarctica actually constitutes a new form of empire. These 
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military bases are today’s version of the imperial colonies of 
the world. The USA has military relationships with the vast 
majority of the nations of the world ranging from alliances 
to access to facilities.

The Empire claims “global freedom of action.” It is 
geared toward intervening militarily in any part of the 
world where dictated by its security doctrines and global 
strategic interests—it perceives a threat, whether present, 
future, or potential. This constitutes today the most visible 
threat to peace.

The Empire’s use of religion has to be challenged while 
exposing the nexus between the neo-conservatives and the 
Religious Right in the USA. Cultural imperialism of the 
USA is undermining cultures of many nations.

Since war has been redefined to suit imperialist objec-
tives, the struggle for peace has become today a struggle 
against imperialism in general and resistance against the 
U.S. Empire in particular.

2. The War on Terror, an Imperial War
The War on Terror is an imperialist war. On the pretext 
of attacking terrorists, their organizations and the states 
that allegedly support them; the U.S. administration has 
actually been building the new American Empire. It has 
changed the nature of war: It has become a war of conquest 
and a war of exploitation and control of resources in the 
countries occupied. It is claimed to be continuous and per-
manent. In the name of the War on Terror, the USA claims 
its right to intervene in the world militarily anywhere and 
anytime.

The terminology of war assumes that terrorism has to 
be combated solely through military means. War on ter-
rorism is based on a dangerous logic that modern terror-
ism is primarily a military threat and warrants a military 
solution. It disconnects between countering terrorism and 
pursuing the War on Terror for imperialist objectives has 
to be exposed.

The special nature of the War on Terror poses an 
unending threat to peace. It represents the transition from 
conventional wars to imperial wars in the 21st century. 
Planning for imperial wars is different from planning for 
conventional wars. The maximum amount of force is used 
as quickly and preemptively as possible for psychological 
impact and to demonstrate that the empire cannot be chal-
lenged with impunity. Even after imperial wars end, impe-
rial garrisons are left in place indefinitely in the name of 
order and stability.

3. Patriarchy and War
The links between patriarchy and war need to be empha-
sized. The very structure of the military is patriarchal. To 

galvanize to full potential the struggle against militarism, 
its gender-based approach has to be challenged. Since 
the very beginning of war, women have been considered 
spoils of war and, as victims, are today subsumed under the 
euphemistic phrase “collateral damage.”

The War on Terror intertwined with neo-liberal glo-
balization has intensified exploitation and oppression of 
women, commodifying them, trafficking them, and thus 
systematically violating their dignity.

The main casualties of war are women and children. 
The economic consequences of war are exacerbated by 
patriarchy. Militarization reinforces the sexual commodifi-
cation of women. It also perpetuates sexual violence against 
women. Military occupation further degrades women.

4. The Misuse of Religion
Religion has been used to create and exacerbate conflicts 
often fuelling violence. Religious beliefs and symbols are 
exploited to justify wars. Religion often appears to be 
against peace. This results from misuse and distortion of 
religion. The steady rise and growing influence of funda-
mentalism in all religions is a matter of serious concern. 
This actually promotes imperialist attitudes and its mascu-
linity further reinforces patriarchy.

5. The Threat of Terrorism
Terrorism is a form of political action. It cannot be treated 
apart from its specific historical, social and economic con-
text or considered as a generic phenomenon. It is a strategy 
rooted in political discontent and in the service of many 
different beliefs and doctrines that help legitimate and sus-
tain violence.

Sometimes it is easier to understand a terrorist act 
than to define terrorism or terrorist. An attack on innocent 
people is a terrorist act. Such terrorist acts are carried out 
by some states and non-state actors as well as state agen-
cies, and some organizations and sections of organizations. 
Attacks that mainly target civilians are terrorist acts, who-
ever perpetrates them.

Terrorism does not help the cause of freedom or jus-
tice. It cannot be part of the struggle for freedom or libera-
tion. In fact, terrorism can endanger freedom and justice 
and counterproductively encourage reactionary forces. Ter-
rorist acts are a threat to peace.

Military means have a limited role in countering 
terrorism and often generate more terrorism or as such 
constitute a terrorist act. Only the resolution of the basic 
political, economic and social problems that cause the dis-
content that, in turn, gives birth to terrorism or is capital-
ized on by terrorists, can deal with terrorism.
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6. The Military Corporate Complex
The military corporate complex has emerged as one of the 
biggest threats to peace. It thrives under war and promotes 
war. It is encouraged by major powers and international 
financial and trade organizations. Globalization and the 
war on terror have caused quantum leap in military expen-
diture and arms trade across the world, distorting priorities, 
especially of developing countries and reducing allocation 
for welfare activities.

7. The New Nuclear Arms Race
Nuclear arms have always been one of the biggest threats to 
peace. The continued existence of nuclear weapons as well 
as their threat or use, by accident, miscalculation or design, 
threatens the survival of all humanity and life on earth.

The stockpiling of nuclear arms and their spread espe-
cially in the recent period in the Asian region has to be 
decried and opposed. There is a close link between the 
new nuclear doctrines of the USA and the new stage of 
proliferation. The new nuclear doctrine of the USA places 
new emphasis on the utility of nuclear weapons in U.S. 
military strategy. It considers new uses of nuclear weap-
ons and claims that nuclear weapons may be used in any 
war including preventative wars. When the mightiest mili-
tary machine in the world claims that nuclear weapons are 
indispensable, the message it sends to nations is clear and 
dangerous.

The national missile defense of the USA marks a new 
and even more disastrous stage in nuclear arms race and the 
weaponization of space with the US claiming monopoly of 
control over space.

Thus, the campaign against nuclear weapons and wea-
ponization of space must be a major component of peace 
activity.

8. The Threat from New Weapon Systems
A particular cause for alarm is the emergence of new weap-
ons systems resulting from new technologies, the merging 
of conventional and non-conventional weapons, and the 
extension of the arms race to space. Cyber strategy changes 
the nature of warfare. New technologies of remote con-
trol, electronic warfare, and laser weapon are alarming 
developments.

Section IV

1. Violation of Human Rights
The violation of human rights is one of the roots of war; 
war itself is a massive violation of human rights. These 
violations, exacerbated by neo-liberal globalization, have 
resulted in the denial of economic, social and cultural 

rights as well as political and civil rights on a scale larger 
than before. The artificial distinction between these two 
sets of rights should be rejected. The universality and indi-
visibility of human rights has to be affirmed. Mechanisms 
need urgent strengthening to implement and enforce 
human rights treaties and to afford redress to victims for 
violation of their rights.

While the right to life is fundamental, it is constantly 
denied by attacks of various forms on the human person 
particularly extra-judicial killings, forced disappearances, 
and torture. The War on Terror in a qualitatively new way 
causes a denial of human rights. In many countries where 
wars of intervention and occupation are waged or where 
anti-terrorist operations are staged and people are denied 
their collective rights to self-determination and national 
sovereignty.

The defense, protection and promotion of human 
rights and support to struggles for human rights are impor-
tant areas of peace activity.

2. Internal Conflicts and Civil Wars
Ethnic, religious and racial intolerance and narrow nation-
alism are among the principal causes of armed conflicts 
today. In many countries, internal conflicts, civil wars, sec-
tarian strife, as well as class conflicts take place leading to 
killings, destruction, ethnic cleansing, and other forms of 
large- scale violence. It must be emphasized that various 
factors contribute to these internal conflicts: Among these 
are the unjust distribution of political power and economic 
wealth, feuds over land and resources, ethnic and religious 
divisions, and intervention by outside forces. Civil wars 
take place between the establishment and organized groups 
of those who are denied political and economic rights. 
Unjustly, many of the wars that are waged against social, 
economic, and political inequities are redefined as non- 
traditional acts of terrorism. Under the guise of the War on 
Terror, national liberation movements have been demon-
ized and labeled terrorist.

Seeking political solutions and resolving internal con-
flicts are extremely important for peace actions.

3. Counterinsurgency, Low Intensity War
As part of the War on Terror and under other pretexts, 
counter-insurgency and low intensity wars are carried out 
against sections of people in many parts of the world par-
ticularly in neo-colonial countries. Counter-terrorism is 
implemented most often through brutal military actions 
backed by so-called anti-terrorism laws. Counterinsurgency 
and low intensity wars, which were developed as Cold 
War anti-communist strategies, are now increasingly sub-
sumed under the War on Terror. They result in widespread 
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violations of human rights, such as extra-judicial execu-
tions and forced disappearances, and the displacement of 
large numbers of people, their future, and economies.

This is an issue, which should receive high priority in 
planning peace activities.

4. Neo-Liberal Globalization, a Threat to Peace
Economic injustice is at the root of war and war results 
in further economic injustice and exploitation. Economic 
injustice violates dignity and degrades the human person. 
Financial capital, integral to neo-liberal globalization, has 
undermined economies of many countries, destroying 
especially the livelihood of farmers and those with small 
business and trade. Neo-liberal globalization has produced 
more injustice, inequality and poverty.

It has marginalized broad sections of the world’s popu-
lation, further widening the gap between the rich and the 
poor, between centers of global capitalism and peripheral 
countries. The concern is not only about globalization and 
the plunder and other unjust consequences it has but also 
about the fact that justice is alien to globalization. Justice 
has no scope or space in globalization. Globalization sets the 
paradigm of development only on growth that emphasizes 
profit maximization. This has directly led to the increase 
and intensification of poverty endangering peace. Justice 
and people’s participation, two essential components of 
development, have no place in globalization. In place of 
participation, intense competition is encouraged destroy-
ing possibilities of cooperation and solidarity among the 
people. Exploitation and destruction of environment 
under globalization are threats to peace.

Under neo-liberal globalization, increased poverty 
and unemployment are triggering a surge in global migra-
tion, its feminization and informalization a major source 
of human insecurity. In their countries of destination, the 
human rights of migrant workers including the Diaspora 
migrant communities remain largely unprotected and are 
often threatened with job discrimination, low pay, racism 
and xenophobia. Increasingly, women and children are vic-
tims of human trafficking and smuggling, with no possi-
bilities of justice and protection.

Globalization and militarism should be seen as two 
sides of the same coin. On one side, globalization promotes 
the conditions that lead to unrest, inequality, conflict and 
ultimately war. On the other, globalization fuels the means 
to wage war by protecting and promoting the war indus-
tries needed to produce sophisticated weaponry and that, 
in turn, are utilized to destroy national economies and 
people’s lives. Weaponry is used or its use threatened to 
promote the interests of transnational corporations. Glo-
balization and imperial security go together. Global capi-
talism, enforced militarily if needed, is integral to building 
the empire.

Neo-liberal globalization has to be vigorously com-
bated. Struggles for economic justice and for peace have to 
be waged together.

5. Threats from Denial of Right to Self-Determination
Indigenous and unrepresented people are suffering from 
the suppression of their right to self-determination, ethnic 
and cultural genocide, the violation of their cultural, lin-
guistic and religious freedoms, and the militarization and 
nuclearization of their lives, lands and waters.

Many of today’s violent and persistent conflicts are 
between states and unrepresented peoples and are charac-
terized by an extreme power imbalance. As a result, unrep-
resented peoples by themselves are unable to engage states 
in negotiations for peaceful resolution of conflicts. More-
over, these conflicts tend to continue for decades leading 
to gross sufferings and cultural annihilation. To counteract 
the power imbalance, which drives these conflicts, it is nec-
essary for the international governmental and non- gov-
ernmental communities to support actively people’s right 
to self-determination, to prioritize attention to these con-
flicts, and to promote their peaceful resolution.

The denial of the right to self-determination has led 
to several long-term conflicts most of which remain unre-
solved. It is important to comprehend that what generates 
conflict is not the legitimate claim of the right to self- 
determination but rather the denial of this inviolable right. 
Thus, it is imperative that the internationally-recognized 
right to self- determination be actively promoted as a basis 
of conflict prevention and conflict resolution.

The efforts of colonized or neo-colonized peoples 
toward the exercise of their right to self-determination 
have to be endorsed by all those who believe in peace. Spe-
cifically, the demand for the establishment of a permanent 
forum for indigenous peoples within the United Nations 
and the full implementation of the rights under “Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” deserves active 
support.

Section V: True Security

1. Protection of Environment as Peace Policy
The primacy of ecological peace has to be underlined. 
The ecological consequences of war and militarization are 
extremely serious. Imperiling the environment, conflicts 
impair economic growth, sustainable development and 
livelihoods. Armed conflicts accelerate the loss of infra-
structure and degradation of resources and reduce society’s 
capacity for self-reliance.

The world’s dominant consumers are overwhelm-
ingly concentrated among the rich, but the environmental 
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damage from the world’s consumption falls most severely 
on the poor.

It is important to end the military destruction of the 
environment and especially the militarization of indig-
enous lands. Peace being peace of and among all living 
beings, environmental destruction is a threat to peace.

Global warming and climate change are fast becom-
ing one of the biggest threats to the survival of humanity 
on earth. Urgent action on this issue is essential for peace.

2. Towards True Security
In the imperial agenda, security is the substitute for peace. 
The meaning of security itself has been restricted and no 
longer contains economic, social and cultural rights. Secu-
rity has left the universe of the people, and has nothing to 
do any more with the security of the people. The doctrine 
of national security has narrowed down its definition to 
the security of the state, if not military security alone. Now 
it is not even the security of the state but the security of 
the occupier or the military. The notion of security today 
revolves around imperial security.

Other terms used in connection with this notion of 
security are “stabilization” and “pacification.” Both gen-
erally involve the use of force. These notions have to be 
exposed for what they are: creating more insecurity and 
violence.

A holistic understanding of security with focus on 
people’s security has to be affirmed. Security fundamen-
tally as people’s security has to reclaimed and rediscovered. 
Security is fundamentally the condition in which people 
live in dignity enjoying all human rights-civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural--made possible only with the 
security of life.

To understand the significance of people’s security the 
plight and situation of groups and realities of the people 
who are marginalized and oppressed at local and national 
levels must be understood. Such oppression is made more 
intensive by the collusion of local and national forces of 
domination with global forces politically and economically. 
People’s security for the marginalized is a priority for peace.

National security and imperial security doctrines 
are threats to people’s security. Neo-liberal globalization, 
which is predatory in nature, is a threat to people’s security 
especially in its denial of social and economic rights.

It is time to redefine security in terms of human and 
ecological dimensions instead of national sovereignty and 
national borders alone. Redirecting resources from arma-
ments to human security and sustainable development will 
establish new priorities leading to the building of a new 
social order that ensures the equal participation of mar-
ginalized groups, including women and indigenous people, 
restricts the use of military force and moves toward true 
collective international security.

3. From a Culture of War to a Culture of Peace
A Culture of War is characterized by: A Culture of Peace is 
characterized by:

• Enemy Image 1 •  understanding and 
tolerance

•  Armies and Armaments 1 •  disarmament, general & 
complete

•  Authoritarian 
governance

1 •  democratic 
participation

•  Secrecy and 
propaganda

1 •  free flow of 
information, knowledge

•  Violence (structural and 
physical)

1 •  respect for human 
dignity

• Male domination 1 •  equality between men 
and women

• Education for war 1  • education for peace

•  Exploitation of the 
weak

1  •  sustainable 
economic, social 
and environmental 
development

•  Destruction of the order 
of life

1  •  convivial life of all living 
beings

•  Aggression and 
arrogance

1  •  affirmation and 
humility

Since war begins in the minds of human beings, it 
is in those very minds that the defense of peace must be 
constructed.

The transition from a culture of war and violence to 
a culture of peace is a process of individual, collective and 
institutional transformation, developing within particular 
historical socio-cultural and economic contexts. A culture 
of peace aims at transforming values, attitudes and behav-
ior based on violence to those which promote peace and 
nonviolence. It aims at empowering people at all levels 
with skills of dialogue, mediation, and peace building.

Section VI: Peacemaking

1. Victims, Vulnerable Sections
The fundamental vision of peace emerges out of the per-
spectives and experiences of the victims. It is their vision 
that needs to be pursued.

Concern for peace has to be reflected in awareness 
about and concern for victims of wars, militarism and 
neo-liberal capitalist development. Their human rights are 
grossly violated. Large numbers of refugees and internally-
displaced persons result from militarism and militarized 
globalization. Women, children, and old people are par-
ticularly vulnerable. Among the most vulnerable as a result 
of armed conflicts and militarization are the indigenous 
people.
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Working for the rights of the victims should receive 
priority attention in peace activity. It needs underlining 
that the victims are the protagonists and thus should be 
empowered.

2. Taking Initiatives in Peacemaking
There are valuable strategies and methods of conflict resolu-
tion and peacemaking in different cultural traditions. They 
have to be explored and developed for innovative action in 
peacemaking. It is time for people to assert their right and 
commitment to peacemaking, to wrest peacemaking away 
from the exclusive control of politicians, national security 
doctrinaires and military establishments. Peace initiatives 
are often taken as a last resort with negotiations restricted 
to war protagonists and imposed on those most affected, 
particularly women and children. When peace agreements 
are negotiated, those who have suffered most must have a 
seat at the table. Civil society should also take peace initia-
tives before crisis gets out of control and more lives are 
lost. This can help to turn early warning from a slogan to 
a reality.

Armed conflicts are often “resolved” by external actors 
with little or no reference to either the just demands of 
those who assert their right to resistance and self-deter-
mination, or the rights of those who must live with the 
situation. As a result, either there is no satisfactory, mul-
tilateral solution or the solution reached is ephemeral. If 
efforts to prevent, resolve or transform armed conflicts are 
to be lasting and effective, they must be based on the active 
participation of local groups committed to building peace. 
Strengthening such local capacities is vital to the monitor-
ing and maintenance of peace.

There is a strong need to promote the specialized train-
ing of civilian men and women in the strategy and tech-
niques of conflict resolution, mediation, negotiation, etc., 
and to facilitate their deployment in conflict areas in order 
to carry out peace-building tasks. But such skills should be 
grounded on the principles of true peace and justice.

3. The United Nations
The United Nations remains the best inter-state mecha-
nism to build the conditions for peace and provide human 
security for all. Its achievements in peacemaking and 
peace-building and humanitarian efforts should not be 
underestimated.

However, its weaknesses and failures a by-product 
of big power dynamics and not necessarily of the inter-
national organization as a whole -should be considered 
and addressed. The manipulation of the organization by 
the Empire is a matter of serious concern. Many countries, 
including some of the most powerful use the UN as a fig 

leaf and a smokescreen to blur unwanted focus on them, 
to defuse political pressure, or to dilute or evade their own 
responsibilities. States often make commitments, which 
they do not honor.

We believe that urgently needed are:

 The reform and democratization of the United 
Nations, including democratic strengthening of the 
General Assembly;

 The reform of the United Nations Security Council to 
make its composition more representative of the inter-
national community and its decision-making process 
more transparent;

 The promotion of regional institutions to advance 
peace through adherence to international law; 

 The meaningful and effective participation of non-
governmental organizations in the processes and pro-
grams of the United Nations.

4. A New Peace Movement
Considering the new context and fresh challenges, the 
new nature of warfare and the need to rediscover peace, 
there is a strong need for a new peace movement. There 
are already initiatives in many parts of the world, reviving 
some of the old movements to face challenges today and 
also creating new ones. These initiatives have to be sup-
ported while forming new groups and movements where 
necessary, locally, nationally, and regionally. There is a need 
to affirm international solidarity and actively support one 
another’s struggles and issues. Information and experiences 
have to be regularly exchanged. It is necessary to build a 
broad platform of people’s movements for peace.

5. Role of Women in Peacemaking
UN Security Council resolution 1235 mandates the pro-
tection of, and respect for, the human rights of women and 
girls and calls for the increased representation of women 
in decision-making for the prevention, management and 
resolution of conflicts and in peace processes.

There is need for specific initiatives aimed at under-
standing the interrelationship between gender equality and 
peace-building, strengthening women’s capacity to partici-
pate in peace-building initiatives and equal participation 
of women in conflict resolution in decision-making levels.

The perspective of women in distinguishing between 
force and power, emphasizing the pro-people use of power 
is valuable in peacemaking.
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6. Mobilization of Public Opinion
Public opinion has to be regularly mobilized in support of 
peace agenda, nationally and internationally. This has to 
be done through organized campaigns and other effective 
ways of communication and advocacy.

An important method for clarifying issues and mar-
shaling support of the wider public is public tribunals on 
situations/issues of militarism and conflicts. They can be 
a significant means to create greater awareness of causes 
and consequences of armed conflict, military actions (by 
states), and internal security laws and regimes.

A people’s tribunal relies on the preparedness of vic-
tims to testify about their plight as well as the participation 
of credible personalities (nationally and internationally) 
to adjudge the evidence and testimony within a people’s 
security and holistic justice framework. The publication of 
the findings of such tribunals will contribute not only to 
an understanding of the problems but also their solutions.

Another method will be public hearings. These hear-
ings also will help bring out the issues in a particular situa-
tion, including the sufferings of the victims.

5. Inter-Faith Cooperation
In building a platform for peace as broad as possible, inter-
faith cooperation is important. In doing this convergence 
among religions for peace can be explored, identified and 
highlighted. The positive affirmations from religions envi-
sioning peace through concepts like shalom, Salam, Shanti 
and Pyunghwa etc have to be highlighted. The wisdom and 
insights from traditions, religions and philosophies can be 
translated into a language that will motivate and activate 
the broadest sections of the people.

6. Signs of Hope
In the midst of a seemingly desperate situation, many signs 
of hope are visible. There are in the struggles of resistance 
against foreign occupation, struggles of farmers and work-
ers against corporatization, struggles of local communities 
to protect their ways of life, actions of solidarity with vic-
tims of war and globalization and in the prophetic witness 
of many around the world committed to peace and justice. 
They have to be affirmed and supported.

Epilogue

The People’s Charter goes beyond inter-state agreements. 
It has spiritual, cultural, philosophical and ethical founda-
tions, which have national legal and international juridical 
implications.

The Charter is addressed to the peace movements of 
the people, peace- making organizations as well as nation 
states and international organizations.

The Charter is not a fixed and rigid system, but is an 
open declaration in the process of convergence of diverse 
experiences on all levels of locality, nation states, and 
world community. Therefore, it is an open document to 
be enriched further and encouraged to be adopted by all 
involved in peacemaking in the present global context.
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13d.   Faith Declaration of Korean Christians 
for a World Free of Nuclear Weapons 
and Nuclear Power

      A Joint Ecumenical Call to Commemo-
rate the 93rd Anniversary of the March 
First Independence Movement in 1919

It has been the tradition of the Korean church to express our 
commitment of faith to accompany action whenever our 
nation has confronted a crisis. In 1919 the Korean church 
participated in the March First Independence Movement 
and looked forward in hope to a new order of life for the 
Korean nation in a new heaven and new earth liberated 
from Japanese imperialism; during the 1970s the Korean 
churches stood in solidarity with the oppressed Minjung 
in resistance against military dictatorship; and during the 
1980s, the Korean churches confessed that the reunifica-
tion of the Korean peninsula and establishment of peace 
in Northeast Asia was a matter of faith and committed 
themselves to this cause. Standing on this proud historical 
legacy we are compelled once again to read the signs of the 
times. As we commemorate the 93rd anniversary of the 
March First Independence Movement we believe that it is 
our calling as Christians in this day and age to liberate the 
Korean peninsula and Northeast Asia, as well as the whole 
inhabited earth, from nuclear weapons and nuclear power. 
Therefore, we set forth our position through the following 
declaration of faith.

March 11, 2012 will mark the first anniversary of the 
Japanese Fukushima nuclear reactor disaster. A Nuclear 
Security Summit is scheduled to be hosted by the Korean 
government in Seoul from 26 to 27 March. At this criti-
cal moment in history Korean Christians proclaim that 
nuclear energy and weapons are not compatible with the 
Christian faith. The nuclear industry is a conglomeration 
of the technocracy, which sees scientific advancement as a 
way of subduing Nature; the military industrial complex, 
which promotes weapons of mass destruction; and the glo-
balized capitalist economic system, which seeks to secure 
geopolitical hegemony and maximization of profit through 
limitless growth. As such, the nuclear industry embodies 
a power structure that threatens the integrity of life on 
earth. Nuclear power and weapons epitomize the “power 
of death” (Psalm 49:15), which can destroy all life on earth, 
the world that God created (Genesis 1:1) and so loved 
(John 3:16). They embody the lust for power by the “evil 
rulers and authorities” (Colossians 2:15, Ephesians 6:12) 
that seek to dominate the world and replace God. They 

are the modern-day sinful fruit, denying the authority and 
power of the “only almighty God” over the universe (Isaiah 
9:6, Job 25:2, 1 Timothy 6:15) in the name of science and 
technology. The Perspective of Victims of Radiation Korean 
Christians seek to elaborate our position regarding nuclear 
weapons and power from the perspective of the victims of 
radiation poisoning. When the atomic bomb was dropped 
on the two Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
1945 one tenth of the total victims were Korean. These 
were two-fold victims, having been forcibly conscripted to 
work in Japan by the Japanese colonial structures. In the 
Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, however, there is not 
a single line mentioning the victimization of the Korean 
people. These victims and their descendents continue to 
suffer, forgotten and overlooked by the world even today. 
Koreans have also been the victims of the radiation poison-
ing that has emanated from the numerous nuclear reac-
tors that have been built on our land over the past thirty 
years. This, then, is the context and reality in which Korean 
Christians stand to profess our confession of faith regard-
ing nuclear weapons and energy. We desire to view this 
issue not from the perspective of nuclear power, but from 
the standpoint of the victims of radiation poisoning. We 
seek to approach this issue not from the perspective of sci-
ence and technology, but from the perspective of life. We 
are striving to understand how this issue affects not just the 
present generation but the many generations yet to come. 
Furthermore, we want to address this issue not from an 
anthropocentric perspective but from the perspective of the 
cosmic life community that encompasses all of creation.

Nuclear Energy and Weapons Cannot Coexist  
with Peace

We cannot agree to the attempt to distinguish nuclear 
weapons, as belonging to the category of military use, from 
nuclear power plants, as being for peaceful civilian use. 
Such a distinction is false because nuclear energy was first 
developed with the express intention and expectation of 
being adapted and utilized for military purposes, i.e. the 
manufacture of atomic weapons. Though many believe 
that the nuclear reactor’s primary function is to generate 
electricity, this is a misconception. The nuclear reactor was 
designed with the express purpose of facilitating the physi-
cal transformation of Uranium 238, which comprises most 
of the natural uranium found in the world into Plutonium 
239, which can be directly shaped into nuclear weapons. 
The sudden and immediate release of the energy contained 
in the nucleus of the atom is the principle used in nuclear 
weapons. Releasing this energy gradually and converting 
this to electric energy is the principle used for nuclear 
power. From its inception and development both nuclear 
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weapons and nuclear energy share the same root founda-
tion. Far too many countries have developed nuclear weap-
ons under the cloak of peaceful civilian nuclear energy 
programs. History clearly reveals that the aspiration for 
nuclear power reflects the passionate desire for nuclear 
weapons. Therefore, we cannot agree to the oft-quoted 
phrase “the peaceful application of nuclear energy,” that is, 
“Atom for Peace.” Nuclear power and nuclear weapons are 
two sides of the same coin. They cannot coexist with peace. 
Furthermore, the proliferation of nuclear energy is a direct 
threat to peace. That is because we live in a world where 
there is increasing danger of military or terrorists threats 
to nuclear energy facilities. Nuclear energy facilities are the 
primary points of attack in today’s asymmetric conflicts. In 
addition, nuclear power and weapons threaten the peace in 
regions holding vast deposits of the raw natural resources. 
The shortage of uranium in many African countries has 
been the pretext for conflict during the past decades. To 
make matters worse, uranium has long been an object of 
speculation to the extent that struggles to monopolize and 
capitalize on this limited resource can easily threaten peace 
around the world, similar to the world being held hostage 
in the wars over control of oil. Therefore, nuclear power 
and weapons can never coexist with peace. Therefore, we 
demand the complete dismantling of all nuclear weap-
ons as well as the complete closure of all nuclear energy 
facilities. Regardless of whether the purpose is to provide 
security through a “nuclear umbrella,” or to achieve pre-
emptive “nuclear first strike” capacity, no attempt to attain 
security through nuclear weapons can result in true secu-
rity for the people. All the governments of this world must 
stop construction of new nuclear energy facilities and close 
down those facilities that have exceeded their life span. The 
world as a whole must neither expand the structures of 
nuclear power nor attempt to rely on it as an energy source.

Nuclear Energy Cannot Help to Overcome Global 
Warming

With the explosion in 1979 at the nuclear reactor on Three 
Mile Island in the United States and the nuclear disaster 
resulting from the explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear reac-
tor in 1986 it seemed that the global nuclear industry was 
on the verge of rapid decline. The industry has managed to 
resurrect itself, however, by using global warming as its pri-
mary argument. On the contrary, we declare that nuclear 
energy cannot be a viable alternative option in addressing 
the issue of global warming. Though some would have 
us believe nuclear energy is a “low carbon clean source 
of energy” that does not produce greenhouse gases, and 
though it may appear as if the energy- generating aspect 

of nuclear energy reduces CO2 emissions, it is impossible 
to hide the fact that a vast amount of greenhouse gases are 
emitted during the mining, manufacturing, shipping and 
enrichment process for the uranium used in the nuclear 
reactors. Even in the energy production process nuclear 
energy is an ineffective and grossly wasteful source for gen-
erating electricity. Physically, only one third of the entire 
energy resulting from atomic fission is harvested for gener-
ating electricity while the remaining two thirds is dumped 
into the ocean through heated waste water, causing exten-
sive damage to the surrounding eco-systems. Furthermore, 
nuclear energy is extremely limited in adaptation and leads 
to wasteful consumption of energy. Once the nuclear reac-
tor becomes operational it is impossible to control the out-
put in response to electricity consumption needs. Nuclear 
reactors must produce energy at peak levels of consump-
tion all year round, regardless of the seasons and the dif-
ferent energy consumption patterns of day and night. This 
results in the continually problematic situation of “excess 
electricity” that must be consumed, and so the Korean 
government has always sought to encourage “night-time 
electricity use” to consume the excess. The result, however, 
has been the increase of overall energy and electricity con-
sumed by Korean society, thereby contributing, ironically, 
to global warming. At present, the electrical energy that is 
produced by all the nuclear reactors in the world accounts 
for a mere 2% of the total global energy consumption. 
In contrast, renewable natural energy sources provide for 
approximately 13% of the total global consumption in the 
world today. Consequently, in spite of the elaborate adver-
tisements, nuclear energy is simply a niche technology that 
cannot be an alternative energy source to stop global warm-
ing. There are many research results and examples showing 
clearly how renewable natural energy can provide 100% of 
human energy needs. It is now technologically possible for 
us to open the era of renewable natural energy and break 
away from our reliance on fossil fuels and nuclear energy. 
We firmly believe that sunlight, wind, thermal heat, waves 
and other forms of natural energy that God has provided 
without cost are the best and only solution available to 
us. Nuclear energy merely serves to impede the transition 
toward renewable natural energy, induce wasteful energy 
consumption and limit investment in sustainable energy 
systems. Nuclear energy and renewable natural energy 
cannot coexist. Nor can nuclear energy be used as a step-
ping stone toward renewable natural energy. Just as nuclear 
weapons are the wrong answer in the pursuit of world 
peace, so too is nuclear energy the wrong answer in seeking 
to respond to global warming.
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Contamination of the earth and destruction of life by 
nuclear waste is blasphemy and rebellion against the order 
of God’s creation.

Humans began constructing nuclear energy facilities 
without any consideration of how to handle the nuclear 
waste produced. Not even 1 gram of nuclear waste has been 
treated safely. The so-called reprocessing of used fuel rods 
only creates more nuclear waste. Human technology has 
not yet discovered the skills to store nuclear waste. Although 
nuclear waste will continue to contaminate its surround-
ings with radiation for a million years, the drums that are 
currently being used to store it have a life span of only forty 
years. We have yet to discover a safe place on earth to store 
the high- level radioactive waste that comes from nuclear 
energy facilities. The cisterns in Korea’s nuclear energy 
facilities currently hold approximately 11,370 tons of ura-
nium in “temporary” storage. It is reported that they will 
reach their maximum capacity for storage in 2016. Never-
theless, Korea has yet to begin a process of consultation and 
deliberation on how or where these used fuel rods will be 
stored. Korean society has already experienced deep divi-
sion due to arguments over where to construct a facility to 
house nuclear waste materials. In the end, our generation 
will leave to future generations a mountain of radioactive 
waste. This irresponsible behavior, threatening the life and 
safety of not just our own but future generations is unethi-
cal and unjust. Contaminating and polluting God’s created 
world is a sin of blasphemy against the Creator. All living 
creatures have the God-given right and blessing to enjoy 
life in all its fullness today and tomorrow. Denying this 
right and blessing is the greatest act of blasphemy commit-
ted against God, who created this world and all life in love.

We Must Liberate Ourselves from the Nuclear Culture 
That Is Based on Greed and Consumerism

For many years we have enjoyed the luxury of consuming 
energy produced by nuclear energy. In Korea the energy 
consumption in 2005 was 7,403kWh, a threefold rise from 
2,312kWh in 1991, when Korea had only nine nuclear 
reactors. This consumption rate is higher than that of 
Japan, Germany, the United Kingdom or Italy. In 2010 our 
electrical consumption jumped to four times the average, 
reaching 9,293kWh. In this historical process the Korean 
government and peoples were not only nuclear producers 
and consumers but became nuclear perpetrators. However, 
the good old days have gone. We must now come to grips 
with the reality of closing nuclear energy facilities and the 
manifold issues and obstacles associated with this. Until 
now we have enjoyed the sweetness of plentiful energy 
through nuclear energy. From now on we must learn the 

bitterness of closing nuclear reactors and dealing with the 
radioactive waste material. The world now faces the com-
mon challenge of having to close nuclear reactors built 
from the 1950s onwards. They have already entered the 
critical phase as they reach their intended life span. Korea 
constructed its first nuclear reactor in the Gijang area of 
Busan, the Gori Nuclear Reactor, in 1978 and has contin-
ued to build one new reactor every 18 months, bringing 
the total number to 21. Korea must now begin the arduous 
task of shutting down and dismantling one nuclear reactor 
every 18 months, and pay the associated costs. It is esti-
mated that it will cost approximately 600 billion Korean 
Won (more than 500 million US Dollars) to dismantle one 
nuclear reactor. In the face of this stark reality we must seri-
ously consider the basis of the false plentitude that we have 
enjoyed over the years. The excessive production of energy 
for industrialization is fundamentally due to the desire for 
unlimited economic growth and maximization of profit 
to satiate human greed. This structure has led to energy 
overconsumption and crass consumerism. It is time for the 
world to liberate itself from this nuclear-based civilization 
with its endless greed for energy and consumerism. The 
Fukushima nuclear catastrophe that occurred in March 
2011 is a clarion call alerting humanity to the urgency for 
transformation away from this nuclear-based civilization 
that we have created for ourselves. This path of social and 
ecological destruction in pursuit of a consumerist life style 
is the “highway to hell.” In contrast, the efforts to pur-
sue and encourage renewable natural energy and promote 
moderation and patient perseverance is “the narrow gate” 
that leads to life (Matthew 7:13-14). We must choose to 
enter this narrow gate. The Korean government must give 
up its pseudo green policy centered on nuclear energy.

The so-called “green growth” that is being proposed by 
the Korean government is, unfortunately, based on nuclear 
power. The government is pursuing a policy of constructing 
additional nuclear reactors with an anticipated investment 
of 40 trillion Korean won up to 2030 as a way to prepare 
for increased energy consumption. In total disregard of the 
lessons of the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011, the cur-
rent government has designated nuclear reactors as a strate-
gic export industry, proposing the export of at least 80 new 
reactors over the next 20 years, and thereby becoming the 
third largest exporter of nuclear reactors after the United 
States and France. In addition, the government is working 
to obtain the right to process nuclear materials, like Japan, 
considering that the ROK-US Nuclear Energy Treaty will 
undergo revision when it expires in 2014. Within this con-
text the Korean government will host a nuclear security 
summit in Seoul on 26 and 27 March, 2012. We declare, 
however, that nuclear energy is not green energy, nor is 
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nuclear security the way to a secure life. Nuclear weapons 
do not bring security to a country or to the world; rather 
they are the greatest threat. True security is not just about 
the safety of the nuclear- armed countries but concerns the 
entire earth’s life community. This, in the fullest sense, is 
not the peace of this world but the peace that is given to 
us by Christ (John 14:27). True security does not come 
from nuclear power but from the power of almighty God 
who created this world. As the Psalmist declares, “I look 
up to the mountains—does my help come from there? 
My help comes from the Lord, who made the heavens and 
the earth!” (Psalm 121:1-2). Nuclear energy is not safe. A 
nuclear catastrophe can occur on any day at any time, and 
is in fact occurring every day. Nuclear energy requires an 
infallible humanity, and yet no such person exists on earth. 
Nuclear energy is not safe energy. Nuclear energy is the 
path to self-destruction that threatens the life security of all 
societies and countries—the whole of creation Therefore, 
we demand that the Korean government give up its current 
pseudo green policy centered on nuclear energy and adopt 
a true green policy based on renewable natural energy.

Solidarity for Life Is Urgently Needed in North East 
Asia, the Single Region in the World where Nuclear 
Facilities Are Most Concentrated

According to the International Atomic Energy Association 
(IAEA) there are currently 441 active nuclear reactors in 
the world today with 557 being built or planned for con-
struction. Korea first constructed the Gori Nuclear Reactor 
at Gijang, Busan in 1978 and has thus far constructed 21 
nuclear reactors. In terms of active nuclear reactors Korea 
is fifth in the world (the United States is first with 104 
reactors; France has 58, Japan 54 and Russia 31). How-
ever, in terms of concentration Korea ranks first among the 
countries. Presently, Japan operates 54 nuclear reactors and 
China has 14. In spite of the recent Fukushima nuclear 
disaster China is planning to construct a further 27 nuclear 
reactors along its eastern coastline. In short, the Korean 
peninsula and North East Asia has become the most dan-
gerous nuclear minefield in the world. If there is the poten-
tial for a major nuclear catastrophe occurring in the near 
future the most likely place for such an event will be in 
North East Asia. China and North Korea already possess 
nuclear weapons, and while Japan does not have a nuclear 
arsenal it is the only country in the world with a nuclear 
reprocessing facility. As of the year 2000, Japan already 
has nearly 30 tons of excess plutonium, enough to pro-
duce 1,000 atomic weapons. As we stand in the midst of 
North East Asia’s nuclear reality we urgently proclaim the 
need not for the security of the status quo of nuclear-armed 

states but for the securing of life for all humanity and cre-
ation. Therefore, it is a critical task to forge a network of 
solidarity for life in North East Asia for the sake of world 
peace.

Nuclear energy and weapons cannot coexist with the 
Christian faith. Nuclear weapons and nuclear energy are 
symbols of power and violence.

They are the starting point and ultimate goal of coun-
tries aspiring to become superpowers. It is like the fruit of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, enticingly to the 
taste and beautiful to behold. It is the forbidden temptation 
of absolute power. As a consequence of this temptation, 
humankind has created structures of domination and greed 
that have led to crises of war, radiation and pollution that 
can exterminate the whole life community on earth. Such 
structures cannot coexist with the Christian faith. When 
the world’s first nuclear reactor, named CP-1, was built on 
the premises of Chicago University in the U.S., scientists 
proclaimed that humanity had now entered into the realm 
of the Creator. But we remember that the Lord, through 
the mouth of the prophet Ezekiel, announced, “In your 
great pride you claim, ‘I am a god! I sit on a divine throne 
in the heart of the sea.’” But you are only a man and not 
a god, though you boast that you are like a god” (Ezekiel 
28:2). As Augustine stated, sin is a form of arrogance that 
refuses to acknowledge that humankind is not a god. As 
one theologian expressed, “Humanity has usurped God’s 
glory and has sought to make itself into a god. In the midst 
of such confusion the sinner makes himself into a pseudo 
god.” Thus, we proclaim that nuclear power and weapons 
cannot coexist with the Christian faith. As Christians we 
cannot support the development of nuclear weapons, nor 
can we endorse nuclear energy. This is because profession of 
the Christian faith and affirmation of such evil are mutu-
ally contradictory. Nuclear energy and weapons epitomize 
the “power of death” (Psalm 49:15) that can destroy all life 
on earth, the world that God created (Genesis 1:1) and so 
loved (John 3:16). They embody the lust for power by the 
“evil rulers and authorities” (Colossians 2:15, Ephesians 
6:12) that seek to dominate the world and replace God. 
They are the modern-day fruit of sin, denying the author-
ity and power of the “only almighty God” over the uni-
verse (Isaiah 9:6, Job 25:2, 1 Timothy 6:15) in the name of 
science and technology. Nuclear weapons recall the image 
of the “Leviathan” in Job 41:1-34. The numerous nuclear 
reactors that are placed around the world like ticking time 
bombs appear as “the sacrilegious object that causes des-
ecration standing where it should not be” (Mark 13:14). As 
the declaration from the 6th Assembly of the WCC states, 
“the production, possession and use of nuclear weapons are 
a sin against God.” They are a denial of the path and truth 
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of Jesus Christ, who revealed the ways of service, sharing 
and love in the face of the authoritarian rulers and powers 
of this world. They are the symptom of necrophilia, hur-
tling toward death and refusing the spirit of life that leads 
to the fruits of justice and peace.

Christian Resolutions for Action

We are facing a multifold crisis of life because of the threats 
of nuclear weapons and nuclear power. We stand at a cross-
roads, a point in time when we must either choose a soci-
ety of excessive energy consumption centered on nuclear 
energy or a sustainable society centered on renewable nat-
ural energy. When the people of Israel were preparing to 
cross the Jordan River after forty years in the wilderness, 
God presented them with “the choice between life and 
earth, between blessings and curses,” and exhorted them 
to “choose life, that you and your descendants might live!” 
(Deuteronomy 30:19). The crucified Christ who shares in 
the suffering and death of the victims of radiation poison-
ing became for us the true life and the path of peace. The 
Spirit of God groans with all of creation (Romans 8:22) 
and strives to preserve and protect the integrity of all life. 
On the basis of our faith in this triune God we resolve to 
consecrate ourselves to act as follows:

1. We recognize that the spiritual awakening which liber-
ates us from our greed and obsession for nuclear weapons 
and energy, as well as the temptation and illusion they 
present, is a spiritual task for our generation. Toward this 
end we will work to reveal the realities surrounding nuclear 
weapons and power stand in solidarity with the suffering 
and pain of the victims of radiation poisoning, and com-
fort and heal their pains.

2. We will work for disclosure of information and transpar-
ency related to nuclear weapons and nuclear energy, in a 
context where information and decision making have been 
dominated by a small minority. We will make every effort 
to ensure that critically important issues defining our sur-
vival and future are decided in a communal, democratic 
manner.

3. We will work to encourage the Korean government 
to give up its mistaken green policy centered on nuclear 
energy, and to cancel its efforts to export nuclear reactor 
components. We strongly oppose the use of public funds 
drawn from taxes to support the work of the nuclear 
energy industry. At the same time, we oppose the alloca-
tion of 3.7% of public electricity bills to sustain the Korean 

Atomic Culture Foundation, which functions as a spokes-
person for nuclear energy.

4. We will embark on a sustained campaign to encour-
age the political parties to develop and implement a non-
nuclear policy. We will also campaign for ethical and 
socially responsible investment, through which Korean 
businesses that are investing in nuclear energy and its 
related industries withdraw their funds from these ventures 
and instead invest in renewable natural energy industries.

5. We call upon the Nuclear Security Summit, which will 
gather the leaders of nuclear states, to adopt as its central 
agenda the complete dismantling of the nuclear arsenal 
held by each country and the complete cessation of nuclear 
energy use.

6. We will lead a “Nuclear Free Energy Campaign” so that 
Korean civil society can liberate itself from nuclear energy 
and create a mutually sustainable life civilization based on 
renewable natural energy.

7. Recognizing that the Korean peninsula and North East 
Asia is the most dangerously concentrated nuclear zone, we 
will strive to establish a North East Asia Christian Network 
for Life Solidarity and work toward a nuclear- free world.

8. We will embark on an effort to create a new life culture 
that synthesizes the manifold wisdoms of life found in all 
religions, cultures and ideologies. We will especially work 
to forge connections of life solidarity with neighboring 
faiths for a nuclear-free world.

9. We recognize that just as religion without science can 
lead to superstition; science without religion can easily 
become a weapon of death. We strongly criticize the eth-
ics of science based on utilitarianism and the triumphalism 
of the age of technology. We propose a dialogue between 
science and religion on the issue of nuclear energy and 
weapons.

10. As we look toward the 10th Assembly of the WCC, to 
be held in Busan in 2013, we remind all Christians around 
the world that this Assembly is being held in one of the 
most dangerous areas of the world, in terms of nuclear con-
centration. Therefore, we call upon the WCC to take up 
the issue of nuclear weapons and nuclear energy as a central 
topic of concern during its 10th Assembly in Busan, and 
we recommend that the WCC seek specific and symbolic 
actions, such as an ‘electricity-free worship service’ during 
the Assembly that will help to minimize the dependency 
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14.  The Contribution of the Ecumenical 
Movement for Churches and Society  
in Korea

  Chai Soo-Il

The text “The Contribution of the Ecumenical Movement 
for Churches and Society in Korea” by Chai Soo-Il  is only 
included in the digital version of this reader. Please visit 
www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included 
in this book. 

13e.  Global Kairos Faith Stance

The text is included only in the digital version of this 
reader. Please vivit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the 
CD-Rom included with this book.

15.  Christian Mission in Korea and its 
Perspectives: A Critical Reflection

  Heung-Gyu Kim

The text “Christian Mission in Korea and its perspectives” 
by Heung-Gyu Kim is only included in the digital version 
of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or 
use the CD-Rom included in this book. 

on energy that is generated from the nearby Gori Nuclear 
Reactor situated in the Gijang area of Busan.

1 March 2012

National Council of Churches in Korea (Committee for 
Ethics of Life)

National Alliance of YMCA in Korea

Korea Church Women United Ecumenical Youth Council 
in Korea, Bible Korea

National Association of Pastors for Justice and Peace

Christian Solidarity Network for Anti-Nuclear Movement
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PART TWO 

Ecumenism in the 21st Century

Recent key texts from the WCC and its ecumenical partners on ecumenism in the 
21st century—such as reference texts, convergence documents, statements and conference 
reports —are included here insofar as they relate to one of the major thematic fields that the 
WCC has worked on during the past 20 years and are of some significance for the thematic 
scope or one of the four thematic plenaries (mission, unity, justice, peace) and the 21 ecu-
menical conversations of the 10th assembly of WCC. The texts have short title-footnotes or 
introductory paragraphs which give a brief indication of the context, authorship and special 
significance of the document. 

The authority level, representative nature and theological character of the following texts 
is quite different from one to the next. Some represent convergence and reference texts which 
have gone through several years of working processes in one of the major commissions of 
WCC and are endorsed officially by the Central Committee (Faith and Order Commission, 
Commission on World Mission and Evangelism, Commission on Ecumenical Formation and 
Theological Education). Others represent consultation reports or major working documents 
from different programmes of WCC without any higher authority status. There are several 
documents which indicate not yet a stage of already reached general consensus, but rather an 
agenda for further reflection in need of more dialogue. All of them are related to major theo-
logical topics and fields which have been on the agenda of international ecumenical dialogue 
and the work of WCC in the past two decades. Thus this reader on visions for ecumenism in 
the 21st century does not simply provide ready-made final answers, but rather a mapping of 
crucial thematic areas and topics which wait for further reflection and deepened theological 
work. 

The editors decided not to include theological reference texts and working texts from the 
WCC in this section that were still in draft stage or essays on ecumenical key issues written 
by individual authors or important individual voices from regional partners from the wider 
ecumenical movement, because the emphasis in this collection is on corporate texts and com-
mon reference documents from WCC (and a few of its ecumenical partners). Also specific 
declarations and statements from the Churches Commission on International Affairs (CCIA) 
were not included in this textbook, as almost all of them are related to very particular regional 
or global conflict areas and a specific political context and have less foundational character for 
a new theology of ecumenism. A survey of all relevant statements and declarations from CCIA 
as well as on other reference texts and convergence documents from other programmes and 
commissions within the WCC can be obtained from the summaries in the report A Faith That 
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Does Justice: The Journey of the WCC from Porto Alegre to Busan, which has been presented to 
the Busan assembly in 2013. Despite certain limitations in this collection of recent ecumenical 
key texts, it is hoped that the interested student and reader finds it a worthwhile exercise to 
get engaged with some of these key resources and to study what others have shared from their 
journey of ecumenical reflection and insights. 
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Chapter 3

Church and Unity

16.  The Church: Towards a Common Vision
  Faith and Order Commission, Penang/ 
Malaysia, 2012

This text is a major study and reference text of the WCC’s 
Commission on Faith and Order, a statement about the 

Church, which is a fruit of many years of work on ecclesi-
ology which started with Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 
(1982) and the churches’ responses to it. The text The Church: 
Towards a Common Vision was received by the central com-
mittee in 2012 and sent to the churches to encourage further 
reflection on the Church, and to seek their formal responses to 
the text. The text is rooted in the nature and mission of the 
Church and reflects the constitutional aims and self-identity of 
the WCC as a fellowship of churches who call each other to the 
goal of visible unity.

Study Questions

1.   How is the unity of the church understood and theologically 
expressed in relation to God’s mission in the world?

2.   How does the paper interpret the classical four notae eccle-
siae (marks of the church) in relation to the understanding 
of ecumenism?

3.   How are the different essential elements of the communion 
of the church viewed theologically, and what is essential 
and what non-essential for the unity of the church? 

INTRODUCTION

“Thy will be done” are words that countless believers from 
all Christian churches pray every day. Jesus himself prayed 
similar words in the garden of Gethsemane shortly before 
his arrest (cf. Matt. 26:39-42; Mark 14:36; Luke 22:42). In 
John’s gospel, moreover, he revealed his will for the Church 
when he prayed to the Father that all of his disciples be 
one, so that the world may believe (cf. John 17:21). To 
pray that the Lord’s will be done thus necessarily requires a 
wholehearted endeavour to embrace his will for and gift of 
unity. The present text—The Church: Towards a Common 

Vision—addresses what many consider to be the most diffi-
cult issues facing the churches in overcoming any remaining 
obstacles to their living out the Lord’s gift of communion: 
our understanding of the nature of the Church itself. The 
great importance of that gift and goal highlights the signifi-
cance of the issues to be treated in the pages that follow.

Our aim is to offer a convergence text, that is, a text which, 
while not expressing full consensus on all the issues considered, 
is much more than simply an instrument to stimulate further 
study. Rather, the following pages express how far Christian 
communities have come in their common understanding of 
the Church, showing the progress that has been made and 
indicating work that still needs to be done. The present text 
has been elaborated by the Faith and Order Commission, 
whose aim, like that of the World Council of Churches as a 
whole, is to serve the churches as they “call one another to visi-
ble unity in one faith and 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.”1 Such visible unity finds 
a most eloquent expression in the celebration of the eucha-
rist, which glorifies the Triune God and enables the Church to 
participate in the mission of God for the transformation and 
salvation of the world. The present statement makes use of the 
responses of the churches to Faith and Order’s work on eccle-
siology in recent years as well as earlier ecumenical documents 
which have sought convergence through common reflection 
upon God’s Word, in the hope that, under the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, the Lord’s gift of unity can be fully realized. Thus 
it is the result of dialogue at the multilateral level, especially 
the responses of the churches to The Nature and Mission of 
the Church, of the suggestions offered by the meeting of the 
Faith and Order plenary commission held in Crete in 2009 
and of the contributions of the Orthodox consultation held in 
Cyprus in 2011. In addition, the text draws upon the progress 
registered in many bilateral dialogues that have taken up the 
theme of “Church” in recent decades.2

We hope that The Church: Towards a Common Vision 
will serve the churches in three ways: (1) by providing a 

1. L. N. Rivera-Pagán (ed.), God in Your Grace: Official Report 
of the Ninth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, Geneva, 
WCC, 2007, 448.
2. For more details about this process, see the historical note which 
appears at the end of the text.
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synthesis of the results of ecumenical dialogue about impor-
tant ecclesiological themes in recent decades; (2) by inviting 
them to appraise the results of this dialogue—confirming 
positive achievements, pointing out deficiencies and/or 
indicating areas that have not received sufficient attention; 
and (3) by providing an occasion for the churches to reflect 
upon their own understanding of the Lord’s will so as to 
grow towards greater unity (cf. Eph. 4:12-16). Hopefully, 
such a process of information, reaction and growth, by 
confirming, enriching and challenging all of the churches, 
will make a substantial contribution and even enable some 
decisive steps towards the full realization of unity.

There is a structure to this text, based on the ecclesio-
logical issues that we are addressing. The Church: Towards 
a Common Vision opens with a chapter exploring how the 
Christian community finds its origin in the mission of God 
for the saving transformation of the world. The Church is 
essentially missionary, and unity is essentially related to this 
mission. The second chapter sets out the salient features 
of an understanding of the Church as Communion, gath-
ering the results of much common reflection both about 
how Scripture and subsequent tradition relate the Church 
to God and some of the consequences of this relation for 
the life and structure of the Church. The third chapter 
focuses upon the growth of the Church as the pilgrim peo-
ple moving towards the kingdom of God, especially upon 
several difficult ecclesiological questions that have divided 
the churches in the past. It registers the progress towards 
greater convergence about some of these issues and clarifies 
points about which churches may need to seek further con-
vergence. The fourth chapter develops several significant 
ways in which the Church relates to the world as a sign and 
agent of God’s love, such as proclaiming Christ within an 
interreligious context, witnessing to the moral values of the 
Gospel and responding to human suffering and need.

The many official responses to Faith and Order’s 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, of 1982, showed that 
the process of reception that follows the publication of a 
convergence text can prove to be just as important as that 
which led to its production.3 So as to serve as an instru-
ment for genuine dialogue about ecclesiology to which 
all may make a significant contribution, the churches are 
urgently requested not only to give serious consideration to 
The Church: Towards a Common Vision but also to submit 
an official response to the Faith and Order Commission, in 
the light of the following questions:

3. M. Thurian (ed.), Churches Respond to BEM: Official Responses to 
the “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” Text, Geneva, World Council 
of Churches, vols. I-VI, 1986-1988; Baptism, Eucharist & Ministry 
1982-1990: Report on the Process and Responses, Geneva, WCC, 
1990.

•  To what extent does this text reflect the ecclesiological 
understanding of your church?

•  To what extent does this text offer a basis for growth in 
unity among the churches?

•  What adaptations or renewal in the life of your church 
does this statement challenge your church to work for?

•  How far is your church able to form closer relation-
ships in life and mission with those churches which can 
acknowledge in a positive way the account of the Church 
described in this statement?

•  What aspects of the life of the Church could call for fur-
ther discussion and what advice could your church offer 
for the on-going work by Faith and Order in the area of 
ecclesiology?

In addition to these general questions, readers will 
find, printed in italics and interspersed throughout the 
text, paragraphs about specific issues where divisions 
remain. These questions are intended to stimulate reflec-
tion and encourage further agreement among the churches 
on the path to unity.

CHAPTER I: God’s Mission and the Unity  
of the Church

A. The Church in the Design of God
1. The Christian understanding of the Church and its mis-
sion is rooted in the vision of God’s great design (or “econ-
omy”) for all creation: The “kingdom” which was both 
promised by and manifested in Jesus Christ. According to 
the Bible, man and woman were created in God’s image (cf. 
Gen. 1:26-27), so bearing an inherent capacity for commu-
nion (in Greek koinonia) with God and with one another. 
God’s purpose in creation was thwarted by human sin and 
disobedience (cf. Gen. 3-4; Rom. 1:18-3:20), which dam-
aged the relationship between God, human beings and the 
created order. But God persisted in faithfulness despite 
human sin and error. The dynamic history of God’s res-
toration of koinonia found its irreversible achievement in 
the incarnation and paschal mystery of Jesus Christ. The 
Church, as the body of Christ, acts by the power of the 
Holy Spirit to continue his life-giving mission in prophetic 
and compassionate ministry and so participates in God’s 
work of healing a broken world. Communion, whose 
source is the very life of the Holy Trinity, is both the gift by 
which the Church lives and, at the same time, the gift that 
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God calls the Church to offer to a wounded and divided 
humanity in hope of reconciliation and healing.

2. During his earthly ministry, “Jesus went throughout all 
the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every 
disease and every sickness. When he saw the crowds he 
had compassion for them...” (Matt. 9:35-36). The Church 
takes its mandate from the act and promise of Christ him-
self, who not only proclaimed the kingdom of God in 
word and deed but also called men and women and sent 
them out, empowered by the Holy Spirit (John 20:19-23). 
The Acts of the Apostles tell us that the last words Jesus 
addressed to the apostles before his ascension into heaven 
were: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 
come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusa-
lem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” 
(Acts 1:8). Each of the four gospels closes with a missionary 
mandate; Matthew recounts: “And Jesus came and said to 
them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, bap-
tizing 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. 28:18-20; see also Mark 16:15; Luke 
24:45-49; John 20:19-21). This command by Jesus already 
hints at what he wanted his Church to be in order to carry 
out this mission. It was to be a community of witness, pro-
claiming the kingdom which Jesus had first proclaimed, 
inviting human beings from all nations to saving faith. It 
was to be a community of worship, initiating new mem-
bers by baptism in the name of the Holy Trinity. It was to 
be a community of discipleship, in which the apostles, by 
proclaiming the Word, baptizing and celebrating the Lord’s 
Supper, were to guide new believers to observe all that Jesus 
himself had commanded.

3. The Holy Spirit came upon the disciples on the morning 
of Pentecost for the purpose of equipping them to begin 
the mission entrusted to them (cf. Acts 2:1-41). God’s plan 
to save the world (sometimes referred to with the Latin 
expression missio Dei or “the mission of God”), is carried 
out through the sending of the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
This saving activity of the Holy Trinity is essential to an 
adequate understanding of the Church. As the Faith and 
Order study document Confessing the One Faith pointed 
out: “Christians believe and confess with the Creed that 
there is an indissoluble link between the work of God in 
Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit and the reality of the 
Church. This is the testimony of the Scriptures. The origin 

of the Church is rooted in the plan of the Triune God for 
humankind’s salvation.”1

4. Jesus described his ministry as preaching the good news 
to the poor, releasing the captives, giving sight to the blind, 
liberating the oppressed and proclaiming the acceptable 
year of the Lord (cf. Luke 4:18-19, quoting Is. 61:1-2). 
“The mission of the Church ensues from the nature of the 
Church as the body of Christ, sharing in the ministry of 
Christ as Mediator between God and his creation. At the 
heart of the Church’s vocation in the world is the proclama-
tion of the kingdom of God inaugurated in Jesus the Lord, 
crucified and risen. Through its internal life of eucharistic 
worship, thanksgiving, intercessory prayer, through plan-
ning for mission and evangelism, through a daily life-style 
of solidarity with the poor, through advocacy even to con-
frontation with the powers that oppress human beings, the 
churches are trying to fulfil this evangelistic vocation.”2

B. The Mission of the Church in History
5. Since these origins, the Church has always been dedi-
cated to proclaiming in word and deed the good news of 
salvation in Christ, celebrating the sacraments, especially 
the eucharist, and forming Christian communities. This 
effort has sometimes encountered bitter resistance; it has 
sometimes been hindered by opponents or even betrayed 
by the sinfulness of the messengers. In spite of such dif-
ficulties, this proclamation has produced great fruit (cf. 
Mark 4:8, 20, 26-32).

6. One challenge for the Church has been how to proclaim 
the Gospel of Christ in a way that awakens a response in 
the different contexts, languages and cultures of the people 
who hear that proclamation. St Paul’s preaching of Christ 
in the Areopagus at Athens (Acts 17:22-34), making use 
of local beliefs and literature, illustrates how the very first 
generation of Christians attempted to share the good news 
of Jesus’ death and resurrection, drawing upon and, when 
necessary, transforming, under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, the cultural heritage of their listeners and serving 
as a leaven to foster the well-being of the society in which 
they lived. Over the centuries, Christians have witnessed to 
the Gospel within ever increasing horizons, from Jerusalem 
to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 1:8). Often their witness 
to Jesus resulted in martyrdom, but it also led to the spread 

1. Confessing the One Faith: An Ecumenical Explication of the 
Apostolic Faith as It Is Confessed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed (381), Geneva-Eugene, WCC- Wipf & Stock, 2010, §216.
2. “Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical Affirmation,” §6, 
in J. Matthey (ed.), You Are the Light of the World: Statements on 
Mission by the World Council of Churches, Geneva, WCC, 2005, 8.
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of the faith and to the establishment of the Church in every 
corner of the earth. At times, the cultural and religious her-
itage of those to whom the Gospel was proclaimed was not 
given the respect it deserved, as when those engaging in 
evangelization were complicit in imperialistic colonization, 
which pillaged and even exterminated peoples unable to 
defend themselves from more powerful invading nations. 
Notwithstanding such tragic events, God’s grace, more 
powerful than human sinfulness, was able to raise up true 
disciples and friends of Christ in many lands and establish 
the Church within the rich variety of many cultures. Such 
diversity within the unity of the one Christian commu-
nity was understood by some early writers as an expres-
sion of the beauty which Scripture attributes to the bride of 
Christ (cf. Eph. 5:27 and Rev. 21:2).3 Today believers from 
churches which once welcomed foreign missionaries have 
been able to come to the assistance of churches by whose 
agency they first heard the Gospel.4

7. Today the proclamation of the kingdom of God contin-
ues throughout the world within rapidly changing circum-
stances. Some developments are particularly challenging to 
the Church’s mission and self-understanding. The widely 
diffused awareness of religious pluralism challenges Chris-
tians to deepen their reflection about the relation between 
the proclamation that Jesus is the one and only Saviour 
of the world, on the one hand, and the claims of other 
faiths, on the other. The development of means of commu-
nication challenges the churches to seek new ways to pro-
claim the Gospel and to establish and maintain Christian 
communities. The “emerging churches,” which propose a 
new way of being the Church, challenge other churches 
to find ways of responding to today’s needs and interests 
in ways which are faithful to what has been received from 
the beginning. The advance of a global secular culture chal-
lenges the Church with a situation in which many question 
the very possibility of faith, believing that human life is suf-
ficient unto itself, without any reference to God. In some 
places, the Church faces the challenge of a radical decline 
in membership and is perceived by many as no longer rel-
evant to their lives, leading those who still believe to speak 
of the need for a re-evangelization. All churches share the 
task of evangelization in the face of these challenges and 
others that may arise within particular contexts.

3. See, for example, Augustine, “Ennarrationes in Psalmos,” 44, 
24-25, in J. P. Migne, Patrologia Latina 36, 509-510.
4. Such solidarity of mutual assistance is to be clearly 
distinguished from proselytism, which wrongly considers other 
Christian communities as a legitimate field for conversion.

C. The Importance of Unity
8. The importance of Christian unity to the mission and 
nature of the Church was already evident in the New Tes-
tament. In Acts 15 and Galatians 1-2, it is clear that the 
mission to the Gentiles gave birth to tensions and threat-
ened to create divisions between Christians. In a way, the 
contemporary ecumenical movement is reliving the experi-
ence of that first council of Jerusalem. The present text is 
an invitation to the leaders, theologians and faithful of all 
churches to seek the unity for which Jesus prayed on the 
eve before he offered his life for the salvation of the world 
(cf. John 17:21).

9. Visible unity requires that churches be able to recognize 
in one another the authentic presence of what the Creed of 
Nicaea-Constantinople (381) calls the “one, holy, catholic, 
apostolic Church.” This recognition, in turn, may in some 
instances depend upon changes in doctrine, practice and 
ministry within any given community. This represents a 
significant challenge for churches in their journey towards 
unity.

10. Currently, some identify the Church of Christ exclu-
sively with their own community, while others would 
acknowledge in communities other than their own a real 
but incomplete presence of the elements which make up 
the Church. Others have joined into various types of cov-
enant relationships, which sometimes include the sharing 
of worship.5 Some believe that the Church of Christ is 
located in all communities that present a convincing claim 
to be Christian, while others maintain that Christ’s church 
is invisible and cannot be adequately identified during this 
earthly pilgrimage.

Fundamental Issues on the Way to Unity
Ever since the Toronto Declaration of 1950, the WCC 
has challenged the churches to “recognize that the mem-
bership of the church of Christ is more inclusive than 
the membership of their own church body.” Moreover, 
mutual regard between churches and their members has 
been profoundly encouraged and advanced by ecumenical 
encounter. Nevertheless, differences on some basic ques-
tions remain and need to be faced together: “How can 
we identify the Church which the creed calls one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic?” “What is God’s will for the unity 
of this Church?” “What do we need to do to put God’s 

5. Cf. the Anglican-Lutheran report “Growth in Communion,” 
in J. Gros, FSC, T.F. Best and L. F. Fuchs, SA (eds.), Growth in 
Agreement III: International Dialogue Texts and Agreed Statements, 
1998-2005, Geneva-Grand Rapids, WCC- Eerdmans, 2007, 
375-425, which refers to important Anglican-Lutheran regional 
covenants (Meissen, Reuilly, Waterloo, etc.).
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CHAPTER II: The Church of the Triune God

A. Discerning God’s Will for the Church
11. All Christians share the conviction that Scripture is 
normative, therefore the biblical witness provides an irre-
placeable source for acquiring greater agreement about the 
Church. Although the New Testament provides no system-
atic ecclesiology, it does offer accounts of the faith of the 
early communities, of their worship and practice of dis-
cipleship, of various roles of service and leadership, as well 
as images and metaphors used to express the identity of 
the Church. Subsequent interpretation within the Church, 
seeking always to be faithful to biblical teaching, has pro-
duced an additional wealth of ecclesiological insights over 
the course of history. The same Holy Spirit who guided 
the earliest communities in producing the inspired bibli-
cal text continues, from generation to generation, to guide 
later followers of Jesus as they strive to be faithful to the 
Gospel. This is what is understood by the “living Tradi-
tion” of the Church.1 The great importance of Tradition has 
been acknowledged by most communities, but they vary in 
assessing how its authority relates to that of Scripture

12. A wide variety of ecclesiological insights can be found 
in the various books of the New Testament and in subse-
quent Tradition. The New Testament canon, by embracing 
this plurality, testifies to its compatibility with the unity of 
the Church, though without denying the limits to legiti-
mate diversity.2 Legitimate diversity is not accidental to the

1. As the fourth World Conference on Faith and Order pointed 
out in its report “Scripture, Tradition and Traditions,” “By the 
Tradition is meant the Gospel itself, transmitted from generation 
to generation in and by the Church, Christ himself present in 
the life of the Church. By tradition is meant the traditionary 
process. The term traditions is used ... to indicate both the 
diversity of forms of expression and also what we call confessional 
traditions....” P. C. Roger and L. Vischer (eds.), The Fourth 
World Conference on Faith and Order : Montreal 1963, London, 
SCM Press, 1964, 50. See also A Treasure in Earthen Vessels: An 
Instrument for an Ecumenical Reflection on Hermeneutics, Geneva, 
WCC, 1998, §§14-37, pp. 14-26.
2. This theme will be taken up in §§28-30 below.

will into practice?” This text has been written in order 
to assist the churches as they reflect upon such questions, 
seeking common answers.6

6. Thus the present text hopes to build upon the unity statement 
of the Porto Alegre General Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches entitled “Called to Be One Church,” whose subtitle is 
“An Invitation to the Churches to Renew Their Commitment to 
the Search for Unity and to Deepen Their Dialogue,” in Growth in 
Agreement III, 606-610.

life of the Christian community but is rather an aspect of 
its catholicity, a quality that reflects the fact that it is part of 
the Father’s design that salvation in Christ be incarnational 
and thus “take flesh” among the various peoples to whom 
the Gospel is proclaimed. An adequate approach to the 
mystery of the Church requires the use and interaction of a 
wide range of images and insights (people of God, body of 
Christ, temple of the Holy Spirit, vine, flock, bride, house-
hold, soldiers, friends and so forth). The present text seeks 
to draw upon the richness of the biblical witness, along 
with insights from the Tradition.

B. The Church of the Triune God as Koinonia
The Initiative of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit
13. The Church is called into being by the God, who “so 
loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that every-
one who believes in him may not perish, but may have 
eternal life” (John 3:16) and who sent the Holy Spirit to 
lead these believers into all truth, reminding them of all 
that Jesus taught (cf. John 14:26). In the Church, through 
life and unity of the Church. This quest presupposes that 
communion is not simply the union of existing churches in 
their current form. The noun koinonia (communion, par-
ticipation, fellowship, sharing), which derives from a verb 
meaning “to have something in common,” “to share,” “to 
participate,” “to have part in” or “to act together,” appears 
in passages recounting the sharing in the Lord’s Supper (cf. 
1 Cor. 10:16-17), the reconciliation of Paul with Peter, 
James and John (cf. Gal. 2:7-10), the collection for the 
poor (cf. Rom. 15:26; 2 Cor. 8:3-4) and the experience 
and witness of the Church (cf. Acts 2:42-45). As a divinely 
established communion, the Church belongs to God and 
does not exist for itself. It is by its very nature missionary, 
called and sent to witness in its own life to that commu-
nion which God intends for all humanity and for all cre-
ation in the kingdom.

14. The Church is centred and grounded in the Gospel, the 
proclamation of the Incarnate Word, Jesus Christ, Son of 
the Father. This is reflected in the New Testament affirma-
tion, “You have been born anew, not of perishable but of 
imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word 
of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). Through the preaching of the Gos-
pel (cf. Rom. 10:14-18) and under the power of the Holy 
Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3), human beings come to saving faith 
and, by sacramental means, are incorporated into the body 
of Christ (cf. Eph. 1:23). Some communities, following 
this teaching, would call the Church creatura evangelii or 
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“creature of the Gospel.”3 A defining aspect of the Church’s 
life is the Holy Spirit, believers are united with Jesus Christ 
and thereby share a living relationship with the Father, who 
speaks to them and calls forth their trustful response. The 
biblical notion of koinonia has become central in the ecu-
menical quest for a common understanding of the to be a 
community that hears and proclaims the word of God. The 
Church draws life from the Gospel and discovers ever anew 
the direction for her journey.

15. The response of Mary, the Mother of God (Theotokos), 
to the angel’s message at the annunciation, “Let it be done 
with me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), has been 
seen as a symbol of and model for the Church and the 
individual Christian. The Faith and Order study document 
Church and World (1990) noted that Mary is “an impor-
tant example for all who seek to understand the full dimen-
sions of life in Christian community” in that she receives 
and responds to the Word of God (Luke 1:26-38); shares 
the joy of the good news with Elizabeth (Luke 1:46-55); 
meditates, suffers and strives to understand the events of 
the birth and childhood of Jesus (Matt. 2:13-23; Luke 
2:19, 41-51); seeks to comprehend the full implications 
of discipleship (Mark 3:31-35; Lk 18:19-20); stands by 
him under the cross and accompanies his body to the tomb 
(Matt. 27:55-61; John 19:25-27) and waits with the dis-
ciples and receives with them the Holy Spirit on Pentecost 
(Acts 1:12-14; 2:1-4).4

16. Christ prayed to the Father to send the Spirit on his 
disciples to guide them into all truth (John 15:26, 16:13), 
and it is the Spirit who not only bestows faith and other 
charisms upon individual believers but also equips the 
3. See the section “The Church as ‘Creature of the Gospel’” in 
Lutheran- Roman Catholic Dialogue, “Church and Justification,” 
in J. Gros, FSC, H. Meyer and W. G. Rusch, (eds.), Growth 
in Agreement II: Reports and Agreed Statements of Ecumenical 
Conversations on a World Level, 1982-1998, Geneva- Grand 
Rapids, WCC-Eerdmans, 2000, 495-498, which refers to Martin 
Luther’s use of this expression in WA 2, 430, 6-7: “Ecclesia enim 
creatura est evangelii.” Some bilateral dialogues have used the 
Latin creatura verbi to express this same idea: see the section 
“Two Conceptions of the Church” (§§94-113), which describes 
the Church as “creatura verbi” and “sacrament of grace” in the 
Reformed-Roman Catholic Dialogue, “Towards a Common 
Understanding of the Church,” in Growth in Agreement II, 801-
805. See also the statement “Called to Be the One Church,” cf. ch. 
1n.6 above.
4. See the Faith and Order report Church and World: The Unity of 
the Church and the Renewal of Human Community, Geneva, WCC, 
1990, 64. See also the report of the Anglican-Roman Catholic 
International Commission, “Mary: Grace and Hope in Christ,” 
Growth in Agreement III, 82-112; and the report of the Groupe des 
Dombes, Mary in the Plan of God and in the Communion of Saints 
(1997-1998), Mahwah, N.J., Paulist Press, 2002.

Church with its essential gifts, qualities and order. The 
Holy Spirit nourishes and enlivens the body of Christ 
through the living voice of the preached Gospel, through 
sacramental communion, especially in the Eucharist, and 
through ministries of service.

The Prophetic, Priestly and Royal People of God
17. In the call of Abraham, God was choosing for himself 
a holy people. The prophets frequently recalled this elec-
tion and vocation in the following powerful formulation: 
“I will be their God, and they shall be my people” (Jer. 
31:33; Ezek. 37:27; echoed in 2 Cor. 6:16; Heb. 8:10). 
The covenant with Israel marked a decisive moment in the 
unfolding realization of the plan of salvation. Christians 
believe that in the ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus 
and the sending of the Holy Spirit, God established the 
new covenant for the purpose of uniting all human beings 
with himself and with one another. There is a genuine new-
ness in the covenant initiated by Christ and yet the Church 
remains, in God’s design, profoundly related to the people 
of the first covenant, to whom God will always remain 
faithful (cf. Rom. 11:11-36).

18. In the Old Testament, the people of Israel are journey-
ing towards the fulfilment of the promise that in Abraham 
all the nations of the earth shall be blessed. All those who 
turn to Christ find this promise fulfilled in him, when, 
on the cross, he broke down the dividing wall between 
Jew and Gentile (cf. Eph. 2:14). The Church is a “cho-
sen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own 
people” (1 Pet. 2:9-10). While acknowledging the unique 
priesthood of Jesus Christ, whose one sacrifice institutes 
the new covenant (cf. Heb. 9:15), believers are called to 
express by their lives the fact that they have been named a 
“royal priesthood,” offering themselves “as a living sacrifice, 
holy and acceptable to God” (Rom. 12:1). Every Christian 
receives gifts of the Holy Spirit for the upbuilding of the 
Church and for his or her part in the mission of Christ. 
These gifts are given for the common good (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7; 
Eph. 4:11-13) and place obligations of responsibility and 
mutual accountability on every individual and local com-
munity and on the Church as a whole at every level of its 
life. Strengthened by the Spirit, Christians are called to live 
out their discipleship in a variety of forms of service.

19. The whole people of God is called to be a prophetic 
people, bearing witness to God’s word; a priestly people, 
offering the sacrifice of a life lived in discipleship; and a 
royal people, serving as instruments for the establish-
ment of God’s reign. All members of the Church share 
in this vocation. In calling and sending the Twelve, Jesus 
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laid foundations for the leadership of the community of 
his disciples in their on-going proclamation of the king-
dom. Faithful to his example, from the earliest times some 
believers were chosen under the guidance of the Spirit and 
given specific authority and responsibility. Ordained min-
isters “assemble and build up the Body of Christ by pro-
claiming and teaching the Word of God, by celebrating the 
sacraments and by guiding the life of the community in its 
worship, its mission and its caring ministry.”5 All members 
of the body, ordained and lay, are interrelated members 
of God’s priestly people. Ordained ministers remind the 
community of its dependence on Jesus Christ, who is the 
source of its unity and mission, even as they understand 
their own ministry as dependent on him. At the same time, 
they can fulfil their calling only in and for the Church; they 
need its recognition, support and encouragement.

20. There is widespread agreement among churches of dif-
ferent traditions about the vital place of ministry. This was 
succinctly expressed in the Faith and Order document, 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982), which stated that 
“the Church has never been without persons holding spe-
cific authority and responsibility,” noting that, “Jesus chose 
and sent the disciples to be witnesses of the kingdom.”6 The 
mission which Jesus entrusted to the eleven in Matthew 28 
entails “a ministry of word, sacrament and oversight given 
by Christ to the Church to be carried out by some of its 
members for the good of all. This triple function of the 
ministry equips the Church for its mission in the world.”7 
Agreed statements are making it clear that the royal priest-
hood of the whole people of God (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9) and a 
special ordained ministry are both important aspects of the 
church, and not to be seen as mutually exclusive alterna-
tives. At the same time, churches differ about who is com-
petent to make final decisions for the community; for some 
5. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, Geneva, WCC, 1982, section 
on Ministry, §13.
6. Ibid., section on Ministry, §9.
7. Reformed-Roman Catholic Dialogue, “Towards a Common 
Understanding of the Church,” §132, in Growth in Agreement II, 
810. See also the Lutheran- Roman Catholic report “Ministry 
in the Church,” §17, in H. Meyer and L. Vischer (eds.), Growth 
in Agreement: Reports and Agreed Statements of Ecumenical 
Conversations on a World Level, Ramsey-Geneva, Paulist-WCC, 
1984, 252-253: “The New Testament shows how there emerged 
from among the ministries a special ministry which was 
understood as standing in the succession of the apostles sent by 
Christ. Such a special ministry proved to be necessary for the sake 
of leadership in the communities. One can, therefore, say that 
according to the New Testament the ‘special ministry’ established 
by Jesus Christ through the calling and sending of the apostles 
‘was essential then—it is essential in all times and circumstances.’” 
The Methodist-Roman Catholic “Toward a Statement on the 
Church” affirms that “the church has always needed a God-given 
ministry,” cf. Growth in Agreement II, 588, §29.

that task is restricted to the ordained, while others see the 
laity as having a role in such decisions.

Body of Christ and Temple of the Holy Spirit
21. Christ is the abiding head of his body the Church, 
guiding, purifying and healing it (cf. Eph. 5:26). At the 
same time, he is intimately united to it, giving life to the 
whole in the Spirit (Rom. 12:5; cf. 1 Cor. 12:12). Faith in 
Christ is fundamental to membership of the body (Rom. 
10:9). According to the understanding of most traditions, 
it is also through the rites or sacraments of initiation that 
human beings become members of Christ and in the Lord’s 
Supper their participation in his body (cf. 1 Cor. 10:16) is 
renewed again and again. The Holy Spirit confers manifold 
gifts upon the members and brings forth their unity for 
the building up of the body (cf. Rom. 12:4-8; 1 Cor. 12:4-
30). He renews their hearts, equipping and calling them 
to good works,8 thus enabling them to serve the Lord in 
furthering the kingdom in the world. Thus the image of 
“body of Christ,” though explicitly and primarily referring 
the Church to Christ, also deeply implies a relation to the 
Holy Spirit, as witnessed to throughout the entire New 
Testament. A vivid example of this is the account of the 
descent of tongues of fire upon the disciples gathered in 
the upper room on the morning of Pentecost (cf. Acts 2:1-
4). By the power of the Holy Spirit believers grow into “a 
holy temple in the Lord” (Eph. 2:21-22), into a “spiritual 
house” (1 Pet. 2:5). Filled with the Holy Spirit, they are 
called to lead a life worthy of their calling in worship, wit-
ness and service, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace (cf. Eph. 4:1-3). The Holy Spirit enlivens 
and equips the Church to play its role in proclaiming and 
bringing about that general transformation for which all 
creation groans (cf. Rom. 8:22-23).

The One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church
22. Since the time of the second ecumenical council, held 
at Constantinople in 381, most Christians have included 
in their liturgies the creed which professes the Church to be 
one, holy, catholic and apostolic. These attributes, which 
are not separate from one another but which inform one 
another and are mutually interrelated, are God’s gifts to 
the Church which believers, in all their human frailty, are 
constantly called to actualize.

•  The Church is one because God is one (cf. John 17:11; 1 
Tim. 2:5). In consequence, the apostolic faith is one; the 
new life in Christ is one; the hope of the Church is one.9 

8. Cf. the Lutheran-Roman Catholic Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2000, §15.
9. Cf. “Called to Be the One Church,” §5, in Growth in Agreement 
III, 607.
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Jesus prayed that all his disciples be one so that the world 
might believe (cf. John 17:20-21) and sent the Spirit to 
form them into one body (cf. 1 Cor. 12:12- 13). Current 
divisions within and between the churches stand in con-
trast to this oneness; “these must be overcome through 
the Spirit’s gifts of faith, hope, and love so that separation 
and exclusion do not have the last word.”10 Yet, in spite 
of all divisions, all the churches under- stand themselves 
as founded in the one Gospel (cf. Gal. 1:5-9), and they 
are united in many features of their lives (cf. Eph. 4:4-7).

•  The Church is holy because God is holy (cf. Is. 6:3; Lev. 
11:44-45). Jesus “loved the Church and gave himself up 
for her in order to make her holy by cleansing her with 
the washing of water by the word...so that she may be 
holy and without blemish.” (Eph. 5:26-27). The essential 
holiness of the Church is witnessed to in every genera-
tion by holy men and women and by the holy words and 
actions the Church proclaims and performs in the name 
of God, the All Holy. Nevertheless, sin, which contra-
dicts this holiness and runs counter to the Church’s true 
nature and vocation, has again and again disfigured the 
lives of believers. For this reason, part of the holiness of 
the Church is its ministry of continually calling people to 
repentance, renewal and reform.

•  The Church is catholic because of the abundant goodness 
of God “who desires everyone to be saved and come to the 
knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). Through the life-
giving power of God, the Church’s mission transcends all 
barriers and proclaims the Gospel to all peoples. Where 
the whole mystery of Christ is present, there too is the 
Church catholic (cf. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the 
Smyrneans, 6), as in the celebration of the eucharist. The 
essential catholicity of the Church is undermined when 
cultural and other differences are allowed to develop into 
division. Christians are called to remove all obstacles to 
the embodiment of this fullness of truth and life bestowed 
upon the Church by the power of the Holy Spirit.

•  The Church is apostolic because the Father sent the Son 
to establish it. The Son, in turn, chose and sent the apos-
tles and prophets, empowered with the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost, to serve as its foundation and to over-
see its mission (cf. Eph. 2:20; Rev. 21:14; and Clement of 
Rome, Letter to the Corinthians 42). The Christian com-
munity is called to be ever faithful to these apostolic ori-
gins; infidelity in worship, witness or service contradicts 
the Church’s apostolicity. Apostolic succession in minis-
try, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, is intended to 
serve the apostolicity of the Church.11

10. Ibid.
11. The World Council of Churches statement “Called to Be the 

23. In the light of the previous paragraphs (13-22), it is 
clear that the Church is not merely the sum of individual 
believers among themselves. The Church is fundamentally 
a communion in the Triune God and, at the same time, a 
communion whose members partake together in the life 
and mission of God (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4), who, as Trinity, is the 
source and focus of all communions. Thus the Church is 
both a divine and a human reality.

24. While it is a common affirmation that the Church is a 
meeting place between the divine and the human, churches 
nonetheless have different sensitivities or even contrasting 
convictions concerning the way in which the Holy Spirit’s 
activity in the Church is related to institutional structures 
or ministerial order. Some see certain essential aspects of 
the Church’s order as willed and instituted by Christ him-
self for all time; therefore, in faithfulness to the Gospel, 
Christians would have no authority fundamentally to alter 
this divinely instituted structure. Some affirm that the 
ordering of the Church according to God’s calling can take 
more than one form while others affirm that no single insti-
tutional order can be attributed to the will of God. Some 
hold that faithfulness to the Gospel may at times require 
a break in institutional continuity, while others insist that 
such faithfulness can be maintained by resolving difficulties 
without breaks which lead to separation.

How Continuity and Change in the Church Relate  
to God’s Will
Through their patient encounter, in a spirit of mutual 
respect and attention, many churches have come to a 
deeper understanding of these differing sensitivities and 
convictions regarding continuity and change in the 
Church. In that deeper understanding, it becomes clear 
that the same intent—to obey God’s will for the ordering 
of the Church—may, in some, inspire commitment to con-
tinuity and, in others, commitment to change. We invite 
the churches to recognize and honour each other’s com-
mitment to seeking the will of God in the ordering of the 
Church. We further invite them to reflect together about 
the criteria which are employed in different churches for 
considering issues about continuity and change. How far 
are such criteria open to development in the light of the 
urgent call of Christ to reconciliation (cf. Matt. 5:23-
24)? Could this be the time for a new approach?

One Church,” §3-7, offers a similar explanation of the creed’s 
profession that the Church is “one, holy, catholic and apostolic.” 
Cf. Growth in Agreement III, 607.
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C. The Church as Sign and Servant of God’s De-Sign for the 
World
25. It is God’s design to gather humanity and all of creation 
into communion under the Lordship of Christ (cf. Eph. 
1:10). The Church, as a reflection of the communion of 
the Triune God, is meant to serve this goal and is called 
to manifest God’s mercy to human beings, helping them 
to achieve the purpose for which they were created and in 
which their joy ultimately is found: to praise and glorify 
God together with all the heavenly hosts. This mission of 
the Church is fulfilled by its members through the witness 
of their lives and, when possible, through the open proc-
lamation of the good news of Jesus Christ. The mission 
of the Church is to serve this purpose. Since God wills all 
people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4), Christians acknowledge that God 
reaches out to those who are not explicit members of the 
Church, in ways that may not be immediately evident to 
human eyes. While respecting the elements of truth and 
goodness that can be found in other religions and among 
those with no religion, the mission of the Church remains 
that of inviting, through witness and testimony, all men 
and women to come to know and love Christ Jesus.

26. Some New Testament passages use the term mystery 
(mysterion) to speak both of God’s design of salvation 
in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:9; 3:4-6) and of the intimate rela-
tion between Christ and the Church (cf. Eph. 5:32; Col. 
1:24-28). This suggests that the Church enjoys a spiritual, 
transcendent quality which cannot be grasped simply by 
looking at its visible appearance. The earthly and spiritual 
dimensions of the Church cannot be separated. The orga-
nizational structures of the Christian community need to 
be seen and evaluated, for good or ill, in the light of God’s 
gifts of salvation in Christ, celebrated in the liturgy. The 
Church, embodying in its own life the mystery of salva-
tion and the transfiguration of humanity, participates in 
the mission of Christ to reconcile all things to God and 
to one another through Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:18-21; Rom. 
8:18-25).

27. While there is wide agreement that God established the 
Church as the privileged means for bringing about his uni-
versal design of salvation, some communities believe that 
this can be suitably expressed by speaking of the “Church 
as sacrament,” while others do not normally use such lan-
guage or reject it outright. Those who use the expression 
“Church as sacrament” do so because they understand 
the Church as an effective sign and means (sometimes 
described by the word instrument) of the communion of 
human beings with one another through their communion 

in the Triune God.12 Those who refrain from employing 
this expression believe that its use could obscure the dis-
tinction between the Church as a whole and the individual 
sacraments and that it may lead one to overlook the sinful-
ness still present among members of the community. All 
agree that God is the author of salvation; differences appear 
concerning the ways in which the various communities 
understand the nature and role of the Church and its rites 
in that saving activity.

The Expression, “the Church as Sacrament”
Those who use the expression “the Church as sacrament” 
do not deny the unique “sacramentality” of the sacraments 
nor do they deny the frailty of human ministers. Those 
who reject this expression, on the other hand, do not deny 
that the Church is an effective sign of God’s presence and 
action. Might this, therefore, be seen as a question where 
legitimate differences of formulation are compatible and 
mutually acceptable?

D. Communion in Unity and Diversity
28. Legitimate diversity in the life of communion is a gift 
from the Lord. The Holy Spirit bestows a variety of com-
plementary gifts on the faithful for the common good (cf. 1 
Cor. 12:4-7). The disciples are called to be fully united (cf. 
Acts 2:44-47; 4:32-37), while respectful of and enriched by 
their diversities (1 Cor 12:14-26). Cultural and historical 
factors contribute to the rich diversity within the Church. 
The Gospel needs to be proclaimed in languages, symbols 
and images that are relevant to particular times and con-
texts so as to be lived authentically in each time and place. 
Legitimate diversity is compromised whenever Christians 
consider their own cultural expressions of the Gospel as 
the only authentic ones, to be imposed upon Christians of 
other cultures.

12. For example, the Catholic bishops at the Second Vatican 
Council stated that “the Church, in Christ, is in the nature of 
sacrament—a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with 
God and of unity among all men” (cf. the Dogmatic Constitution 
on the Church, Lumen Gentium, n. 1, where the word instrument 
is intended to convey in a positive way the “effectiveness” of the 
Church. Other Christians who strongly affirm the Church’s 
sacramental nature find inappropriate the use of the word 
instrument in reference to the Christian community. The rather 
wide reception of the idea that the Church is a sign is witnessed in 
the World Council of Churches report “The Holy Spirit and the 
Catholicity of the Church” from the Fourth General Assembly 
of the WCC held at Uppsala in 1968, which stated: “The Church 
is bold in speaking of itself as the sign of the coming unity of 
mankind.” Cf. N. Goodall (ed.), The Uppsala Report, Geneva, 
WCC, 1968, 17. For the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium 
see http://www.vatican.va.
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29. At the same time, unity must not be surrendered. 
Through shared faith in Christ, expressed in the proclama-
tion of the Word, the celebration of the sacraments and 
lives of service and witness, each local church is in com-
munion with the local churches of all places and all times. 
A pastoral ministry for the service of unity and the uphold-
ing of diversity is one of the important means given to the 
Church in aiding those with different gifts and perspectives 
to remain mutually accountable to each other.

30. Issues concerning unity and diversity have been a prin-
cipal concern since the Church discerned, with the aid of 
the Holy Spirit, that Gentiles were to be welcomed into 
communion (cf. Acts 15:1-29; 10:1-11:18). The letter 
addressed from the meeting in Jerusalem to the Christians 
in Antioch contains what might be called a fundamental 
principle governing unity and diversity: “For it has seemed 
good to the Holy Spirit and to us to impose on you no 
further burden than these essentials” (Acts 15:28). Later, 
the Ecumenical Councils provided further examples of 
such “essentials,” as when, at the first Ecumenical Council 
(Nicaea, 325), the bishops clearly taught that communion 
in faith required the affirmation of the divinity of Christ. 
In more recent times, churches have joined together in 
enunciating firm ecclesial teachings which express the 
implications of such foundational doctrine, as in the con-
demnation of apartheid by many Christian communi-
ties.13 There are limits to legitimate diversity; when it goes 
beyond acceptable limits it can be destructive of the gift of 
unity. Within the Church, heresies and schisms, along with 
political conflicts and expressions of hatred, have threat-
ened God’s gift of communion. Christians are called not 
only to work untiringly to overcome divisions and heresies 
but also to preserve and treasure their legitimate differences 
of liturgy, custom and law and to foster legitimate diversi-
ties of spirituality, theological method and formulation in 
such a way that they contribute to the unity and catholicity 
of the Church as a whole.14

13. “World Council of Churches’ Consultation with Member-
Churches in South Africa—Cottesloe, Johannesburg, 7-14 
December, 1960,” in The Ecumenical Review, XIII(2), January 
1961, 244-250; “Statement on Confessional Integrity,” in In 
Christ a New Community: The Proceedings of the Sixth Assembly of 
the Lutheran World Federation: Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, June 
13-25, 1977, Geneva, Lutheran World Federation, 1977. 179-180, 
210-212; “Resolution on Racism and South Africa,” in Ottawa 
82: Proceedings of the 21st General Council of the World Alliance 
of Reformed Churches (Presbyterian and Congregational) Held at 
Ottawa, Canada, August 17-27, 1982, Geneva, Offices of the 
Alliance, 1983, 176-180; The Belhar Confession, http://www.
urcsa.org. za/documents/The%20Belhar%20Confession.pdf.
14. Cf. the World Council of Churches statement “The Unity of 
the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling”: “Diversities which 
are rooted in theological traditions, various cultural, ethnic or 
historical contacts are integral to the nature of communion; yet 

Legitimate and Divisive Diversity
Ecumenical dialogue in search of the unity for which 
Christ prayed has, in large part, been an effort by rep-
resentatives from various Christian churches to discern, 
with the help of the Holy Spirit, what is necessary for 
unity, according to the will of God, and what is properly 
understood as legitimate diversity. Though all churches 
have their own procedures for distinguishing legitimate 
from illegitimate diversity, it is clear that two things are 
lacking: (a) common criteria, or means of discernment, 
and (b) such mutually recognized structures as are needed 
to use these effectively. All churches seek to follow the will 
of the Lord yet they continue to disagree on some aspects of 
faith and order and, moreover, on whether such disagree-
ments are Church-divisive or, instead, part of legitimate 
diversity. We invite the churches to consider: what positive 
steps can be taken to make common discernment possible?

E. Communion of Local Churches
31. The ecclesiology of communion provides a helpful 
framework for considering the relation between the local 
church and the universal Church. Most Christians could 
agree that the local church is “a community of baptized 
believers in which the word of God is preached, the apos-
tolic faith confessed, the sacraments are celebrated, the 
redemptive work of Christ for the world is witnessed to, 
and a ministry of episkopé exercised by bishops or other 
ministers in serving the community.”15 Culture, language 
and shared history all enter into the very fabric of the 
there are limits to diversity. Diversity is illegitimate when, for 
instance, it makes impossible the common confession of Jesus 
Christ as God and Saviour the same yesterday, today and forever 
(Heb. 13:8).… In communion diversities are brought together in 
harmony as gifts of the Holy Spirit, contributing to the richness 
and fullness of the church of God.” In M. Kinnamon (ed.), Signs of 
the Spirit: Official Report Seventh Assembly, Geneva-Grand Rapids, 
WCC-Eerdmans, 1991, 173. Legitimate diversity is frequently 
treated in the international bilateral dialogues. The Anglican-
Orthodox dialogue, for instance, notes the wide diversity in life 
of the local churches: “As long as their witness to the one faith 
remains unimpaired, such diversity is seen not as a deficiency or 
cause for division, but as a mark of the fullness of the one Spirit 
who distributes to each according to his will.” The Church of the 
Triune God: The Cyprus Statement Agreed by the International 
Commission for Anglican-Orthodox Dialogue 2006, London, 
Anglican Communion Office, 2006, 91. See also: Lutheran-
Roman Catholic Dialogue, Facing Unity (1984), §§5-7, 27-30, and 
especially 31-34, in Growth in Agreement II, 445-446, 449-450; 
Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission, The Gift of 
Authority, §§26-31, in Growth in Agreement III, 68-69; Methodist-
Roman Catholic Dialogue, Speaking the Truth in Love, §50, in 
Growth in Agreement III, 154.
15. Cf. the report of the Joint Working Group of the World 
Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church, “The 
Church: Local and Universal,” §15, in Growth in Agreement II, 
866. “Local” should not be confused with “denominational” in 
this description.
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local church. At the same time, the Christian community 
in each place shares with all the other local communities 
all that is essential to the life of communion. Each local 
church contains within it the fullness of what it is to be the 
Church. It is wholly Church, but not the whole Church. 
Thus, the local church should not be seen in isolation 
from but in dynamic relation with other local churches. 
From the beginning communion was maintained between 
local churches by collections, exchanges of letters, visits, 
eucharistic hospitality and tangible expressions of solidar-
ity (cf. 1 Cor. 16; 2 Cor. 8:1-9; Gal. 2:1-10). From time to 
time, during the first centuries, local churches assembled 
to take counsel together. All of these were ways of nur-
turing interdependence and maintaining communion. 
This communion of local churches is thus not an optional 
extra. The universal Church is the communion of all local 
churches united in faith and worship around the world.16 It 
is not merely the sum, federation or juxtaposition of local 
churches, but all of them together are the same Church 
present and acting in this world. Catholicity, as described 
in the baptismal catechesis of Cyril of Jerusalem, refers not 
simply to geographic extension but also to the manifold 
variety of local churches and their participation in the full-
ness of faith and life that unites them in the one koinonia.17

32. Within this shared understanding of the communion 
of the local churches in the universal Church, differences 
arise, not only about the geographical extent of the com-
munity intended by the expression “local church” but also 
in relation to the role of bishops. Some churches are con-
vinced that the bishop, as a successor to the apostles, is 
essential to the structure and reality of the local church. 
Thus, in a strict sense, the local church is a diocese, com-
prised of a number of parishes. For others, having devel-
oped various forms of self-understanding, the expression 
“local church” is less common and not defined in reference 
to the ministry of a bishop. For some of those churches, 
the local church is simply the congregation of believers 
gathered in one place to hear the Word and celebrate the 
Sacraments. Both for those who see the bishop as essential 
and for those who do not, the expression “local church” 

16. Cf. the unity statements of the New Delhi, Uppsala, and 
Nairobi assemblies of the World Council of Churches in W. A. 
Visser ‘t Hooft (ed.), The New Delhi Report: The Third Assembly 
of the World Council of Churches 1961, London, SCM, 1962, 
116-134; N. Goodall (ed.), The Uppsala Report 1968: Official 
Report of the Fourth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, 
Geneva, WCC, 1968, 11-19; and D. M. Paton (ed.), Breaking 
Barriers Nairobi 1975: The Official Report of the Fifth Assembly 
of the World Council of Churches, London-Grand Rapids, SPCK-
Eerdmans, 1976, 59-69.
17. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 18, in J. P. Migne, Patrologia 
Graeca 33, 1044.

has also at times been used to refer to a regional configura-
tion of churches, gathered together in a synodal structure 
under a presidency. Finally there is not yet agreement about 
how local, regional and universal levels of ecclesial order 
relate to one another, although valuable steps in seeking 
convergence about those relations can be found in both 
multilateral and bilateral dialogues.18

The Relationship between Local and Universal Church
Many churches can embrace a shared understanding of 
the fundamental relationship and communion of local 
churches within the universal Church. They share the 
understanding that the presence of Christ, by the will of 
the Father and the power of the Spirit, is truly mani-
fested in the local church (it is “wholly Church”), and 
that this very presence of Christ impels the local church 
to be in communion with the universal Church (it is not 
“the whole Church”). Where this fundamental agreement 
is found, the expression “local church” may nonetheless 
be used in varying ways. In our common quest for closer 
unity, we invite the churches to seek more precise mutual 
understanding and agreement in this area: what is the 
appropriate relation between the various levels of life of a 
fully united Church and what specific ministries of lead-
ership are needed to serve and foster those relations?

18. A good example at the multilateral level is the report of 
the Joint Working Group of the World Council of Churches 
and the Roman Catholic Church “The Church: Local and 
Universal,” in www.oikoumene.org/en/%20resources/documents/
wcc-commissions/. Cf. also Growth in Agreement II, 862-875. 
From the bilateral dialogues, see “Ecclesial Communion—
Communion of Churches” of the Lutheran-Roman Catholic 
“Church and Justification,” in Growth in Agreement II, 505-
512; and especially the Orthodox- Roman Catholic statement 
on “Ecclesiological and Canonical Consequences of the 
Sacramental Nature of the Church: Ecclesial Communion, 
Conciliarity and Authority” (2007) at: www.vatican.va/
roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/ch_orthodox_docs/
rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_20071013_documento-ravenna_en.html.
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CHAPTER III: The Church: Growing in Communion

A. Already but Not Yet
33. The Church is an eschatological reality, already antici-
pating the kingdom, but not yet its full realization. The 
Holy Spirit is the principal agent in establishing the king-
dom and in guiding the Church so that it can be a servant 
of God’s work in this process. Only as we view the present 
in the light of the activity of the Holy Spirit, guiding the 
whole process of salvation history to its final recapitulation 
in Christ to the glory of the Father, do we begin to grasp 
something of the mystery of the Church.

34. On the one hand, as the communion of believers held 
in personal relationship with God, the Church is already 
the eschatological community God wills. Visible and tan-
gible signs which express that this new life of communion 
has been effectively realized are: receiving and sharing the 
faith of the apostles, baptising, breaking and sharing the 
eucharistic bread, praying with and for one another and 
for the needs of the world, serving one another in love, 
participating in each other’s joys and sorrows, giving mate-
rial aid, proclaiming and witnessing to the good news in 
mission and working together for justice and peace. On the 
other hand, as an historical reality the Church is made up 
of human beings who are subject to the conditions of the 
world. One such condition is change,1 either positive in the 
sense of growth and development or negative in the sense 
of decline and distortion. Other conditions include cul-
tural and historical factors which can have either a positive 
or a negative impact on the Church’s faith, life and witness.

35. As a pilgrim community the Church contends with the 
reality of sin. Ecumenical dialogue has shown that there are 
deep, commonly-held convictions behind what have some-
times been seen as conflicting views concerning the rela-
tion between the Church’s holiness and human sin. There 
are significant differences in the way in which Christians 
articulate these common convictions. For some, their tradi-
tion affirms that the Church is sinless since, being the body 
of the sinless Christ, it cannot sin. Others consider that it 
is appropriate to refer to the Church as sinning, since sin 
may become systemic so as to affect the institution of the 
Church itself and, although sin is in contradiction to the 
true identity of the Church, it is nonetheless real. The dif-
ferent ways in which various communities understand sin 
itself, whether primarily as moral imperfection or primar-
ily as a break in relationship, as well as whether and how 

1. This condition of change is not meant to obscure the enduring 
meaning of Jesus Christ and his Gospel: “Jesus Christ is the same 
yesterday and today and forever” (Heb. 13:8).

sin may be systemic, can also have an impact upon this 
question.

36. The Church is the body of Christ; according to his 
promise, the gates of hell cannot prevail against it (cf. Matt. 
16:18). Christ’s victory over sin is complete and irrevers-
ible, and by Christ’s promise and grace Christians have 
confidence that the Church will always share in the fruits 
of that victory. They also share the realization that, in this 
present age, believers are vulnerable to the power of sin, 
both individually and collectively. All churches acknowl-
edge the fact of sin among believers and its often grevious 
impact. All recognize the continual need for Christian self-
examination, penitence, conversion (metanoia), reconcilia-
tion and renewal. Holiness and sin relate to the life of the 
Church in different and unequal ways. Holiness expresses 
the Church’s identity according to the will of God, while sin 
stands in contradiction to this identity (cf. Rom. 6:1-11).

B. Growing in the Essential Elements of Communion: Faith, 
Sacraments, Ministry
37. The journey towards the full realization of God’s gift 
of communion requires Christian communities to agree 
about the fundamental aspects of the life of the Church. 
“The ecclesial elements required for full communion 
within a visibly united church—the goal of the ecumeni-
cal movement—are communion in the fullness of apostolic 
faith; in sacramental life; in a truly one and mutually rec-
ognized ministry; in structures of conciliar relations and 
decision-making; and in common witness and service in 
the world.”2 These attributes serve as a necessary framework 

2. From “The Church: Local and Universal” (1990), §25, in 
Growth in Agreement II, 868. Paragraphs 10-11 and 28-32 of 
this text demonstrate with quotations and footnotes the fact 
that its presentation of communion has been drawn from a wide 
range of ecumenical dialogues involving Anglicans, Lutherans, 
Methodists, Orthodox, Reformed and Roman Catholics, as well 
as several statements on unity adopted at some of the Assemblies 
of the WCC (cf. footnote 16, ch. 1). The World Council of 
Churches statement, “The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift 
and Calling,” enhances the ministerial element by adding the 
word reconciled to recognized [M. Kinnamon (ed.), Signs of the 
Spirit: Official Report Seventh Assembly, Geneva, WCC, 1991, 
173]. Similar configurations of the fundamental components of 
communion appear in the Lutheran-Roman Catholic document 
“Facing Unity,” in Growth in Agreement II, 456-477, which 
presents the church as a community of faith, sacraments and 
service; and the Methodist-Roman Catholic text “The Apostolic 
Tradition,” in Growth in Agreement II, 610-613, which describes 
the living body of the church in terms of faith, worship and 
ministry. The classic unity statements from the WCC general 
assemblies of New Delhi (1960), Nairobi (1975), Canberra (1990) 
and Porto Alegre (2005) also present the essential qualities of 
unity, as the following quotation from the last of these may serve 
to illustrate: “Our churches have affirmed that the unity for which 



13316: The Church: Towards a Common Vision

for maintaining unity in legitimate diversity. Moreover, the 
growth of churches towards the unity of the one Church is 
intimately related to their calling to promote the unity of 
the whole of humanity and of creation, since Christ, who 
is head of the Church, is the one in whom all are to be 
reconciled. Dialogue, such as that which accompanied the 
writing and reception of Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, 
has already registered significant progress in convergence 
about these essential elements of communion, though less 
on ministry than on the other two. It is not the intention 
of the present text to repeat those past achievements but 
rather to summarize them briefly and to indicate a few of 
the further steps forward that have been made in recent 
years.

Faith
38. Regarding the first of these elements, there is wide-
spread agreement that the Church is called to proclaim, 
in each generation, the faith “once for all entrusted to the 
saints” (Jude v. 3) and to remain steadfast in the teach-
ing first handed on by the apostles. Faith is evoked by the 
Word of God, inspired by the grace of the Holy Spirit, 
attested in Scripture and transmitted through the living 
tradition of the Church. It is confessed in worship, life, 
service and mission. While it must be interpreted in the 
context of changing times and places, these interpretations 
must remain in continuity with the original witness and 
with its faithful explication throughout the ages. Faith has 
to be lived out in active response to the challenges of every 
age and place. It speaks to personal and social situations, 
including situations of injustice, of the violation of human 
dignity and of the degradation of creation.

39. Ecumenical dialogue has shown that, on many cen-
tral aspects of Christian doctrine, there is a great deal that 
already unites believers.3 In 1991, the study text Confessing 

we pray, hope, and work is “a koinonia given and expressed in the 
common confession of the apostolic faith; a common sacramental 
life entered by the one baptism and celebrated together in one 
eucharistic fellowship; a common life in which members and 
ministries are mutually recognized and reconciled; and a common 
mission witnessing to the gospel of God’s grace to all people and 
serving the whole of creation.” Such koinonia is to be expressed 
in each place, and through a conciliar relationship of churches in 
different places,” in “Called to Be the One Church,” §2, Growth in 
Agreement III, 606-607.
3. See, for example, the chapters “Fundamentals of Our Common 
Faith: Jesus Christ and the Holy Trinity” and “Salvation, 
Justification, Sanctification” of Walter Kasper’s, Harvesting the 
Fruits: Basic Aspects of Christian Faith in Dialogue, London-New 
York, Continuum, 2009, 10-47, which recounts convergence about 
these topics among Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, Reformed 
and Roman Catholics.

the One Faith not only succeeded in showing substantial 
agreement among Christians concerning the meaning 
of the Nicene Creed professed in the liturgies of most 
churches. It also explained how the faith of the creed is 
grounded in Scripture, confessed in the ecumenical symbol 
and has to be confessed afresh in relation to the challenges 
of the contemporary world. The intention was not only to 
help churches recognize fidelity to that faith in themselves 
and in others but also to provide a credible ecumenical 
tool for proclaiming the faith today. In 1998, A Treasure 
in Earthen Vessels explored the ongoing interpretation of 
Scripture and Tradition in handing on the faith, noting: 
“The Holy Spirit inspires and leads the churches each to 
rethink and reinterpret their tradition in conversation with 
each other, always aiming to embody the one Tradition in 
the unity of God’s Church.”4 While the churches generally 
agree as to the importance of Tradition in the generation 
and subsequent interpretation of scripture, more recent 
dialogue has tried to understand how the Christian com-
munity engages in such interpretation. Many bilateral dia-
logues have acknowledged that ecclesial interpretation of 
the contemporary meaning of the Word of God involves 
the faith experience of the whole people, the insights of 
theologians, and the discernment of the ordained minis-
try.5 The challenge today is for churches to agree on how 
these factors work together.

Sacraments
40. Regarding the sacraments, the churches registered a 
significant degree of approval with the way in which Bap-
tism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982) described the meaning 
4. A Treasure in Earthen Vessels, Geneva, WCC, 1998, §32. Earlier, 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section on Ministry, §34, had 
noted: “Apostolic tradition in the Church means continuity in the 
permanent characteristics of the Church of the apostles: witness 
to the apostolic faith, proclamation and fresh interpretation of the 
Gospel, celebration of baptism and the eucharist, the transmission 
of ministerial responsibilities, communion in prayer, love, joy and 
suffering, service to the sick and the needy, unity among the local 
Churches and sharing the gifts which the Lord has given to each”; 
in Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry, Geneva, WCC, 1982.
5. See, for example, the Lutheran-Orthodox statement 
“Scripture and Tradition,” in Growth in Agreement II, 224-225; 
the Methodist-Roman Catholic “The Word of Life,” §§62-72, 
describing the “Agents of Discernment,” in Growth in Agreement 
I, 632-634; the Anglican-Roman Catholic “Gift of Authority,” 
in Growth in Agreement III, 60-81; the Disciples-Roman 
Catholic “Receiving and Handing on the Faith: The Mission 
and Responsibility of the Church,” in Growth in Agreement III, 
121-137; the Methodist-Roman Catholic “Speaking the Truth in 
Love: Teaching Authority among Catholics and Methodists,” in 
Growth in Agreement III, 138-176; and the Reformed-Oriental 
Orthodox “Report” (2001), §§22-28, describing “Tradition and 
Holy Scripture” and “The Role of the Theologian in the Christian 
Community,” in Growth in Agreement III, 43-44.
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and celebration of baptism and eucharist.6 That text also 
suggested avenues seeking further convergence on what 
remained the most significant unresolved issues: who may 
be baptized, the presence of Christ in the eucharist and the 
relation of the eucharist to Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. 
At the same time, while briefly commenting on chrisma-
tion or confirmation, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry did 
not address the other rites celebrated in many communities 
and considered by some as sacraments, nor was it designed 
to take into account the view of those communities who 
affirm that their vocation does not include the rites of bap-
tism and the eucharist, while affirming that they share in 
the sacramental life of the Church.

41. The growing convergence among churches in their 
understanding of baptism may be summarized as follows.7 
Through Baptism with water in the name of the Triune 
God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Christians 
are united with Christ and with each other in the Church 
of every time and place. Baptism is the introduction to and 
celebration of new life in Christ and of participation in 
his baptism, life, death and resurrection (cf. Matt. 3:13-17; 
Rom. 6:3-5). It is “the water of rebirth and renewal by the 
Holy Spirit” (Titus 3,5) incorporating believers into the 
body of Christ and enabling them to share in the kingdom 
of God and the life of the world to come (cf. Eph 2:6). 
Baptism involves confession of sin, conversion of heart, 
pardoning, cleansing and sanctification; it consecrates the 
believer as a member of “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation” (1 Pet. 2:9). Baptism is thus a basic bond 
of unity. Some churches see the gift of the Holy Spirit as 
given in a special way through chrismation or confirma-
tion, which is considered by them as one of the sacraments 
of initiation. The general agreement about baptism has led 
some who are involved in the ecumenical movement to call 
for the mutual recognition of baptism.8

42. There is a dynamic and profound relation between 
baptism and the eucharist. The communion into which 

6. Cf. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, 1982-1990: Report on the 
Process and Responses, Geneva, WCC, 1990, 39, 55-56.
7. This paragraph recounts the material elaborated under the 
subtitle “II. The Meaning of Baptism,” in Baptism, Eucharist and 
Ministry, Section on Baptism, §§2-7. Very similar affirmations 
from four international bilateral dialogues are found in “Common 
Understanding of Baptism” of W. Kasper, Harvesting the Fruits, 
164-168, as well as in the Faith and Order study text entitled One 
Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition, Geneva, WCC, 2011.
8. An example of such mutual recognition of baptism was that 
achieved by eleven of the sixteen member communities of the 
Christian Council of Churches in Germany on April 29, 2007, 
which is recounted at www.ekd.de/english/mutual_recognition_
of_baptism.html. 

the newly initiated Christian enters is brought to fuller 
expression and nourished in the eucharist, which reaf-
firms baptismal faith and gives grace for the faithful liv-
ing out of the Christian calling. The progress in agreement 
about the eucharist registered in ecumenical dialogue may 
be summarized as follows.9 The Lord’s Supper is the cel-
ebration in which, gathered around his table, Christians 
receive the body and blood of Christ. It is a proclamation 
of the Gospel, a glorification of the Father for everything 
accomplished in creation, redemption and sanctification 
(doxologia); a memorial of the death and resurrection of 
Christ Jesus and what was accomplished once for all on 
the Cross (anamnesis); and an invocation of the Holy Spirit 
to transform both the elements of bread and wine and the 
participants themselves (epiclesis). Intercession is made for 
the needs of the Church and the world, the communion of 
the faithful is again deepened as an anticipation and fore-
taste of the kingdom to come, impelling them to go out 
and share Christ’s mission of inaugurating that kingdom 
even now. St Paul highlights the connection between the 
Lord’s Supper and the very life of the Church (cf. 1 Cor. 
10:16-17; 11:17-33).

43. Just as the confession of faith and baptism are insepa-
rable from a life of service and witness, so too the eucharist 
demands reconciliation and sharing by all those who are 
brothers and sisters in the one family of God. “Christians 
are called in the eucharist to be in solidarity with the out-
cast and to become signs of the love of Christ who lived 
and sacrificed himself for all and now gives himself in the 
eucharist.... The eucharist brings into the present age a 
new reality which transforms Christians into the image of 
Christ and therefore makes them his effective witnesses.”10 
The liturgical renewal among some churches may be seen 
in part as a reception of the convergences registered in ecu-
menical dialogue about the sacraments.

44. Different Christian traditions have diverged as to 
whether baptism, eucharist and other rites should be termed 
“sacraments” or “ordinances.” The word sacrament (used to 
translate the Greek mysterion) indicates that God’s saving 
work is communicated in the action of the rite, whilst the 
term ordinance emphasizes that the action of the rite is per-
formed in obedience to Christ’s word and example.11 These 

9. This summary draws upon “II. The Meaning of the Eucharist” 
in Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section on Eucharist, §§2-26. 
For varying degrees of convergence between Anglicans, Lutherans, 
Methodists, Reformed and Roman Catholics, see “The Eucharist,” 
in Kasper, Harvesting the Fruits, 168-90.
10. From Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, §§24 and 26.
11. The Latin term sacramentum denoted the oath that a recruit 
pronounced upon entering military service and was used by the 
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two positions have often been seen as mutually opposed. 
However, as the Faith and Order study text One Baptism 
points out, “Most traditions, whether they use the term 
“sacrament” or “ordinance,” affirm that these events are 
both instrumental (in that God uses them to bring about a 
new reality), and expressive (of an already-existing reality). 
Some traditions emphasize the instrumental dimension.... 
Others emphasize the expressive dimension.”12 Might this 
difference then be more one of emphasis than of doctrinal 
disagreement? These rites express both the “institutional” 
and “charismatic” aspects of the Church. They are visible, 
effective actions instituted by Christ and, at the same time, 
are made effective by the action of the Holy Spirit who, by 
means of them, equips those who receive the sacraments 
with a variety of gifts for the edification of the Church and 
its mission in and for the world.

Sacraments and Ordinances
In the light of the convergences on Baptism and Eucha-
rist and of further reflection upon the historical roots and 
potential compatibility of the expressions “sacrament” 
and “ordinance,” the churches are challenged to explore 
whether they are able to arrive at deeper agreement about 
that dimension of the life of the Church that involves 
these rites. Such convergence could lead them to consider 
several additional questions. Most churches celebrate 
other rites or sacraments, such as chrismations/confirma-
tions, weddings and ordinations within their liturgies 
and many also have rites for the forgiveness of sin and 
the blessing of the sick: to whether baptism, eucharist and 
other rites should be termed “sacraments” or “ordinances.” 
The word sacrament may not the number and ecclesial 
status of these sacraments or ordinances be addressed in 
ecumenical dialogues? We also invite churches to consider 
whether they can now achieve closer convergence about 
who may receive baptism and who may preside at the 
Church’s liturgical celebrations? Further, are there ways 
in which fuller mutual understanding can be established 
between the churches which celebrate these rites and those 
Christian communities convinced that the sharing of life 
in Christ does not require the celebration of sacraments 
or other rites?

Ministry within the Church
Ordained Ministry

45. All churches affirm the biblical teaching that, unlike 
the many priests of the Old Covenant (cf. Heb. 7:23), 
Jesus, our high priest (cf. Heb. 8:10), offered his redeeming 

first major theologian to write in the Latin language, Tertullian 
(160-220), in reference to baptism.
12. One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition, §§30.

sacrifice “once for all” (cf. Heb. 7:27; 9:12; 9:26; 10:10, 
12-14). They differ on the implications they draw from 
these texts. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry noted that 
ordained ministers “may appropriately be called priests 
because they fulfil a particular priestly service by strength-
ening and building up the royal and prophetic priesthood 
of the faithful through word and sacraments, through their 
prayers of intercession, and through their pastoral guidance 
of the community.”13 In line with that view, some churches 
hold that ordained ministry stands in a special relation-
ship with the unique priesthood of Christ that it is distinct 
from, even if related to, that royal priesthood described in 
1 Pet. 2:9. These churches believe that some persons are 
ordained to a particular priestly function through the sac-
rament of ordination.14 Others do not consider ordained 
ministers as “priests,” nor do some understand ordination 
in sacramental terms. Christians disagree as well over the 
traditional restriction of ordination to the ministry of word 
and sacrament to men only.

Ordained Ministry
Ecumenical dialogue has repeatedly shown that issues 
relating to ordained ministry constitute challenging 
obstacles on the path to unity. If differences such as those 
relating to the priesthood of the ordained prohibit full 
unity, it must continue to be an urgent priority for the 
churches to discover how they can be overcome.

46. There is no single pattern of ministry in the New 
Testament, though all churches would look to Scripture 
in seeking to follow the will of the Lord concerning how 
ordained ministry is to be understood, ordered and exer-
cised. At times, the Spirit has guided the Church to adapt 
its ministries to contextual needs (cf. Acts 6:1-6). Various 
forms of ministry have been blessed with the gifts of the 
Spirit. Early writers, such as Ignatius of Antioch, insisted 
upon the threefold ministry of bishop, presbyter and dea-
con.15 This pattern of three related ministries can be seen 
to have roots in the New Testament; eventually it became 
the generally accepted pattern and is still considered nor-
mative by many churches today. Some churches, since the 
time of the Reformation, have adopted different patterns 

13. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section on Ministry, §17.
14. See Anglican-Roman Catholic “Ministry and Ordination”and 
“Elucidation,” in Growth in Agreement I, 78-87; and Orthodox-
Roman Catholic Dialogue, “The Sacrament of Order in the 
Sacramental Structure of the Church,” in Growth in Agreement II, 
671-679.
15. Cf. Ignatius of Antioch’s Letter to the Magnesians 6 and 13; 
Letter to the Trallians 7; Letter to the Philadelphians 4; Letter to the 
Smyrnaeans 8.
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of ministry.16 Among the several means for maintaining 
related to, the Church’s apostolicity, such as the scriptural 
canon, dogma and liturgical order, ordained ministry has 
played an important role. Succession in ministry is meant 
to serve the apostolic continuity of the Church.

47. Almost all Christian communities today have a formal 
structure of ministry. Frequently this structure is diversified 
and reflects, more or less explicitly, the threefold pattern 
of episkopos-presbyteros-diakonos. Churches remain divided, 
however, as to whether or not the “historic episcopate” 
(meaning bishops ordained in apostolic succession back 
to the earliest generations of the Church), or the apostolic 
succession of ordained ministry more generally, is some-
thing intended by Christ for his community. Some believe 
that the threefold ministry of bishop, presbyter and deacon 
is a sign of continuing faithfulness to the Gospel and is 
vital to the apostolic continuity of the Church as a whole.17 
In contrast, others do not view faithfulness to the Gospel as 
closely bound to succession in ministry, and some are wary 
of the historic episcopate because they see it as vulnerable 
to abuse and thus potentially harmful to the well-being of 
the community. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, for its 
part, only affirmed that the threefold ministry “may serve 
today as an expression of the unity we seek and also as a 
means for achieving it.”18

The Threefold Ministry
Given the signs of growing agreement about the place of 
ordained ministry in the Church, we are led to ask if the 
churches can achieve a consensus as to whether or not the 

16. Two insightful accounts of these Reformation developments 
are the Reformed-Roman Catholic text “Towards a Common 
Understanding of the Church,” §§12-63, titled “Toward a 
Reconciliation of Memories,” in GA II, 781-795; and the 
Lutheran-Roman Catholic text, The Apostolicity of the Church, 
Minneapolis 2006, §§65-164, pages 40-71.
17. On this point, the Lutheran-Roman Catholic “Church and 
Justification” (1993), §185, states: “There is no contradiction 
between the doctrine of justification and the idea of an ordained 
ministry instituted by God and necessary for the church” (Growth 
in Agreement II, 529). Nevertheless, a few paragraphs later, the 
same text adds: “The difference between the Catholic and the 
Lutheran views on the theological and ecclesiological evaluation 
of the episcopate is thus not so radical that a Lutheran rejection 
or even indifference towards this ministry stands in opposition 
to the Catholic assertion of its ecclesial indispensability. The 
question is rather one of a clear gradation in the evaluation of this 
ministry, which can be and has been described on the Catholic 
side by predicates such as ‘necessary’ or ‘indispensable’, and on the 
Lutheran side as ‘important,’ ‘meaningful’ and thus ‘desirable’” 
(§197; (Growth in Agreement II, 532).
18. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section on Ministry, §22.

threefold ministry is part of God’s will for the Church in 
its realization of the unity which God wills.

The Gift of Authority in the Ministry of the Church
48. All authority in the Church comes from her Lord and 
head, Jesus Christ, whose authority, conveyed with the 
word exousia (power, delegated authority, moral author-
ity, influence; literally “from out of one’s being”) in the 
New Testament, was exercised in his teaching (cf. Matt. 
5:2; Luke 5:3), his performing of miracles (cf. Mark. 1:30-
34; Matt. 14:35-36), his exorcisms (cf. Mark 1:27; Luke 
4:35-36), his forgiveness of sins (cf. Mark 2:10; Luke 5:4) 
and his leading the disciples in the ways of salvation (cf. 
Matt. 16:24). Jesus’ entire ministry was characterized by 
authority (Mark 1:27; Luke 4:36) which placed itself at 
the service of human beings. Having received “all author-
ity in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18), Jesus shared his 
authority with the apostles (cf. John 20:22). Their succes-
sors in the ministry of oversight (episkopé) exercised author-
ity in the proclamation of the Gospel, in the celebration of 
the sacraments, particularly the eucharist, and in the pasto-
ral guidance of believers.19

49. The distinctive nature of authority in the Church can 
be understood and exercised correctly only in the light 
of the authority of its head, the one who was crucified, 
who “emptied himself ” and “obediently accepted even 
death, death on the cross” (Phil. 2:7-8). This authority is 
to be understood within Jesus’ eschatological promise to 
guide the Church to fulfilment in the reign of heaven. 
Thus, the Church’s authority is different from that of the 
world. When the disciples sought to exercise power over 
one another, Jesus corrected them, saying that he came not 
to be served but to serve, and to offer his life for others 
(cf. Mark 10:41-45; Luke 22:25). Authority within the 
Church must be understood as humble service, nourishing 
and building up the koinonia of the Church in faith, life 
and witness; it is exemplified in Jesus’ action of washing 
the feet of the disciples (cf. John 13:1-17). It is a service 
(diakonia) of love, without any domination or coercion.

50. Thus, authority in the Church in its various forms 
and levels, must be distinguished from mere power. This 
authority comes from God the Father through the Son in 
the power of the Holy Spirit; as such it reflects the holi-
ness of God. The sources of authority recognized in varying 

19. This basic description of the authority of Jesus and its sharing 
with the Church closely paraphrases the description offered 
by the Orthodox- Roman Catholic Ravenna Statement (2007) 
concerning “Ecclesiological and Canonical Consequences of 
the Sacramental Nature of the Church: Ecclesial Communion, 
Conciliarity and Authority,” §12; see above, ch. II, n.18.
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degrees by the churches such as Scripture, Tradition, wor-
ship, councils and synods, also reflect the holiness of the 
Triune God. Such authority is recognized wherever the 
truth which leads to holiness is expressed and the holiness 
of God is voiced “from the lips of children and infants” 
(Ps. 8:2; cf Matt. 21:16). Holiness means a greater authen-
ticity in relationship with God, with others and with all 
creation. Throughout history the Church has recognized 
a certain authority in the lives of the saints, in the witness 
of monasticism and in various ways that groups of believ-
ers have lived out and expressed the truth of the gospel. 
Accordingly, a certain kind of authority may be recognized 
in the ecumenical dialogues and the agreed statements they 
produce, when they reflect a common search for and dis-
covery of the truth in love (cf. Eph. 4:15), urge believers 
to seek the Lord’s will for ecclesial communion, and invite 
on-going metanoia and holiness of life.

51. The authority which Jesus Christ, the one head of the 
Church, shares with those in ministries of leadership is 
neither only personal, nor only delegated by the commu-
nity. It is a gift of the Holy Spirit destined for the service 
(diakonia) of the Church in love. Its exercise includes the 
participation of the whole community, whose sense of the 
faith (sensus fidei) contributes to the overall understanding 
of God’s Word and whose reception of the guidance and 
teaching of the ordained ministers testifies to the authen-
ticity of that leadership. A relation of mutual love and dia-
logue unites those who exercise authority and those who 
are subject to it. As a means of guiding the Christian com-
munity in faith, worship and service with the exousia of 
the crucified and risen Lord, the exercise of authority can 
call for obedience, but such a call is meant to be welcomed 
with voluntary cooperation and consent since its aim is to 
assist believers in growing to full maturity in Christ (cf. 
Eph. 4:11-16).20 The “sense” for the authentic meaning of 
the Gospel that is shared by the whole people of God, the 
insights of those dedicated in a special way to biblical and 
theological studies, and the guidance of those especially 
consecrated for the ministry of oversight, all collaborate in 
the discernment of God’s will for the community. Deci-
sion-making in the Church seeks and elicits the consensus 
of all and depends upon the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 
discerned in attentive listening to God’s Word and to one 
another. By the process of active reception over time, the 
Spirit resolves possible ambiguities in decisions. The ecu-
menical movement has made it possible for authoritative 
teaching by some Christian leaders to have an effect beyond 
the boundaries of their own communities, even now in our 
20. Cf. “Ecclesiological and Canonical Consequences of the 
Sacramental Nature of the Church: Ecclesial Communion, 
Conciliarity and Authority,” §§13-14; see above ch. II, n.18.

current state of division. For example, Archbishop Des-
mond Tutu’s leadership in declaring that “apartheid was 
too strong to be overcome by a divided Church,”21 the ini-
tiatives by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew to unite 
Christian leaders in the cause of ecology, the efforts by 
Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI to invite Christians 
and leaders from other faiths to join together in praying 
for and promoting peace, and of the influence of Brother 
Roger Schutz as he inspired countless Christian believers, 
especially the young, to join together in common worship 
of the Triune God.

Authority in the Church and Its Exercise
Significant steps towards convergence on authority and 
its exercise have been recorded in various bilateral dia-
logues.22 Differences continue to exist between churches, 
however, as to the relative weight to be accorded to the 
different sources of authority, as to how far and in what 
ways the Church has the means to arrive at a norma-
tive expression of its faith, and as to the role of ordained 
ministers in providing an authoritative interpretation 
of revelation. Yet all churches share the urgent concern 
that the Gospel be preached, interpreted and lived out in 
the world humbly, but with compelling authority. May 
not the seeking of ecumenical convergence on the way in 
which authority is recognized and exercised play a cre-
ative role in this missionary endeavour of the churches?

The Ministry of Oversight (Episkopé)
52. The Church, as the body of Christ and the eschatologi-
cal people of God, is built up by the Holy Spirit through a 
diversity of gifts or ministries. This these gifts may enrich 
the whole Church, its unity and mission.23 The faithful 
exercise of the ministry of episkopé under the Gospel by 
persons chosen and set aside for such ministry is a require-
ment of fundamental importance for the Church’s life and 
mission. The specific development of structures of episkopé 
varied in different times and places; but all communities, 
whether episcopally ordered or not, continued to see the 
need for a ministry of episkopé. In every case episkopé is in 

21. Desmond Tutu, “Towards Koinonia in Faith, Life and 
Witness,” in T. Best and G. Gassmann (eds.), On the Way to Fuller 
Koinonia, Geneva, WCC, 1994, 96-97.
22. See, for example, the Anglican-Roman Catholic report 
“Authority in the Church” (1976) in Growth in Agreement I, 
88-105; “Authority in the Church II” in Growth in Agreement I, 
106-18; “The Gift of Authority” (1998), in Growth in Agreement 
III, 60-81; this is also echoed in §§83-84 of the Methodist-Roman 
Catholic document “Speaking the Truth in Love: Teaching 
Authority among Catholics and Methodists,” in Growth in 
Agreement III, 163-164.
23. Cf. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section on Ministry, §23.
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the service of maintaining continuity in apostolic faith and 
unity of life. In addition to preaching the Word and cel-
ebrating the Sacraments, a principal purpose of this min-
istry is faithfully to safeguard and hand on revealed truth, 
to hold the local congregations in communion, to give 
mutual support and to lead in witnessing to the Gospel. 
Such guidance includes the oversight of the various Chris-
tian service organizations dedicated to bettering human life 
and to the relief of suffering, aspects of the Church’s service 
(diakonia) to the world to which we will return in the next 
chapter. All these functions, summed up in the term epis-
kopé or oversight, are exercised by persons who relate to the 
faithful of their own communities as well as to those who 
exercise such a ministry in other local communities. This is 
what it means to affirm that the ministry of oversight, as all 
ministry in the Church, needs to be exercised in personal, 
collegial and communal ways.24 These ways of exercise have 
been succinctly described in Baptism, Eucharist and Minis-
try as follows: “It should be personal, because the presence 
of Christ among his people can most effectively be pointed 
to by the person ordained to proclaim the Gospel and to 
call the community to serve the Lord in unity of life and 
witness. It should also be collegial, for there is need for a 
college of ordained ministers sharing in the common task 
of representing the concerns of the community. Finally, 
the intimate relationship between the ordained ministry 
and the community should find expression in a communal 
dimension where the exercise of the ordained ministry is 
rooted in the life of the community and requires the com-
munity’s effective participation in the discovery of God’s 
will and the guidance of the Spirit.”25

53. One such exercise of oversight reflects that quality of 
the Church which might be termed “synodality” or “con-
ciliarity.” The word synod comes from the Greek terms syn 
(with) and odos (way) suggesting a “walking together.” 
Both synodality and conciliarity signify that “each mem-
ber of the Body of Christ, by virtue of baptism, has his or 
her place and proper responsibility” in the communion of 

24. Already at the first world conference on Faith and Order at 
Lausanne in 1927, the ordering of the churches in “episcopal,” 
“presbyteral” and “congregational” systems was noted and the 
values underlying these three orders were “believed by many to 
be essential to the good order of the Church.” In H. N. Bate (ed.), 
Faith and Order Proceedings of the World Conference: Lausanne, 
August 3-21, 1927, London, Student Christian Movement, 1927, 
379. Fifty-five years later, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, section 
on Ministry, Commentary on §26, cited this Lausanne text in 
justification of its affirmation that ordained ministry should be 
exercised in ways that are personal, collegial and communal.
25. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, §26.

the church.26 Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the 
whole Church is synodal/ conciliar, at all levels of ecclesial 
life: local, regional and universal. The quality of synodality 
or conciliarity reflects the mystery of the trinitarian life of 
God, and the structures of the Church express this quality 
so as to actualize the community’s life as a communion. 
In the local Eucharistic community, this quality is experi-
enced in the profound unity in love and truth between the 
members and their presiding minister. In crucial situations 
synods have come together to discern the apostolic faith in 
response to doctrinal or moral dangers or heresies, trusting 
in the guidance of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus promised 
to send after his return to the Father (cf. John 16:7.12-14). 
Ecumenical synods enjoyed the participation of leaders 
from the entire Church; their decisions were received by all 
as an acknowledgment of the important service they played 
in fostering and maintaining communion throughout the 
Church as a whole.27 The churches currently have different 
views and practices about the participation and role of the 
laity in synods.

The Authority of Ecumenical Councils
While most churches accept the doctrinal definitions of 
the early Ecumenical Councils as expressive of the teach-
ing of the New Testament, some maintain that all post-
biblical doctrinal decisions are open to revision, while 
others consider some doctrinal definitions to be normative 
and therefore irreformable expressions of the faith. Has 
ecumenical dialogue made possible a common assessment 
of the normativity of the teaching of the early Ecumenical 
Councils?

54. Wherever the Church comes together to take counsel 
and make important decisions, there is need for someone 
to summon and preside over the gathering for the sake 
of good order and to facilitate the process of promoting, 

26. See Orthodox-Roman Catholic International Dialogue, 
“Ecclesial Communion, Conciliarity and Authority,” §5, 
which notes that synodality may be taken as synonymous with 
conciliarity.
27. An “ecumenical” council or synod would be one representing 
the whole Christian world. The first such council is universally 
recognized as that held at Nicaea in 325 to affirm the divinity of 
Christ in response to the new teaching of Arius, which denied 
the Son’s equality with the Father. Churches differ on how many 
such councils have been held. On ecumenical councils and their 
authority, see, for example, the Lutheran-Orthodox “Authority in 
and of the Church: The Ecumenical Councils” (1993), in Growth in 
Agreement III, 12-14; the subsection “Councils and the Declaration 
of the Faith” of the Disciples-Roman Catholic, “Receiving and 
Handing on the Faith: The Mission and Responsibility of the 
Church,” in Growth in Agreement II, 125-127; cf. also Councils and 
the Ecumenical Movement, Geneva, WCC, 1968.
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discerning and articulating consensus. Those who preside 
are always to be at the service of those among whom they 
preside for the edification of the Church of God, in love 
and truth. It is the duty of the ones who preside to respect 
the integrity of local churches, to give voice to the voiceless 
and to uphold unity in diversity.

55. The word primacy refers to the custom and use, already 
recognized by the first ecumenical councils as an ancient 
practice, whereby the bishops of Alexandria, Rome and 
Antioch, and later Jerusalem and Constantinople, exer-
cised a personal ministry of oversight over an area much 
wider than that of their individual ecclesiastical provinces. 
Such primatial oversight was not seen as opposed to syno-
dality/conciliarity, which expresses more the collegial ser-
vice to unity. Historically, forms of primacy have existed 
at various levels. According to canon 34 of the Apostolic 
Canons, which is expressive of the Church’s self-under-
standing in the early centuries and is still held in honour 
by many, though not all, Christians today, the first among 
the bishops in each nation would only make a decision 
in agreement with the other bishops and the latter would 
make no important decision without the agreement of the 
first.28 Even in the early centuries, the various ministries 
of primacy were plagued at times by competition between 
Church leaders. A primacy of decision-making (jurisdic-
tion) and teaching authority, extending to the whole people 
of God, was gradually claimed by the Bishop of Rome on 
the basis of the relation of that local church to the apostles 
Peter and Paul. While acknowledged by many churches in 
the early centuries, its essential role and manner of exercise 
were matters of significant controversy. In recent years, the 
ecumenical movement has helped to create a more concil-
iatory climate in which a ministry in service to the unity of 
the whole Church has been discussed.

56. Partly because of the progress already recorded in bilat-
eral and multilateral dialogues, the Fifth World Confer-
ence on Faith and Order raised the question “of a universal 
ministry of Christian unity.”29 In his encyclical Ut Unum 
Sint, Pope John Paul II quoted this text when he invited 
Church leaders and their theologians to “enter into patient 
and fraternal dialogue” with him concerning this minis-
try.30 In subsequent discussion, despite continuing areas 

28. This canon can be found at www.newadvent.org/fathers/3820.
htm. 
29. §31.2 of “Report of Section II: Confessing the One Faith to 
God’s Glory,” in T. F. Best and G. Gassmann (eds.), On the Way to 
Fuller Koinonia, Geneva, WCC, 1994, 243.
30. John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, London, Catholic Truth Society, 
1995, §96. A report entitled “Petrine Ministry” presents a 
synthesis and analysis of the various ecumenical dialogues which, 

of disagreement, some members of other churches have 
expressed an openness to considering how such a minis-
try might foster the unity of local churches throughout the 
world and promote, not endanger, the distinctive features 
of their witness. Given the ecumenical sensitivity of this 
issue, it is important to distinguish between the essence of 
a ministry of primacy and any particular ways in which it 
has been or is currently being exercised. All would agree 
that any such personal primatial ministry would need to be 
exercised in communal and collegial ways.

57. There is still much work to be done to arrive at a 
convergence on this topic. At present Christians do not 
agree that a universal ministry of primacy is necessary or 
even desirable, although several bilateral dialogues have 
acknowledged the value of a ministry in service to the unity 
of the whole Christian community or even that such a 
ministry may be included in Christ’s will for his Church.31 
The lack of agreement is not simply between certain fami-
lies of churches but exists within some churches. There has 
been significant ecumenical discussion of New Testament 
evidence about a ministry serving the wider unity of the 
Church, such as those of St Peter or of St Paul. Neverthe-
less, disagreements remain about the significance of their 
ministries and what they may imply concerning God’s pos-
sible intention for some form of ministry in service to the 
unity and mission of the Church as a whole.

A Universal Ministry of Unity
If, according to the will of Christ, current divisions are 
overcome, how might a ministry that fosters and promotes 
the unity of the Church at the universal level be under-
stood and exercised?

up to 2001, had taken up the question of a ministry of primacy, 
as well as the responses given to John Paul’s invitation to dialogue 
about this ministry. It grouped the central issues under four 
headings: scriptural foundations, De iure divino [whether such a 
ministry could be based upon God’s will], universal jurisdiction 
(the exercise of authority or power within the Church), and papal 
infallibility. This preliminary report can be found in Information 
Service, N. 109 (2002/I-II), 29-42, and shows that the assessment 
of a “petrine ministry” differs significantly according to the 
particular tradition to which a Christian community belongs.
31. See the Anglican-Roman Catholic report “The Gift 
of Authority,” in Growth in Agreement III, 60-81, and the 
Orthodox-Roman Catholic, “The Ecclesiological and Canonical 
Consequences of the Sacramental Nature of the Church.”
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CHAPTER IV: The Church: In and for the World

A. God’s Plan for Creation: The Kingdom
58. 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 fore-
most attitude of God towards the world is love, for every 
child, woman 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. The study document Church and World described 
such service in the following way: “As the body of Christ, 
the Church participates in the divine mystery. As mystery, 
it reveals Christ to the world by proclaiming the Gospel, 
by celebrating the sacraments (which are themselves called 
‘mysteries’), and by manifesting the newness of life given 
by him, thus anticipating the Kingdom already present in 
him.”1

59. The Church’s mission in the world is to proclaim to all 
people, in word and deed, the Good News of salvation in 
Jesus Christ (cf. Mk.16:15). Evangelization is thus one of 
the foremost tasks of the Church in obedience to the com-
mand of Jesus (cf. Matt. 28:18-20). The Church is called 
by Christ in the Holy Spirit to bear witness to the Father’s 
reconciliation, healing and transformation of creation. 
Thus a constitutive aspect of evangelization is the promo-
tion of justice and peace.

60. 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.2 This occasions Christians 

1. Church and World: The Unity of the Church and the Renewal of 
Human Community, Geneva, WCC, 1990, Chapter III, §21, page 27.
2. On questions relating to this topic, see “Religious Plurality 
and Christian Self-Understanding” (2006), the result of a 
study process in response to suggestions made in 2002 at the 
WCC central committee to the three staff teams on Faith and 
Order, Inter-religious Relations, and Mission and Evangelism, 
available at: www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/%20documents/
assembly/porto-alegre-2006/3-preparatory-and-background-%20
documents/religious-plurality-and-christian-self-understanding.
html. This statement follows the discussion of the relation between 
mission and world religions at the conference of the Commission 
on World Mission and Evangelism held in San Antonio in 1989. 
Because of its relevance to the general themes taken up in this 
chapter, some mention of interreligious relations will appear in 
each of its three sections.

to recall those gospel passages in which Jesus himself speaks 
positively about those who were “foreign” or “others” in 
relation to his listeners (cf. Matt. 8:11-12; Luke 7:9; 13:28-
30). Christians acknowledge religious freedom as one of 
the fundamental dimensions of human dignity and, in the 
charity called for by Christ himself, they seek to respect 
that dignity and to dialogue with others, not only to share 
the riches of Christian faith but also to appreciate whatever 
elements of truth and goodness are present in other reli-
gions. In the past, when proclaiming the Gospel to those 
who had not yet heard it, due respect was not always given 
to their religions. Evangelization should always be respect-
ful of those who hold other beliefs. 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.3 Within the contemporary context of 
increased awareness of religious pluralism, the possibility of 
salvation for those who do not explicitly believe in Christ 
and the relation between interreligious dialogue and the 
proclamation that Jesus is Lord have increasingly become 
topics of reflection and discussion among Christians.

Ecumenical Response to Religious Pluralism
There remain serious disagreements within and between 
some churches concerning these issues. The New Testa-
ment teaches that God wills the salvation of all people 
(cf. 1 Tim. 2:4) and, at the same time, that Jesus is the 
one and only saviour of the world (cf. 1 Tim. 2:5 and 
Acts 4:12). What conclusions may be drawn from these 
biblical teachings regarding the possibility of salvation 
for those who do not believe in Christ? Some hold that, 
in ways known to God, salvation in Christ through the 
power of the Holy Spirit is possible for those who do not 
explicitly share Christian faith. Others do not see how 
such a view sufficiently corresponds to biblical passages 
about the necessity of faith and baptism for salvation. 
Differences on this question will have an impact upon 
how one understands and puts into practice the mission of 
the Church. Within today’s context of increased awareness 

3. The “Charta Oecumenica” (2001) of the Conference of 
European Churches (CEC) and the Council of European 
Episcopal Conferences (CCEE), §2, states: “We commit ourselves 
to recognise that every person can freely choose his or her 
religious and church affiliation as a matter of conscience, which 
means not inducing anyone to convert through moral pressure or 
material incentive, but also not hindering anyone from entering 
into conversion of his or her own free will. See also et Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for 
Conduct” of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, 
the World Council of Churches and the World Evangelical 
Alliance, approved on 28 January 2011, and available at: www.
vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/
rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_en.html.
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of the vitality of various religions throughout the world, 
how may the churches arrive at greater convergence about 
these issues and cooperate more effectively in witnessing to 
the Gospel in word and deed?

B. The Moral Challenge of the Gospel
61. Christians are called to repent of their sins, to for-
give others and to lead sacrificial lives of service: disciple-
ship demands moral commitment. However, as St Paul 
so emphatically teaches, human beings are justified not 
through works of the law but by grace through faith (cf. 
Rom. 3:21-26; Gal. 2:19-21). Thus the Christian commu-
nity lives within the sphere of divine forgiveness and grace, 
which calls forth and shapes the moral life of believers. 
It is of significant importance for the reestablishment of 
unity that the two communities whose separation marked 
the beginning of the Protestant Reformation have achieved 
consensus about the central aspects of the doctrine of jus-
tification by faith, the major focus of disagreement at the 
time of their division.4 It is on the basis of faith and grace 
that moral engagement and common action are possible 
and should be affirmed as intrinsic to the life and being of 
the Church.

62. The ethics of Christians as disciples are rooted in God, 
the creator and revealer, and take shape as the community 
seeks to understand God’s will within the various circum-
stances of time and place. The Church does not stand in iso-
lation from the moral struggles of humankind as a whole. 
Together with the adherents of other religions as well as 
with all persons of good will, Christians must promote 
not only those individual moral values which are essential 
to the authentic realization of the human person but also 
the social values of justice, peace and the protection of the 
environment, since the message of the Gospel extends to 
both the personal and the communal aspects of human 
existence. Thus koinonia includes not only the confession 
of the one faith and celebration of common worship, but 
also shared moral values, based upon the inspiration and 
insights of the Gospel. Notwithstanding their current state 
of division, the churches have come so far in fellowship 
with one another that they are aware that what one does 
affects the life of others, and, in consequence, are increas-
ingly conscious of the need to be accountable to each other 
with respect to their ethical reflections and decisions. As 
churches engage in mutual questioning and affirmation, 
they give expression to what they share in Christ.

4. See the Lutheran-Roman Catholic Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2000.

63. While tensions about moral issues have always been 
a concern for the Church, in the world of today, philo-
sophical, social and cultural developments have led to the 
rethinking of many moral norms, causing new conflicts 
over moral principles and ethical questions to affect the 
unity of the churches. At the same time, moral questions 
are related to Christian anthropology, and priority is given 
to the Gospel in evaluating new developments in moral 
thinking. Individual Christians and churches sometimes 
find themselves divided into opposing opinions about what 
principles of personal or collective morality are in harmony 
with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Moreover, some believe 
that moral questions are not of their nature “church-divid-
ing,” while others are firmly convinced that they are.

Moral Questions and the Unity of the Church
Ecumenical dialogue at the multilateral and bilateral 
levels has begun to sketch out some of the parameters of 
the significance of moral doctrine and practice for Chris-
tian unity.5 If present and future ecumenical dialogue is 
to serve both the mission and the unity of the Church, it 
is important that this dialogue explicitly address the chal-
lenges to convergence represented by contemporary moral 
issues. We invite the churches to explore these issues in a 
spirit of mutual attentiveness and support. How might 
the churches, guided by the Spirit, discern together what 
it means today to understand and live in fidelity to the 
teaching and attitude of Jesus? How can the churches, 
as they engage together in this task of discernment, offer 
appropriate models of discourse and wise counsel to the 
societies in which they are called to serve?

C. The Church in Society
64. The world that “God so loved” is scarred with prob-
lems and tragedies which cry out for the compassionate 
engagement of Christians. The source of their passion for 
the transformation of the world lies in their communion 
with God in Jesus Christ. They believe that God, who is 
absolute love, mercy and justice, can work through them, 
in the power of the Holy Spirit. They live as disciples of the 
One who cared for the blind, the lame and the leper, who 
welcomed the poor and the outcast, and who challenged 

5. For example, the Anglican-Roman Catholic statement “Life 
in Christ: Morals, Communion and the Church,” in Growth 
in Agreement II, 344-370; and the study document of the Joint 
Working Group of the World Council of Churches and the 
Roman Catholic Church, “The Ecumenical Dialogue on Moral 
Issues: Potential Sources of Common Witness or of Divisions” 
(1995), in The Ecumenical Review 48(2), April 1996, 143-154. For 
recent work on “Moral Discernment in the Churches” see also 
The Standing Commission on Faith and Order Meeting in Holy 
Etchmiadzin, Armenia, Geneva, WCC, 2011, 9-10 and 18-20.
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authorities who showed little regard for human dignity or 
the will of God. The Church needs to help those without 
power in society to be heard; at times it must become a voice 
for those who are voiceless. Precisely because of their faith, 
Christian communities cannot stand idly by in the face of 
natural disasters which affect their fellow human beings or 
threats to health such as the HIV and AIDS pandemic. 
Faith also impels them to work for a just social order, in 
which the goods of this earth may be shared equitably, the 
suffering of the poor eased and absolute destitution one 
day eliminated. The tremendous economic inequalities 
that plague the human family, such as those in our day that 
often differentiate the global North from the global South, 
need to be an abiding concern for all the churches. As fol-
lowers of the “Prince of Peace,” Christians advocate peace, 
especially by seeking to overcome the causes of war (prin-
cipal among which are economic injustice, racism, ethnic 
and religious hatred, exaggerated nationalism, oppression 
and the use of violence to resolve differences). Jesus said 
that he came so that human beings may have life in abun-
dance (cf. John 10:10); his followers acknowledge their 
responsibility to defend human life and dignity. These are 
obligations on churches as much as on individual believers. 
Each context will provide its own clues to discern what is 
the appropriate Christian response within any particular 
set of circumstances. Even now, divided Christian commu-
nities can and do carry out such discernment together and 
have acted jointly to bring relief to suffering human beings 
and to help create a society that fosters human dignity.6 
Christians will seek to promote the values of the kingdom 
of God by working together with adherents of other reli-
gions and even with those of no religious belief.

65. Many historical, cultural and demographic factors con-
dition the relation between Church and state, and between 
Church and society. Various models of this relation based 
on contextual circumstances can be legitimate expressions 
of the Church’s catholicity. It is altogether appropriate for 
believers to play a positive role in civic life. However, Chris-
tians have at times colluded with secular authorities in ways 
that condoned or even abetted sinful and unjust activities. 
The explicit call of Jesus that his disciples be the “salt of 
the earth” and the “light of the world” (cf. Matt. 5:13-16) 
has led Christians to engage with political and economic 
6. See, for example, the Reformed-Roman Catholic text “The 
Church as Community of Common Witness to the Kingdom of 
God,” whose second chapter narrates cooperation between these 
churches concerning aboriginal rights in Canada, apartheid in 
South Africa and peace in Northern Ireland and whose third 
chapter describes the patterns of discernment used in each 
community, in PCPCU, Information Service N. 125 (2007/III), 
121-138, and Reformed World 57(2/3), June-September 2007, 
105-207.

authorities in order to promote the values of the kingdom 
of God, and to oppose policies and initiatives which con-
tradict them. This entails critically analyzing and exposing 
unjust structures, and working for their transformation, 
but also supporting initiatives of the civil authorities that 
promote justice, peace, the protection of the environment 
and the care for the poor and the oppressed. In this way 
Christians are able to stand in the tradition of the proph-
ets who proclaimed God’s judgment on all injustice. This 
will very likely expose them to persecution and suffering. 
The servanthood of Christ led to the offering of his life on 
the cross and he himself foretold that his followers should 
expect a similar fate. The witness (Martyria) of the Church 
will entail, for both individuals and for the community, 
the way of the cross, even to the point of martyrdom (cf. 
Matt. 10:16-33).

66. The Church is comprised of all socio-economic classes; 
both rich and poor are in need of the salvation that only 
God can provide. After the example of Jesus, the Church 
is called and empowered in a special way to share the lot of 
those who suffer and to care for the needy and the margin-
alized. The Church proclaims the words of hope and com-
fort of the Gospel, engages in works of compassion and 
mercy (cf. Luke 4:18-19) and is commissioned to heal and 
reconcile broken human relationships and to serve God 
in the ministry of reconciling those divided by hatred or 
estrangement (cf. 2 Cor. 5:18-21). Together with all people 
of goodwill, the Church seeks to care for creation, which 
groans to share in the freedom of the children of God (cf. 
Rom. 8:20-22), by opposing the abuse and destruction of 
the earth and participating in God’s healing of broken rela-
tionships between creation and humanity.

CONCLUSION

67. The unity of the body of Christ consists in the gift of 
koinonia or communion that God graciously bestows upon 
human beings. There is a growing consensus that koino-
nia, as communion with the Holy Trinity, is manifested in 
three interrelated ways: unity in faith, unity in sacramental 
life, and unity in service (in all its forms, including minis-
try and mission). The liturgy, especially the celebration of 
the eucharist, serves as a dynamic paradigm for what such 
koinonia looks like in the present age. In the liturgy, the 
people of God experience communion with God and fel-
lowship with Christians of all times and places. They gather 
with their presider, proclaim the Good News, confess their 
faith, pray, teach and learn, offer praise and thanksgiving, 
receive the Body and Blood of the Lord, and are sent out in 
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HISTORICAL NOTE

The Process Leading to the Church: Towards a Common 
Vision
The World Council of Churches describes itself as “a fel-
lowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as 
God and Savior according to the scriptures and therefore 
seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of 
the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”3 This “common 
calling” impels the churches to seek together convergence 
and greater consensus on the ecclesiological issues that yet 
divide them: What is the Church? What is the Church’s 
role in God’s cosmic design of recapitulation of all things 
in Jesus Christ?

During the past centuries, the way Christian churches 
have answered these questions has been marked by the fact 
that they live and do theology in an abnormal situation of 
ecclesial division. Therefore it is not surprising that a strong 
emphasis on ecclesiology—the theological question about 
the Church—accompanies the history of the modern ecu-
menical movement.

Thus, the 1927 World Conference on Faith and Order 
focused on seven theological subjects.4 One of them was 
dedicated to the nature of the Church; a second dealt with 
the relation between the one Church we confess and the 
divided churches we experience in history. Based on the 
churches’ responses to the findings of that meeting,5 the 
organizers of the 1937 Second World Conference on Faith 
and Order proposed that the overarching theme for the 
next World Conference should be “The Church in the Pur-
pose of God.”6 While the Second World Conference did 
not abide specifically with this theme, two of its five sec-
tions addressed core ecclesiological issues: “The Church of 
Christ and the Word of God” and “The Communion of 
Saints.”7 The 1937 World Conference concluded with the 

3. “Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches,” in 
L. N. Rivera-Pagán (ed.), God in Your Grace: Official Report of the 
Ninth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, (Geneva: WCC, 
2007), 448.
4. H. N. Bate (ed.), Faith and Order : Proceedings of the World 
Conference—Lausanne, August 3-21, 1927, New York, George H. 
Doran Co., 1927, esp. 463-466. Reports of the World Conference 
on Faith and Order—Lausanne Switzerland August 3 to 21, 1927, 
(Boston: Faith and Order Secretariat, 1928), 19-24.
5. For a selection of responses, see L. Dodgson (ed.), Convictions: 
A Selection from the Responses of the Churches to the Report of the 
World Conference on Faith and Order, Held at Lausanne in 1927, 
(London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1934).
6. L. Hodgson (ed.), The Second World Conference on Faith and 
Order Held at Edinburgh, August 3-18, 1937, (London: Student 
Christian Movement Press, 1938), 5.
7. Ibid., 228-235, 236-238.

mission.1 St John Chrysostom spoke about two altars: one 
in the Church and the other among the poor, the suffering 
and those in distress.2 Strengthened and nourished by the 
liturgy, the Church must continue the life-giving mission 
of Christ in prophetic and compassionate ministry to the 
world and in struggle against every form of injustice and 
oppression, mistrust and conflict created by human beings.

68. One blessing of the ecumenical movement has been 
the discovery of the many aspects of discipleship which 
churches share, even though they do not yet live in full 
communion. Our brokenness and division contradict 
Christ’s will for the unity of his disciples and hinder the 
mission of the Church. This is why the restoration of unity 
between Christians, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 
is such an urgent task. Growth in communion unfolds 
within that wider fellowship of believers that extends 
back into the past and forward into the future to include 
the entire communion of saints. The final destiny of the 
Church is to be caught up in the koinonia/communion of 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, to be part of the 
new creation, praising and rejoicing in God forever (cf. 
Rev. 21:1-4; 22:1-5).

69. “God did not send the Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but in order that the world might be saved 
through him” (John 3:17). The New Testament ends with 
the vision of a new heaven and a new earth, transformed 
by the grace of God (cf. Rev. 21:1-22:5). This new cosmos 
is promised for the end of history but is already present in 
an anticipatory way even now as the Church, upheld by 
faith and hope in its pilgrimage through time, calls out in 
love and worship “Come, Lord Jesus” (Rev. 22:20). Christ 
loves the Church as the bridegroom loves his bride (cf. 
Eph. 5:25) and, until the wedding feast of the lamb in the 
kingdom of heaven (cf. Rev. 19:7), shares with her his mis-
sion of bringing light and healing to human beings until he 
comes again in glory.

1. The previous sentences largely repeat and paraphrase the 
statement from the 9th Forum on Bilateral Dialogues, held in 
Breklum, Germany, in March 2008. For the statement drawn up 
by this forum, see The Ecumenical Review 61(3), October 2009, 
343-347; see also www.oikoumene.org/fileadmin/files/wcc-main/
documents/p2/breklum-statement.pdf. 
2. St John Chrysostom, Homily 50, 3-4 on Matthew, in J. P. 
Migne, Patrologia Graeca, 58, 508-509.
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conviction that questions about the nature of the Church 
were at the root of most of the remaining dividing issues.8

In 1948 the recognition of oneness in Christ gave rise 
to a fellowship of still divided communions, made manifest 
in the establishment of the World Council of Churches. 
The report of that first WCC Assembly stated clearly that 
despite their oneness in Christ, the churches were funda-
mentally divided into two mutually inconsistent under-
standings of the Church, shaped by a more “active” or a 
more “passive” understanding of the role of the Church 
in God’s salvation of the world.9 It was in this new, com-
plex ecumenical context—in which convergence on a lived 
Christology was helping the churches to recognize in each 
other vestiges of the of the one Church while remaining 
ecclesially and ecclesiologically divided — that the World 
Council of Churches’ Commission on Faith and Order 
held its 1952 Third World Conference.

Unsurprisingly once again, the first of the three theo-
logical reports prepared for the Third World Conference10 
was based on a comprehensive exercise of comparative ecu-
menical ecclesiology. The fruits of this exercise were gath-
ered in the book The Nature of the Church,11 and this, in 
turn, issued in the third chapter of the Conference’s final 
report entitled “Christ and His Church.”12 This was pre-
cisely the theme of the study report13 presented, eleven 
years later, to the Section I of the 1963 Fourth World Con-
ference on Faith and Order, called “The Church in the Pur-
pose of God.”14

8. Cf. O. Tomkins, The Church in the Purpose of God: An 
Introduction to the Work of the Commission on Faith and Order of 
the World Council of Churches, (Geneva: Faith and Order, 1950), 
34.
9. Cf. “The Universal Church in God’s Design,” in W. A. Visser 
‘t Hooft (ed.), The First Assembly of the World Council of Churches 
Held at Amsterdam August 22nd to September 4th, 1948, (London: 
SCM Press Ltd, 1949), 51-57.
10. The Church: A Report of a Theological Commission of the 
Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches in 
Preparation for the Third World Conference on Faith and Order to Be 
Held at Lund, Sweden in 1952, (London: Faith and Order, 1951).
11. R.N. Flew (ed.), The Nature of the Church: Papers Presented 
to the Theological Commission Appointed by the Continuation 
Committee of the World Conference on Faith and Order, (London: 
SCM Press, 1952).
12. Report of the Third World Conference on Faith and Order, Lund, 
Sweden: August 15-28, 1952, (London: Faith and Order, 1952), 
7-11.
13. Christ and the Church: Report of the Theological Commission for 
the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order, (Geneva: WCC, 
1963).
14. P. C. Rodger and L. Vischer (eds.), The Fourth World 
Conference on Faith and Order : Montreal, 1963, (New York: 
Association Press, 1964), 41-49.

The same emphasis on ecumenical ecclesiology has 
been demonstrated by the major statements about unity 
received by the assemblies of the WCC: The 1961 New 
Delhi statement on the unity of “all in each place”15; the 
1975 Nairobi statement on the one Church as a conciliar 
fellowship16; the 1991 Canberra statement on the unity of 
the Church as koinonia/communion17; and the 2006 Porto 
Alegre statement “Called to Be the One Church.”18 All 
these have been cumulative steps towards convergence and 
greater consensus on ecclesiology.

Compelled by the ecumenical vision of “all in each 
place” brought by the Holy Spirit into full visible unity in 
the apostolic faith, sacramental life, ministry, and mission, 
the Commission on Faith and Order dedicated a signifi-
cant amount of its work in the years following the 1961 
New Delhi Assembly to a convergence text on Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry.19

A significant moment in Faith and Order reflection 
on ecclesiology was the Fifth World Conference of 1993 
at Santiago de Compostela, Spain. A number of factors 
shaped this World Conference with its theme “Towards 
Koinonia in Faith, Life and Witness.” The first factor was 
the interpretation of the churches’ responses to Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry, with its six published volumes 
of official responses.20 The careful analysis of the 186 
responses to BEM concluded with a list of several major 
ecclesiological themes that were requested for further 
study: The role of the Church in God’s saving purpose; koi-
nonia; the Church as a gift of the word of God (creatura 
verbi); the Church as mystery or sacrament of God’s love 
for the world; the Church as the pilgrim people of God; 
the Church as prophetic sign and servant of God’s coming 
kingdom.21 The second factor shaping the 1993 Confer-
ence was the results of the Faith and Order study process 

15. W. A. Visser ‘t Hooft (ed.), The New Delhi Report: The Third 
Assembly of the World Council of Churches, 1961, (London: SCM 
Press, 1962), 116.
16. D. M. Paton (ed.), Breaking Barriers: Nairobi 1975—The 
Official Report of the Fifth Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches, Nairobi, 23 November-10 December, 1975, (London-
Grand Rapids: SPCK-Eerdmans, 1976), 60.
17. M. Kinnamon (ed.), Signs of the Spirit: Official Report Seventh 
Assembly—Canberra, Australia, 7-20 February 1991, (Geneva-
Grand Rapids: WCC- Eerdmans, 1991), 172-174.
18. L. N. Rivera-Pagán (ed.), God, in your Grace: Official Report 
of the Ninth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, (Geneva: 
WCC, 2007), 255-261.
19. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, (Geneva: WCC, 1982).
20. Cf. Churches Respond to BEM (Geneva: WCC, 1986-1988), 
volumes I-VI.
21. Cf. Baptism, Eucharist & Ministry, 1982-1990: Report on the 
Process and Responses, (Geneva: WCC, 1990), 147-151.
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“Towards the Common Expression of the Apostolic Faith 
Today,”22 which demonstrated an encouraging convergence 
about the entire doctrinal content of the Creed, including 
what it professes regarding the Church. The third factor 
was the study process on “The Unity of the Church and 
the Renewal of Human Community,”23 which underlined 
the nature of the Church as sign and instrument of God’s 
saving design for the world. And fourth were the eccle-
siological challenges raised by the conciliar process on Jus-
tice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation.24 As well, there 
was new ecumenical momentum created by the growing 
prominence of communion ecclesiology in the bilateral 
dialogues. These movements in the 1980s converged in the 
decision, taken by the Faith and Order Plenary Commis-
sion in 1989, to launch a new study on what was then called 
“The Nature and Mission of the Church—Ecumenical Per-
spectives on Ecclesiology.”25 The very theme of the Fifth 
World Conference—“Towards Koinonia in Faith, Life and 
Witness”—reflected all these study processes of the 1980s. 
While The Church: Towards a Common Vision takes its place 
within this long trajectory of Faith and Order reflection on 
the Church, fresh impetus was given to this work at the 
Fifth World Conference in 1993.

After several years of Faith and Order study and dia-
logue, an initial result of the Ecclesiology study was pub-
lished in 1998 under the title The Nature and Purpose of 
the Church.26 Its status as a provisional text was expressed 
in the subtitle: A Stage on the Way to a Common State-
ment. It is a text of six chapters: “The Church of the Triune 
God,” “The Church in History,” “The Church as Koinonia 
(Communion),” “Life in Communion,” “Service in and for 
the World,” and “Following Our Calling: From Converg-
ing Understandings to Mutual Recognition.” Responses to 
22. Cf. Confessing the One Faith: An Ecumenical Explication of the 
Apostolic Faith as it Is Confessed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed (381), Faith and Order Paper 153, (Geneva-Eugen: WCC-
Wipf & Stock, 2010).
23. Cf. Church and World: The Unity of the Church and the Renewal 
of Human Community, Faith and Order Paper 151, (Geneva: 
WCC, 1990).
24. “Final Document: Entering into Covenant Solidarity for 
Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation,” in D.P. Niles (ed.), 
Between the Flood and the Rainbow: Interpreting the Conciliar 
Process of Mutual Commitment (Covenant) to Justice, Peace and 
the Integrity of Creation, Geneva, WCC, 1992, 164-190; cf. T. F. 
Best & M. Robra (eds.), Ecclesiology and Ethics: Ecumenical Ethical 
Engagement, Moral Formation, and the Nature of the Church. 
(Geneva: WCC, 1997).
25. Cf. G. Gassmann, “The Nature and Mission of the Church: 
Ecumenical Perspectives,” in T. F. Best (ed.), Faith and Order 
1985-1989: The Commission Meeting at Budapest 1989, (Geneva: 
WCC, 1990), esp. 202-204, 219.
26. The Nature and Purpose of the Church: A Stage on the Way to a 
Common Statement, (Geneva: WCC, 1998).

this text were received from churches, ecumenical organi-
zations, and regional councils of churches, academic insti-
tutions and individuals. Many appreciative comments were 
complemented by some points of constructive criticism. 
For example, it seemed that The Nature and Purpose of the 
Church needed further integration: how could the theme 
of the Church as Communion be treated apart from the 
chapter on the Church of the Triune God? Furthermore, 
some issues were considered missing: for instance, there 
was no section on teaching authority and the topic of mis-
sion seemed to receive little attention. As well, the World 
Conference at Santiago had called for a study on “the ques-
tion of a universal ministry of Christian unity,”27 which 
was not reflected in the text. Significantly, in his 1995 
encyclical letter on commitment to ecumenism, Ut Unum 
Sint, inviting dialogue about the ministry of the Bishop of 
Rome, Pope John Paul II cited the Faith and Order recom-
mendation from Santiago.28

When sufficient time had been allowed for the 
responses to come in, the commission set out revising its 
ecclesiology text, producing a new draft entitled The Nature 
and Mission of the Church,29 which was presented to the 
2006 WCC Assembly held in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Seeking 
to incorporate the suggestions from the various responses, it 
comprises four chapters: “The Church of the Triune God,” 
“The Church in History,” “The Life of Communion in and 
for the World,” and “In and For the World.” The first chap-
ter integrated much of the biblical material on the nature 
of the Church as people of God, body of Christ and temple 
of the Holy Spirit, with biblical insights on the church as 
communion (koinonia) and on the mission of the Church 
as servant of the Kingdom and with the creedal affirma-
tion of the Church as One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic. 
The second chapter on history highlighted the problems 
that afflict the churches in their present division: how can 
diversity be harmonized with unity and what makes for 
legitimate diversity? How do the churches understand the 
local church and how is it related to all other churches? 
What are the historic and ongoing issues that divide Chris-
tians? The third chapter highlighted the elements necessary 
for communion between the churches, such as apostolic 
faith, baptism, eucharist, ministry, episkopé, councils and 
synods, with the themes of universal primacy and authority 

27. T. F. Best and G. Gassmann (eds.), On the Way to Fuller 
Koinonia: Official Report of the Fifth World Conference on Faith and 
Order, (Geneva: WCC, 1994), 243.
28. Encyclical Letter Ut Unum Sint of the Holy Father, John Paul II, 
on Commitment to Ecumenism, (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
1995), §89.
29. The Nature and Mission of the Church: A Stage on the Way to a 
Common Statement, Faith and Order Paper 198, (Geneva: WCC, 
2005).
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now included. A final chapter more briefly explored the 
Church’s service to the world in assisting those who suffer, 
defending the oppressed, witnessing to the moral message 
of the Gospel, working for justice, peace and the protec-
tion of the environment, and generally seeking to promote 
a human society more in keeping with the values of the 
Kingdom of God.

This revised text on ecclesiology was also subtitled “A 
Stage on the Way to a Common Statement,” and it too was 
sent to the churches for response. Over eighty responses 
were received, although only around thirty were specifi-
cally from the churches. Most of the responses from the 
churches, academic and ecumenical institutes, and signifi-
cantly from missionary organizations, expressed satisfaction 
that the mission of the Church was given greater promi-
nence, even having a place in the title. Other comments 
were concerned that the use of the two words—nature and 
mission—would obscure the fact that the Church is by its 
very nature missionary. To assist the Ecclesiology Working 
Group in assessing the responses to The Nature and Mission 
of the Church, Faith and Order staff prepared detailed sum-
maries and initial analyses of every response.

Three particularly significant steps were taken in 
evaluating The Nature and Mission of the Church. First, 
the Plenary Commission of Faith and Order, with its 120 
members representing the various churches, held its meet-
ing in Crete in October 2009. This gathering brought 
together many who were participating in Faith and Order 
for the first time and the meeting was structured in such 
a way as to maximize the input of the commissioners to 
the three study projects of Faith and Order, especially the 
ecclesiology study. A number of plenary sessions assessed 
The Nature and Mission of the Church.30 A major direction 
from the Plenary Commission was to shorten the text and 
to make it more contextual, more reflective of the lives of 
the churches throughout the world, and more accessible to 
a wider readership. Twelve working groups discussed The 
Nature and Mission of the Church, and produced detailed 
evaluations on the text.31

Second, in June 2010 at Holy Etchmiadzin, Armenia, 
the Faith and Order Standing Commission decided that 
after a careful examination of the responses to The Nature 
and Mission of the Church, and the evaluations of the text 
from the meeting of the Plenary Commission in Crete, the 
time was right to begin a final revision. A drafting com-
mittee was appointed with theologians coming from the 
Anglican, Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist, Orthodox, and 
Reformed traditions; the two co-moderators came from 
the Methodist and Orthodox traditions respectively.

30. Cf. John Gibaut (ed.), Called to Be the One Church: Faith and 
Order at Crete, (Geneva: WCC, 2012), 147-193.
31. Cf. ibid. 207-231.

Third, the commission was aware of a significant 
lacuna in the responses process: There was as yet no sub-
stantial response from the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox 
churches. Accordingly, a major inter-Orthodox consulta-
tion was held Aghia Napa, Cyprus, in the Holy Metropoli-
tanate of Constantia, in March of 2011, which included 
40 delegated theologians from ten Eastern Orthodox and 
three Oriental Orthodox churches. The consultation pro-
duced an extensive evaluation of The Nature and Mission 
of the Church. A major suggestion was to integrate more 
clearly the material on baptism, eucharist and ministry 
into the presentation of what is essential to the life of the 
Church. The consultation and its report became a signifi-
cant component of the next meeting of the Ecclesiology 
Working Group, and hence played a unique role in the 
process that led to the new text.

Extensive analysis of the responses continued at the 
first meeting of the drafting committee in Geneva in late 
November, 2010. The process was given fresh impetus after 
the inter-Orthodox consultation in early March, 2011. A 
meeting of the Ecclesiology Working Group which took 
place in Columbus, Ohio, USA, later that month pro-
duced a new draft version of the text that was presented to 
the Standing Commission of Faith and Order in Gazzada, 
Italy, in July 2011. Many comments were received from the 
commissioners, mostly quite favorable but suggesting that 
the text needed to emphasize more clearly ways in which 
progress had been made towards greater convergence, espe-
cially on the ministry, and in particular in bilateral agreed 
statements, as well as recent Faith and Order work, such as 
the study text One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition.32

This request was addressed by strengthening some of 
the formulations and supporting them with notes which 
substantiate the progress achieved towards convergence. 
Subsequently, another version was prepared by the draft-
ing committee at the Bossey Ecumenical Institute in Swit-
zerland, in December 2011. The drafting committee was 
much aided by reflections coming from staff of the WCC’s 
Commission on World Mission and Evangelism. The 
resulting text was then submitted to four outside ecumeni-
cal experts for a fresh evaluation; their suggestions were 
evaluated and incorporated by the drafting committee and 
presented to the Ecclesiology Working Group in a meeting 
held in Freising, Germany, late March 2012. On the basis 
of the discussions and reactions to the text at the Freis-
ing meeting, the Ecclesiology Working Group arrived at a 
final draft to be presented to the Faith and Order Standing 
Commission.

In Penang, Malaysia, on 21 June 2012, the final 
text was presented to the Standing Commission, which 

32. One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition, (Geneva: WCC, 
2011).
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unanimously approved it as a convergence statement with 
the title The Church: Towards a Common Vision. Thus the 
present text is not a stage on the way to a further com-
mon statement; it is the common statement to which its 
previous versions—The Nature and Purpose of the Church 
and The Nature and Mission of the Church—were directed. 
The Church: Towards a Common Vision brings to comple-
tion a particular stage of Faith and Order reflection on the 
Church. The commission believes that its reflection has 
reached such a level of maturity that it can be identified 
as a convergence text, that is, a text of the same status and 
character as the 1982 Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. As 
such, it is being sent to the churches as a common point 
of reference in order to test or discern their own eccle-
siological convergences with one another, and so to serve 
their further pilgrimage towards the manifestation of that 
unity for which Christ prayed. The central committee of 
the World Council of Churches at its meeting in Crete, 
Greece, in early September, 2012, received The Church: 
Towards a Common Vision and commended it to the mem-
ber churches for study and formal response.

17.  Christian Perspectives on Theological 
Anthropology

  Faith and Order Study Document, Geneva, 
2005

This text, resulting from the Faith and Order study on 
Theological Anthropology, explores contemporary challenges to 
the traditional understanding of humanity as “made in the 
image of God.” It concludes with 10 Common Affirmations 
as a basis for the churches common reflection—and action—
wherever human value and dignity is challenged.

Study Questions

1.  According to the text, what does it mean to be a human 
being?

2. What does it mean “to be created in the image of God”?

3.  How can churches deal with the challenges which face 
humanity today?

Background

1. The understanding of human nature is a decisive fac-
tor in analysing, and addressing, many of the sensitive 
issues facing the churches and the ecumenical movement 
today. Additionally, traditional Christian understandings 
of human nature, its origin, limits and possibilities, seem 
increasingly under threat due both to societal challenges 
facing humanity today and to developments in the natural 
sciences.

2. This Faith and Order study programme on Theological 
Anthropology was carried out in response to requests made 
at the WCC Harare assembly, and in the years following, 
for work on theological anthropology as a contribution to 
the churches’ reflection in this area. The study aims to help 
the churches address vital issues and situations where the 
understanding of human nature is challenged. It is under-
stood as a contribution to the churches’ common reflection, 
witness and service, and as a resource for their work on cer-
tain theological and anthropological issues which continue 
to divide them. Results from the study process include 
“Ten Common Affirmations on Theological Anthropol-
ogy” which are offered as a basis for the churches’ common 
reflection. These are printed individually throughout the 
text and then brought together at the end (§127, and the 
inside back cover). In addition there is an “Invitation to 
the Churches” and questions to encourage local use of the 
study document (§§128-129).

3. The study is not intended to develop a comprehensive 
systematic Christian anthropology. It seeks rather to do 
something more modest: for the sake of the unity of the 
church, and in an accessible way, to reflect on complex 
and sensitive issues related to a Christian understanding of 
human nature so as:

1. To pay close attention to selected challenges which 
face humanity today;

2. To articulate what the churches can say together 
about what it means to be a human being;

3. To name differences in the churches’ understanding 
of human nature which impair the churches’ common 
confession, witness and service;

4. To encourage the churches in working together on 
the spiritual, ethical and material challenges facing 
humanity today.

Nor is the document which has been produced an 
ecumenical consensus text. It rather records the results of 
a study process and is offered, as such, to the churches and 
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interested parties for their use in addressing these issues. A 
brief basic bibliography is also included.

4. In this text, the experience of Christians in situations 
where human life is under threat or question is explicated 
in engagement with Scripture and Tradition. The text arose 
from a process in which Christians from diverse traditions 
strove together to forge a theological statement that should 
be faithful to that experience, as well as to the historic 
sources of Christian understanding. On this basis the text 
comes, in its conclusion, to a number of common affir-
mations as noted above. These affirmations are offered as 
an invitation to the churches to work together in deepen-
ing theological reflection and common action towards life 
abundant for all human beings.

5. The study process included two planning meetings (in 
Brighton, Massachusetts, USA, 2000, and Belfast, North-
ern Ireland, 2001); two major consultations (in Jerusa-
lem, 2002, and near El Paso, Texas, USA, 2003); and two 
drafting meetings (in Montevideo, Uruguay, 2004, and in 
Geneva, Switzerland, 2005) which produced the present 
text. The locations of the main consultations were chosen 
intentionally as places where humanity is under challenge.

6. The process which led to the text could not have been 
possible without the hospitality and generosity of many, 
many people, including all those who hosted the meetings, 
those who shared their stories and those who contributed 
written papers and documents. Where the text is rich, it is 
a result of their bounty.

Introduction

A. Theological Anthropology
7. From the very beginning of the Church, Christians have 
grappled with the issue of what it means to be human in 
the light of the gospel. Drawing on the rich resources of 
Scripture and Tradition, they have developed distinctive 
understandings of human beings, their relationships and 
their achievements. These understandings constitute what 
is called “theological anthropology,” i.e. a theologically 
informed view of humanity (from the Greek anthropos, 
human being).

8. Through history the development of this theological 
anthropology has taken place in dialogue with ideas about 
humanity found in the broader culture of the time. There 
are wide areas of general agreement in which people with 
different perspectives can share common insights, learn 
from one another and make common cause. There are areas 

where the Christian voice is distinct from other voices. At 
the same time, Christian theological anthropology is not 
concerned only with Christians, but is committed to all 
humanity, with its diversity of culture, colour, gender, sex-
uality and beliefs. Christians offer insights into the human 
condition which they believe are true for everyone and 
which, in fact, affirm the equal worth of all and celebrate 
human diversity.

9. Theological anthropology is also in many cases deeply 
challenging to social structures that demean human beings. 
It sets its face resolutely against all that disgraces or destroys 
human beings created by God in God’s own image. Chris-
tians of diverse traditions have joined in supporting human 
rights around the world against all that treats people as no 
more than tools or instruments for the purpose or profit 
of others.

10. In a world where views of humanity may veer between 
confident optimism and utter cynicism, Christians believe 
that human beings, societies and cultures, have all the 
potential for creativity, responsibility and goodness that 
comes from being made by God, and yet are deeply affected 
by sin and brokenness. Sin denies the worth and dignity of 
human beings, disrupts community and hampers the flow 
of love and justice. Sin must be faced, confessed, forgiven 
and healed. For Christians believe in costly reconciliation 
and love, not an easy and unreal optimism.

Affirmation: All human beings are created in the 
image of God and Jesus Christ is the one in whom 
true humanity is perfectly realized.

11. The question, “What are human beings that you are 
mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?” (Ps. 8:4) 
has troubled people almost since time began. It is a ques-
tion that has reverberated down the ages and will not go 
away. It is one with which we dare not cease to contend. 
Yet it is a question which allows of no facile or simplis-
tic answers. The human person is complex and lives in 
an ambiguous world: this affects every assertion we make 
about human life. But, more than that, human beings are, 
properly speaking, “mysterious,” i.e. imbued with some-
thing of the sacred mystery which comes from the Spirit or 
breath of the infinite Creator. The insights which Christian 
understanding gives into this mystery of what it is to be 
human have the depth not of complex and abstract theo-
ries but of truths grasped by faith in the midst of life, suf-
fering and joy.
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12. One vital key to the mystery and reality of human 
beings which Christian Tradition offers is this: human 
beings are made in the image of God. The reflective work 
of this study has been animated by this wonderful and pro-
found belief. In the pages that follow this belief is probed 
and interrogated, affirmed and expounded. The life-situ-
ations recounted in Part I of this study — which tell of 
challenges to the actuality and understanding of what it is 
to be human — drive us to a more searching exploration of 
this belief. At the same time, the many-layered truth of this 
biblical and historic belief has shown itself able to speak 
powerfully to these situations of challenge.

13. Many Christians and Christian communities work in 
the cause of human wellbeing without knowing anything 
explicitly about “theological anthropology.” They did not 
necessarily have to wait for the theology to be expounded 
before speaking the prophetic word God gave them or 
performing God’s work. However, there is a special need, 
when Christians work together, to support their common 
witness and fortify their common endeavour by giving an 
account of the shared faith which underlies that witness 
and work. This account not only aims to express the shared 
faith of the churches, but also to model the way in which 
that conviction about human nature engages with, and 
responds to, the urgent cries of the world.

B. Method
14. The mandate for this study, issued in Harare at the 
close of the 8th Assembly of the WCC, called for reflec-
tion on theological anthropology through the lens of con-
temporary contexts and experiences. Study consultations 
were therefore held in places where people were struggling 
with complex realities, for example, in Belfast, where the 
ongoing “troubles” have a clear religious dimension; in 
Jerusalem, the Holy City for Christians, Muslims and Jews, 
but today the focus of spirals of vengeance in the ongoing 
struggle between Israelis and Palestinians; near El Paso, on 
the frontier between Third World poverty and the affluence 
of the United States; and in Montevideo, a city which suf-
fers deeply from the effects of the economic “meltdown” 
that affects so much of Latin America.

15. In each venue consultation participants were inspired 
and challenged by what was heard, and became especially 
attentive to those whose lives have been devastated by 
dehumanising forces. Courage and hope were found to 
be nurtured in places where many are driven to despair. 
It is humbling to listen to people involved in ministry and 
service in such situations, where the wholeness of human 
life seems almost impossible. Sometimes a contemporary 

version of the roll call of the heroes of faith listed in Heb. 
11:4-38 was recounted. Often the challenging words “they, 
without us, shall not be made perfect” (v. 40) rang out. 
Amid all there has been a vivid awareness of the surround-
ing “great cloud of witnesses” (12:1) to encourage continu-
ing discipleship in various contexts.

16. Those working on the study have paid attention to 
the contexts in which they have met so as to hear, in these 
contexts, what God is saying to them and to the broader 
Church. They have also attempted to bring these contexts 
into dialogue with the Bible and with Christian theology, 
to point towards a serious and relevant contemporary theo-
logical anthropology.

I. Contemporary Challenges

17. While throughout history the worth and dignity of the 
human person have been under threat, the current context 
in which human beings live presents a number of contem-
porary challenges. These call for a re-examination of what 
it means to affirm the humanity of all people. Today, the 
effects of ethnic and economic globalisation have changed 
both the way people live and the way in which people are 
treated in the Northern as well as in the Southern hemi-
sphere. Unlike earlier times, we no longer live in closed, 
isolated communities relatively ignorant of, and unaffected 
by, what occurs in other parts of the world. Instantaneous 
communication and a global economy mean that what 
happens thousands of miles away almost immediately 
impacts local communities and the persons who make 
them up. The obsession with ever-increasing profits by 
multinational companies has immense consequences for 
those in so-called “developed” as well as in so-called “devel-
oping” countries with employees — as well as goods — 
often being treated as commodities.

18. These and similar realities of contemporary society not 
only result in very visible manifestations of a broken world, 
such as acute forms of poverty, increased violence and 
suffering, but also accentuate new challenges to human-
ity posed, for example, by pandemics such as HIV/AIDS. 
The conflicts arising all over the world through ethnic, cul-
tural and religious differences now affect us immediately, 
if not physically then emotionally through the barrage of 
television images and the graphic photographs of the print 
media. The manipulation of genes, cloning, and develop-
ments in artificial intelligence (AI), raise brand new ques-
tions about the beginning and end of life and, indeed, 
about the nature of human life itself.

17: Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology
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19. Obviously — as in the case of biomedical research — 
not all contemporary challenges are threats to human exis-
tence or to theological anthropology. Many challenges are 
in fact opportunities full of promise for new ways of being 
and of understanding ourselves to be persons of worth and 
dignity created in the image of God.

20. As has been pointed out already, Christians are not the 
only ones who seek to grapple with anthropological issues 
arising from the contemporary challenges which impact 
humanity and our understanding of human nature. Soci-
ologists, economists, psychologists, ethicists, anthropolo-
gists and many other specialists, of other faiths or no faith, 
bring to bear significant insights on the human condition 
and the nature of humanity. For the Christian community, 
however, it is crucial that these challenges be reflected upon 
theologically in order to gain fresh insights on theologi-
cal anthropology relevant and applicable to our new global 
context. Given this global context, it is especially fitting 
that this theological reflection be undertaken ecumenically.

21. Employing an inductive method, those pursuing this 
study have reflected theologically on specific instances 
of contemporary human experience which challenge our 
understanding of what it means to be human beings, made 
in the image of God. As a result, they have come to a num-
ber of common theological insights about what it is to be 
human. In this section of the report no attempt has been 
made to describe, or even list, all the contemporary chal-
lenges which impact humanity and theological anthropol-
ogy. Instead, three illustrative sets of related challenges are 
grouped together. These groups of challenges arose out of 
the personal experiences and situations of those who par-
ticipated in this study. Other, or additional, challenges will 
present themselves in each local situation, and the churches 
in each place will need to address these together on the 
basis of their common faith convictions.

Affirmation: All human beings, though created in 
the image of God, are inevitably affected by indi-
vidual and corporate sin.

A. Brokenness
22. We live in the midst of a broken world where faces and 
forces of threatened human worth and dignity abound. 
Here are sketched some of these faces and forces, which 
were made flesh by those who came together at consulta-
tions in this study.

1. Violence
23. The prevalence of violence poses serious challenges to 
the traditional understanding of humanity in the image 
of God. Indeed violence pervades our world. The Middle 
East, where persons met for one consultation, is but one 
among many instances of the crushing daily reality of vio-
lent actions and images invading our lives today. Near the 
southern border of the United States of America, where 
persons met for another study consultation, the issue of 
illegal immigration is a pressing topic. Those who gathered 
became aware of the complexity of this problem, and the 
suffering of the poor and desperate who are exploited as 
they seek a better life for themselves and their families.

24. Due to rapid urbanisation, global economic changes, 
and the impact of mass communication, the social fabric 
of societies is being eroded. Participants in the study heard, 
for example, from Brazil where educational and income 
inequalities are among the highest in the world. There 
these forces have led to the increase of violence among 
youth in a society where masculinity is built on values of 
aggression. All this is exacerbated by an increase in the use 
of drugs and criminality.

25. Sexual exploitation is a global problem. Participants 
heard from Thailand where the sexual exploitation of 
women and children is one of the country’s burning issues. 
Many young women from rural areas are lured to the cit-
ies with promises of work in the factories, or as domes-
tic servants. On arrival they are forced into prostitution. 
Although prostitution is a legal offence, many officials 
“turn a blind eye” because there is a very real link between 
prostitution and tourism, the military, and transnational 
companies. When tourism becomes an integral part of a 
country’s economic structures, it is not surprising that there 
is a lack of enthusiasm for searching for viable alternative 
occupations for those engaged as sex workers. Generally 
these young women are driven by economic necessity, as 
they live in conditions of extreme poverty and are ruth-
lessly exploited. This is a prime example of the way women 
tend to bear the burden of double exploitation.

Patricia is only 18. She went abroad to work as a hotel 
receptionist, but when she arrived there the job did not 
exist. She was forced to work as a prostitute. When 
“they” knew that she was HIV positive, they sent her 
back to her own country. She is receiving treatment, 
but cannot get a job. She is happy that she was not 
murdered by those who tricked her. She never speaks 
about her experiences abroad. She is a very sad woman. 
(Uruguay).
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26. The pervasive presence of violence in today’s world 
challenges us as Christians to ask serious theological ques-
tions about our understanding of human nature. What is 
the origin of this violence? Is it the result of sin and of 
the alienation of human beings from their true identity as 
beings created in the image of God? Is it the result of a dis-
torted understanding, and misuse, of power? Is it caused by 
seeing others, especially the weak and vulnerable, as some-
how less than human, and thus fit “objects” for exploita-
tion? Or is it the result of an inability, even on the part of 
professing Christians, to love selflessly, as Christ loved?

“In January 2003 I had to give up the lecture on the 
ecumenical events of the previous years which, for over 
twenty-five years, l have been presenting annually on 
the occasion of the unity week. This was because of the 
curfew that was imposed on Bethlehem, even though 
it was Christmas day for the Armenian Church and 
Epiphany for the Eastern and Oriental Churches in 
Jerusalem. Where is the image of God, with its glory, 
in the midst of all this? What is the image that the sol-
dier at the checkpoint projects on the Palestinians who 
queue up daily in front of him, in order to try to get 
to their work, their school, their hospital, their mosque 
or their church? They seem patient externally, but are 
often boiling, so angry inside, because of the continu-
ous absurd loss of time and frightening humiliations, 
and because they are being prevented from nourish-
ing their families or procuring the necessary care for 
their sick. And what about the Palestinian desperate 
kamikaze who causes his own explosion in the middle 
of a crowd of Israeli civilians on a bus or in the market 
place? What image does he nurture of himself as well 
as of the persons he intends to kill or to hurt? These 
are only a few of the questions that kept haunting my 
prayers.” (Frans Bouwen, Jerusalem)

2. Poverty
27. Whenever people are understood as commodities, and 
where money is understood as determining human iden-
tity and human worth, there are serious implications and 
consequences for our common Christian understanding of 
theological anthropology.

Affirmation: Sin can pervert or distort, but cannot 
finally destroy, what it means to be human.

28. Economic injustice causes dreadful poverty in many 
parts of the developing world. Some people are reduced 
to living in conditions not worthy of human beings, while 
others prosper. Slavery—while condemned by the churches 

and officially by most societies—continues in other, often 
hidden, forms. Global market economies are thrust on 
societies that are not geared for them. Global economic 
systems disrupt traditional societies, displacing economic 
and educational infrastructures. The market demands of 
such systems make access to prevention and treatment of 
disease difficult and expensive. It is ironic that international 
organisations such as UNAIDS and the United Nations 
call on countries to restructure their spending to ensure 
that “national budgets are reallocated towards HIV preven-
tion,” when these very countries are often hamstrung by 
crippling foreign debt.

29. Sometimes, young people drift into a meaningless exile 
in pursuit of spiritual or material satisfaction, caught up in 
the desire for meaning and purpose but unsure where to 
seek them. There is a new epidemic of estrangement of peo-
ple from each other and from God, an epidemic brought 
about by poverty, and structural adjustment programmes 
are designed to meet the requirements of the developed 
world rather than of those whose need is the greatest.

30. On the other hand, we are also acutely aware of the 
threats to the image of God in those who enjoy material 
prosperity, disproportionate privilege and power. These 
things can diminish, and even mar, the image of God in 
us by encouraging the delusion of self-sufficiency, possibly 
resulting in the breakdown of authentic relationality and 
community.

31. It is important to distinguish among three types of 
poverty, each with important implications for how we 
understand human beings and human society. First, “holy 
poverty” is poverty chosen for Christian reasons and taking 
very seriously Jesus’ statements that the poor are blessed, 
and that disciples should give up their possessions and fol-
low him. Those who embrace holy poverty do so in soli-
darity with the poor. Their life-style, identifying as it does 
with the poor, witnesses to the value in God’s eyes of those 
who are commonly despised and face all sorts of hardships 
because of their poverty. Holy poverty is simultaneously 
a protest against valuing people in terms of their material 
possessions, and an affirmation that those who are poor in 
material possessions are of infinite value in the eyes of God.
32. Secondly, “absolute poverty” is the condition of not 
having sufficient resources to provide for food, clothing 
and shelter—the basic necessities of life. Those in absolute 
poverty are destitute, not knowing where the next meal will 
come from, lacking shelter, nourishment and security, liv-
ing on the edge of starvation. In today’s world, in fact, tens 
of thousands of children die of starvation each day while 
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multitudes more walk in hunger and despair. In Brasil, 
the poverty of some and the greed of others have even led 
to the tragic sale of children’s organs. Absolute poverty is 
dehumanising and tends to destroy community and to set 
one person over against another. (We recognise, however, 
that a joyful sense of community and sharing is sometimes 
to be found in the most awful slums and shanty-towns; 
saints can flourish in squalor and need.)

33. Thirdly, “relative poverty” identifies a situation in which 
there is a wide gulf of inequality between the rich and the 
poor, with the poor and marginalised excluded from the 
normal facilities and expectations of their society. Poor 
people and communities in the US and Europe are not 
badly off when compared with slum dwellers in Sao Paulo 
or Chennai; but, when compared with their own fellow 
citizens, they are severely disadvantaged. In such situations 
the ties of community are weakened. Crime rates tend to 
be high; the rich sometimes retire to “gated communities,” 
providing for their own security and sanitation while the 
poor are left to fend for themselves. This extreme inequality 
within rich nations mirrors the extreme inequality between 
rich and poor nations.

34. Poverty, both absolute and relative, is a major theologi-
cal challenge and practical problem facing Christians today, 
demeaning human beings and obstructing the neighbourly 
and loving relationships we are called to enjoy. In both 
cases Christians should support economic and social poli-
cies which affirm the equal worth before God of all who 
bear God’s image, remembering that the just distribution 
of material things — food, clothing, shelter — is charged 
with spiritual significance. Alternate domestic, national 
and global responses to poverty are difficult to find; but 
Christians should never lose the hope of finding better 
ways of sharing and enjoying together the resources God 
has given, and of affirming the worth of human beings 
created in the image of God, irrespective of their physical 
circumstances.

3. HIV/AIDS
35. Any attempt to think about theological anthropology 
and human suffering in the context of HIV/AIDS must 
take into account profound ethical questions about human 
sexuality and relationships between women and men. In 
particular, Southern Africa is at the epicentre of an HIV/
AIDS pandemic bringing untold suffering and death to 
millions. In that region, between six and seven hundred 
thousand people die annually and approximately 1,500 
new infections occur daily. If the pandemic continues 
unchecked, ten million South Africans will have died of 

AIDS-related diseases by 2010, two million children will 
be orphaned and the average person will not live to age 
forty. Southern Africa, however, is not the only region 
affected by HIV/AIDS. The sub-continent of India, and 
even wealthy countries such as the USA, have huge num-
bers of affected people — many of whom do not even 
know their condition.

36. Probing beyond the statistics it appears that women’s 
vulnerability to HIV/AIDS occurs on a variety of levels: 
biological, social, individual, maternal and care-giving. For 
instance, an HIV-positive pregnant woman runs the risk 
of transmitting the virus to her child, either during preg-
nancy, during birth, or after birth through breast feeding. 
Rural women, who have little or no education and who live 
in traditional patriarchal relationships, have scant access to 
information on HIV/AIDS and in general lack the skills 
and power needed “to negotiate safer sex.”

37. HIV/AIDS presents a number of significant challenges 
to theological anthropology. At least in some circles the 
condition has raised again questions (often uncomfortable 
or “inappropriate”) about the connection between disease, 
sin, and the fallenness of humankind. HIV/AIDS has also 
highlighted, in stark reality, the interrelationship of indi-
viduals and community — both human and Christian.

38. The Body of Christ needs help in finding its way 
through the present ravages of sickness and death caused by 
HIV/AIDS. Attending funerals every weekend is a numb-
ing task; it is more than numbing when the Church, as 
the Body of Christ, itself feels amputated as its members 
fill coffins. There are no dividing lines between the Body 
and some other reality “out there”: we too are infected. 
Through HIV/AIDS we learn, in a new way, that when 
part of the community suffers, the whole community suf-
fers (1 Cor. 12:26). In this sense it could even be said that 
“the church today has AIDS.”

Sergio said: “I had been in prison for three years when 
I was tested. I was only 20. Then another prisoner told 
me—Welcome to the club, you are HIV positive! I did 
not know anything about the virus. I did not listen 
to him. I did not say anything to my family, but little 
by little I became sick and weak. First my skin, then 
my lungs, my stomach. I did not receive any treat-
ment, because the resources of the national health pro-
gramme are not used to save the lives of delinquents. 
I am scared, waiting for death.” Sergio died two years 
later. When the family knew of his illness and his death, 
they did not want to bury him. The church community 
buried him. (Uruguay)



15317: Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology

Sinethemba said: “I am 33 years old and come 
from Butterworth where I live in a small shack with 
my sister, my cousin and a friend. In 1997 when l was 
pregnant, I was diagnosed HIV positive. My child was 
not healthy for a single day.” Sinethemba, whose name 
means “we have hope,” died in 1998. After Sinethemba 
died, my husband chased me away from my home 
because of HIV/AIDS. He did not like the idea that 
we might be positive. I asked him to come with me to 
the hospital for a test, and he was HIV negative. I had 
terrible diarrhoea; my body was covered with a terrible 
rash. My immune system was collapsing. Last July 1 
started on anti-retrovirals and my problems are gone. 
I am surprised that the president says these drugs are 
toxic. I cannot agree because they have given me my 
life. (Tembi, South Africa)

B. Disability
39. Another challenge to theological anthropology comes 
from the reality of human disability. We began with more 
general reflections on a Christian understanding of human 
identity and value. Against this background we turned to 
the specific issue of disability, developing our reflection in 
encounter and dialogue with disabled persons themselves.

1. Identity and the Challenge of Diversity
40. “O Lord, how manifold are your works! In wisdom 
you have made them all; the earth is full of your creatures” 
(Ps. 104:24). The psalmist sings praise to the Creator for 
creation’s rich diversity of which human beings are a part. 
We, too, sing praise to God for the gift of creation, of life, 
and of the diversity that is intrinsic to us as human beings 
made in the image of God.

41. There are many different — and different kinds of — 
human identity markers: Among others ethnicity, race, 
caste, national belonging, religious identification, gender 
and sexuality. Identity is developed in interaction with 
other persons, within the various social contexts (family, 
church, school, work, ethnic group, nation) in which one 
lives. (See also the Faith and Order study on ethnic iden-
tity, national identity, and the search for the unity of the 
church.)

42. A crucial insight of the Christian faith is that all such 
identity markers are as nothing beside our new identity in 
Christ (Gal. 3:28): that no human identity markers, how-
ever positive and precious, can deny our primal belonging 
to Christ; and that no human distinctions, however perva-
sive and pernicious, can be allowed to separate us from our 
sisters and brothers in Christ.

43. But human beings often live in ways that do not express 
their true identity as created in the image of God. They may 
deny the gift of relationality, and fear and reject the gift of 
diversity. The longing to be “at home” and secure carries 
within it the potential for the exclusion of others. Ethnic or 
national identities may be maintained through opposing, 
or even demonising, other groups. We acknowledge that 
most of us are taught to fear the other, the stranger, the 
alien. Worse, we have crafted mechanisms (walls, cf. Eph. 
2) to distance and dehumanise the other. In such cases 
diversity becomes divisive, often with catastrophic results.

2. Disability and the Norm of “Perfection”
44. The fact of human disability challenges our under-
standing of humanity as made in the image of God in 
special ways. Among other things it exposes the uncon-
scious assumption, which pervades many of our cultures, 
that only a “perfect” person can reflect fully the image of 
God — where “perfect” means to be successful, attractive, 
young and not disabled. In the gospel, Jesus Christ calls us 
to be perfect in love, even as our Father in heaven is per-
fect. He offers us a different kind of image of perfection, 
one about giving things away rather than acquiring them: 
“sell all that you have and follow me.” In his Kingdom the 
smallest and last are first, and we must love both our neigh-
bours and our enemies (Mt. 5:43-48, 10:42, 19:30). It is 
also, as we shall develop later, a perfection made manifest 
in weakness and suffering.

45. This is not the kind of image made in the media, by 
image makers, but the image that we are called to see when 
we look in the mirror, and in the faces of those around 
us. The fullness of this image is expressed through life in 
human community. To be created in the image of God is 
to be of infinite worth, an infinite worth which is shared 
by every human person whatever their physical or mental 
condition.

3. Disability: An Embodied Perspective
46. How can these affirmations be developed in relation 
to disabilities? The following paragraphs represent one 
attempt to do so, and in a way which reflects the experi-
ence of disabled persons themselves.
47. Reflection on the body is helpful for a theological 
anthropology that attends to disability, because the body 
is the source of our knowledge not only of ourselves but 
of the world and everything in it. An emphasis upon the 
body is a development of constructivist epistemology, in 
which human knowledge is regarded as a human creation. 
Human knowledge is created by humans. Human knowl-
edge takes the form of constructs, which express the social 
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and political position of the knower. The emphasis upon 
bodily knowledge takes this further by pointing out that 
we know the world as our bodies know it the body is an 
epistemic principle. (See also the Faith and Order study 
on ethnic identity, national identity, and the search for the 
unity of the church).

48. This is particularly important for a philosophy and 
a theology of disability because it enables us to postu-
late the existence of several worlds of human knowledge. 
The experience which a blind person has of the world is 
so significantly different from that of sighted people that 
we can speak of it as a “constructed” world. This empha-
sises the independence and integrity, the wholeness of the 
blind world, and sets blindness free from being interpreted 
merely in terms of deficiency. Blindness is not just some-
thing that happens to one’s eyes; it is something that hap-
pens to one’s world.

49. This enables us to also relativise the hegemenous 
assumptions of sighted people, who do not always realise 
that they live in a world which is a projection of their 
sighted bodies, but make the mistake of thinking that the 
world is just like that, the way they see it. Such people 
are never able to respect or understand blind people, but 
will always regard them as being merely excluded from the 
sighted world, and not as having a more or less indepen-
dent world of their own.

50. The significance of this for theological anthropology 
lies in the fact that it emphasises the plurality of human 
worlds, and the recognition of the plurality immediately 
relativises the absolute claims of a single, dominant world. 
There are many kinds of human bodies, some young, some 
old, some male, others female, some with arms and legs, 
others without arms or legs, some who hear, others who 
do not hear, some who are rich and others who are poor, 
some who oppress others and some who are oppressed. 
This enables us to make a further distinction between the 
human worlds which are “natural” in that they spring from 
the body as natural body-knowledge, and those worlds 
which are the social constructions of power and greed. 
When we recognise natural epistemic worlds, we can also 
recognise unnatural ones. It is true that the rich and poor 
know different worlds, but this is an epistemic distinction 
stemming from injustice; it is also true that the blind and 
the sighted know different worlds, but this is an epistemic 
distinction which should be recognised and honoured.

51. We see then that a theological anthropology must begin 
by emphasising the relativising impact of plurality. Only 

when this is done, can the experiences of disabled people 
be understood and respected as making a positive contri-
bution to the fullness of human life, and only when this is 
done can the artificial divisions between human worlds be 
recognised for what they are — the disembodied shadows 
of evil which settle upon and oppress human bodies. For it 
is the affirmation of one category of world that makes pos-
sible the denunciation of another category.

52. When we think of the body of Christ we discover a the-
ology of disability which is supported by various elements 
within the Christian faith. These include the implications 
of the fraction, i.e. the breaking of bread by the priest at the 
eucharist, and the scarred and wounded body of Christ the 
King. The first of these symbols reminds us that brokenness 
lies at the heart of the paschal mystery and that the church 
is united through brokenness. The second symbol reminds 
us that the Christian story, while it converges upon the 
perfection of a liberated cosmos, does not conform to the 
images of perfection which are found in our present cul-
ture, but witnesses to a range of patterns of perfection. At 
this point we encounter the Christian paradox of strength 
through weakness and life through death. The perfection 
of God is a perfection of vulnerability and of openness to 
pain. Part of the mission of the church is to bear witness 
to the God of life by accepting many forms of human life 
and by sharing in human vulnerability and pain. In this 
respect, part of the mission of disabled people is to become 
apostles of inclusion, witnesses of vulnerability and part-
ners in pain.

C. New Technologies
53. A further challenge to theological anthropology comes 
from two areas in which, in different ways, radical ques-
tions are being put to traditional understandings of what 
it means to be human. The first of these areas is emerging 
biomedical technologies. These promise many advances 
in the quality of human life, but at the same time pose 
bafflingly complex questions to society as a whole and, 
not least, to Christian faith: At what cost, and to what 
other forms of human life, do these benefits come? Who 
shall receive them? What are the long-term implications 
of genetic manipulation, and can we even foresee them 
in their fullness? Who decides, and who decides who 
decides? What are the implications for our understanding 
of humanity’s role within creation, of human uniqueness, 
of human nature as created in the image of God — and, 
indeed, for our understanding of God?

54. The second area is that of artificial intelligence (AI) 
research. AI offers great benefits to humanity, but poses 
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formidable social, philosophical and religious questions: 
What are the possible costs? What are the implications 
for society, for example for the role and dignity of work? 
Who shall reap the benefits? Again, who decides, and 
who decides who decides? What are the implications for 
our understanding of human intelligence — and human 
uniqueness as created in the image of God?

55. Biomedical technology and AI research, which seem 
at first sight to be disparate disciplines, present both com-
mon challenges to our understanding of the human per-
son as made in the image of God. Theological language is 
entering the public debate in both these areas: biomedical 
research is said to be “playing God” in the creation of new 
life, and AI research is said to be replicating the human rea-
soning process, which has traditionally been closely associ-
ated with what makes us uniquely human.

56. In the history of the human family, of course, the devel-
opment of new technologies is not new. New tools make 
possible new ways of being in the world and new possibili-
ties for the flourishing of human community (for example, 
the history of human agriculture is marked by the devel-
opment of plants and animals that meet specific human 
needs, through the careful selection of specific desirable 
traits, such as longevity, hardiness and productivity).

57. The human creativity called upon by these disciplines 
is a God-given gift; and recent developments of new tech-
nologies in these fields have great potential benefits for 
the human community. Yet the application of the inher-
ent human capacities for innovation and adaptive selec-
tion may, through some of the technological innovations 
available or under development, be creating a new situa-
tion with unprecedented possibilities for the manipulation 
of human nature. Such developments challenge the whole 
human community and all of creation. Issues of justice 
are also at stake: The development and dispersal of highly 
sophisticated technology in a world where many do not 
have access to the most basic of material resources needed 
for human well-being is always a matter for Christian 
consideration.

58. On the basis of input from experts in the fields of 
genetics and AI, we wrestled with the implications of such 
new technologies for our understanding of what it means 
to be human, made in the image of God, and explored 
some of the ethical issues confronting humanity in these 
areas today. The issues are complex and technical; indeed 
experts, too, may differ in their interpretation of certain 
data and in their ethical argumentation and conclusions. 

This underscores the importance of clarifying the basic 
parameters of the discussion: The technological options 
presently available and under development; the ethical 
principles from which one is arguing; and the material and 
ethical consequences of each possible course of action.

59. The instances we consider here (necessarily in a very 
concentrated way) serve both as particular cases, with par-
ticular cause for interest and concern among Christians; 
and as general examples, showing how an ethical analysis 
should clarify the possible courses of action, and the ethical 
implications of each.

1. Developments in Genetics: Implications and Options
60. Many novel ethical issues have arisen from recent rapid 
development in genetics. Their ethical assessment is highly 
dependent on our view of the status of the early embryo.

(a) The early embryo
61. Up to fourteen days after conception, an embryo con-
sists of “stem cells,” entities that are capable eventually of 
development into all possible types of tissue, but which 
are not yet so differentiated to generate any structures. Is 
such an early embryo already fully human, or only poten-
tially so? Christians have taken two contrasting positions: 
A) the embryo has the full moral status of a person from 
its conception; b) the embryo grows into human person-
hood through developing complexity. Some of those taking 
the latter view see the embryo at less than fourteen days as 
entitled to ethical respect, but not yet fully a human being.

(b) Preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD)
62. Embryos formed in vitro (that is to say, generated in the 
laboratory) are selected for implantation into the womb on 
the basis of certain criteria. The ethical permissibility of 
this procedure clearly depends critically upon the status of 
the early embryo. Christians take three different positions 
on this issue:

i)  PGD is an acceptable procedure if used to eliminate 
embryos that carry the risk of life-threatening dis-
ease, either of early onset or, perhaps, also develop-
ment later in life;

ii)  selection is an ethically unacceptable form of com-
modification of the embryo and hence of all human 
life;

iii)  more generally, in vitro fertilisation (IVF) proce-
dures that involve embryo destruction through 
non-implantation are unacceptable.
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63. In relation to option i), there is concern that its exercise 
might lead to unacceptable devaluation of those who are 
born with the relevant condition.

(c) Stem cells
64. Human embryonic stem cells, which are capable of 
developing into any kind of tissue, can only be obtained 
by the destruction of the embryo. For those who see the 
early embryo as a human being, this procedure is ethi-
cally unacceptable. They advocate an alternative path for 
stem cell research. Stem cells can be obtained from adult 
cells or from stored umbilical cord blood, but currently 
it is not known how to induce their development into all 
possible kinds of tissue. When this can be done, it might 
lead to treatments for severe degenerative diseases, such as 
Parkinson’s Disease. Such tissue would be compatible with 
the person from whom the stem cells originated and there 
would, therefore, be no tissue rejection problems due to 
the introduction of genetically foreign cells. Such a proce-
dure, if successful, does not seem to raise the same ethical 
difficulties as using embryonic stem cells.

(d) Therapeutic cloning
65. A different approach to problems of tissue compatibil-
ity would be to use the techniques that have led to the birth 
of cloned animals, in order to produce human embryos 
that were clones of the intended recipient’s tissue. Harvest-
ing stem cells would result in the death of the embryo at 
the age of about five days. The acceptability of this prac-
tice clearly depends on the ethical view taken of the early 
embryo. If it is already fully human, this should not be 
done. If it is not yet fully human, there seems the possibil-
ity of using the embryo for serious purposes not achievable 
through a non-embryonic route.

(e) Reproductive cloning
66. This can be clearly distinguished from therapeu-
tic cloning since it involves the implantation of a cloned 
embryo with the intention of bringing a human clone to 
birth. Animal experiments show reproductive cloning to 
be grossly unsafe, with the ethically unacceptable preva-
lence of wastage and malformation. Even if these problems 
could be overcome, there remains the ethical objection that 
the determining of another person’s entire genetic make-up 
is an unacceptable use of manipulative power, an act of 
instrumentalisation that is contrary to human dignity.

(f ) Implications for women in particular
67. The development and use of these new technologies 
have particular significance for women. The natural habitat 
of the embryo is a woman’s body. Many of the procedures 

we consider here involve the utilisation of human egg cells, 
which cannot be extracted from the ovaries without inva-
sive and painful medical intervention. The same concerns 
and dangers of the commodification of the embryo also 
apply to the women who would provide the many egg cells 
needed for therapeutic cloning.

2. Developments in Artificial Intelligence Research: 
Implications and Limitations
68. At various times throughout history, the latest technol-
ogy has been used to explain the workings of the human 
mind. The mechanical clock and the telephone exchange 
were once used as metaphors for the human reasoning 
process. Today the computer, a programmable general-
purpose machine, plays this role. Following the computer 
metaphor, the brain is said to be a machine made of meat: 
human consciousness is said to be nothing more than 
the activity of our nerve cells. It is said that we are “pro-
grammed” to do this or that and that when we learn some-
thing, we are “programming” our brains.

69. The currency of these metaphors, together with the 
recent progress in AI research, raises concerns that:

(1)  Humans will be as nothing more than informa-
tion-processing machines and thereby lose the 
respect and dignity due to human persons;

(2)  Human skills will be replaced by programmable 
learning machines;

(3)  Automated decision-making technology will 
put sensitive human situations beyond effective 
human control;

(4)  The sheer complexity of computer controlled sys-
tems can obscure the accountability of safety-crit-
ical systems; and

(5)  Ethically responsible decisions will be delegated to 
computer-controlled systems.

70. While metaphors of human beings as nothing more 
than information processing machines may be useful in 
a limited technical sense, they do not address the rich-
ness of the human condition and experience as manifest 
through specific cultural and social contexts. The human 
person is based on a network of relationships constituted 
through provisional, embodied, contingent, meaning-
producing interactions with significant others. The human 
relationship with the Other who is God also has these 
characteristics.

71. The vision of AI widely articulated through popular 
science fiction narratives ends either with idolatry (that 
ultimately we are obliged to serve the machines we have 
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created) or hubris (that we find false salvation through our 
own heroic achievements). God’s salvation is an embodied 
event of human solidarity that is a counter witness. Still, 
the potential for sin is found within the bounded and con-
tingent condition of being human.

II. A Theological Response

A. Lament amid Suffering
72. To pass in review a range of the afflictions, situations 
and questions which challenge our human condition—as 
these last pages have done—is to raise deep and troubling 
feelings. In response to these feelings, faith engages the 
heart and soul as well as the mind. Lament is one ancient 
response to human suffering and challenges to being 
human. What is lament? Lament is a form of mourning. 
It is also more. It is more purposeful and more instinc-
tive than mourning. Lamenting is both an individual and 
a communal act which signals that relationships have gone 
awry. While lamenting is about past events, it also has pres-
ent and future dimensions. It acknowledges the brokenness 
of the present because of injustice. It instinctively creates a 
link between healing and mourning, a link which makes 
new, just relationships possible in future. Lament is gen-
erous and not grudging, explicit not generalised, unafraid 
to contain petitions and confident that they will be heard. 
Lament is not utilitarian: It is as primal as the child’s need 
to cry.

73. The cry of lament, while ostensibly wrought from 
the human heart in certain situations, is filled with enig-
matic energies, unbearable urges, moments both profane 
and sacred. Lament is more than railing against suffering, 
breast-beating or a confession of guilt. It is a coil of suffer-
ing and hope, of awareness and memory, anger and relief, 
desires for vengeance, forgiveness and healing. It is our way 
of bearing the unbearable, both individually and commu-
nally. It is a wailing of the human soul, a barrage of tears, 
reproaches, petitions, praise and hopes which beat against 
the heart of God. It is supremely and truly human: “Jesus 
wept” (John 11:35) as he beheld the reality of suffering 
and death.

74. How do we as Christians respond to these challenges? 
Where do we begin? A first step is to try to reach a com-
mon theological understanding of what it means to be a 
human being.

B. Created in the Image of God 
1. Jesus Christ as the Image of God
75. In faith Christians look to a human face and in that face 
they see the image and glory of the invisible God (Mark 
9:2.8; Col. 1:15). This is no ordinary seeing. We know that 
the face of the Galilean is not literally the face of God; faith 
is not the same as literal “sight” and may indeed be better 
compared to the action of a sightless person reaching out 
to touch and feel the contour of a face they cannot “see.”

Affirmation: Jesus Christ through his life, death 
and resurrection is victorious over sin and death, 
restores true humanity, empowers life, and brings 
hope for the end of inhumanity, injustice and 
suffering.

76. The human face in which that glory is shown to us is 
the face of one person: Jesus Christ. But what we see and 
know of him informs and shapes our awareness of the iden-
tity, the worth and the calling of every person (2 Cor. 5:16-
17). More than that, Jesus Christ insists that he is with us, 
that wherever we may be looking from he stands among 
us, in our place. So what we learn as we keep our attention 
focused on Jesus (Heb. 12:2) is not abstract information 
about a foreign kind of human life. Rather our understand-
ing and enactment of what it is to be human develops in 
a living dialogue between the voices of our own society, 
its needs, its insights, its aspirations, and the word which 
is spoken to us, addressing those very needs, insights and 
aspirations — to challenge as well as to affirm.

2. The Mystery of Human Being
77. The mystery of the true human being we see in Jesus, 
the Word made flesh, is unsearchable. Our attempts to 
investigate and understand human nature cannot exhaust 
the worth, the depth and the dignity which belong to each 
person as created and loved by God. As we acknowledge, 
with faith and awe, the holy mystery of God, we see and 
reverence that same mystery in the person of Jesus and we 
must also see and reverence a reflection of that same mys-
tery in every person.

3. The Image of True Humanity Is Not Alien to Any 
Community
78. There can be no single, definitive picture or icon of 
Christ. There is a definitive record of Jesus; it is given in 
Scripture and received by people in every time and place 
through the living Tradition of faith. From all this, we can 
discern the indelible character of Jesus’ life and ministry, 
death and resurrection. He remains “the same yesterday, 
today, for ever” (Heb. 13:8) and “his words will not pass 
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away” (Mark 13:31 and parallels). Yet the Spirit which 
enables us to see the face of Christ as the true image of God 
and of our humanity is for ever new. The Spirit teaches us 
all things and reminds us of all that Christ has said whilst 
leading us to hear Christ’s words anew at every stage in the 
life of each person, in the life of the Christian community 
and in human history. By the gift of the Spirit, Christ’s 
word is proclaimed in the languages of many nations (Acts 
2:8), so that all may recognise him as bearing our likeness 
as well as God’s.

4. Christian Understanding and the Struggles and Insights 
of the Wider World
79. Christian understanding of what it is to be human 
unfolds through shared engagement and meditation in the 
community of faith. That community is not isolated from 
or unaffected by the world. Believers share the political 
and social struggles of troubled and threatened groups and 
peoples. Just as importantly, believers share the exploration 
of human identity undertaken in the communities of sci-
ence and the arts. A fuller theological account of who and 
what we are as humans emerges from the Church’s prayer-
ful engagement with each of these realms, as we keep the 
person of Jesus in focus.

5. The Image of True Humanity Is Not Known In the Abstract
80. The focus of faith on Jesus as the point of reference 
for understanding what it is to be human has a decisive 
consequence. It means that this understanding can never 
be a matter of detached thinking As Jesus was to be found 
in company with people pushed aside in their own society, 
so our understanding of all humanity must be informed 
by our engagement with those whom society marginalises 
Just as Jesus was no casual observer of his suffering sisters 
and brothers but was with them to serve and to transform, 
so that all could have life in its fullness (Mark 10:45; Luke 
4:18; John 10:10), so we cannot assert a merely theoretical 
or passive understanding of human nature. For Christians 
to be passive in the face of suffering and injustice would 
make nonsense of any claim to “understand.” As noted in 
the discussion on the method of the study, and elsewhere, 
this is the fundamental awareness that has informed this 
project

6. Persons and Relationship
81. Jesus is revealed as the one who gives himself away 
(Phil. 2:5-11). This self-giving manifests his relationship 
with the Father and the Holy Spirit—the one who sent 
him and the one whom he sends (John 14:24; 16:7.8). 
So it dawned upon the early Church that, in the light of 

Jesus, God must be worshipped and apprehended by faith 
as Triune, as three “persons” in one “nature,” where, by the 
power and mystery of eternal love, Father, Son and Spirit 
live in perfect mutuality and unity. So it becomes clear to 
those who reflect on the face of Jesus that true personhood 
cannot be understood individualistically, but only as we 
look at human persons in relationship.

Affirmation: The presence of the image of God in 
each human person and in the whole of humanity 
affirms the essentially relational character of human 
nature and emphasises human dignity, potentiality 
and creativity, as well as human creatureliness, fini-
tude and vulnerability.

7. The Image of God as Relational
82. In the light of its trinitarian perspective the Church has 
found special significance in the account of human creation 
in Genesis. In Genesis 1:26 God says that human beings 
are to be made not with reference only to themselves, not 
according to their kind (like other creatures), but “in our 
image, in our likeness.” Human beings are not like their 
own kind, but are to be like God. Here it is clear that 
being made in God’s image is foundational for all human 
beings, male and female (Gen. 1:26-27). Approaching the 
text with a trinitarian understanding, it is also clear that 
this image, in which all humanity is created, is first and 
foremost relational. As we draw together the text of Gen-
esis 1 and the figure of Christ Jesus, we perceive that we 
truly image God only in communion with Christ and with 
one another. In communion with Christ we are drawn by 
the Holy Spirit into relationship with the Father, becom-
ing capable of working together (synergia) with the Triune 
God for the fulfilment of God’s loving design for the whole 
creation. This insight into the essentially relational charac-
ter of true human identity before God has become a major 
key to addressing contemporary challenges to humanity in 
the light of Christian faith. As the current Faith and Order 
study on Ethnic Identity, National Identity and the Search 
for the Unity of the Church puts it, “human beings are 
made in, by and for a community, a human characteris-
tic which finds its expression in many forms and under 
many names.” (ETHNAT study document, FO/2004:27, 
Faverges Report, §12.)

8. The Dignity of Each Person
83. The importance of the individual is not negated by 
emphasising the central place of relationship in interpret-
ing the human condition. Some social ideals have tended 
towards treating the individual person as a means to an end, 
or as significant only by virtue of her or his contribution 
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to the group. But the image of God, while it can never be 
fulfilled in an individual who chooses to be closed off from 
God or from the other, can never be effaced from any per-
son. In many circumstances the Church will rightly defend 
the cause or dignity of one person against the antagonism 
or prejudice of a whole society, recognising that the least or 
most isolated individual is infinitely precious in the sight 
of God.

9. True Humanity and False Human “Ideals”
84. Seeing the face of Jesus (and the harsh reality of his life 
as the incarnate God) we are also compelled to confront 
and question many alluring images of the human ideal. As 
noted in the earlier discussion on disability, in contempo-
rary cultures there is often a pervasive assumption that only 
a “perfect” person can reflect true humanity, where the “per-
fect” image is assumed to be successful, young, attractive 
and not disabled. But in Jesus we see true humanity (the 
image of God) not only at the point when his appearance 
reflects visible glory, on the mount of Transfiguration. We 
also see the same true humanity just as clearly when his face 
and body are deformed by suffering. Re-reading the text 
of Isaiah 53, Christians have identified Jesus with the one 
who “had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 
and no beauty that we should desire him” (Isa. 53:2) and so 
have been powerfully reminded that equal human dignity 
and worth are given to every human being, the physically 
disabled along with outstanding athletes, women able to 
bear children along with those who cannot, persons who 
struggle to survive as much as those who prosper.

10. The Divine Image Gives Value to All Human Lives
85. Christians look through this Christ-centred lens in 
seeking true understanding of human identity, worth 
and purpose. This does not mean that they ignore or dis-
credit secular wisdom. But they are compelled to resist all 
attempts to draw distinctions between human beings, and 
the degree of value or importance that should be ascribed 
to them. At many times and in many places, pharaohs, 
kings and rulers are said to be “the image of God,” but 
in the text of Genesis and in the Christian Tradition all 
human beings are made in the image of God: male and 
female, rich and poor, Jew and Gentile, old and young, 
slave and free. The claim which faith makes on behalf of 
every person is not that she or he be valued according to 
a measure of aptitudes, abilities or achievements, but that 
she or he be valued as made by God to be loved and to love, 
and as sharing in the divine image which is gifted to — not 
earned or discovered by — all human beings.

11. Human Life as Growing in the Image
86. When St Paul writes of Christians as reflecting God’s 
glory in the face of Jesus, he writes in terms of transforma-
tion (“from one degree of glory to another,” 2 Cor. 3:18). 
So we are led to recognise that human beings are called 
to grow into the image of Christ, who is himself the true 
and complete image of God. This awareness has long been 
expressed in the theology of the eastern churches by mark-
ing a distinction between the image and the likeness of 
God: “All human beings are made in God’s image; to be 
in his likeness belongs only to those who through much 
love have subjected their freedom to God” (Diadochos of 
Photike, 5th century). Western traditions have not usually 
made the same distinction, but have equally recognised 
the dimension of calling and growth that belongs to true 
personhood.

12. Human Embodiment
87. If the Christian understanding of true humanity is 
rooted in reflection on the person of Jesus Christ it will 
neither denigrate nor idolise the human body. The love of 
God was fully embodied in Jesus. The truth of the incarna-
tion and the nature of the gospels underline the fact that 
the paradigm of true holiness and humanity is one who 
shared bodily pain and joy and who, in his work of healing, 
treated with seriousness and compassion the bodily needs 
of others.

13. Theology and Experience
88. By careful reflection we can arrive at a statement of 
what it is to be human, as seen in the light of Jesus. This 
statement is important, particularly when it binds the 
churches together in common faith and witness. However, 
the mothers and grandmothers who return each week to 
the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires to hold up the pic-
tures of the disappeared whom they refuse to forget; those 
who struggle to feed their own children or to defend them 
from the depredations of HIV/AIDS; those who exhaust 
themselves in the support of their neighbour in need: All 
these may have grasped and lived such an understanding, 
for they live very close to the face of Christ.

C. The Place of Humanity within Creation as a Whole
1. Relationship with That Which Is Other than Ourselves
89. In the previous section we have been reflecting on the 
person of Jesus as the focus for Christian understanding 
of human persons made in God’s image. Central to these 
reflections is the relational character of true human life. 
This relatedness or partnership with God and one another 
for which we are made corresponds to the gift of differen-
tiation, or diversity. When Jesus befriended and ate with 
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people of all sorts, people seldom seen together, he showed 
how the gift of relatedness overcomes fear of difference to 
create true community, true koinonia. Similarly this state-
ment, and the whole of our study, has developed through 
engagement and friendship within many different cultures 
and communities.

Affirmation: Human beings are created to be in 
relationship not only with God and each other but 
with the whole of creation, respecting and being 
responsible for all living creatures and the whole 
created order.

2. The Relationship of Humans to the Rest of Creation
90. One of the ways in which we see that humans are 
created in the image of God is the way in which we have 
been entrusted with the privilege of sharing with God the 
responsibility of taking care of the whole creation. God 
created us to be in loving relationship not only with one 
another, but also with the entire creation. God’s own love 
and care sustain everything that exists, clothing the grass of 
the field (Luke 12:28) and being aware even of the fall of a 
sparrow (Mt. 10:29). And it is God’s intent that the whole 
creation, everything in heaven and earth, should share in 
the ultimate liberation and unity which will be set forth 
in Christ, through whom all things came into being (Eph. 
1:10; John 1:3). Meanwhile, we are called to relationship 
of loving care with the wider creation, acknowledging and 
taking responsibility for our place within the dynamic 
interconnected and interdependent whole of creation. 
The fact that God created all things good means that this 
co-responsibility, however exacting it may be, will always 
occasion delight and celebration.

91. Another feature of being in the image of God is that 
humans are made to be “co-creators” with God (Gen. 
2:19). Because we are not God, our creativity is limited 
by our creatureliness. Nevertheless we have the God-given 
capacity to explore, envisage and bring into being new pos-
sibilities within the created order. It is not apart from, but 
in union with the whole created order that we are called to 
praise the creator (Ps. 148) and to co-operate with God as 
active partners in developing and maintaining the health 
of creation.

D. Sin and the Image of God
1. The Nature of Sin Is Made Clear by Reflection on God’s 
Image

Affirmation: Sin is a reality which cannot be 
ignored nor minimised, for it results both in the 
alienation of humanity from God and in the bro-
kenness of the world, its communities, and the indi-
viduals which make up those communities.

92. For Christian disciples, Jesus represents all they are 
created to be and called to become. In him we can grasp 
what God intends for humankind. Such an image of what 
it means to be a human being dignifies our flesh and frailty, 
subverts our notions of power and rule and challenges us 
to interpret the signs which our world manifests in a new 
way. But when we look to or listen to Jesus, we are struck, 
too, by our own failure to be what God intends. The light 
of Christ offers a beacon to all who share his humanity; it 
also sheds light on the sin of all who share his humanity.

93. When we speak of humankind made in God’s image, 
we inevitably have to speak also of the spoiling of that 
image. And just as the reflection of Christ and of God’s 
being in our humanity is bound up with our relatedness to 
God and to one another, so it is with our sin. Relationships 
which in Christ are characterised by love, truthfulness and 
reverence are replaced by aggression, exploitation, deceit, 
brokenness and violence.

2. The Radical Nature of Sin
94. The sin of human beings contributes to, and belongs 
within, a wider context: The disorder and evil which affect 
the whole of creation. Paul expresses this graphically when 
he writes of the “whole creation groaning” (Rom. 8:22). 
Sometimes the very word “sin” seems too lame or moralis-
tic to describe the depth and power of all that assaults and 
harms God’s good creation, or the sheer destructiveness 
and wickedness which human beings manifest. Nonethe-
less, Christian faith forbids us ever to suppose that even the 
most obscene enemies of human wellbeing are not them-
selves made in the image of God: They remain human per-
sons, neither to be exonerated from personal responsibility 
nor to be denied justice and humanity.

3. Sin in the Context of Hope
95. Realistic observation of the harm we human beings 
do to each other and to the creatures around us, and to 
the very earth itself, leads us to conclude that our human 
condition is radically warped, that the image is distorted. 



16117: Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology

The aspects of human brokenness, conflict and perplex-
ity that have been touched on in Part I lead many—both 
those who suffer and those who observe their plight—to 
lose hope. But the Christian consciousness of sin and evil 
comes not so much from human introspection or brutal 
observation as from seeing the wounded love of Christ and 
hearing the forgiving and challenging word of Christ.

96. Those who see their own sin in the light of God’s coun-
tenance are led not to despair or cynicism but to repen-
tance in hope. The Holy Spirit gives a dynamic of hope 
to the understanding of human sin, a dynamic illustrated 
in the gospels as the encounter with Jesus leads to repen-
tance, repentance leads to renewal, and renewal leads to the 
calling and empowerment to act with Jesus in the world. 
This dynamic is misunderstood both by those who rest on 
the assurance that God will forgive “anyway,” whatever we 
do (forgetting that God calls us to repentance), and by 
those who envisage a god preoccupied with judgement and 
punishment (forgetting that God calls us to repentance in 
order that we may live).

Affirmation: True humanity is most clearly seen 
in self-emptying (kenotic) love, the love expressed 
most profoundly in the person of Jesus of Nazareth: 
human beings are created to love and to be loved as 
Jesus loved.

E. The New Creation in Christ
1. New Life Offered to the World in Christ
97. The New Testament tells of Jesus Christ not just as 
the expression or image of God’s nature, but as the very 
embodiment, the incarnation of God: divine Word and 
Love in flesh. In Phil. 2:5-11 this embodiment is set within 
a pathway of profound self-emptying which leads to the 
cross. All Christians trace the source of the possibility of 
new life to Jesus Christ, his life, his death and his resur-
rection. All give glory to God for the depths of Christ’s 
identification with us, knowing that our hope was born 
out of this costly identification, this radical embracing of 
our condition.

2. Interpretations of Christ’s Reconciling Work
98. Differing strands of Christian tradition have empha-
sised various themes or focal points within the whole, man-
ifold witness of the New Testament. Many, for example, 
have given foremost place to the preaching of the cross, as 
showing the limitless engagement of God’s love with the 
most intractable depths of the human condition. Here the 
cross is preached as the point at which the record of human 
debt was cancelled by God, the powers of evil disarmed and 

new life made available to us (Col. 2:13-15). Other tradi-
tions emphasise the place of the cross within the context 
of the incarnation and ascension—the divine Word taking 
our flesh and raising our human life to the right hand of 
God, giving us “power to become children of God” (John 
1:12). Others again have emphasised the centrality of the 
life, work and teaching of Christ and affirmed the transfor-
mative power of this life (with the death and resurrection 
which are inextricably bound up with it). These differing 
emphases have found expression in deeply influential pat-
terns of spiritual, ethical and devotional life. They have also 
given distinctive colours to the interpretation of Christian 
anthropology. Christians need to grow in awareness, both 
of each others’ perspectives and of their impact upon theo-
retical and practical responses to the human condition.

99. The resurrection and ascension of Christ signal the vin-
dication of his being and life as “the faithful witness” (Rev. 
1:5) and the triumph of his love over all that afflicts and 
distorts creation. Yet even the risen and ascended one still 
bears the wounds of crucifixion. The raised yet wounded 
body tells us that the risen one is no other than the one 
who made himself nothing, it expresses Christ’s continuing 
identification with and intercession for the wounded on 
earth, and reminds Christ’s followers that when they are 
weak they are strong (2 Cor. 12:10).

3. The Human Appropriation of New Life
100. Our involvement in the new life offered to us through 
Christ’s death and resurrection is shown in the New Testa-
ment at once as a matter purely of grace and faith, and 
as involving our total embodied selves and community. As 
sheer gift, there is no requirement for us to “pay” for the 
new humanity—which is the very life of free gracious rela-
tionship. It is God’s gift to us in Christ.

101. We receive this gift in the act of faith, “believing in 
the heart and confessing with the lips” (cf. Rom. 10:9) the 
supremacy of the risen Jesus. Yet, responding to the offer 
of the whole Christ—active, suffering, crucified, risen—
involves us in a new, social embodiment, in Christ the new 
Adam, as members together of the one body of Christ, 
sharing the one Spirit (Eph. 2:15-16, 4:4), living stones 
built together into a holy and spirit-filled temple (1 Peter 
2:4-5). So the new minting of the image of God involves 
a new communion: koinonia. This koinonia—a relatedness 
to God and to one another—is an essential characteristic of 
the Church, as expressed in many ecumenical documents 
(see, for example, The Nature and Purpose of the Church, 
Faith and Order Paper No. 181, §§48-60, and “The Nature 
and Mission of the Church,” FO/2004:32, §§25-35).
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102. The Spirit of God, which according to the creation 
narratives was moving over the face of the waters in the 
beginning (Gen. 1:2), is also at the origin of the new cre-
ation. At the day of Pentecost, all those present in Jerusa-
lem are united in one proclamation and doxology (Acts 2). 
The barriers of language and pride, that were at Babel at the 
roots of confusion and dispersion, have been overcome. By 
the reception of the Spirit of God who raised Jesus from 
the dead, the disciples are born to a new personal life and 
a new community (Rom. 8:11). All are baptised into one 
body and are made to drink of one Spirit. Henceforth there 
is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female, 
for all are one in Christ. Nevertheless the varieties of gifts, 
services and activities are not only legitimate but necessary 
for the building up of the body of Christ, the service of the 
Good News and the glory of God (1 Cor. 12:4-7, 12-23; 
Gal. 3:28). The uniqueness and richness of the individual 
persons are thus infinitely valued together with the neces-
sity and complementarity of their communal dimensions.

4. Baptism and New Humanity in Christ
103. Baptism is the sacramental sign given to the Chris-
tian community to express and embody the totality of new 
life in Christ. It is the birth-place of the new humanity 
because in it we are identified indelibly with Christ cruci-
fied and risen. In baptism the personal freedom and dignity 
of each candidate is expressed and transformed through 
the confession of faith and commitment and the prayer of 
the faithful. The water of baptism signifies both cleansing 
from sin and the divine source of new life. Those who pass 
through the water of baptism are brought into a commu-
nity of profound equality within which divisive difference 
is banished, while diversity of gift and calling is honoured. 
Through baptism, and the acts of anointing, confirma-
tion or other forms of admission to church membership 
that may be associated with it, Christians are also called 
to make Christ known and to serve God’s reign by living 
and acting for the relief of need, the righting of injustice 
and the advancing of peace and mutuality in creation. The 
consequence of sharing, through baptism, in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus is that, as Paul emphasised, “we might 
walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4).

104. Since the rite of baptism is held in common by so 
many churches, it is also a constant challenge to the divi-
sions which mar our witness to Christ as the prince of 
peace and the one in whom all nations are called to meet. 
As put succinctly by the section on baptism in the conver-
gence document Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM): 
“The need to recover baptismal unity is at the heart of 
the ecumenical task, as it is central to the realisation of 

genuine partnership within the Christian communities.” 
(§6, commentary). The mutual recognition of baptism 
among the churches is fundamental to the churches’ search 
for unity, as the current Faith and Order Study on Baptism 
emphasises, and it constitutes “a basis for their increasing 
common witness, worship and service” (“One Baptism: 
Towards Mutual Recognition of Christian Initiation,” 
FO/2004:30, §74).

Affirmation: Christians, baptised into the body of 
Christ and enlivened by the Holy Spirit, are called 
to be the new humanity, to grow into the likeness of 
God and, together, to carry on the work of Christ in 
the world. As the Church, Christians are the sign to 
the world of unity with God and with each other.

105. When Christ was baptised in the River Jordan, a 
voice was heard from heaven declaring his identity as Son of 
God. For the newly baptised Christian, baptism marks his 
or her being clothed with the new humanity which comes 
from Jesus (1 Cor. 12:12-13; Gal. 3:27; Col. 3:9-10). And 
just as the Spirit descended upon Jesus and anointed him 
at his baptism, so everyone baptised in Christ is anointed 
and sent to bring the good news to the poor and let the 
oppressed go free (Luke 3:21-22; 4:18).

Every person who receives and responds to this anoint-
ing and commissioning is then involved throughout life in 
a Spirit-led striving to “become what we are” — as a mem-
ber of the new creation in Christ.

106. The expression “baptismal life” may, as the study 
document “One Baptism...” indicates, properly be applied 
to the whole process of pre-baptismal formation, bap-
tism itself and post-baptismal “continuing formation into 
Christ” (§6).

5. The Eucharist
107. In the Eucharist the community of the baptised takes 
bread and wine and in offering these gifts is reminded of its 
daily dependence on God’s kindness to us in the material 
creation and of the care and thankfulness with which all 
are called to cultivate and share these goods. Through the 
epiclesis of the Holy Spirit the bread and wine are sancti-
fied to become for us the body and blood of Christ and 
a foretaste of the new creation. As we take, bless, break 
and share these gifts in remembrance of Christ’s death and 
resurrection, we are taken into the pattern of Christ’s self-
giving in love and are renewed in the kenotic dynamic of 
God’s image in him. In the epiclesis the Holy Spirit is also 
invoked on the gathering of the faithful, so that they may 
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be sanctified and receive the communion of the Holy Spirit 
and the fullness of the Kingdom of heaven.

108. In some traditions this dynamic is expressed in the 
symbolic act of foot-washing. When Christians within the 
church wash one another’s feet, they are not only given a 
vivid reminder of the action of Jesus recorded in John 13. 
They also find themselves powerfully drawn into the self-
giving service which this action expressed.

109. So, as we receive Christ’s body in the Eucharist we 
recognise ourselves as Christ’s body, and are challenged by 
the awareness of his brokenness. “Some aspects of God’s 
image in Christ can only be reflected in the Church as the 
body of Christ by the full inclusion and honouring of those 
who have bodies that are likewise impaired” (“A Church of 
All and for All — An Interim Statement,” Ecumenical Dis-
abilities Advocates Network [EDAN], §29).

110. The table-fellowship of the Holy Communion or koi-
nonia is to be seen as linked with the inclusive practice of 
Jesus in eating with outcasts and “bad characters” within 
the society of his time. So we are bound to share Christ’s 
endeavour to overcome ancient hostilities and barriers to 
fellowship (Eph. 2:11-22), to welcome the stranger and 
alien, and to create inclusive communities which afford 
space to people of diverse needs, cultures and aspirations.

111. In their eucharistic practice the churches struggle 
with the question of ecumenical hospitality and openness. 
But all share the vision of an all-embracing community, 
inspired by the practice and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth 
and pointing to the ultimate unity of humankind. This 
shared vision challenges all the churches to submit their 
own culture and practice to serious and self-critical scru-
tiny. If churches fail to welcome others as God in Christ 
has welcomed us, and to reflect this appropriately at the 
centre of church life and worship, they are failing the cry-
ing need of a divided world.

6. Christian Anthropology and Hope
112. The promise of God’s glory is also re-awakened in the 
Eucharist as we are given a foretaste of the heavenly ban-
quet prepared for all humankind and have our feet directed 
towards the new heaven and new earth which awaits us:

Remembering therefore this our Saviour’s command 
and all that has been done for us: The cross, the tomb, the 
resurrection on the third day, the ascension into heaven, 
the sitting at the right hand, the second and glorious com-
ing again...we praise you, we bless you, we give thanks to 

you, O Lord, and we pray to you, our God (Liturgy of John 
Chrysostom, Oxford University Press, 1995).

In this way the Eucharist focuses the whole thrust and 
direction of Christian anthropology, which is oriented by 
hope for that which is already achieved by Christ, yet still 
to come.

113. Since this hope arises from Jesus Christ, who took 
the form of a servant or slave and humbled himself even to 
death, Christ therefore gives rise to hope even where there 
is nothing to hope for. In company with Jesus are those 
patriarchs and prophets, saints and martyrs whose lives 
bear witness to that hope against hope which springs from 
obedience to God who “brings to life things that are not.” 
This wide “communion of saints” forms a context of hope 
and encouragement for all those whose human flourishing 
is challenged by violence, need, impairment and injustice, 
and for those who grow weary in the service and care of 
others (Heb. 12:1). It points to heaven not as a dream or 
distraction from endeavour on earth, but as the assurance 
of the final vindication of God’s children and the knowl-
edge that in the Lord their labour is not in vain.

114. The hope which springs from Christ also encourages 
us to let go of our terror of failure, decline and death. In the 
light of the promise of new, risen life we are strengthened 
to accept human limitation as wisdom directs us, and to 
entrust to God and to our neighbour the tasks we cannot 
fulfil.

Affirmation: Humanity finds its ultimate fulfil-
ment, together with the whole created order, when 
God brings all things to perfection in Christ.

115. “It does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know 
that when he [Christ] appears we shall be like him, because 
we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). The final hope for 
the Christian community and believer is expressed in vary-
ing ways by different strands and theologies within the 
Christian Tradition: As theosis (“deification”), or being 
raised into the divine life (Irenaeus), as “finding our rest in 
God” (Augustine). But for each, this represents the fulfil-
ment of all for which humanity was formed within cre-
ation. Through the judgement and generosity of God in 
Christ the meek of the earth will be seen as bearing God’s 
glory (Irenaeus). This promise and hope is inescapably 
communal: no one is raised in isolation from the neigh-
bour! It is a promise and hope for “all nations” and for “a 
new heaven and earth” (Rev. 21)—for the totality of what 
God has made and loves. And because it is a promise and 
hope founded in Jesus Christ, who knew with compassion 
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what was in a person, it will mean not the obliteration but 
the exaltation of all that contributes to the blessed diversity 
of our earthly, embodied humanity.

III. A Call to the Churches

116. Part I of this text has traced several of the new chal-
lenges posed today to the understanding of the human 
person created in the image of God. Part II has developed 
ecumenical theological reflections on the meaning and des-
tiny of the human person created in the image of God, an 
image fully revealed through the life, death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ. Part III now draws the consequences 
from these reflections, encouraging the churches to work 
together, in light of their common faith, to address such 
challenges facing humanity today.

A. A Basis for Common Confession, Reflection, Witness  
and Service
1. Common Understandings
117. The churches have an ample shared basis for witness 
and work in the face of all that challenges human flour-
ishing. Common understandings of the mystery of the 
human person, created in the image of God, destined to 
live in community within the wider creation, constitute a 
large and solid basis for ecumenical confession, reflection, 
witness and service. Our churches agree, for example, on 
the unique worth and dignity of every human being, called 
to live and find fulfilment in the human community and to 
experience and preserve harmony with all of creation. They 
agree that despite the vast variety of cultures and contexts, 
all human beings share a common human identity and pre-
dicament. And the churches agree that the full richness of 
this mystery is revealed and offered in the person of Jesus 
Christ, the perfect image of God, who, through his life, his 
self-giving death and glorious resurrection, has overcome 
the forces of sin, evil and death at work in human persons, 
human communities and creation.

118. The revelation in Christ of what it means to live in 
the image of God invites Christians to work with believers 
of other faiths, as well as with non-believers, in affirming 
human dignity and opposing all the forces which threaten 
and cheapen life today. Recognising in every person an 
equal, irreplaceable dignity, all religions and convictions 
must guard against the trap of sectarianism and exclusion. 
Churches will be able to collaborate effectively only if they 
first listen respectfully to each other.

119. Ecumenical theological reflection gives support and 
encouragement to the churches’ common witness on what 

it means to be human made in the image of God. The 
churches are called to offer their witness and diaconal ser-
vice in response to such challenges to humanity as broken-
ness (violence, poverty and HIV/AIDS), disabilities, and 
new technologies (genetic manipulation and artificial intel-
ligence research). In each case the churches’ common con-
victions about the nature of the human person made in the 
image of God offer the basis for their reflection and action 
together. Some examples: because each person, being made 
in God’s image, is of infinite worth the churches work 
together to end violence, whether in the home or between 
nations. They witness together to the need for just distri-
bution of resources. They work to enable disabled persons 
to participate fully in the life of the Church and the wider 
society. They refuse to accept genetic research which treats 
life as a commodity, and human beings as objects. Where 
Christians and churches differ on the best approach to par-
ticular issues (as seen in the discussion of developments in 
genetics, §§61-62 above), this need not deny their com-
mon understanding of the human person, nor impede 
their common witness.

2. Legitimate—and Other—Diversity
120. As churches seek to reflect and work together they may 
discover certain differences in the theological approach or 
terminology used. For instance, from Gen. 1:26 the dis-
tinction is made by some between “image” and “likeness,” 
and the call is made for persons to grow from the “image” 
into the “likeness” of God. The concept of theosis, express-
ing the goal of this growth, is then the natural result of 
humanity’s being created in the image of God. Others, 
however, fear that this notion may blur the distinction 
between God and human beings. Again there are differing 
interpretations of how sin impacts the image of God in 
human beings: is the image obliterated and lost, or marred 
and distorted?

121. Other differences have to do with how Christians and 
the churches can best respond to challenges to the worth 
and dignity of human beings. Churches which own a com-
mon basic understanding of the human person, and share 
a commitment to witness to God’s will for healing and 
wholeness in the world God has made, may disagree on 
the strategies to be followed, and the concrete choices to be 
made, in addressing particular issues. This became clear in 
the course of this study through the analysis of contempo-
rary challenges to the human person and community.

122. There are, of course, issues of understanding and 
practice in which Christians and churches differ seriously, 
even fundamentally — issues where it is a matter not of 
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legitimate diversity but of division. Moreover, such differ-
ences occur not only between and among churches, but 
also within particular churches. Many of the most divi-
sive issues among and within churches today are related 
to human sexuality. Human sexuality is intrinsic to being 
human. However, too often it becomes a source of human 
suffering (illustrated by stories of sex workers and persons 
with HIV/AIDS above), as well as a cause of church divi-
sion. Churches today are challenged to engage in frank 
and serious theological discussion that begins with an affir-
mation of human sexuality as a gift of God and a joyous 
expression of life and love. Reflecting on biblical teachings, 
churches in this discussion are called to address divergent 
convictions about human sexuality in its various forms in a 
spirit of humility and mutual respect.

123. Most differences in understanding and strategy in the 
realm of theological anthropology need not prevent our 
churches from facing together the challenges to humanity 
today. In many areas of need, the churches can exercise a 
common (and therefore far more effective) witness to the 
world in defence of human beings made in the image of 
God.

B. Facing Challenges Together
124. In order to respond more faithfully to their call-
ing, to fulfil their responsibility more adequately and to 
be an authentic sign and instrument of reconciliation in 
the world, the churches must continue their efforts to 
overcome their divisions, to speak with one voice and to 
co-ordinate their action. In this effort unity, witness and 
service are inseparable: growth in witness and service brings 
growth in unity, and growth in unity brings growth in wit-
ness and service.

125. Common reflection, witness and action on behalf 
of the human person made in the image of God is not 
optional, but is intrinsic to our faith and to the church’s 
calling. In working together the churches need to mobilize 
all their theological resources, beginning from common 
baptism. Our baptism unites us to Christ, and therefore to 
one another. This forms the basis for koinonia which, even 
if it cannot yet fully be expressed in a common Eucharist, 
nevertheless calls all in the body of Christ to common wit-
ness and service in the world. In baptism, the relationship 
between God and humanity that had been broken by sin 
is restored, old barriers are broken down, and a new com-
munity is created in which human dignity and worth are 
recognised, and relationships of love are restored. .”..bap-
tism...has ethical implications which not only call for per-
sonal sanctification, but also motivate Christians to strive 

for the realization of the will of God in all realms of life” 
(BEM, “Baptism,” §10).

126. The common understanding of humanity made in 
the image of God which the churches share gives them the 
ability — if not always the courage or will — to identify, 
clarify and face together even the most serious issues which 
divide them. In facing them together our churches may 
hope to grow in mutual understanding and trust. They 
may hope to overcome their divisions, or at least to reduce 
their impact upon the lives of the churches concerned. This 
is all the more imperative since divisions within and among 
churches often reflect differences in the surrounding cul-
ture, so that reconciliation within and among churches is 
often a contribution to healing in the wider society.
 
C. Ten Common Affirmations
127. This Faith and Order study has led to the following 
Ten Common Affirmations on Theological Anthropology. 
These are offered as a basis for the churches’ common reflec-
tion and action on the challenges facing humanity today:

1.  All human beings are created in the image of God and 
Jesus Christ is the one in whom true humanity is per-
fectly realized.

2.  The presence of the image of God in each human per-
son and in the whole of humanity affirms the essentially 
relational character of human nature and emphasises 
human dignity, potentiality and creativity, as well as 
human creatureliness, finitude and vulnerability.

3.  True humanity is most clearly seen in self-emptying 
(kenotic) love, the love expressed most profoundly in the 
person of Jesus of Nazareth: human beings are created to 
love and to be loved as Jesus loved.

4.  Human beings are created to be in relationship not only 
with God and each other but with the whole of creation, 
respecting and being responsible for all living creatures 
and the whole created order.

5.  All human beings, though created in the image of God, 
are inevitably affected by individual and corporate sin.

6.  Sin is a reality which cannot be ignored nor mini-
mised, for it results both in the alienation of human-
ity from God and in the brokenness of the world, its 
communities, and the individuals which make up those 
communities.

7.  Sin can pervert or distort, but cannot finally destroy, 
what it means to be human.
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8.  Jesus Christ through his life, death and resurrection is 
victorious over sin and death, restores true humanity, 
empowers life, and brings hope for the end of inhuman-
ity, injustice and suffering.

9.  Christians, baptised into the Body of Christ and enliv-
ened by the Holy Spirit, are called to be the new human-
ity, to grow into the likeness of God and, together, to 
carry on the work of Christ in the world. As the Church, 
Christians are the sign to the world of unity with God 
and with each other.

10.  Humanity finds its ultimate fulfilment, together with 
the whole created order, when God brings all things to 
perfection in Christ.

D. Invitation to the Churches
128. On the basis of the Ten Affirmations given above, the 
churches are invited:

— to affirm the image of God in every person;

— to be gracious and inclusive communities where persons 
are accepted as created in the image of God, welcomed as 
sisters and brothers in Christ, and challenged to grow, in 
the power of the Holy Spirit, more fully into the divine 
likeness;

— to work for the visible unity of the Church with peni-
tence and vigour, knowing that the divisions between 
Christians often reflect and exacerbate the brokenness of 
the human community.

129. The churches are also encouraged to continue reflec-
tion on the implications of our belief that human beings 
are created in the image of God, by considering among 
others the following questions:

— How can we cultivate the human creative capacity to act 
justly and to be merciful?

— How can we protest the widening gulf between the poor 
and the rich and work for a just distribution of the world’s 
resources?

— How can we care for victims of war, forced migration, 
famine, illiteracy, and HIV/AIDS and other diseases?

— How can we break the silence surrounding violence 
against women and children, and engage in ministries of 
healing? 

— How can we engage with the scientific community in 
exploring and developing responsible new technologies 

related to the beginning and end of human life, e.g. selec-
tive reproduction, stem cell research, cloning, euthanasia?

— How can we affirm the worth and dignity of all persons 
irrespective of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, nationality, 
age, ability, religion, faith or no faith?

— How can we encourage one another to affirm human 
sexuality as both gift and responsibility, and to explore its 
implications for the life of the Church?

— How, taking account both of the Christian Tradition 
and of scientific and other contemporary insights into the 
nature of gender, can we explore together the theological, 
pastoral and ecclesial significance of gender in the life of 
the Church? 

— How can we be makers and keepers of peace among 
persons, communities, churches and nations?

— How can we celebrate and create beauty in the world in 
which we live?

18. God’s Call to Unity and Our Commitment 
(WCC Unity Statement)

The text “God’s Call to Unity and our Commitment” by the 
World Council of Churches is only included in the digital ver-
sion of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or 
use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
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19. Reflection on the Marks of the Church
Report of the Joint Consultative Group 
between Pentecostals and the WCC, 2012

The Joint Consultative Group (JCG) between Pentecostals and 
the World Council of Churches (WCC) was established by the 
Harare Assembly in 1998. This final report reflects the work 
of the group and several meetings between the period 2007 
and 2012. As Pentecostalism is a growing phenomenon within 
World Christianity this resource paper for the Busan Assembly 
is meant as advice and recommendation for how to strengthen 
the dialogue between the fellowship of WCC member churches 
and Pentecostal churches around the world in the years to 
come. Containing theological reflections from the different 
traditions of the group members it is neither an authoritative 
declaration of any of the churches involved, nor a confessional 
agreement on doctrinal issues. It offers however interesting 
reflections particularly on lessons learned from Pentecostal—
Ecumenical dialogue as well as common understandings on 
how to understand the essential marks of the church, its one-
ness, apostolicity, holiness and catholicity.

Study Questions

1.  How are methodological considerations being described 
which resulted in a fruitful ecumenical conversation 
between Pentecostals and other Christian churches from 
WCC?

2.  What are common factors, differences and new insights 
expressed in terms of understanding the marks of the church?

3.  What are future tasks, obstacles and recommendations for 
continued dialogue between Pentecostals and WCC mem-
ber churches both in bilateral as well as in multilateral 
dialogues?

The report of the Joint Consultative Group reflects the 
work of the group between the period 2007 and 2012. It is 
prepared as a resource for the Busan assembly with advice 
and recommendations for how to strengthen the dialogue 
between the fellowship of WCC member churches and 
Pentecostal churches around the world. 

The report bears witness to the JCG members’ attempt 
to understand one another better and to bear witness to 
differing theological convictions. It contains theologi-
cal reflections from the different traditions of the group 
members. It is neither an authoritative declaration of any 
of the churches involved, nor a confessional agreement on 

doctrinal issues. It is offered to those who are interested to 
learn more about the work of the JCG. 

1. The Story of the JCG

The Joint Consultative Group (JCG) between Pentecostals 
and the World Council of Churches (WCC) was estab-
lished by the Harare assembly in 1998, recognizing the 
growing need to consolidate existing relations and create 
new ones; to initiate study on issues of common interest, to 
explore different forms of participation; and to encourage 
collaboration.

The first round of JCG discussions, which took place 
from 2000 to 2005, were reported to the Porto Alegre 
assembly in 2006. From the beginning of its mandate, the 
JCG has sought.

•  to search for better ways of understanding one another;

•  to look for new opportunities for mutual learning and 
action;

•  to share our experience of Christian witness with one 
another;

•  to discuss our challenges with the hope of moving beyond 
them;

•  to share what we will learn with our respective churches; 

•  leading to our affirmation of the common life in the 
Spirit.

The Porto Alegre assembly received the JCG report 
and recommendations; endorsed the continuation of the 
JCG; and recognized “the visible contribution of the Pen-
tecostal churches in the dynamically changing Christian 
landscape, and the importance to the ecumenical move-
ment of engaging in mutual learning and sustained dia-
logue with the Pentecostal churches.”1

The second round of JCG discussions was inaugurated 
in 2007 under the leadership two co-moderators—Rev. 
Dr Cecil M. Robeck, on behalf of the Pentecostal church 
members, and Rev. Jennifer S. Leath, on behalf of the 
WCC church members. The group, which was comprised 
of two teams of equal size, included both continuing and 
new members (appendix 1).

1. Report of the Policy Reference Committee, “God in your grace 
… Official Report of the Ninth Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches,” (Geneva: WCC, 2007), 281.



168 Chapter 3: Church and Unity

2. From Porto Alegre to Busan 

The JCG met annually between 2007 and 2012, building 
on the relationships and hard-earned trust developed dur-
ing the first round of conversation. Each meeting helped to 
deepen dialogue, but also to engage with national churches 
and local congregations—both Pentecostal churches and 
WCC member churches—making every effort to learn 
from and share with local churches through dialogue, fel-
lowship and prayer.

In 2007 the JCG met in Baar, Switzerland at the 
Focolare Centre, which allowed for significant exposure to 
this charismatic community within the Roman Catholic 
Church. The meeting introduced a new group of members 
to the history and work of the JCG; and provided space for 
discussion on the ecclesial gifts of charisms and sacraments. 

The group set as its agenda from 2007 to 2012 con-
tinued theological dialogue on the nature and mission of 
the church based on a study of the marks of the church 
as affirmed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed—the 
one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.

In 2008 the JCG met in Helsinki, Finland to discuss 
the oneness of the church. The meeting was held at the 
Orthodox Sofia Conference Centre and provided space 
for discussion with the Finnish Ecumenical Council, the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, the Orthodox 
Church in Finland and the Finnish Pentecostal Movement.

In 2009 the JCG met in Hong Kong, China to discuss 
the holiness of the church. It met with the Hong Kong 
Christian Council, the Hong Kong Council of the Church 
of Christ in China and the Pentecostal Holiness Church of 
Hong Kong.

In 2010 the JCG met outside Geneva, Switzerland to 
discuss the catholicity of the church. Meeting at the Bossey 
Ecumenical Institute provided an opportunity for interac-
tion with Bossey students and faculty, the Orthodox Cen-
tre at Chambesy and newly elected WCC leadership.

In 2011 the JCG met in Riga, Latvia to discuss the 
apostolicity of the church. The JCG coincided with a meet-
ing of the European Pentecostal and Charismatic Research 
Association and provided the opportunity to meet with 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Latvia, the Pentecostal 
Church and the United Bible Society.

The JCG returned to the Bossey Ecumenical Institute 
in 2012 to complete its report to the Busan assembly.

3. The Lessons the JCG Learnt from Holding these 
Conversations

The JCG is encouraged that WCC member churches and 
Pentecostal churches are finding more opportunities for 

dialogue, common prayer and serving Christ together. 
From its experience, over two periods of conversation, the 
JCG bears witness to its experience of a methodology that 
has enabled the work to be fruitful, and offers this to any 
others engaged in such conversations.

A.  Fruitful ecumenical conversations benefited from cer-
tain commitments from the outset, especially that both 
teams in the conversation: 

 i.  Set their work in the context of daily prayer and the 
study of Scripture together.

 ii.  Were granted the time, energy, and finances neces-
sary to see the process of conversation through to 
completion. 

 iii.  Gathered team members who represented a genu-
ine and thoughtful cross-section of the constituen-
cies intended to be at the conversation table.

 iv.  Assigned persons who were personally secure, self-
aware, and knowledgeable of and committed to the 
positions held by their tradition, yet open to new 
insights and lessons from their conversation part-
ners in such a way that change in our perceptions 
of one another is possible.

 v.  Enlisted those with the necessary gifts to facilitate 
the process of conversation and with the broadest 
possible inclusion of all participants throughout 
the process.

B.  The conversation benefitted from the partners making 
commitments about how they will work together. It 
worked best when both parties shared an attitude of 
humility, honesty and openness about what they bring 
to the table, accompanied by personal faithfulness to 
the gospel. Once that commitment was made, a fruit-
ful conversation benefitted when participants:

 i.  Set aside presuppositions, stereotypes and appre-
hensions about one another.

 ii.  Set goals together in a spirit of mutuality that led to 
the desired conclusion of time spent together.

 iii.  Developed a mutually agreeable methodology by 
which these goals may be reached and assessed.

 iv.  Resisted unilateral actions intended to favour one-
self or one’s tradition.

 v.  Resisted the temptation to idealize one’s own tradi-
tion without also acknowledging its weaknesses.

 vi.  Resisted the temptation to portray the weaknesses 
of the dialogue partner without considering its 
strengths as well.

 vii.  Were willing to represent fairly and accurately, with 
love and respect, the breadth, depth, differences 
within, and nuances of one’s tradition to the best 
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of one’s ability, whether or not s/he identifies with 
them completely.

C.  Fruitful ecumenical conversation required a personal 
commitment and openness by all participants. It pro-
vided an opportunity for participants to grow spiritu-
ally and to grow together. In this conversion process, 
participants found it necessary to:

 i.  Listen to and to pray for one another with the 
mind and the heart so that genuine understanding 
between all parties became possible.

 ii.  Share together in learning and teaching.
 iii.  Take on assignments intended to contribute to the 

goals of the conversation. 
 iv.  Hold the best interest of the other participants at 

heart.

D.  Fruitful ecumenical conversation benefited from the 
commitment of all participants to act upon the knowl-
edge that is received in the conversation process, antici-
pating that that all participants would attempt to.

 i.  Bring into their lives and the lives of their ecclesial 
bodies what has been learned in the conversation.

 ii.  Be open to promoting further conversations within 
their own constituencies. 

 iii.  Speak only the truth in love about the other tra-
dition, once it has been honestly and candidly 
explained.

 iv.  Report to the appropriate ecclesial bodies the fruit 
(both positive and negative) of the time spent in 
conversation honestly and in a timely manner. 

 v.  Communicate these findings in as clear a language 
as possible in order to facilitate their reception by 
the broadest possible audience, and

 vi.  Recognize the limitations that conversation alone 
brings to the quest for Christian unity while cele-
brating the gifts or new possibilities that issue from 
that conversation.

4. What the JCG Sought to Achieve

The basic goals of the JCG were (1) to introduce JCG 
members to a particular model and context of ecumeni-
cal dialogue (a joint consultative group); and (2) to prepare 
JCG members to introduce others from their respective 
churches to different ways of being in dialogue across 
Christian traditions. To achieve these objectives it was 
necessary to develop a methodology that allowed room for 
personal growth and mutual encouragement. 

The group was composed of equal numbers of WCC 
and Pentecostal members, including pastors, professors, 

church leaders and lay people from around the world. 
Some were experienced ecumenists, while others were new 
to ecumenical dialogue. It was a dialogue of Christians who 
could represent their traditions and the experience of their 
churches. It was not only a dialogue between WCC mem-
ber churches and Pentecostals, but an experience of intra-
WCC and intra-Pentecostal discussion. 

Because of its grassroots diversity the JCG had to find 
ways of being in dialogue that brought the gifts of every 
person to the table. The group quickly developed an inter-
disciplinary approach that included personal testimonies, 
prayer, bible study, theological dialogue and engagement 
with local churches all working together to help explore the 
theme of discussion.

The JCG also served as a switch board for sharing 
updates on international, national and local developments 
in ecumenical dialogue, helping to nurture a number of 
significant opportunities for dialogue between WCC 
member churches and Pentecostal churches. 

Through its inter-disciplinary approach the members 
of the JCG celebrated many points of common faith, but 
also navigated the tensions of theological, historical and 
experiential difference in understanding the one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic church. 

5. Dialogue Centred on Shared Resources

The method and choice of topics for discussion drew more 
upon shared resources of faith, than theological issues and 
ecclesial positions alone. 

One thing that all JCG members held in common was 
a deep faith and belief in Christ as God and Saviour. This 
was strengthened by sharing personal testimonies of faith 
in Christ, particularly at the beginning of the journey but 
also through deepened sharing along the way. Common 
faith was also nurtured by praying together daily using the 
songs, prayers and stories of each member’s tradition. 

The JCG chose to discuss a topic that each member 
loved and cared for dearly—the church. Moreover it chose 
to talk about the church using the ancient and common 
affirmation that the church is one, catholic, holy and apos-
tolic as professed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed 
(appendix 2).

In talking about the church the JCG looked to a com-
mon source for understanding—the Bible. As much time 
was spent studying Bible passages relevant to the mark of 
the church under discussion as was spent discussing theo-
logical positions papers. The common story of the people 
of God helped to steer the discussion toward common 
affirmations about the church (appendix 3). 
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In a spirit of love, we prayed the Lord’s Prayer and 
shared our common faith through the Nicene-Con-
stantinopolitan Creed. 

In a spirit of love, we invited each other to share in 
and become part of our faith journeys.

In a spirit of love, we reflected on scripture as the 
common word we share.

In a spirit of love, we considered theological and 
historical accounts of our church traditions.

In a spirit of love, we encouraged and were encour-
aged by the churches we encountered.

6. Observations from Our Discussion on the Church

The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed professes the 
church to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic. These are 
commonly referred to as the “marks of the church.” It is 
what Christians believe to be true about the church in every 
time and in every place. The profession is a source of shared 
faith in the Triune God, binding the faithful together.

The Church is One—The creed professes that the 
church is one. This affirms what already exists in Christ 
and what will be forever. It is grounded in and reflects the 
nature of the Holy Trinity. It was important for early Chris-
tians to affirm their unity in Christ to deepen their experi-
ence of fellowship in the Holy Spirit and to proclaim their 
faith in the Triune God.

The church is one because the Holy Trinity is one. 
The church is one in Jesus Christ. There is one church, 
one people of God, one body of Christ, one gospel, one 
baptism, one communion of saints. Like the creed, these 
affirmations of faith from the life of the early church offer a 
clear vision of the church as one (Eph 4.4-6).

Today, the oneness, or unity, among Christ’s followers 
is expressed in many ways. It can be experienced in sharing, 
in fellowship, in communion and through sacraments (e.g. 
baptism and Eucharist); it can also be expressed in prayer, 
through common service and continuing Christ’s mission 
in the world to proclaim the love of God for all creation. It 
is a state of being and act of doing.

And yet there are many differences in how churches 
around the world understand the oneness of the church, 
how they seek to make their unity in Christ visible and 
how they bear witness to this mark of the church. The dif-
ferences emerged through history, are expressed in theol-
ogy and are visible in different ecclesiologies. In spite of 
these differences, unity is understood as a gift and a calling, 

rooted in common faith in Jesus Christ and with a com-
mon purpose in worshipping God and proclaiming the 
faith of the gospel in the Triune God.

The Church is Holy—The claim that the church is 
holy is a claim made by faith. That claim is made in our 
confession of the creed (credo = I believe). This faith claim 
is based upon the fact that the God of Abram, Isaac, Jacob, 
the Triune God, has revealed Himself to be holy (kadosh/
hagios). He is the Holy One of Israel. Holiness originates 
in God and is freely communicated by Him through the 
Spirit to His creation, in various times and places, and 
especially to those engaged in serving Him, the church of 
Jesus Christ. The church as both the body of Christ and as 
community is holy because God has communicated His 
holiness to the church. Our participation in this holiness is 
made possible by our participation in the life of the Triune 
God, through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ 
Jesus (Col 1.22) through the Holy Spirit. We have been 
cleansed through the “washing of water with the word” 
(Eph 5.26-27). We are the temple of God, indwelt by His 
Holy Spirit (1 Cor 3.16-17), and sustained by our life in 
Christ. It appears that all of us agree on these basic truths. 

Where we have found differences among us is in the 
link that some make between the holiness of the individual 
Christian (understood as a process of sanctification) and 
the holiness of the church. The question is frequently asked, 
if the church is “without spot or wrinkle” (Eph. 5.27) how 
do we account for sin among the saints? That we, members 
of the body of Christ, are called to live lives that are holy 
(1 Pet. 1.13-21), lives that are worthy of our calling (Eph. 
4.1-3) is not in dispute. Standards of personal holiness, 
however, are often in dispute, as is the place of discernment 
and discipline within the life of the holy community. 

The Church is Catholic—The mark of catholicity, 
from the Greek kath’holou meaning “as a whole” and “uni-
versal,” evokes a sense of totality, wholeness, integrity, per-
fection, and—with respect to the church-universality and 
ecumenicity. Given this etymological foundation, catholic-
ity signifies and celebrates the presence of the risen Christ 
and affirms the true faith in the face of heresy and schism.

Catholicity is also understood by some members of 
the JCG as a task of the church, not merely a possession 
of the church. The JCG agree that this mark is also related 
to God’s mission. However, different perspectives surfaced 
concerning the mission of the church with respect to catho-
licity. Pentecostal, Protestant and Orthodox traditions have 
their own internal understandings of fullness and integrity.
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At the conclusion of the meeting during which the 
JCG considered the mark of catholicity, the JCG devel-
oped the following affirmation in a spirit of togetherness.

“We affirm that catholicity is the gift of the Triune 
God to the church in its universality of time and space. 
The church is wherever and whenever there are those who 
confess Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour, and includes all 
those who have held this faith throughout the ages, inclu-
sive of particularities such as age, social condition, gender, 
race, or ability. The church, in its catholicity, expresses its 
life through worship and God’s mission, making Christ 
known, pursuing justice and compassion for the sanctifica-
tion of all of creation and making ‘every effort to maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” This obedient 
response to the call of God is only possible in the power of 
the Spirit, recognising the love of God that transforms us, 
and in humble dependence upon God’s grace.” 

Pentecostals understand catholicity in terms of the 
“full gospel” in relation to the Lord’s promise to give life in 
fullness (Jn 10.10); He is Saviour, the one who baptizes in 
the Spirit, the Healer as well as the coming King. The JCG 
reaffirmed that the WCC does not exist as “the una sancta 
of which the creeds speak,” and so does not embody catho-
licity in this way, but as a fellowship of churches calling one 
another toward a “mutual accountability” as they embody 
faith in Christ and fulfil the call of catholicity.

The Church is Apostolic—When we affirm that the 
church is apostolic, we begin with the Triune God, the 
Father who both sent (apostello) His Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, to bear witness to the truth in God and also sends 
the Holy Spirit. As Christians, we root our apostolic claims 
in Jesus Christ who, as the Father sent Him, sends His dis-
ciples into the world to bear witness (Martyria) to the truth 
that we have come to understand as the gospel. That truth 
was made manifest in His incarnation, His death, and His 
resurrection. In a sense, all those who identify with Christ 
are carriers of the gospel message (evangelion). The living 
out of this common calling is made manifest in word and 
deed, and in our common koinonia. Still, Jesus chose the 
twelve, in a unique way, to carry the message of truth, to set 
the church in order, to guard the “good treasure entrusted 
to you with the help of the Holy Spirit living in us,” (2 Tim 
1.14) and to pass it along to the faithful of the next genera-
tion (2 Tim 2.2) and hence, to all generations. 

The message that is to be guarded was embodied 
first in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Himself, 
but it also exists in the affirmations of faith such as may 
be found in 1 Corinthians 12.3 (“Jesus is Lord!”), and 1 
Corinthians 15.1-11, the things of first importance. The 
apostle’s affirmation shows these truths as being rooted in 

scripture, which provides evidence that in Christ we are 
confronted by God’s eternal plan, and through Christ, we 
stand in continuity with the whole church. In the early 
church, the affirmations first given by the apostles (Jude 
3) were entrusted to those on whom the apostles had laid 
their hands, consecrating them as bishops, who were asked 
in turn, to pass them along to the next generation. These 
basic teachings became the “rule of faith.” They embodied 
the essence of that “deposit of faith” in written form, which 
has been passed along to each generation. As time passed, 
the essence of these “rule of faith” became enshrined in the 
creed, now commonly confessed by much of the church. 
Thus, Christ, scripture, the creed, and the ongoing teach-
ings of the church understood as “tradition,” provide the 
content and the context for the apostolic affirmation. The 
ministry keeps the faith of the church and experiences the 
faith through the liturgical or worship life and the practices 
of the church and its members. It appears that all of us may 
agree on these basic truths. 

Where we have found differences among us is rooted 
in our separate histories. We do not all agree on how this 
passing of the deposit of faith is safeguarded. We do not 
necessarily agree on the sacramental or the charismatic 
character of the ministry, the limits on who is a minister, 
the role of succession in guaranteeing the “deposit of faith,” 
or whether there is an unbroken chain of succession. We do 
not all agree on a common understanding or interpretation 
of the scriptures or the place and meaning of apostolic life 
that may be evidenced by fruit (Gal 5.22-23) and charisms 
(1 Cor 12.8-10) of the Holy Spirit. Nor do we necessarily 
agree on how best to proclaim the deposit of faith that has 
been given to the church. These differences are not only 
between the WCC and Pentecostal members of the JCG, 
but also among WCC member churches and Pentecostal 
churches. 

Pentecostals have been committed to the proclama-
tion of the apostolic faith since their inception. Many Pen-
tecostal denominations incorporate the term “apostolic” in 
their name (e.g. Apostolic Faith Mission). In addition to 
their commitment to apostolic faith, Pentecostals contend 
that the apostolicity of the church is also closely related to 
apostolic life (Acts 4), apostolic work (Jn 14.12), and apos-
tolic power manifested in spiritual gifts as well as “signs and 
wonders” (Acts 2.4). 

7. Unexpected Fruits 

The JCG quickly affirmed that patience is a virtue when it 
comes to encouraging WCC member churches and Pente-
costals to be in dialogue. Though patience is still needed, 
there were a number of unexpected fruits that the JCG 
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helped bring to harvest during the past years. Though the 
JCG cannot claim to have planted these fruits, its members 
did help to nurture them with the hope that each fruit will 
increase the efforts to encourage dialogue and common 
witness.

•  In 2010 the WCC general secretary delivered greetings to 
the Pentecostal World Congress gathered in Stockholm, 
Sweden. An exchange of invitations has ensued for the 
Pentecostal World Congress and the WCC Assembly 
both taking place in 2013. The recognition and encour-
agement of dialogue at this level helps to highlight our 
need for one another.

•  New bilateral conversations have emerged between Bap-
tists and Pentecostals; between the Ecumenical Patriarch-
ate and Pentecostals. In addition to the existing dialogues 
involving Roman Catholics, Lutherans and Reformed 
with Pentecostals, these new conversations are a sign that 
deeper dialogue between church traditions is possible. In 
addition, there are many local and national conversations 
that reach the church at a grass roots level, i.e. forums for 
praying together, reading the Bible together and engag-
ing in common diaconal work. The commitment to these 
conversations helps to build mutual understanding.

•  The Global Christian Forum (GCF) has made tremen-
dous inroads in introducing church leaders from the 
Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Protestant, Evangelical 
and Pentecostal traditions to one another. The relation-
ships made through the GCF have nurtured many new 
developments and continue to help to deepen the broad-
est relationships.

•  The invitation to hold the 10th Assembly of the WCC 
in Busan, South Korea was endorsed not only by the 
WCC member churches in Korea, but by all the member 
churches of the National Council of Churches in Korea, 
including the Pentecostal Church. The invitation signi-
fies an important change in relationships. 

8. Member Testimonies

Given the importance of personal testimonies to the JCG 
methodology over the years, members of the JCG were 
invited to respond to the following three questions at the 
end of the journey

•  What have you learned from our work together?

•  How have you been transformed through our work 
together?

•  What are the challenges for the church that have been 
clarified through our process together?

While responses to these questions varied, the tes-
timonies were positively provocative and reflect an over-
whelming and unanimous celebration of this virtue—the 
development of personal relationships of mutual love pro-
vide a sure foundation for the mutual understanding upon 
which inter-church, ecumenical dialogues rely—and the 
mutual understanding inter-church, ecumenical dialogues 
generate. When we grow in relationship with one another, 
we grow in love for one another; when we grow in love for 
one another; we grow in understanding of one another.

We learned that we must take the time to grow in love for one 
another in our diversity. 

We were transformed and reoriented toward a common hope.

We gained a deeper understanding of the challenges we face 
together as Christians.

9. Recommendations 

On the occasion of the Busan Assembly, the JCG prepared 
the following recommendations to the WCC member 
churches.

Recognising that together WCC member churches 
and Pentecostal churches confess faith in the Triune God 
according to the scriptures; together these churches are 
called to be a response to Christ’s prayer for the unity of 
his believers, so that the world may believe in God’s saving 
love for all creation; and 

Recognizing also that JCG conversations in recent 
years have produced promising results, which should con-
tinue for the sake of common witness in the world and 
deeper mutual understanding between churches;

R1. The JCG recommends that efforts should be maintained 
to encourage conversation between the member churches of 
WCC and Pentecostal churches that are not members of the 
WCC. 

A. Involvement in the Work of the WCC

R2. The WCC should continue to involve Pentecostal leaders, 
pastors, lay people and theologians in strategic ways that help 
the fellowship of WCC member churches to encounter the 
Pentecostal movement. 
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R.3. Recognizing the growing significance of Pentecostalism 
in the world, the JCG recommends the participation of 
Pentecostals in WCC commissions be strengthened, i.e. Faith 
and Order, Mission and Evangelism, International Affairs.

R.4. The JCG recommends that collaboration in the area 
of theological education, ecumenical formation and youth 
initiatives continue, e.g. through theological education 
networks (ETE and WOCATI), the Bossey Ecumenical 
Institute and ECHOS (youth commission). 

R.5. The JCG recommends, that a Joint Consultative Group 
is maintained as a platform for monitoring the rapidly 
developing conversations (formal), dialogue (informal) and 
encounters between WCC member churches and Pentecostal 
churches. 

R.6. Acknowledging that there are Pentecostal churches 
that are members of the WCC, the JCG recommends that 
consideration be given by the WCC to the most appropriate 
ways of their engagement in this process of encounter and 
conversation, in consultation with its Pentecostal conversation 
partners.

R.7. Recognizing the value of the diversity on our and teams 
and the contributions each participant was able to make, we 
recommend that the WCC along with its Pentecostal partners 
in the JCG maintain and continue to strive toward balanced 
participation.

B. Conversations among Pentecostals 

The Pentecostal movement is diverse, global and growing. 
The JCG would like to encourage the Pentecostal World 
Fellowship to continue to endorse the theological exchange 
between churches. 

C. Conversations, Dialogues and Encounters at 
National, Regional and Global Levels

Though the WCC and the PWF offer global leadership, it 
is also important to encourage dialogue between national 
churches, between world communions and among church 
leaders.

Where WCC member churches and Pentecostal 
churches have engaged in dialogue at a national level great 
progress has been made.

R.8. The JCG recommends that churches around the world 
should be encouraged to be in conversation on a national and 
regional level, finding new ways to express common faith in 
and common witness to Christ.

The bilateral dialogues and conversations between 
world communions and Pentecostal churches have helped 
to deepen theological discussions. 

R.9. The JCG recommends that global church traditions be 
encouraged to continue dialogue and conversations that lead 
to deeper mutual understanding, solving existing problems 
between the churches and healing of divisions.

R.10. Recognizing the Global Christian Forum brings 
leaders together from many church traditions, establishing 
relationships through the Forum that have helped initiate 
many new opportunities for churches to deepen their 
ecumenical encounter, therefore, the JCG recommends that 
these efforts be encouraged.

20.  The Spiritual Roots of Ecumenism: 
A Fresh Look with Some Practical 
Recommendations

  Report of the Joint Working Group 
between the Roman Catholic Church  
and the WCC, 20121

 The Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic 
Church and the World Council of Churches (JWG) had 
published its Ninth Activity Report for the period 2007-
2012 including a major study document on the spiritual 
roots of ecumenism. The goal of this study which is closely 
related to some key insights of Vatican II and its decree on 
ecumenism was to get back to basics—to remind Christians 
of the spiritual impulse that has driven the ecumenical 
movement from its inception, and to consider fresh ways that 
churches can nurture these spiritual roots on the ground by 
offering some practical recommendations. 

1. Joint Working Group Between the Roman Catholic Church 
And the World Council of Churches (JWG), Ninth Report 2007-
2012, “Receiving one another in the name of Christ,” (Geneva: Rome 
2012), 72-99.
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Study Questions

1.  How is the study text explaining the use of the terms “spiri-
tuality” and “ecumenism” and the theological basis for 
spiritual ecumenism?

2.  In what ways can practices like piety, prayer, and wor-
ship that nurture the spiritual roots of ecumenism actually 
deepen and not hinder practical ecumenism?

3.  What kind of practical ways are suggested to deepen spiri-
tual ecumenism more fully in local settings?

Introduction

“Be renewed in the spirit of your minds…”  
(Eph. 4:23)2

1. In response to the prayer of our Lord “that they may all 
be one…” (John 17:21) and motivated by Christ’s call for 
renewal of life and conversion of heart, the Joint Work-
ing Group (JWG), responsible for fostering the relation-
ship between the World Council of Churches (WCC) and 
the Roman Catholic Church (RCC), initiated a project to 
reflect anew on the spiritual roots of ecumenism. In doing 
so, the goal is to get back to basics—to remind Christians of 
the spiritual impulse that has driven the ecumenical move-
ment from its inception, and to consider fresh ways that 
churches can nurture these spiritual roots on the ground 
by offering some practical recommendations. Thus, after 
explaining the use of the terms “spirituality” and “ecumen-
ism” (words that popular culture often uses without suffi-
cient clarity), this study will explore briefly the theological 
basis for spiritual ecumenism; will consider practices of 
piety, prayer, and worship that nurture these spiritual 
roots; will highlight how God in Christ through the Holy 
Spirit breathes new life into Christians through examples 
among the saints and transforming encounters with the 
other; and will offer some practical ways to appropriate 
this foundation more fully in local settings. The members 
of the JWG do so mindful of the variety of cultural con-
texts and many stressful situations in which churches find 
themselves, while seeking to be faithful to the Gospel in the 
twenty-first century. 

2. In the face of all sorts of tensions and conflicts, local and 
international, among churches and in the world, the mem-
bers of the JWG are keenly aware of how essential is a rec-
onciling witness. We are conscious both of the continuing 
divisions among Christian churches and of the perception 

2. All biblical citations are from The New Revised Standard Version. 
(1989, 1995) The Division of Christian Education of the National 
Council of Churches of Christ in the United States of America.

that many are content with the status quo. Some are 
openly critical of the ecumenical movement because they 
fear that it will compromise doctrine and ethical teachings 
as they understand them. Yet as the Vatican II Decree on 
Ecumenism declared, division “openly contradicts the will 
of Christ, provides a stumbling block to the world and 
inflicts damage on the most holy cause of proclaiming the 
good news to every creature.”3 People who live in a rec-
onciling spirit are powerful witnesses to the essence of the 
Christian faith. 

3. Long before the twentieth century, whenever divisions 
among Christians occurred, the impulse toward unity also 
was evident. The modern ecumenical movement, how-
ever, began with certain markers—the World Missionary 
Conference in Edinburgh, 1910; the Conference on Life 
and Work in Stockholm, 1925; the World Conference on 
Faith and Order in Lausanne, 1927. Resolution (9) of the 
Lambeth Conference of 1920 on the reunion of Christen-
dom was saying “We believe that the Holy Spirit has called 
us in a very solemn and special manner to associate our-
selves in penitence and prayer with all those who deplore 
the divisions of Christian people, and are inspired by the 
vision and hope of a visible unity of the whole Church.”4 
An encyclical from the Ecumenical Patriarchate in 1920, 
addressed “unto all the churches of Christ, everywhere,” 
was another cornerstone in the ecumenical foundation 
being laid at the beginning of the twentieth century.5 
Much has been written about these initiatives. They have 
borne good fruit. 

4. After the World Council of Churches was formed in 
1948, member churches identified certain assumptions 
about the basis of their relationship. Among these was a 
commitment by the member churches to “enter into spiri-
tual relationships through which they seek to learn from 
that the life of the churches may be renewed.”6 Sixteen years 
later, the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio-UR) 
of the Roman Catholic Church resonated with a similar 
spirit. In what was the culmination of a long process of 

3. Unitatis Redintegratio. (1966) The Documents of Vatican II. The 
American Press, U.S.A., Par. 1.
4. Cf the Lambeth Conference official website: http://www.
lambethconference.org/resolutions/1920/1920-9.cfm.
5. Cf Bishop John (Kallos) of Amorion. A Historical Sketch of the 
Ecumenical Movement. http://www.orthodoxresearchinstitute.org/
articles/ecumenical/john_thermon_history_ecumenism.htm; Fr. 
Peter Alban Heers. The Missionary Origins of Modern Ecumenism. 
http://orthodoxinfo.com/ecumenism/heers-themissionaryrootsofm
odernecumenism.pdf.
6. Toronto Statement. (1950) World Council of Churches Central 
Committee. IV.8.
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“return to the sources” in scriptural, liturgical and theo-
logical studies, the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) 
formally and irrevocably committed the Catholic Church 
to the search for Christian unity. In the chapter on The 
Practice of Ecumenism, the Decree asserted that “There can 
be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of 
heart. For it is from renewal of the inner life of our minds, 
(cf. Eph. 4:23), from self-denial and an unstinted love that 
desires of unity take their rise and develop in a mature 
way.”7 

5. Although the contemporary ecumenical movement takes 
various institutional forms—councils of churches, bi- and 
multi-lateral dialogues, initiatives of the Christian world 
communions, the student Christian movement, world mis-
sionary conferences, united and uniting churches, encyc-
licals from Orthodox and Catholic religious leaders—all 
these institutional forms have a spiritual foundation. 

6. The members of the JWG rejoice in the many successes 
that have taken place in the last century. While the com-
munion of our churches remains incomplete, Christians 
neither should dwell on the negatives nor overly exult 
about the positives, but always return to the reason for 
engaging in the quest for Christian unity. Christians do 
this work to be faithful to the Gospel, believing it will bear 
good fruit in God’s good time. 

7. Followers of Christ are called to incorporate “a broad 
spirituality of openness to the other in light of the impera-
tive of Christian unity, directed by the Holy Spirit.”8 At 
the heart of the Christian faith is the idea of a reconciled 
community of people who treat each other with the same 
compassionate, loving, reconciling spirit that God has 
shown and continues to show through Jesus Christ in the 
Holy Spirit. The very nature of the Godhead is one of com-
munity. God created human beings to share in this sacred 
friendship. As friends of God, each one of us realizes our 
own unique gifts in community with others and in solidar-
ity with all whom God loves, indeed, with all creation. The 
sharing of these gifts in community leads to change and 
growth. 

8. Only God’s grace and the work of the Holy Spirit can 
truly bring Christians together with all the riches which 
God has sown in each of the churches and in all peoples. As 
growth in communion ecumenism is a powerful witness to 
the gospel that all Christians can bear before a fragmented 

7. Unitatis Redintegratio, Par. 7.
8. The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue. A Joint Working 
Group Study: Eighth Report, Par. 37.

and divided world. The more Christians remain rooted in 
Jesus Christ, the self-revelation of God, the more credible 
will be their witness to the world at large. The ecumeni-
cal movement regularly highlights this understanding. As 
the Apostle Paul asserts, “…we are ambassadors for Christ, 
since God is making his appeal through us;” (2 Cor. 5: 
20) Fresh focus on the spiritual roots of ecumenism is an 
appropriate response to contemporary challenges among 
churches and within the world.

I. Basic Terms

“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!” (2 Cor. 5:17)

9. The words “ecumenism” and “spirituality” tend to be 
used in a variety of ways. The JWG will be using terms in 
the following ways: 

10. Christian spirituality is the living and sharing in God’s 
love because, in the words of the Apostle Paul, “...God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit that has been given to us.” (Romans 5:5) It enables 
Christians and their churches to respond to God’s initia-
tives—to what the triune God is doing in and through 
us. Theology and spirituality are inextricably intertwined, 
because both deal with God and God’s relationship with 
humanity through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. It 
involves discerning God’s activity in people, in churches, in 
the world. By the grace of God, Christians seek to grow in 
understanding God’s will, and to follow that will in them-
selves, in the community of the church, and in society. 
Spirituality is a holistic discipline. It is personal (not indi-
vidualistic); at the same time, it flourishes in community. 
It grows from our human capacity as conscious, free beings 
in relationship to others and in relationship to the ground 
and source of our being, the triune God. It is meaning-
seeking and a power of transformation. Spirituality moves 
toward authenticity and encounters truth, fulfilling our 
life, restoring our true dimension, and enabling us to have 
a fuller understanding, real dialogue, and communion. It 
shapes our horizons. Christians have relied on a variety of 
personal and communal ways, chief among them prayer 
and worship, to understand and follow the will of God. 

11. Ecumenism is a response to Christ’s prayer for unity 
for the sake of the world (John 17:21). The term comes 
from the Greek word, oikoumene, which means “the whole 
inhabited earth.” In the twentieth century, the word “ecu-
menism” came to be applied to efforts to heal divisions 
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among Christian churches for the sake of the world. The 
WCC Constitution articulates elements of this vision: 
“The primary purpose of the fellowship of churches in the 
World Council of Churches is to call one another to vis-
ible unity in one faith and in 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.”9 This quest 
is important because it is an essential dimension of the 
gospel. As the WCC founding Amsterdam assembly mes-
sage affirmed, “Christ has made us His own, and He is not 
divided.”10 Churches help one another to be faithful to the 
Gospel mandate of reconciliation, and call one another to 
mutual accountability as together, they seek to know the 
mind of Christ. Because Christ’s call is for the salvation of 
the whole inhabited earth, the quest for Christian unity is 
not for its sake alone. 

12. The unity Christian churches seek is not a call for 
uniformity. Nor does it entail compromises of doctrine 
or conscience as churches address differences in perspec-
tives about basic Christian tenets. Unity allows for legiti-
mate diversity in theological expression, spirituality, rite, 
reflections on faith, and inculturation. Rather, legitimate 
diversity aims to enrich the whole body of Christ. “The 
dynamic of the ecumenical movement is rooted in the ten-
sion between the churches as they are and the true koinonia 
with the triune God and among one another which is their 
calling and God’s gift.”11 The living force of this ecumenical 
quest is the Holy Spirit, who bestows the fruit of “love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentle-
ness, and self-control.” (Eph. 5:22)

13. In the twentieth century, the word “ecumenism” began 
to refer specifically to Christians working toward “visible 
unity in one faith and one Eucharistic fellowship.” While 
we affirm the essential value of promoting positive rela-
tionships among all peoples of faith, the intra-Christian 
understanding of the term “ecumenism” is how the word 
will be used in this text.

14. Ecumenical dialogue and interreligious dialogue are 
related to each other. Christians need to bear common wit-
ness in so far as it is possible with people of other religions. 

9. Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches (as 
amended by the 9th Assembly, Proto Alegre, Brazil, February 
2006), III Purposes and Functions.
10. Ruth Rouse and Stephen Charles Neill. (1986) A History of the 
Ecumenical Movement: Volume I, 1517-1948, third edition. World 
Council of Churches, Geneva. p. 720.
11. Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the World 
Council of Churches. [CUV] 2.8.l.

The Directory for the Application of the Principles and Norms 
of Ecumenism takes notice of this fact. It states: 

There are increasing contacts in today’s world between 
Christians and persons of other religions. These con-
tacts differ radically from the contacts between the 
church and ecclesial communities, which have for their 
object the restoration of the unity Christ willed among 
all his disciples, and are properly called ecumenical. 
But in practice they are deeply influenced by, and 
in turn influence ecumenical relationships. Through 
them, Christians can deepen the level of communion 
existing among themselves, and so they are to be con-
sidered an important part of ecumenical cooperation.12

15. The spiritual roots of ecumenism combine efforts of 
Christians to discern God’s will and to be receptive to the 
Holy Spirit, with particular attention to “the ministry of 
reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18) which has been entrusted 
to us through Christ for the sake of the world—indeed, 
for all creation, “in hope that the creation itself will be 
set free from its bondage to decay…” (Rom. 8:21). This 
is the common hope for all human beings and a source 
of the ecumenical mandate. Division “openly contradicts 
the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages the 
holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature.”13 In 
response to the reality of divisions among Christians, at 
the 50th anniversary of its founding, the WCC member 
churches recommitted themselves to nurture “the ability 
to pray, live, act and grow together in community—some-
times through struggle and conflict—with churches from 
differing backgrounds and traditions.”14 In this project, the 
members of the Joint Working Group have been attentive 
to the variety of writings within and among Christian tra-
ditions that particularly inform this ecumenical mandate. 

16. The quest for Christian unity is not something new 
in the life of the churches. It is rooted in the tradition of 
the Church from the earliest centuries, and is embedded in 
liturgy. Furthermore, it is part of the fundamental nature 
of the church. As Pope John Paul II said in his encyclical 
Ut Unum Sint, the unity 

which the Lord has bestowed on his church and 
in which he wishes to embrace all people, is not 

12. The Directory for the Application of the Principles and Norms of 
Ecumenism. Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. n. 
210.
13. Unitatis Redintegratio. Par. 1.
14. Towards A Common Understanding and Vision of the World 
Council of Churches. (Sept. 1997). A policy statement adopted by 
the WCC Central Committee. Par. 3.7.1.
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something added on, but stands at the very heart of 
Christ’s mission. Nor is it some secondary attribute 
of the community of his disciples. Rather, it belongs 
to the very essence of this community. God wills the 
church because he wills unity, and unity is an expres-
sion of the whole depth of his agape.15

In other words, the spiritual roots of ecumenism are at 
the very heart of the quest for Christian unity: that is, they 
entail conversion and renewal, holiness of life in accor-
dance with the Gospel, personal and communal prayer. At 
the same time that the response to God’s will for unity 
is grounded in the scripture and tradition that Christians 
share, the forms of that response are open to fresh winds of 
the Holy Spirit in ways still to be made known. 

17. The members of the JWG have chosen to use the meta-
phor of “spiritual roots” because roots are a common source 
of nourishment. As with all metaphors, it is evocative and 
provides a good visual image for the fundamentals under-
girding the ecumenical movement. Roots are dependent 
on the same life-giving sources of soil and water. These 
sources often are hidden, yet they quietly sustain. All roots 
intermingle, sometimes in complex ways not visible to the 
human eye. They have the potential to bear good fruit. So 
it is with the spiritual roots of ecumenism. The common 
source nourishing Christians is the triune God. Chris-
tians are reborn and nourished in the waters of baptism, 
through which we share a real though incomplete commu-
nion. Our distinct traditions are inter-dependent. We turn 
to the same life-giving channels of scripture and tradition 
discerned through human experience to guide, sustain, and 
bear the fruit of reconciliation. The ecumenical movement, 
itself, has been a fruit of the Holy Spirit, refreshing our 
commitment and inspiring Christians to engage with each 
other as we reach toward full koinonia—“visible unity in 
one faith and one eucharistic fellowship.”16 

II. Biblical Foundations

“I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of 
those who will believe in me through their word, that 
they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am 
in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” (John 17:20-21)

18. Because prayer is rooted in a relationship with the 
triune God, the JWG has chosen prayer as an organizing 
principle to explore the theological foundations of spiritual 
ecumenism. Prayer rooted in the prayer of Jesus leads the 

15. Ut Unum Sint. No. 9.
16. WCC Constitution. Par. 3.

believer to confront his or her sins that contribute to divi-
sion within the community, and also the sins committed 
by members of the church in previous ages which have led 
to schism and fracture in ecclesial communion. By pray-
ing with Christ, believers undergo interior conversion 
and become instruments of healing who remove obstacles 
to communion, but also witnesses to the diversity of the 
Holy Spirit’s gifts that make true unity possible. Finally, 
as Christians who look to Christ as the principal agent of 
reconciliation, we also cultivate a patience that recognizes 
the perfection of unity as the final gift of the Lord when 
he returns in glory. As has been stated in section I (Basic 
terms), prayer is only one dimension of the spiritual life. 

A. The Prayer of Jesus as a Basis for Unity
19. The Gospel of John places Jesus’ prayer for unity at the 
climax of his farewell address to the disciples on the night 
before his death. In what is often called the high priestly 
prayer (John 17), Jesus asks the Father to give his disciples, 
those who belong to him in the time of his death on the 
cross, as well as those who have yet to believe in him, a share 
in their communion of life and love. The prayer for unity 
is first a prayer to “abide” (menein) in Jesus and in the love 
that he has for the Father (15:7-10) and for his disciples 
(13:34). Like branches of the vine (15:5), his disciples will 
bear fruit if they obey the Father’s commandments and 
love one another as Jesus himself has loved them. To lay 
down one’s life for a brother or sister is the most supreme 
expression of unity precisely because it imitates the sacrifi-
cial love of Jesus revealed on the cross (13:1; 15:13). 

20. Unity in the love of Jesus is first an I-Thou relationship 
which builds communion between individuals and Christ 
as the ground from which unity between communities 
emerges. The disciples derive their unity with one another 
from Christ who shows how to love and how to find the 
way to the Father (John 8:12; 14:7). It is his love that gives 
rise to the desire for unity, even in those who have never 
been aware of the need for it. Saint Cyril of Alexandria 
writes that Christ wishes his disciples 

to be kept in a state of unity by maintaining a like-
mindedness and an identity of will, being mingled 
together as it were in soul and spirit and in the law of 
peace and love for one another. He wishes them to be 
bound together tightly with an unbreakable bond of 
love, that they may advance to such a degree of unity 
that is conceived to exist between the Father and the 
Son.17 

17. Joel C. Elowsky and Thomas C. Oden, eds. Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture: John 11-21. (InterVarsity Press: Downers 
Grove, IL; Commentary on the Gospel of John 11.9, 2007), 245. 
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The early Christian community, as depicted in the 
Book of Acts, realizes this harmony of minds and hearts as 
its members “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” 
as well as to the sharing of wealth for the benefit of one 
another (Acts 2:41, 44-45). 

21. All loving action, all fruitfulness of life in commu-
nion among Christians flows from hearing the word of 
Christ and receiving it in faith. The word that Jesus speaks 
comes from the Father, and is expressed through a variety 
of teachings and powerful signs. But all of the words and 
deeds of Christ are, at the same time, concentrated in the 
one word that is the divine name shared by both Jesus and 
the Father. “I AM” is the powerful name of God revealed 
first through Moses to the people of Israel (Exodus 3:14), 
and now to all peoples through the exaltation of Christ 
on the cross ( John 18 ff). Within the high priestly prayer, 
Jesus acknowledges that he has revealed the Father’s inef-
fable name to his disciples (John 17:6), the name that saves 
human beings because it elicits faith from them. Wherever 
two or three gather to invoke Jesus’ name, he is present in 
the midst of them (Matt.18:20). 

22. In the Gospel of Matthew the divine name is simi-
larly invoked in the distinctive prayer that Jesus teaches to 
his disciples: “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be 
thy name….” The Lord’s Prayer sanctifies the divine name 
because it petitions the Father for the means to live within 
the heavenly kingdom, where sins are forgiven and all are 
reconciled to one another in Christ. This very prayer that 
Christians of differing confessional allegiances often recite 
in common today is the prayer for unity par excellence. As 
St. Cyprian noted about the Lord’s Prayer, “we say not 
‘My Father, which art in heaven,’ nor ‘Give me this day my 
daily bread’…When we pray [the Lord’s Prayer] we pray 
not for one but for the whole people, because we the whole 
people are one.”18 

23. The prayer for unity, the prayer of Jesus and 
his disciples, achieves its desired object only through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Earlier in his farewell address, 
Jesus promises another Advocate in whom the disciples 
will abide and in whom his memory will be preserved in all 
truth (John 14:16-17, 25-26). The same Spirit that helps 
us in our weakness, intercedes for us when we do not know 
how to pray (Rom. 8:26-27), and enables us to proclaim 
that “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor. 12:3)—that same Spirit draws 
the first Christians into the unity of the richly endowed 
18. St. Cyprian. Treatise IV, On the Lord’s Prayer. No. 8; http://
www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf05.iv.v.iv.html (Accessed March 15, 
2010).

church at Pentecost. Sent by the Father through the Son, 
the life-giving Spirit (Nicene Constantinopolitane Creed) 
accompanies the church throughout the pilgrimage of his-
tory, preserving believers in the truth and enabling them 
to witness boldly to the gospel. In the process of praying, 
working and struggling for unity, the Holy Spirit also 
“comforts us in pain, disturbs us when we are satisfied to 
remain in our division, leads us to repentance and grants us 
joy when our communion flourishes.”19 

24. Finally, the unity for which Christ and his followers 
pray achieves its fulfillment only when the rest of humanity 
finds its place within creation’s worship of the triune God 
(Phil. 2:10-11). Jesus prays that we may be one “so that the 
world may believe” that he is the one sent by the Father—a 
realization that marks the beginning of eternal life (John 
17:3). Thus communion among Christians fosters mis-
sion, which includes both the proclamation of the word 
as well as action on behalf of justice, peace and care for 
God’s creation. It is in this spirit that John Calvin offered 
a prayer saying “Save us, Lord, from being self-centered in 
our prayers; teach us to remember to pray for others. May 
we be so caught up in love for those for whom we pray, 
that we may feel their needs as keenly as our own, and pray 
for them with imagination, sensitivity, and knowledge.”20 
Christians today who pray for unity stand within the mod-
ern ecumenical movement, which began more than one 
hundred years ago with the realization that the mission of 
announcing the good news of Jesus Christ is impeded by 
the discordant witness of Christian communities in com-
petition with or indifferent to one another. Such a contra-
diction becomes an obstacle for those who hear the message 
and who might otherwise place their faith in Christ. 

B. Our Calling to Repentance and Conversion as a Basis for 
Unity
25. The dialogue of metanoia which comprises repentance 
and conversion is also a dialogue of unity among Chris-
tians.21 From the beginning of history, sin has led either to 
a break or a wound in humanity’s communion with God, 
which has resulted in conflicts between individuals and 
their communities. God’s solution to the catastrophic con-
sequences of human rebellion is to restore the relationship 

19. The Unity of the Church: Gift and Calling—The Canberra 
statement. (1991) World Council of Churches. No. 4.1; http://
www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-commissions/
faith-and-order-commission-unity-the-church-and-its-mission/the-
unity-of-the-church-gift-and-calling-the-canberra-statement.html 
(Accessed March 15, 2010)
20. Dorothy Stewart, compiler. The Westminster Collection of 
Christian Prayers. (WJK: Louisville, KY, 2002), 314.
21. Ut Unum Sint. No. 35.
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by means of a covenant. Through the prophets of Israel, the 
people are further educated in the bond between worship 
and justice, sacrifices and merciful deeds (e.g. Hos. 6:6). 

26. With the coming of Jesus Christ, the new Adam who 
renews all of humanity through his incarnation and life-
giving death on the cross (cf. 1 Cor. 15:47), believers 
receive the definitive plan for communion and unity. By 
the grace that comes through faith in Christ Jesus, believers 
who are baptized into him have the means of overcoming 
their sins and evil in the world and of being transformed 
into holy instruments of God’s new creation (Gal. 3:27). 

27. Christians rejoice in the ways that the Lord equips 
them to be ambassadors of reconciliation (cf. 2 Cor. 5:19) 
and announcers of a gospel that promises renewed friend-
ship with God (cf. John 15:15). “Humanity is one, organi-
cally one by its divine structure; it is the church’s mission 
to reveal to men that pristine unity that they have lost, to 
restore and complete it,” said St. Hilary of Poitier.22 The 
vocation of service to unity is, therefore, an inherent part 
of the call to discipleship. 

28. In our worship, the community makes a confession of 
sin in order to remove the obstacles to communion with 
God and fellowship with one another. Sometimes the 
confession takes the form of a communal prayer. At other 
times it is a litany that repeats the words of penitents in the 
Gospel: “Lord, have mercy”/Kyrie eleison (cf. Mark 10:48; 
Luke 18:13, 38). In confessing our sins together as part 
of communal worship, we turn together to Christ whose 
blood pays the debt of our sins (cf. Rom. 5:16) and calls out 
for mercy and reconciliation among believers and within 
the wider human family (cf. Heb. 12:24; Col. 1:20). 

29. The community of believers that carries the message 
and presence of Christ into the world begins its life at 
Pentecost with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, whom 
the Lord had promised to send (Acts 1:8; cf. John 14:16). 
What had been a Jewish feast of God’s gift of the covenant 
at Sinai becomes for the followers of Jesus the beginning 
of a new phase in the history of salvation, in which all the 
earth’s peoples are represented (Acts 2:1-11). Through 
the outpouring of the Spirit, Christ undoes the damage 
wrought by Babel (cf. Gen. 11:1-9) and enables human 
beings to reunite in the language of faith in the one whose 
blood dissolves the walls of division (Eph. 2:14-15). Christ 
makes himself the head of this new body (Col. 1:18), but 

22. Henri de Lubac. (1988) Catholicism: Christ and the Common 
Destiny of Man. Ignatius Press, San Francisco. pp. 45, 48, 53.

animates it by the Spirit who is the bearer of God’s love 
(Rom. 5:5)—a love that casts out fear (1 John 14).

30. The church is the place where humanity rediscovers its 
unity in communion with God. In the images of the early 
church Fathers, the church is the ark which “in the full 
sail of the Lord’s cross, by the breath of the Holy Spirit, 
navigates safely in this world,” and through which human 
beings are “saved from the flood” as in the days of Noah.23 

31. At its ninth assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2006, 
the World Council of Churches affirmed in its statement 
on ecclesiology, Called to Be the One Church, that the 
Church is the sign and instrument of what God intends 
for the salvation of the world. “The kingdom of God can 
be perceived in a reconciled and reconciling community 
called to holiness: A community that strives to overcome 
the discriminations expressed in sinful social structures, 
and to work for the healing of divisions in its own life and 
for healing and unity in the human community.”24 

32. Conversion to Christ and prayer for unity lead to the 
healing of those memories of intolerance, hatred and even 
violence perpetrated by Christians against other Christians 
in the name of religion. As Pope John Paul II said in his 
encyclical Ut Unum Sint: “With the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, the Lord’s disciples, inspired by love, by the power 
of the truth and by a sincere desire for mutual forgive-
ness and reconciliation, are called to re-examine together 
their painful past and the hurt which that past regrettably 
continues to provoke even today.”25 With similar dedi-
cation, they are to affirm and renew “the image of God 
in all humanity” and to work “alongside all those whose 
human dignity has been denied by economic, political, and 
social marginalization.”26 Joined to Christ the reconciler, 
Christians do not hesitate to engage in works that promote 
healing and unity in the broader society, even while recog-
nizing with Paul that such good work appropriately begins 
in the household of faith (cf. Gal. 6:10). 

23. St. Augustine. Sermon. 96,7,9: PL 38,588; St. Ambrose, De virg. 
18 118: PL 16,297B; cf. already 1 Pet. 3:20-21.
24. WCC. (2006) Called to Be One Church—Porto Alegre 
statement. No. 10; http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/assembly/porto-alegre-2006/1-statements-documents-
adopted/christian-unity-and-message-to-the-churches/called-to-
be-the-one-church-as -adoped.html (Accessed March 15, 2010) 
bibliography.
25. Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, No.2.
26. WCC. (2006) Called to Be One Church—Porto Alegre 
statement. No. 10.
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C. The Gifts of the Spirit in a Dialogue with Cultures as a 
Basis for Unity
33. Spiritual ecumenism values unity and diversity as two 
interpenetrating gifts that Christ in his Spirit bestows upon 
the church. Already in the New Testament, the new people 
of God reveals itself as a unity rich in diversity when the 
Word and the Spirit appear together in moments of God’s 
creative acts. In his spiritual interpretation of the baptism of 
Jesus and the day of Pentecost, Augustine of Hippo points 
out that it is the same Holy Spirit who reveals himself in 
both events as the source of the new creation (cf. Matt. 
3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21–22; John 1:29–34; 
Acts 2:4). The two manifestations of the Spirit represent, 
according to Augustine, the diversity of gifts and the unity 
of faith in the one church. At Pentecost, Augustine writes, 
“there is a diversity of tongues, but the diversity of tongues 
does not imply schisms. Do not be afraid of the separation 
in the cloven tongues, but in the dove recognize unity.”27 
In the hovering of the Spirit over Jesus, at the moment the 
Father pronounces his Son “beloved,” the unity of all those 
who would be baptized in Christ and made children of the 
one God, also is manifested. For Augustine, incorporation 
into Christ at baptism and the gathering into the church 
at Pentecost are two aspects of God’s single response to the 
chaos provoked by sin. 

34. Unity in diversity is found throughout the life of the 
church, in every stage of its existence. Given the mandate 
of the church to proclaim the gospel and baptize people of 
all nations (Matt. 28:19-20), the church enters into dia-
logue with disparate cultures. Each new culture and ethnic 
community that receives the Gospel and allows the church 
to take root on its soil, contributes its own gifts to the life 
of the body of believers. Worship, theology, and witness 
find new and enriching expressions because the dialogue 
of church and culture continues in every age. Christians 
on the ecumenical journey agree with Paul that the Holy 
Spirit bestows a rich variety of theological and pastoral gifts 
for the up-building of the one church (cf. Eph. 4:1-16). 

35. Yet the principle of diversity of gifts is qualified by 
the ecclesial purpose to which they are always directed: 
“To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 
common good” (1 Cor. 12:4-7). The churches recognize 
the important work of theological dialogues that aim to 
identify doctrinal convergences across confessional divides. 
Christians today can gratefully acknowledge that some-
times another tradition comes nearer than one’s own to a 
full appreciation of some aspects of a mystery of revelation, 

27. St. Augustine. Tractates on the Gospel of John 6:3. ACCS: Acts, 
22. 

or has expressed them to better advantage. “In such cases, 
these various theological expressions are to be considered 
often as mutually complementary rather than conflicting.”28 

36. While affirming the life-giving effects of the gifts of 
the Spirit, we also recognize the limits of diversity. Diver-
sity is integral to the nature of ecclesial communion. There 
is, however, also a diversity of cultures which can under-
mine communion when it renders impossible the common 
profession of faith in Christ as God and Savior the same 
yesterday, today and forever (Heb. 13:8); or when doubt 
is cast upon “salvation and the final destiny of human-
ity as proclaimed in Holy Scripture and preached by the 
apostolic community.”29 When diversity gives way to a 
profound divergence in the way the gospel is proclaimed 
by people, or when it breaks apart fellowships of Chris-
tians because of profound differences in understanding 
the moral life, then it no longer accords with the mind of 
Christ or with the movement of his Spirit in the church. 
Those on the ecumenical journey can say with Origen of 
Alexandria (185-254): “Wherever there are sins, there are 
also divisions, schisms, heresies, and disputes.” By the same 
token, wherever there are virtues like patience and humility 
borne of the Spirit “there is also harmony and unity, from 
which arise the one heart and one soul of all believers.”30 

37. Unity in diversity finds its perfect expression in the 
absolute oneness and distinction of persons in the Holy 
Trinity. God, the Father Almighty, God the only begotten 
Son, and God the Holy Spirit who is Lord and giver of 
life, are one God, as professed in the Nicene-Constantino-
politan Creed (381). Each Person (hypostasis) is distinct in 
his identity, co-equally sharing in the one divine essence 
(ousia). The church as the people of God, the body of 
Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit mirrors—albeit 
in a creaturely and imperfect way—the “oneness in rich 
diversity” of the living God. The prayer and spiritual works 
for Christian unity are therefore aimed at the growth of 
ecclesial communion into the Trinitarian communion of 
self-giving love, from which it derives its life.31 

28. Unitatis Redintegratio, No. 17; http://www.vatican.va/
archives/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents;va-ii_
decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html (Accessed March 
15, 2010)
29. Faith and Order Commission. (1991), The Unity of the 
Church: Gift and calling—the Canberra statement, World Council 
of Churches, no. 2.2; http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/wcc-commissions/faith-and-order-commission/i-unity-
the-church-and-its-mission/the-unity-of-the-church-gift-and-
calling-the-canberra-statement.html (Accessed March 15, 2010).
30. Origen, Hom. In Ezech. 9,1: PG 13, 732. 
31. WCC, Called to be One Church. No. 3.
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38. Christians on the ecumenical journey understand the 
importance of hospitality as a virtue that helps to overcome 
the barriers between historically divided churches. Over 
the last hundred years, we have learned to welcome into 
our communities the stranger who later was discovered to 
be our sister or brother in Christ. One of the great ecu-
menical challenges today is to cultivate a Trinitarian spiri-
tuality that fosters within our communities an attitude of 
welcome toward believers from churches other than our 
own. Like Abraham and Sarah who entertain the “divine 
friends” unaware of their identity, we too may find a bless-
ing in receiving the holy other into our tents, and also the 
rich spiritual gifts that he or she bears (Gen. 18:1-19; cf. 
Heb. 13:2).32 

D. Enduring Hope as a Basis for Unity
39. As believers in Jesus Christ, Christians desire what 
the Lord desires; and he desires unity, peace and friend-
ship for his disciples. Yet this unity for which we labor 
must be acknowledged as a gift of the Lord before it ever 
becomes the task of his disciples. Unity accompanies the 
Holy Spirit whom the Father sends through the Son on the 
day of Pentecost as a permanent endowment. Whenever 
the Lord’s followers fall into division, we contradict our-
selves as members of his body. Discord and fracture within 
the church always call for deeper prayer, repentance, and 
remembrance of the original gift of the Spirit. 

40. The final vision of the people of God is one of harmo-
nious worship and fruitful life in the kingdom of God. All 
divisions will fall by the wayside, and all of creation will 
become a song of praise (Rev. 5:11-14). Christians wait in 
joyful hope for the return of the Lord who will gather his 
elect into perfect communion. In the meantime, we look 
for signs and opportunities to heal the body of Christ of all 
its divisions. Yet we also seek to find some purpose even 
in our disunity, knowing that God’s grace is more power-
ful than our sins of division. Saint Paul understood that 
the divisions unsettling the church in Corinth helped to 
expose genuine Christian belief and practice from its false 
opposites (1 Cor. 11:19). Commenting on this same text, 
Saint Augustine argued that even divisions over false teach-
ings render the truths of faith more luminous.33 

32. See Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, no. 28: “Dialogue 
is not simply an exchange of ideas. In some way it is always an 
‘exchange of gifts.’” Cf. No. 57: “Communion is made fruitful 
by the exchange of gifts between the Churches insofar as they 
complement each other.” http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_
paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-
sint_en.html (Accessed March 15, 2010).
33. Augustine, Confessions Book 7, chap 19: “For the disapproval 
of heretics makes the tenets of Your Church and sound doctrine to 

41. While recognizing that diversity can contribute to the 
fulfillment of God’s plan, Christians know that God’s 
call is to be together as ambassadors of reconciliation and 
agents of peace. Mindful of this call, the delegates to the 
first assembly of the World Council of Churches, held in 
Amsterdam, said in their message, “God has broken the 
power of evil once and for all, and opened for everyone the 
gate into freedom and joy in the Holy Spirit.”34 Apprecia-
tive of the Spirit’s rich variety of gifts, we fulfill our calling 
and anticipate the coming of God’s heavenly reign. 

III.  Some Implications for Prayer and Liturgical 
Practice

“ Whatever you ask for in prayer with faith, you 
will receive.” (Matt. 21:22) 

42. Prayer has long been recognized as the soul of the ecu-
menical movement. As was noted in the previous section, 
the prayer for unity is always an extension and participa-
tion in the prayer of Christ who desires that we be one as 
he and the Father are one (John 17:21). This prayer is for 
the followers of Christ. In prayer, Christians are invited to 
respond to this appeal, and to become fully that for which 
our Lord prayed. Prayer is the spiritual taproot of ecumen-
ism—the main root from which all else springs.

43. The biblical principle, “apart from me you can do 
nothing” (John 15:5) applies to the work of removing 
obstacles to full communion among the Christian people. 
Through prayer, Christian believers invite Christ to shape 
unity as he wills it—to let go of any notions or habits that 
are not consistent with his will. By praying with Christ and 
in Christ the believer is united with all believers in a sym-
phony of prayer that orients minds and hearts to the service 
of building unity within the one church. 

44. Christians regularly pray for each other in a variety 
of ways. This is one of the fruits of the ecumenical move-
ment—a fruit that is in continuity with the traditions of 
the church. Many churches include prayers for unity (col-
lects) in their liturgies. Some are a regular part of worship, 
others are for occasional or particular use during certain 
seasons or on particular days. For example, many Lutheran 

stand out boldly. For there must be also heresies, that the approved 
may be made manifest among the weak.”
34. The Message of the Assembly. The First Assembly of the World 
Council of Churches: The Official Report. (1949) W.A. Visser’t 
Hooft, General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, ed. 
Harper & Brothers, New York. 10. This publication is Volume 
V of the series Man’s Disorder and God’s Design. Also available at 
http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/assembly/ejubilee/8-piece8.htm. 
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worship services include petitions for peace (“give peace 
to your church…”35) which address the need for recon-
ciliation among peoples, and for the church (“where it is 
divided, reunite it…”36). The historic Anglican eucharis-
tic prayers and intercessions usually include prayer for the 
unity of the church, and the following phrase represents a 
classic formulation: “beseeching thee to inspire continually 
the universal church with the spirit of truth, unity, and 
concord...”37 In the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom 
during the great litany, the priest invites the people to 
pray “For peace in the whole world, for the stability of the 
holy churches of God, and for the unity of all…”38 At the 
dismissal, the priest prays “Grant peace to Your world, to 
Your churches…”39 In the Roman Catholic Church, when 
the priest invites members of the congregation to offer 
each other a sign of peace, he begins by saying: “Lord Jesus 
Christ, who said to your apostles, peace I leave you, my 
peace I give you, look not on our sins, but on the faith of 
your church, and graciously grant her peace and unity in 
accordance with your will. Who live and reign for ever and 
ever.”40 

45. Christians also pray with each other in ecumeni-
cal gatherings. As the report of the Special Commission on 
Orthodox Participation in the World Council of Churches 
observed:

Common prayer in ecumenical settings makes it pos-
sible for Christians from divided ecclesial traditions 
to praise God together and offer prayer for Chris-
tian unity. Prayer lies at the centre of our identity as 
Christians, both in our separate communions and in 
the conciliar ecumenical movement. The very fact that 
we are able to pray together both as individuals and as 
representatives of our churches is a sign of the progress 
that has been made. Yet our common prayer is also a 
sign of those things that are still to be achieved. Many 
of our divisions become apparent precisely in our com-
mon prayer.41 

35. Evangelical Lutheran Worship, Pew Edition. (Augsburg Fortress: 
Minneapolis, Minn., 2006), p. 73.
36. Ibid., p. 76.
37. From the prayer “for the whole state of Christ’s Church 
militant here in earth” in the Service of Holy Communion in the 
Book of Common Prayer 1662.
38. The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. (Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press: Brookline, MA, 1985), p. 1.
39. Ibid., p. 35.
40. The Roman Missal. The Communion Rite, “Sign of Peace.”
41. Final report of the Special Commission on Orthodox Participation 
in the WCC. (February 14, 2006). Appendix A, “A framework for 
Common Prayer at WCC Gatherings,” par. 1. Pdf version: http://

The report concluded: “Our divisions will not be 
resolved solely with theological dialogue and common ser-
vice to the world. We must also pray together if we are to 
stay together, for common prayer is at the very heart of 
our Christian life, both in our own communities and as we 
work together for Christian unity.”42

46. Some intentional communities have been inspired and 
shaped by the ecumenical vision, and have used it as an 
organizing principle in their life together. It has shaped 
their prayer life and informed the spirit of hospitality with 
which they receive Christians into their life. Among these 
are the Chemin Neuf Community, the Focolare Move-
ment, the Community of Grandchamp, the Iona Com-
munity, the Ecumenical Community of Taizé, and the 
Monastic Community of Bose.

47. Some churches observe an ecumenical prayer cycle 
in which they systematically pray for Christian churches 
around the world. Some pray especially for churches in 
times of threat and for churches under the cross. At the 50th 
anniversary assembly of the World Council of Churches 
in Harare, Nelson Mandela thanked the churches, saying 
“Your support exemplified in the most concrete way the 
contribution that religion has made to our liberation…”43 
Prayer was an essential part of this support. Some have spe-
cial companion relationships with Christians in other parts 
of the world for whom they pray. Some support a fruitful 
outcome of ecumenical events through prayer. 

48. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity (WPCU), now 
observed among churches around the world for over a cen-
tury, helps the faithful focus intensely on Christian unity. 
This “week,” observed from 18-25 January (or in some 
places, during Pentecost or in the southern hemisphere, in 
July), has been called “one of the oldest and most enduring 
institutionalized expressions of ‘spiritual ecumenism’…”44 
Suggested materials for a common WPCU text now are 
prepared by the commission on Faith and Order of the 
WCC and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Chris-
tian Unity, and distributed widely by churches, bishops 
conferences, councils of churches, and other ecumenical 

wcc.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/ assembly/porto-alegre-
2006/3-preparatory and background documents/final report of the 
Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC.html.
42. Ibid., Conclusion. Par. 43.
43. Diane Kessler, ed. Together on the Way: Official report of the 
eighth assembly of the World Council of Churches. (Geneva: 
WCC, 1999), p. 8.
44. Nicholas Lossky et al. Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement. 
(Geneva: WCC, 2002). “Week of Prayer for Christian Unity,” by 
Thomas F. Best. P. 1203. 



18320: The Spiritual Roots of Ecumenism

organizations. It has served as a catalyst for connection 
among young adults, and is among the most visited sec-
tions on the WCC’s website. That churches offer these 
prayers is a sign of a real though incomplete communion 
which already exist among them.

49. The Joint Working Group study on The Nature and 
Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue, observes that “Our com-
mon commitment to Christian unity requires not only 
prayers for one another but a life of common prayer.”45 
In other words, Christians not only should be praying 
for each other, but also with each other. When this hap-
pens, as Pope John Paul II observed in Ut Unum Sint, “the 
goal of unity seems closer. The long history of Christians 
marked by many divisions seems to converge once more 
because it tends toward that Source of its unity which is 
Jesus Christ.”46 It is worth noting that this section on The 
Primacy of Prayer precedes the section on Ecumenical Dia-
logue, and that prayer is considered “the basis and support” 
for dialogue.47 Thus, every gathering of Christians from dif-
ferent traditions should be enveloped by prayer.

50. Where to begin? Christian churches hold the Lord’s 
Prayer in common. It is used both for private devotion and 
public worship. When Christians from various traditions 
gather in ecumenical settings, the experience of praying the 
Lord’s Prayer together, each in his or her own language, is 
an especially powerful reminder of the unity already shared 
through our baptism. In so doing, we follow our Lord’s 
counsel to “Pray then in this way…” (Matt. 6:9a) This is 
the ultimate rule of prayer that establishes unity in com-
munion, however partial.

51. Churches are learning and receiving from one anoth-
er’s patterns of worship. The liturgical movement is a genu-
ine source of the spiritual roots of ecumenism, especially 
in its ecumenical recovery of shapes of liturgical rites that 
predate the major divisions of the church. For instance, in 
the Western churches, hymns, canticles and other musical 
resources are shared ecumenically. Music from the Taizé 
community has had a profound ecumenical influence. 
Styles of worship in Charismatic and Pentecostal churches, 
especially the use of hymns and spiritual songs, are being 
integrated in the liturgy of some historic churches. Increas-
ingly, the services of daily prayer in many of the Protes-
tant traditions share much in common with the Anglican, 
45. The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue. Joint Working 
Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the World 
Council of Churches, Eighth Report. (Geneva: WCC, 2005), p. 
80, par. 42.
46. Ut Unum Sint, no. 22.
47. Ut Unum Sint, no. 28.

Catholic and Orthodox traditions. These services of daily 
prayer are steeped in the Psalms, which are a unifying ele-
ment among the churches in prayer and liturgical life.

52. The liturgical movement fostered renewal in the eucha-
ristic services of the Protestant, Anglican, and Roman 
Catholic churches since the liturgical movement. These lit-
urgies share common roots in the ancient structure of the 
eucharist which always has been part of the living tradition 
of the Eastern and Oriental and Orthodox. A significant 
sign in the recovery of a common understanding of the 
eucharistic theology which accompanied the renewal of 
Western liturgy is the 1982 convergence text on Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry48 from the commission on Faith and 
Order of the World Council of Churches. This conver-
gence has been recognized and honoured when structuring 
opportunities for shared prayer in ecumenical settings.

53. All churches face the challenge of helping the faithful 
live out that for which they pray. Christians trust that God 
hears these prayers for unity, but God also invites us to 
cooperate in their fulfillment. Even as prayer deepens faith, 
it also is in the service of unity and mission. The challenge 
faced by all worship leaders is to find ways to help members 
of the congregation be attentive to the full import of these 
prayers for unity—in their own lives, in the life of their 
churches, and in their communities. 

IV. Examples Inspired by the Saints

“[Since] we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the 
sin that clings so closely, and let us run with per-
severance the race that is set before us, looking to 
Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith…”  
(Heb. 12:1-2a)

54. As Christians become more familiar with the spiritual 
gifts of each other’s traditions, they are reclaiming those 
gifts in ways that bring them and their churches closer 
together to inform and guide them into unity. They are 
inspired by writings from all Christian spiritual traditions; 
they are enriched by stories of singular commitment and 
devotion; and despite the diversity in devotional practices, 
they are enlivened by persons who have been exemplary 
examples of holy living and dying. Martyrs, saints, and liv-
ing witnesses—these sources of inspiration provide a unity 
in the diversity of the spiritual life of Christians. These holy 
men and women, not just of the past but also of our own 

48. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Faith and Order Paper No. 
111. (Geneva: WCC, 1982).
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times, nurture and inform our relationships in church and 
society. They are icons of Christ in ways that have attracted 
us to God, and through God, to the reconciling spirit at 
the heart of the Gospel and the core of the ecumenical 
mandate. All have the potential to refresh and rededicate 
us to be witnesses “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

55. Beginning with Christ himself, the scriptures provide 
abundant reminders of the power of holiness. Jesus said 
“unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 
remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 
Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their 
life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” (John 12:24-
25; Heb. 12:1-2a) 

56. The influence of Christian martyrs transcends the cat-
egories that sometimes bind and separate. In fact, martyr-
dom remains a powerful witness among the churches of 
our day—an eloquent defence of conscience where Chris-
tians are a persecuted minority. These witnesses nurture all 
Christians in the faith. And in this way, they are reminders 
of the real though incomplete communion shared through 
baptism—a communion, that as John Calvin observed, is 
united through a common heavenly Father, with Christ 
as the head, so that the faithful “cannot but be united 
in brotherly love, and mutually impart their blessings to 
each other.”49 When Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I 
and Pope Paul VI met in Rome in 1967, they voiced this 
link between the witness of martyrs and the ecumenical 
mandate. 

We hear…the cry of the blood of the apostles Peter 
and Paul, and the voice of the church of the catacombs 
and of the martyrs of the Colosseum, inviting us to 
use every possible means to bring to completion the 
work we have begun—that of the perfect healing of 
Christ’s divided church—not only that the will of the 
Lord should be accomplished, but that the world may 
see shining forth what is, according to our creed, the 
primary property of the church—its unity.50 

57. Among the many examples, we mention the following: 
In 1968 Pope Paul VI journeyed to Uganda to dedicate the 
site for a shrine to honour forty-five Anglican and Catholic 
faithful who had been martyred at the direction of King 
Mwanga II. This visit was followed in 1984 with a pil-
grimage by Archbishop of Canterbury Robert Runcie. In 
Romania the church and the state annually celebrate “The 

49. John Calvin. Institutes of Christian Religion, Book IV, 1, 2-3.
50. Nicholas Lossky et al. “Martyrdom,” Dictionary of the 
Ecumenical Movement. (Geneva: WCC, 1991), p. 661.

Day of Heroes” on the Feast of the Ascension to honour all 
martyrs of the country including those of communist per-
secution, and those killed in the 1989 uprising-revolution. 

58. Pope John Paul II gave fresh impetus to the ecumenical 
potential of martyrs in Ut Unum Sint. The second para-
graph of the encyclical calls attention to the witness of mar-
tyrs as a force for unity. The text asserts that: 

The courageous witness of so many martyrs of our 
century, including members of churches and ecclesial 
communities not in full communion with the Catholic 
Church, gives new vigor to the [Second Vatican] coun-
cil’s call and reminds us of our duty to listen to and put 
into practice its exhortation. These brothers and sisters 
of ours, united in the selfless offering of their lives for 
the kingdom of God, are the most powerful proof that 
every factor of division can be transcended and over-
come in the total gift of self for the sake of the Gospel.51

59. In an effort to give visible witness to this idea, on May 
7 in the Jubilee Year 2000 the Pope held an “Ecumenical 
Commemoration of Witnesses to the Faith in the Twenti-
eth Century” in the Colosseum, a site of martyrdom in the 
early Church of Rome.52 Representatives of other churches 
and ecclesial communities from a variety of nations were 
invited to participate in the service of evening prayer 
marking the occasion. These initiatives offer great prom-
ise. While particular churches may have a process for rec-
ognizing saints and martyrs for their own members, the 
churches still need a means of providing ecumenical recog-
nition where Christian martyrs of different traditions are 
honoured together, as a fruit of the ecumenical movement 
and a means of fostering unity. 

60. A significant initiative to explore ways that the witness 
of martyrs can be a force for unity was a gathering spon-
sored jointly by the Monastery of Bose and the Faith and 
Order Commission of the World Council of Churches, 
held in the autumn of 2008. The setting was especially 
appropriate because the Community of Bose already had 
published Il libro dei testimoni—an ecumenical marty-
rology offering daily stories with short prayers and Bible 
readings about witnesses, drawn from various Christian 
traditions. The Feast of All Saints occurred during the sym-
posium. According to the message of the meeting:

51. Ut Unum Sint, no. 1.
52. See “Ecumenical Commemoration of Witnesses to the Faith 
in the Twentieth Century,” Press Conference, www.vatican.va/
news_services/liturty/documents.
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The aims behind this project were: to recognize each 
other’s witnesses of faith, when this is not mutually 
exclusive; to find ways of commemorating witnesses 
from various traditions at ecumenical meetings; to 
develop or recover the commemoration of witnesses 
in churches that do not have such a practice; to work 
towards a common ecumenical martyrology.53 

61. As the participants in the Bose meeting recognized, 
when one wades into the history of Christian martyrdom, 
one quickly realizes that the circumstances of martyrdom 
in some situations have an underside that must be sur-
faced and addressed as a step towards reconciliation among 
churches. Over the centuries, many Christians have been 
martyred in inter-confessional acts of violence, thus fuel-
ing the flames of acrimony between Christians. Ut Unum 
Sint acknowledges the need for a “purification of past 
memories.”54 A common exploration of painful memo-
ries offers Christians an opportunity to acknowledge past 
wrongs, repent for sins committed, seek forgiveness, and 
transcend the past in keeping with the reconciling spirit of 
the Gospel. 

62. This process is not easy. It requires “speaking the truth 
in love,” so that “we must grow up in every way into him 
who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, 
joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is 
equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the 
body’s growth in building itself up in love.” (Eph. 4:15-
16) In this way, an exploration of a common martyrology 
offers the possibility for churches to grow together through 
costly obedience to the reconciling essence of the gospel. 

63. The Bose symposium acknowledged that churches 
continue to differ in particular matters as, for instance,“the 
intercession of the saints, canonization, veneration of 
saintly relics, and the practice of indulgences.” (Par. 
4.1). It observed that “churches differ in the ways they 
commemorate the great witnesses. Many churches do so 
through story telling, religious instruction, publications, 
and artistic expression. Some also commemorate witnesses 
as part of their daily liturgical life.” (par. 4.2) Yet Chris-
tians are united in being attracted to examples of holy liv-
ing from all our traditions, and are doing so in a variety of 
ways—through “ecclesiastical calendars, liturgies, books, 

53. Tamara Grdzelidze and Guido Dotti (eds). A Cloud of 
Witnesses: Opportunities for ecumenical commemoration. Faith 
and Order Paper No. 209. (Geneva: WCC, 2009). “A Cloud of 
Witnesses: a message to the churches from a symposium at the 
Monastery of Bose. Par. 1.2.
54. Ut Unum Sint, no. 2.

catechetical materials, memorials, pilgrimages and celebra-
tions.” (par. 4.3) These saints are accessible because of the 
way that they have evidenced holiness in their very human-
ity. Their appropriation by all traditions helps break out of 
defining ourselves over against the other. 

64. A popular hymn written in the nineteenth century is 
titled “For All the Saints.” The fourth verse reads, “O Blest 
communion, fellowship divine! We feebly struggle, they 
in glory shine; Yet all are one in thee, for all are thine. 
Alleluia!”55 In this sense, all are called to holiness through 
baptism. The saints show us the way. Their holiness in imi-
tation of Christ shines through especially clearly, inviting 
emulation in an ongoing conversion of heart. 

65. One concrete way that the reconciling potential of 
examples among the saints is being realized is through 
the creation of ecumenical chapels of martyrs and similar 
memorials. The spirit of these chapels is one of unity. The 
chapels provide a welcoming space for all Christians to 
pray and reflect in the company of women and men who 
suffered and died as witnesses to their faith. The martyrs 
come from different continents, cultures, and Christian 
traditions. Some have been recognized officially. Others 
live in the collective memory of the faithful. 

66. Another example of this growing convergence is the 
creation of “A Resource for Worship and Personal Devo-
tion” titled Walking with the Saints56, developed by Bee-
son Divinity School—an interdenominational evangelical 
seminary in the United States. The text begins with Patrick  
(c. 390-461), “Bishop and Missionary to Ireland,” and 
concludes with Bill Wallace (1908-1950), “Baptist Surgeon 
and Missionary.” Invoking the ecumenical martyrs, includ-
ing those in the twentieth century who died by working 
for justice (e.g. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King, 
Jr., and Oscar Romero) can be a powerful means of joint 
prayer and study. 

67. These are visible signs of a growing convergence in 
understanding Christian martyrs as belonging to the whole 
people of God. They draw the faithful to Christ, and 
through Christ, toward each other. 

55. For All the Saints. No. 306. in Pilgrim Hymnal. (Boston: The 
Pilgrim Press, 1931, 1935, 1958).
56. Walking with the Saints: A resource for worship and personal 
devotion, 2007-2008. (Birmingham, Alabama: Beeson Divinity 
School, Samford University, 2007).



186 Chapter 3: Church and Unity

V. The Power of Transforming Encounters

There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there 
are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are 
varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates 
all of them in everyone.” (1 Cor. 2:4-6)

68. Each of us can think of people in living memory whose 
lives were transformed by experiences or encounters with 
Christians of other traditions and who, as a result, became 
converts to the reconciling aims embodied in the ecumeni-
cal movement. When people in the ecumenical movement 
are asked about how they became actively involved, or 
about what keeps them going when challenges arise, they 
often tell stories of their own transforming encounters. 
“When I became involved with Christians from other tra-
ditions, my life was changed. I never will be the same. My 
faith has been enriched, and that has been a great blessing 
of God.” Over and over again, Christians offer similar testi-
monies that speak of a deepening faith and commitment to 
Christ through such encounters. These human exchanges 
may occur when Christians from different traditions are 
thrust together in difficult circumstances, such as being 
prisoners of war, persecuted minorities, or survivors of nat-
ural disasters. They may be brief and providential, or the 
result of deepening relationships with mentors or friends.

69. When Christians seek to discern God’s will in their life 
and in the life of their churches, they are drawn to Christ’s 
prayer “that they may all be one.” (John 17:21) This prayer 
leads believers to confront the sins which contribute to 
division within and among members of the community, 
and to become receptive to the working of the Holy Spirit 
who draws Christians into ever deepening fellowship. In 
this place of openness and vulnerability, and in conversa-
tion with the Triune God, a dialogue of conversion begins. 
Fears are acknowledged and confronted. Trust increases. 
Minds and hearts are changed from an exclusive to an 
inclusive spirit. Through the grace of God, this transfor-
mation of persons also contributes to the healing of divi-
sions among churches for the sake of the world. Then the 
churches, themselves, become increasingly effective wit-
nesses to the reconciling power of the Gospel, whether they 
are calling for more compassionate responses to persons 
affected by HIV and AIDS, or banding together to support 
Millennium Development Goals.

70. This conversion to become a reconciling witness in the 
midst of division may happen when Christ uses a single 
revelatory encounter. More often, however, such a conver-
sion is a process of engaging in progressively deepening rela-
tionships with Christians of other traditions. The believer 

learns to listen, experiences the pain of past wrongs, the 
distress of separation. Fear and anxiety ebb; curiosity and 
interest increase. Understanding and appreciation of the 
other develop to the point that he or she has become a 
friend in Christ. Believers begin to share both the gifts and 
tasks of mission. Faith matures, deepens, and is enriched. 

71. In this way, Christians long to make visible the unity 
that Christ bestows and which our relationships with 
one another have intimated, and we are led to a renewed 
responsibility to cooperate with God and other Christians 
in the process of reconciliation. The status quo of division 
is no longer acceptable. We discover that what can be done 
together far surpasses what can be done separately. Reach-
ing this conclusion itself is a revelation.

72. The Scriptures are full of stories of people who have 
been transformed and whose vision of the other has been 
radically changed—either through an encounter with 
Christ himself, or through the working of the Holy Spirit 
in human interactions. For example, when the Samaritan 
woman met Jesus at a well where she came to draw water, 
the conversation she had with him changed her life and 
influenced many from her village. At the same time, it 
opened the eyes of Christ’s disciples to see Samaritans, who 
had been considered aliens, as brother and sisters. (John 
4:7-42) When the disciples were inclined to push children 
to the periphery, Jesus brought them into the circle, say-
ing that “it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven 
belongs.” (Matt. 19: 14) In another parable, Jesus responds 
to the question, “Who is my neighbour?” by using the 
improbable example of the Good Samaritan. (Luke 10: 
29-37) And in giving his disciples the great commandment 
to “love one another as I have loved you,” he uses the lan-
guage of friendship to describe the relationship of those 
who emulate his love and bear good fruit that will last. 
(John 15:12-17)

73. Jesus’ followers in the early church continued to 
learn about the nature of koinonia—of true communion-
-through transforming encounters with the risen Christ 
and with each other. When Peter was challenged by the 
question of why he was going to uncircumcised and eating 
with them, he responded “Who was I, that I could hin-
der God?...Then God has given even to the Gentiles the 
repentance that leads to life.” (cf. Acts 11: 17-18) When 
Paul and Barnabas returned to Jerusalem for a consultation 
about whether there should be distinctions between Jews 
and Gentile converts, they “met together to consider” the 
matter with the apostles and the elders. They had “much 
debate,” and concluded that circumcision and keeping the 
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law of Moses would not be necessary, because “we will be 
saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 
(Acts. 15: 11) This was a great “ecumenical act” which 
established an ideal of shared responsibility in the spirit of 
Christ.

74. This commitment is not without risk and fear, both for 
individuals and for institutions. The following are exam-
ples of fears that surface when people engage in ecumenical 
relationships: people may be afraid that they do not know 
their own faith well enough to explain it or, if necessary, to 
defend it. If Christians come from a tradition that has not 
always practiced Bible reading among the laity, they may 
feel intimidated by those who come from traditions that 
historically have encouraged such a practice. They may fear 
the unfamiliar, because it pulls them out of their comfort 
zone. They simply might fear change, and the anxiety that 
accompanies growth and development. They may be afraid 
of losing or betraying their confessional identity by consid-
ering teachings not their own. They may fear being swal-
lowed up. They may have to relinquish an identity which 
has been formed by differentiation from the other. 

75. The common denominator among all these anxieties 
is fear. But Christians believe that “[p]erfect love casts out 
fear.” (1 Jn. 4:18) For example, Mother Teresa, fearless in 
reaching out to people of all backgrounds, once observed: 
“by blood, I am Albanian; my citizenship is Indian; in my 
heart, I belong to Christ.” What gives Christians their secu-
rity is the conviction that their essential identity is rooted 
in the God known through Christ in the Holy Spirit. 

76. Persons who have been challenged and blessed by ecu-
menical encounters speak about the ways that their prayer 
life has been enhanced, enlivened, and enriched. They talk 
about feeling comfortable in a variety of liturgical settings, 
even though they have one particular tradition which they 
call home. They know that “to sing hymns is to pray twice,” 
and they sing with gusto hymns from many traditions. 
They claim as friends people from various traditions, cul-
tures, races, and places. As a result, they are attentive to the 
needs of the world with a sense of compassion and justice 
that has been informed by dialogue with many Christians. 
They benefit from the teachings and writings of all Chris-
tian scholars. They are influenced by all Christian spiritual 
traditions. In these ways, Christians testify to the power of 
transforming encounters with brothers and sisters in faith, 
whether across the road or around the world.

VI. Practical Opportunities for Churches — Some 
Recommendations to the Parent Bodies

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 
through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation.” (cf. 2 Cor. 5:16-21)

77. The Joint Working Group makes the following prac-
tical recommendations to the WCC and PCPCU, and 
through them, to all the churches, for ways to reclaim 
and reinforce the spiritual roots of ecumenism. This list 
is intended to stimulate further creative ideas and actions 
within and among churches.

 
A. Opportunities to Pray Together 
The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity has fostered prayer 
for unity among Christians for over a century. The JWG 
commends this practice, and affirms initiatives by the inter-
national planning committee to offer some materials that 
meet the needs of children, youth, and young adults. The 
JWG also recommends that the regional and local organiz-
ers continue to take a fresh look at the preparatory materi-
als, and to place more emphasis on ways that participants 
can engage with each other both in prayer and in conver-
sation.57 This could include offering a simple question to 
stimulate dialogue before or after the service of prayer; 
shared Bible study; or the possibility that participants 
could be given an architectural tour of the church building 
in which the service is being held. These are only examples 
of possibilities, but they point to the aim of finding ways 
to link prayer and ecumenical encounter. Churches need to 
create more spaces to help people share their faith experi-
ences and traditions with each other. 

Churches should find fresh ways to promote regular 
use of the Ecumenical Prayer cycle, initiated by WCC 
Faith and Order in Bangalore, 1978. The communications 
offices of denominations may be helpful in circulating and 
promoting this initiative.

Because Christians share a deep love of the Holy 
Scriptures, the gathering together of Christians from dif-
ferent traditions offers a particular opportunity for the 
prayerful hearing and studying the word of God. Thus, it 
should be encouraged. This may occur either during sched-
uled gatherings, or at particular times during the liturgical 
year when Christians are brought together for the explicit 
purpose of shared Bible study, perhaps using a classical 
method such as lectio divina. One occasion that might be 
particularly appropriate is Good Friday, when a procession 
of the way of the cross (Via Crucis) could be ecumenical in 
nature, such as occasionally has occurred when the Pope 
57. Walter Cardinal Kasper. A Handbook for Spiritual Ecumenism. 
(Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2007).



188 Chapter 3: Church and Unity

has invited representatives from other Christian traditions 
to offer meditations on the sufferings of Jesus, and has 
invited others to participate in the procession. This pres-
ents great opportunities for local collaboration. 

The churches at all levels should be encouraged to take 
every opportunity to place on the agenda at ecumenical 
events an exploration of whether prayers for unity are a 
regular part of worship; the degree to which the faithful 
are conscious of the ecumenical intentions and implica-
tions of these prayers; and how the representatives at these 
meetings could contribute to a deepening awareness of the 
practice of prayer for unity in their own settings.

A growing practice among Christians in many places, 
which could be emulated, is that of combining prayer with 
fasting. This is not confined to the Lenten period, when we 
commemorate Jesus’ forty days of prayer and fasting in the 
wilderness. It follows, rather, the tendency within the early 
church to spend considerable time in prayer and fasting 
before jointly undertaking some significant assignment in 
mission. 

B. Opportunities for Ecumenical Witness
One of the customs of the twentieth century ecumenical 
movement has been to send small delegations of Christians 
representing a variety of traditions to visits to brothers and 
sisters in Christ to express solidarity, share in particular 
events, and learn from each other. Hospitality on these 
occasions is given and received. By placing a human face 
on the ecumenical movement, Christians are led by the 
Holy Spirit to understand each other in fresh ways, and 
to communicate that understanding to their home church 
and community. The JWG recommends that this custom 
be commended to the churches for more widespread use 
in a variety of local and national, as well as international 
settings. The Roman Catholic custom of holding World 
Youth Days offers an opportunity to extend this practice 
to ecumenical youth delegations. The ecumenical rationale 
for this practice should be made explicit to maximize the 
value of the visits. 

All persons who have experienced the transforming 
power of ecumenical encounters should be encouraged 
to see themselves as witnesses, and should be prepared to 
offer testimony to the ways in which their experiences with 
other Christians have been blessings that have deepened 
their own spiritual roots. Ecumenical leaders often have 
heard the claim, “You are never the same after you attend 
an ecumenical gathering.” Thus, at the conclusion of such 
meetings, the organizers should be encouraged to invite 
people to share this good news in their own contexts. 

C. Opportunities to Offer Ecumenical Hospitality
Although existing divisions among churches pose obstacles 
for couples in inter-church marriages, and for their fami-
lies, clergy have an opportunity—particularly on occasions 
such as baptisms, weddings, and funerals—to demonstrate 
and model hospitality in ways that are consistent with their 
tradition and do not scandalize the faithful. Theological 
educators should be attentive to this need as they educate-
candidates for ministry. Continuing education events for 
clergy also offer opportunities to help clergy in particular 
contexts address with compassion the concrete pastoral 
issues arising from inter-church marriages.

Another way to pray together and learn about each 
other is to attend services in the liturgical tradition of ecu-
menical partners, and thus, to experience how the other 
prays. To maximize the ecumenical benefits of such expe-
riences, however, preparatory planning by the partnering 
congregations should occur. In this way, the sending del-
egation will feel welcomed and can be recognized by the 
receiving congregation; the purpose of the visit can be pre-
sented through an ecumenical lens; adequate support can 
be provided so the visitors understand and can participate 
as fully as possible in worship; and post-worship conversa-
tion can be offered, so the visitors have an opportunity to 
engage in dialogue about what they have experienced. Such 
a format would be appropriate both for youth and adults. 

Increasing numbers of people of all ages, especially but 
not only from the developed world, are engaging in pil-
grimages and educational travel, often in groups. Many are 
curious about other places, people, cultures, and religious 
traditions. They are eager to learn. When they return home, 
they are eager to share their experiences with others. In 
some cases, Christians respond to invitations from church-
related institutions to make visitations—pilgrimages--to 
particular holy sites, such as those in the Holy Land. (In 
this and similar situations where churches are under the 
cross, it might be particularly helpful to offer preparatory 
briefings about the context and situations they will expe-
rience.) These sites often are part of our shared spiritual 
heritage. In this field, the ecumenical movement has an 
opportunity to focuse on the spiritual roots of ecumen-
ism. Several components would be necessary to achieve 
this aim: An intentional effort to involve Christians from 
different traditions in the travel experience; ecumenically 
informed and culturally sensitive travel guides; a carefully 
developed and structured program; and the specific aim to 
encounter Christians in the setting they are visiting in ways 
that promote dialogue and an exchange of spiritual gifts 
in the Biblical sense that Christians are called to “Receive 
one another as Christ has received you for the glory of 
God” (Rom. 15:7). The JWG recommends exploring the 
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possibility of a pilot project with the WCC Palestine Israel 
Forum and the Pontifical Council for Migrants and Itiner-
ant People on pilgrimages to the Holy Land. 

D. Opportunities for Programmatic Engagement
Because the Bible is the authoritative text that Christians 
hold in common, it provides a mutually enriching basis for 
shared study, dialogue, reflection, and prayer. This practice 
is common in ecumenical contexts. Thus, the JWG com-
mends and encourages such practices in a variety of set-
tings. We recognize that churches use different translations. 
These variations, themselves, can provide opportunities to 
stimulate fresh insights into the significance of particular 
texts and the context in which those texts were written, as 
all churches seek to be faithful to the word of God. The use 
of the Bible for faith-sharing and prayer as a basis for the 
practice of piety lends itself to spontaneous, locally initi-
ated encounters. 

All Christians, but particularly those for whom 
encountering Christians from other churches is a new or 
courageous experience, may find the opportunity to work 
together in response to community problems or in joint 
mission, such as programs supporting “justice, peace, , and 
creation,” to provide an opening to appreciate the other 
through shared work and common aims. All too often, 
however, the potential ecumenical benefit of such encoun-
ters is lost unless the sponsoring organizations make a par-
ticular effort to help participants understand the religious 
motivation for their initiatives, and the underlying unity 
in Christ that they share and that motivates their work. 
Thus, the JWG encourages organizations to be attentive to 
opportunities for ecumenical initiatives, and to be inten-
tional about using appropriate occasions.

E. Opportunities in Ecumenical Education
Religious leaders are encouraged to be attentive to clergy 
and lay leaders, particularly the young who have some 
potential or demonstrated interest in ecumenism, so they 
can foster their ecumenical exposure. This can be done by 
including them in ecumenical delegations and by enabling 
their participation in ecumenical studies at centres like 
the World Council of Churches’ Ecumenical Institute at 
Bossey, the Tantur Institute for Ecumenical Studies, the 
Centro Pro Unione, the Corrymeela Community, and 
the Irish School of Ecumenics. Existing youth organiza-
tions could be helpful in identifying appropriate candi-
dates. Some of these entities include the World Council 
of Churches’ “youth body” ECHOS, the World Student 
Christian Federation, Syndesmos—the World Fellowship 
of Orthodox Youth, and Catholic Youth Organizations.

In the same way that Christian scholars share research 
and perspectives through ecumenical professional organi-
zations, churches also should encourage academic staff to 
draw intentionally and explicitly on the spiritual roots of 
ecumenism for their students, and to focus on the impor-
tance of the purification of memories. This may be done in 
a variety of ways: through the study of all Christian spiritual 
traditions; through promoting participation in ecumeni-
cal observances such as the Week of Prayer for Christian 
Unity; through enabling students to take advantage of 
scholarship opportunities for ecumenical education at vari-
ous institutes; through discussions and study days on ecu-
menical issues; through joint retreats for students; through 
cross-registration for courses at theological schools; and 
through the exchange of teachers among seminaries and 
theological faculties of different traditions.

78. Much thoughtful attention has been given to the spiri-
tual roots of ecumenism among contemporary theologians. 
Some highlights of this work are listed in the bibliography 
which follows this text. The Joint Working Group com-
mends them for study and reflection. 

21. Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission

The text “Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission” by 
Cecil Robeck is only included in the digital version of this 
reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the 
CD-Rom included in this book.
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22. International Bilateral Theological 
Dialogues in the Context of World 
Christianity: The Dar es Salaam Report of the 
10th Forum Bilateral Dialogues (Faith and 
Order, 2012)

The text “International Bilateral Theological Dialogues in 
the context of World Christianity” is only included in the 
digital version of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.
net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
 

 

23. Maintaining the Theological and Moral 
Teachings and Practices of the Early Church: 
Inter-Orthodox Pre-Assembly Consultation 
Statement, 2012

The text is only included in the digital version of this 
reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the 
CD-Rom included in this book. 

 

24. Joint Declaration of the Doctrine 
of Justification by the Lutheran World 
Federation and the Catholic Church (1997)

The “Joint Declaration of the Doctrine of Justification by 
the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church” 
is only included in the digital version of this reader. Please 
visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom 
included in this book. 
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Chapter 4

Mission and Evangelism

25. Together towards Life: Mission and 
Evangelism in Changing Landscapes

Commission on World Mission  
and Evangelism, Crete, 2012

The Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME) 
has, since the WCC Porto Alegre Assembly in 2006, been 
working and contributing toward the construction of a new 
ecumenical mission affirmation. This new statement is the 
first major WCC mission statement since the 1982 WCC 
declaration on “Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical 
Affirmation.” It unfolds the concept of mission for life as 
being rooted in the triune God and related to the challenges of 
justice, peace and ecological survival in the 21st century. 

Study Questions

1.  What are the new insights and theological innovations in 
emphasizing a Trinitarian concept of mission?

2.  How does a spirit-centered concept of mission change a tra-
ditional concept of mission according to this study paper?

3.  What are practical implications for the practise of mission 
which are outlined in this paper and what are the chances of 
this paper to affect relationships between member churches 
of WCC, particularly with Evangelical and Pentecostal 
churches?

A New WCC Affirmation on Mission and Evangelism

The Commission on World Mission and Evangelism 
(CWME) has, since the WCC Porto Alegre Assembly in 
2006, been working and contributing toward the con-
struction of a new ecumenical mission affirmation. The 
new statement will be presented to the WCC 10th assem-
bly at Busan, Korea, in 2013. Since the integration of the 
International Missionary Council (IMC) and the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) in New Delhi, 1961, there 
has been only one official WCC position statement on 
mission and evangelism which was approved by the cen-
tral committee in 1982, “Mission and Evangelism: An 

Ecumenical Affirmation.” This new mission affirmation 
has been unanimously approved by the WCC central com-
mittee held in Crete, Greece on 5th of September 2012. It 
is the aim of this ecumenical discernment to seek vision, 
concepts and directions for a renewed understanding and 
practice of mission and evangelism in changing landscapes. 
It seeks a broad appeal, even wider than WCC member 
churches and affiliated mission bodies, so that we can com-
mit ourselves together to fullness of life for all, led by the 
God of Life! 

Together towards Life: Introducing the Theme

1. We believe in the Triune God who is the creator, 
redeemer and sustainer of all life. God created the whole 
oikoumene in God’s image and constantly works in the 
world to affirm and safeguard life. We believe in Jesus 
Christ, the Life of the world, the incarnation of God’s love 
for the world (John 3:16).1 Affirming life in all its fullness is 
Jesus Christ’s ultimate concern and mission (John 10:10). 
We believe in God, the Holy Spirit, the Life-giver, who 
sustains and empowers life and renews the whole creation 
(Genesis 2:7; John 3:8). A denial of life is a rejection of the 
God of life. God invites us into the life-giving mission of 
the Triune God and empowers us to bear witness to the 
vision of abundant life for all in the new heaven and earth. 
How and where do we discern God’s life-giving work that 
enables us to participate in God’s mission today?

2. Mission begins in the heart of the Triune God and the 
love which binds together the Holy Trinity overflows to all 
humanity and creation. The missionary God who sent the 
Son to the world calls all God’s people (John 20:21), and 
empowers them to be a community of hope. The church is 
commissioned to celebrate life, and to resist and transform 
all life-destroying forces, in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
How important it is to “receive the Holy Spirit” (John 
20:22) to become living witnesses to the coming reign of 
God! From a renewed appreciation of the mission of the 
Spirit, how do we re-envision God’s mission in a changing 
and diverse world today? 

1. If not otherwise indicated, Bible quotations are from the New 
Revised Standard Version (NRSV). 
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3. Life in the Holy Spirit is the essence of mission, the core 
of why we do what we do, and how we live our lives. Spiri-
tuality gives deepest meaning to our lives and motivates our 
actions. It is a sacred gift from the Creator, the energy for 
affirming and caring for life. This mission spirituality has a 
dynamic of transformation which, through spiritual com-
mitment of people, is capable of transforming the world in 
God’s grace. How can we reclaim mission as transformative 
spirituality which is life-affirming?

4. God did not send the Son for the salvation of humanity 
alone or give us a partial salvation. Rather the gospel is the 
good news for every part of creation and every aspect of 
our life and society. It is, therefore, vital to recognize God’s 
mission in a cosmic sense, and to affirm all life, the whole 
oikoumene, as being interconnected in God’s web of life. 
As threats to the future of our planet are evident, what are 
their implications for our participation in God’s mission?

5. The history of Christian mission has been characterized 
by conceptions of geographical expansion from a Christian 
centre to the “un-reached territories,” to the ends of the 
earth. But today we are facing a radically changing eccle-
sial landscape described as “world Christianity” where the 
majority of Christians are either living, or have their ori-
gins in the global South and East.2 Migration has become 
a worldwide, multi-directional phenomenon which is re-
shaping the Christian landscape. The emergence of strong 
Pentecostal and charismatic movements from different 
localities is one of the most noteworthy characteristics of 
world Christianity today. What are the insights for mission 
and evangelism—theologies, agendas and practices—of 
this “shift of the centre of gravity of Christianity”? 

6. Mission has been understood as a movement taking 
place from the centre to the periphery, and from the privi-
leged to the marginalized of society. Now people at the 
margins are claiming their key role as agents of mission and 
affirming mission as transformation. This reversal of roles 
in terms of envisioning mission has strong biblical founda-
tions because God chose the poor, the foolish and the pow-
erless (1 Corinthians 1:18-31) to further God’s mission of 
justice and peace so that life may flourish. If there is a shift 
of the mission concept from “mission to the margins” to 
“mission from the margins,” what then is the distinctive 
contribution of the people from the margins? And why are 
their experiences and visions crucial for re-imagining mis-
sion and evangelism today? 

2. Cf. Todd M. Johnson, Kenneth R. Ross eds., Atlas of Global 
Christianity, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009).

7. We are living in a world in which faith in mammon 
threatens the credibility of the gospel. Market ideology is 
spreading the propaganda that the global market will save 
the world through unlimited growth. This myth is a threat 
not only to economic life but also to the spiritual life of 
people, and not only to humanity but also to the whole 
creation. How can we proclaim the good news and values 
of God’s kingdom in the global market, or win over the 
spirit of the market? What kind of missional action can 
the church take in the midst of economic and ecological 
injustice and crisis on a global scale? 

8. All Christians, churches and congregations are called to 
be vibrant messengers of the gospel of Jesus Christ, which 
is the good news of salvation. Evangelism is a confident 
but humble sharing of our faith and conviction with other 
people. Such sharing is a gift to others which announces 
the love, grace and mercy of God in Christ. It is the inevi-
table fruit of genuine faith. Therefore, in each generation, 
the church must renew its commitment to evangelism as 
an essential part of the way we convey God’s love to the 
world. How can we proclaim God’s love and justice to 
a generation living in an individualized, secularized and 
materialized world? 

9. The church lives in multi-religious and multi-cultural 
contexts and new communication technology is also bring-
ing the people of the world into a greater awareness of 
one another’s identities and pursuits. Locally and glob-
ally Christians are engaged with people of other religions 
and cultures in building societies of love, peace and jus-
tice. Plurality is a challenge to the churches and serious 
commitment to inter-faith dialogue and cross-cultural 
communication is therefore indispensable. What are the 
ecumenical convictions regarding common witnessing and 
practising life-giving mission in a world of many religions 
and cultures?
10. The church is a gift of God to the world for its trans-
formation towards the kingdom of God. Its mission is to 
bring new life and announce the loving presence of God in 
our world. We must participate in God’s mission in unity, 
overcoming the divisions and tensions that exist among us, 
so that the world may believe and all may be one (John 
17:21). The church, as the communion of Christ’s disci-
ples, must become an inclusive community and exists to 
bring healing and reconciliation to the world. How can 
the church renew herself to be missional and move forward 
together towards life in its fullness?
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11. This statement highlights some key developments in 
understanding the mission of the Holy Spirit within the 
mission of the Triune God (missio Dei) which have emerged 
through the work of CWME. It does so under four main 
headings:

• Spirit of Mission: Breath of Life 
• Spirit of Liberation: Mission from the Margins 
• Spirit of Community: Church on the Move 
• Spirit of Pentecost: Good News for All 

Reflection on such perspectives enables us to embrace dyna-
mism, justice, diversity and transformation as key concepts 
of mission in changing landscapes today. In response to the 
questions posed above, we conclude with ten affirmations 
for mission and evangelism today.

Spirit of Mission: Breath of Life

The Mission of the Spirit

12. God’s Spirit—ru’ach—moved over the waters at the 
beginning (Genesis 1:2), being the source of life and the 
breath of humankind (Genesis 2:7). In the Hebrew Bible, 
the Spirit led the people of God—inspiring wisdom (Prov-
erbs 8), empowering prophecy (Isaiah 61:1), stirring life 
from dry bones (Ezekiel 37), prompting dreams (Joel 2) 
and bringing renewal as the glory of the Lord in the temple 
(2 Chronicles 7:1).

13. The same Spirit of God, which “swept over the face 
of the waters” in creation, descended on Mary (Luke 
1:35) and brought forth Jesus. It was the Holy Spirit who 
empowered Jesus at his baptism (Mark 1:10) and commis-
sioned him for his mission (Luke 4:14, 18). Jesus Christ, 
full of the Spirit of God, died on the cross. He gave up the 
spirit (John 19:30). In death, in the coldness of the tomb, 
by the power of the Holy Spirit he was raised to life, the 
firstborn from the dead (Romans 8:11).

14. After his resurrection, Jesus Christ appeared to his com-
munity and sent his disciples in mission: “As the Father 
has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21-22). By the gift 
of the Holy Spirit, “the power from on high,” they were 
formed into a new community of witness to the hope in 
Christ (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8). In the Spirit of unity, the 
early church lived together and shared her goods among 
her members (Acts 2:44-45). 

15. The universality of the Spirit’s economy in creation and 
the particularity of the Spirit’s work in redemption have to 

be understood together as the mission of the Spirit for the 
new heaven and earth, when God finally will be “all in all” 
(1 Corinthians 15:24-28). The Holy Spirit works in the 
world often in mysterious and unknown ways beyond our 
imagination (Luke 1:34-35; John 3:8; Acts 2:16-21). 

16. Biblical witness attests to a variety of understandings of 
the role of the Holy Spirit in mission. One perspective of 
the role of the Holy Spirit in mission emphasizes the Holy 
Spirit as fully dependent on Christ, the Paraclete and the 
one who will come as Counsellor and Advocate only after 
Christ has gone to the Father. The Holy Spirit is seen as the 
continuing presence of Christ, his agent to fulfil the task of 
mission. This understanding leads to a missiology focusing 
on sending out and going forth. Therefore, a pneumato-
logical focus on Christian mission recognises that mission 
is essentially christologically based and relates the work of 
the Holy Spirit to the salvation through Jesus Christ.

17. Another perspective emphasizes that the Holy Spirit 
is the “Spirit of Truth” that leads us to the “whole truth” 
(John 16:13) and blows wherever he/she wills (John 3:8), 
thus embracing the whole of the cosmos, therefore pro-
claiming the Holy Spirit as the source of Christ, and the 
church as the eschatological coming together (synaxis) of 
the people of God in God’s kingdom. The second perspec-
tive posits that the faithful go forth in peace (in mission) 
after they have experienced in their eucharistic gather-
ing the eschatological kingdom of God as a glimpse and 
foretaste of it. Mission as going forth is thus the outcome, 
rather than the origin of the church, and is called “liturgy 
after the liturgy.”3 

18. What is clear is that by the Spirit we participate in the 
mission of love that is at the heart of the life of the Trinity. 
This results in Christian witness which unceasingly pro-
claims the salvific power of God through Jesus Christ and 
constantly affirms God’s dynamic involvement, through 
the Holy Spirit, in the whole created world. All who 
respond to the outpouring of the love of God are invited to 
join in with the Spirit in the mission of God.

Mission and the Flourishing of Creation
19. Mission is the overflow of the infinite love of the Tri-
une God. God’s mission begins with the act of creation. 
Creation’s life and God’s life are entwined. The mission 
of God’s Spirit encompasses us all in an ever-giving act of 
grace. We are therefore called to move beyond a narrowly 
3. Cf. Ion Bria, The Liturgy after the Liturgy: Mission and Witness 
from an Orthodox Perspective, (Geneva: WCC, 1996). The term 
was originally coined by Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos and 
widely publicized by Ion Bria.
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human-centred approach and to embrace forms of mission 
which express our reconciled relationship with all created 
life. We hear the cry of the earth as we listen to the cries of 
the poor and we know that from its beginning the earth has 
cried out to God over humanity’s injustice (Genesis 4:10).

20. Mission with creation at its heart is already a positive 
movement in our churches through campaigns for eco-
justice and more sustainable lifestyles and the development 
of spiritualities that are respectful of the earth. However, 
we have sometimes forgotten that the whole of creation 
is included in the reconciled unity towards which we are 
all called (2 Corinthians 5:18-19). We do not believe that 
the earth is to be discarded and only souls saved; both the 
earth and our bodies have to be transformed through the 
Spirit’s grace. As the vision of Isaiah and John’s revelation 
testify, heaven and earth will be made new (Isaiah 11:1-9; 
25:6-10; 66:22; Revelation 21:1-4).

21. Our participation in mission, our being in creation 
and our practice of the life of the Spirit need to be woven 
together for they are mutually transformative. We ought 
not to seek the one without the others. If we do, we will 
lapse into an individualistic spirituality that leads us to 
falsely believe we can belong to God without belonging 
to our neighbour and we will fall into a spirituality that 
simply makes us feel good while other parts of creation 
hurt and yearn. 

22. We need a new conversion (metanoia) in our mission, 
which invites a new humility in regard to the mission of 
God’s Spirit. We tend to understand and practise mission 
as something done by humanity to others. Instead, humans 
can participate in communion with all of creation in cel-
ebrating the work of the Creator. In many ways creation is 
in mission to humanity, for instance the natural world has 
a power that can heal the human heart and body. The wis-
dom literature affirms creation’s praise of its Creator (Psalm 
19:1-4; 66:1; 96:11-13; 98:4; 100:1; 150:6). The Creator’s 
joy and wonder in creation is one of the sources of our 
spirituality (Job 38–39).

23. We want to affirm our spiritual connection with cre-
ation, yet the reality is the earth is being polluted and 
exploited. Consumerism triggers not limitless growth but 
rather endless exploitation of the earth’s resources. Human 
greed is contributing to global warming and other forms of 
climate change. If this trend continues and earth is fatally 
damaged, what can we imagine salvation to be? Humanity 
cannot be saved alone while the rest of the created world 
perishes. Eco-justice cannot be separated from salvation, 

and salvation cannot come without a new humility that 
respects the needs of all life on earth. 

Spiritual Gifts and Discernment
24. The Holy Spirit gives gifts freely and impartially  
(1 Corinthians 12:8-10; Romans 12:6-8; Ephesians 4:11) 
which are to be shared for the building up of others (1 Cor-
inthians 12:7; 14:26) and the reconciliation of the whole 
creation (Romans 8:19-23). One of the gifts of the Spirit 
is discernment of spirits (1 Corinthians 12:10). We discern 
the Spirit of God wherever life in its fullness is affirmed and 
in all its dimensions, including liberation of the oppressed, 
healing and reconciliation of broken communities and 
the restoration of the creation. We also discern evil spirits 
wherever forces of death and destruction of life prevail.

25. The early Christians, like many today, experienced a 
world of many spirits. The New Testament witnesses to 
diverse spirits, including evil spirits, “ministering spirits” 
(i.e. angels, Hebrews 1:14), “principalities” and “powers” 
(Ephesians 6:12), the beast (Revelation 13:1-7) and other 
powers—both good and evil. The apostle Paul also testifies 
to some spiritual struggle (Ephesians 6:10-18; 2 Corinthi-
ans 10:4-6) and the injunction to resist the devil (James 
4:7; 1 Peter 5:8). The churches are called to discern the 
work of the life-giving Spirit sent into the world and to 
join with the Holy Spirit in bringing about God’s reign 
of justice (Acts 1:6-8). When we have discerned the Holy 
Spirit’s presence, we are called to respond, recognizing that 
God’s Spirit is often subversive, leading us beyond bound-
aries and surprising us.

26. Our encounter with the Triune God is inward, per-
sonal, and communal but also directs us outward in mis-
sionary endeavour. The traditional symbols and titles for 
the Spirit (such as fire, light, dew, fountain, anointing, 
healing, melting, warming, solace, comfort, strength, rest, 
washing, shining) show that the Spirit is familiar with our 
lives and connected with all the aspects of relationship, life 
and creation with which mission is concerned. We are led 
by the Spirit into various situations and moments, into 
meeting points with others, into spaces of encounter and 
into critical locations of human struggle.

27. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of wisdom (Isaiah 11:3; 
Ephesians 1:17) and guides into all truth (John 16:13). The 
Spirit inspires human cultures and creativity, so it is part of 
our mission to acknowledge, respect and cooperate with 
life-giving wisdoms in every culture and context. We regret 
that mission activity linked with colonization has often 
denigrated cultures and failed to recognize the wisdom 
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of local people. Local wisdom and culture which is life-
affirming is a gift from God’s Spirit. We lift up testimonies 
of peoples whose traditions have been scorned and mocked 
by theologians and scientists, yet their wisdom offers us the 
vital and sometimes new orientation that can connect us 
again with the life of the Spirit in creation, which helps us 
to consider the ways in which God is revealed in creation.

28. The claim that the Spirit is with us is not for us to 
make, but for others to recognize in the life that we lead. 
The apostle Paul expresses this by encouraging the church 
to bear the fruits of the Spirit which entail love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, self-control 
(Galatians 5:23). As we bear these fruits, we hope others 
will discern the love and power of the Spirit at work. 

Transformative Spirituality 
29. Authentic Christian witness is not only in what we do 
in mission but how we live out our mission. The church 
in mission can only be sustained by spiritualities deeply 
rooted in the Trinity’s communion of love. Spirituality 
gives our lives their deepest meaning. It stimulates, moti-
vates and gives dynamism to life’s journey. It is energy for 
life in its fullness and calls for a commitment to resist all 
forces, powers and systems which deny, destroy and reduce 
life. 

30. Mission spirituality is always transformative. Mission 
spirituality resists and seeks to transform all life-destroy-
ing values and systems wherever these are at work in our 
economies, our politics, and even our churches. “Our 
faithfulness to God and God’s free gift of life compels us to 
confront idolatrous assumptions, unjust systems, politics 
of domination and exploitation in our current world eco-
nomic order. Economics and economic justice are always 
matters of faith as they touch the very core of God’s will 
for creation.” 4 Mission spirituality motivates us to serve 
God’s economy of life, not mammon, to share life at God’s 
table rather than satisfy individual greed, to pursue change 
to a better world while challenging the self-interest of the 
powerful who desire to maintain the status quo.

31. Jesus has told us, “You cannot serve God and mam-
mon” (Matthew 6:24, KJV). The policy of unlimited 
growth through the domination of the global free mar-
ket is an ideology that claims to be without alternative, 
demanding an endless flow of sacrifices from the poor and 
from nature. “It makes the false promise that it can save the 
world through creation of wealth and prosperity, claiming 

4. Alternative Globalization Addressing Peoples and Earth (AGAPE): 
A Background Document, (Geneva: WCC, 2005), p. 13.

sovereignty over life and demanding total allegiance which 
amounts to idolatry.”5 This is a global system of mam-
mon that protects the unlimited growth of wealth of only 
the rich and powerful through endless exploitation. This 
tower of greed is threatening the whole household of God. 
The reign of God is in direct opposition to the empire of 
mammon. 

32. Transformation can be understood in the light of the 
Paschal mystery: “If we have died with Christ, we will also 
live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him” 
(2 Timothy 2:11-12). In situations of oppression, dis-
crimination and hurt, the cross of Christ is the power of 
God for salvation (1 Corinthians 1:18). Even in our time, 
some have paid with their lives for their Christian witness, 
reminding us all of the cost of discipleship. The Spirit gives 
Christians courage to live out their convictions, even in the 
face of persecution and martyrdom. 

33. The cross calls for repentance in light of misuse of 
power and use of the wrong kind of power in mission and 
in the church. “Disturbed by the asymmetries and imbal-
ances of power that divide and trouble us in church and 
world, we are called to repentance, to critical reflection on 
systems of power, and to accountable use of power struc-
tures.” 6 The Spirit empowers the powerless and challenges 
the powerful to empty themselves of their privileges for the 
sake of the disempowered. 

34. Experiencing life in the Spirit is to taste life in its full-
ness. We are called to witness to a movement towards life, 
celebrating all that the Spirit continues to call into being, 
walking in solidarity in order to cross the rivers of despair 
and anxiety (Psalm 23, Isaiah 43:1-5). Mission provokes in 
us a renewed awareness that the Holy Spirit meets us and 
challenges us at all levels of life, and brings newness and 
change to the places and times of our personal and collec-
tive journeys. 

35. The Holy Spirit is present with us as companion, yet 
never domesticated or “tame.” Among the surprises of the 
Spirit are the ways in which God works from locations 
which appear to be on the margins and through people 
who appear to be excluded.

5. The Accra Confession, Covenanting for Justice: in the Economy and 
the Earth, World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 2004, §10.
6. Edinburgh 2010, Common Call, 2010, § 4.
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Spirit of Liberation: Mission from the Margins

36. God’s purpose for the world is not to create another 
world, but to re-create what God has already created in love 
and wisdom. Jesus began his ministry by claiming that to 
be filled by the Spirit is to liberate the oppressed, to open 
eyes that are blind, and to announce the coming of God’s 
reign (Luke 4:16-18). He went about fulfilling this mission 
by opting to be with the marginalized people of his time, 
not out of paternalistic charity but because their situations 
testified to the sinfulness of the world, and their yearnings 
for life pointed to God’s purposes. 

37. Jesus Christ relates to and embraces those who are most 
marginalized in society, in order to confront and transform 
all that denies life. This includes cultures and systems which 
generate and sustain massive poverty, discrimination and 
dehumanization, and that exploit or destroy people and the 
earth. Mission from the margins calls for an understanding 
of the complexities of power dynamics, global systems and 
structures, and local contextual realities. Christian mission 
has at times been understood and practised in ways which 
failed to recognize God’s alignment with those consistently 
pushed to the margins. Therefore, mission from the mar-
gins invites the church to re-imagine mission as a vocation 
from God’s Spirit who works for a world where the fullness 
of life is available for all. 

Why Margins and Marginalization? 
38. Mission from the margins seeks to counteract injustices 
in life, church, and mission. It seeks to be an alternative 
missional movement against the perception that mission 
can only be done by the powerful to the powerless, by the 
rich to the poor, or by the privileged to the marginalized. 
Such approaches can contribute to oppression and margin-
alization. Mission from the margins recognizes that being 
in the centre means having access to systems that lead to 
one’s rights, freedom and individuality being affirmed and 
respected; living in the margins means exclusion from jus-
tice and dignity. Living on the margins, however, can pro-
vide its own lessons. People on the margins have agency, 
and can often see what, from the centre, is out of view. 
People on the margins, living in vulnerable positions, often 
know what exclusionary forces are threatening their sur-
vival and can best discern the urgency of their struggles; 
people in positions of privilege have much to learn from 
the daily struggles of people living in marginal conditions.

39. Marginalized people have God-given gifts that are 
under-utilized because of disempowerment, and denial of 
access to opportunities and/or justice. Through struggles 
in and for life, marginalized people are reservoirs of the 

active hope, collective resistance, and perseverance that are 
needed to remain faithful to the promised reign of God. 

40. Because the context of missional activity influences its 
scope and character, the social location of all engaged in 
mission work must be taken into account. Missiological 
reflections need to recognize the different value orienta-
tions that shape missional perspectives. The aim of mission 
is not simply to move people from the margins to centres 
of power but to confront those who remain the centre by 
keeping people on the margins. Instead, churches are called 
to transform power structures. 

41. The dominant expressions of mission, in the past and 
today, have often been directed at people on the margins of 
societies. These have generally viewed those on the margins 
as recipients and not active agents of missionary activity. 
Mission expressed in this way has too often been complicit 
with oppressive and life-denying systems. It has generally 
aligned with the privileges of the centre and largely failed 
to challenge economic, social, cultural and political sys-
tems which have marginalized some peoples. Mission from 
the centre is motivated by an attitude of paternalism and a 
superiority complex. Historically, this has equated Christi-
anity with Western culture and resulted in adverse conse-
quences, including the denial of the full personhood of the 
victims of such marginalization.

42. A major common concern of people from the mar-
gins is the failure of societies, cultures, civilizations, nations 
and even churches to honour the dignity and worth of all 
persons. Injustice is at the roots of the inequalities that 
give rise to marginalization and oppression. God’s desire 
for justice is inextricably linked to God’s nature and sover-
eignty: “For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of 
lords....who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, 
and who also loves the strangers, providing them food and 
clothing” (Deuteronomy 10:17-18). All missional activity 
must, therefore, safeguard the sacred worth of every human 
being and of the earth (cf. Isaiah 58).

Mission as Struggle and Resistance
43. The affirmation of God’s mission (missio Dei) points 
to the belief in God as One who acts in history and in 
creation, in concrete realities of time and contexts, who 
seeks the fullness of life for the whole earth through justice, 
peace and reconciliation. Participation in God’s ongoing 
work of liberation and reconciliation by the Holy Spirit, 
therefore, includes discerning and unmasking the demons 
that exploit and enslave. For example, this involves decon-
structing patriarchal ideologies, upholding the right to 
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self-determination for Indigenous peoples, and challenging 
the social embeddedness of racism and casteism. 

44. The church’s hope is rooted in the promised fulfilment 
of the reign of God. It entails the restoration of right rela-
tionships between God and humanity and all of creation. 
Even though this vision speaks to an eschatological reality, 
it deeply energizes and informs our current participation in 
God’s salvific work in this penultimate period. 

45. Participation in God’s mission follows the way of 
Jesus, who came to serve, not to be served (Mark 10:45); 
who tears down the mighty and powerful and exalts the 
lowly (Luke 1:46-55); and whose love is characterized by 
mutuality, reciprocity and interdependence. It, therefore, 
requires a commitment to struggle and resist the powers 
that obstruct the fullness of life that God wills for all, and a 
willingness to work with all people involved in movements 
and initiatives committed to the causes of justice, dignity 
and life.

Mission Seeking Justice and Inclusivity
46. The good news of God’s reign is about the promise of 
the actualization of a just and inclusive world. Inclusivity 
fosters just relationships in the community of humanity 
and creation, with mutual acknowledgement of persons 
and creation, and mutual respect and sustenance of each 
one’s sacred worth. It also facilitates each one’s full par-
ticipation in the life of the community. Baptism in Christ 
implies a lifelong commitment to give an account of this 
hope by overcoming the barriers in order to find a common 
identity under the sovereignty of God (Galatians 3:27-28). 
Therefore, discrimination of all types against any human 
being is unacceptable in the sight of God. 

47. Jesus promises that the last shall be first (Matthew 
20:16). To the extent that the church practises radical hos-
pitality to the estranged in society, it demonstrates commit-
ment to embodying the values of the reign of God (Isaiah 
58:6). To the extent that it denounces self-centredness as a 
way of life, it makes space for the reign of God to permeate 
human existence. To the extent that it renounces violence 
in its physical, psychological and spiritual manifestations 
both in personal interactions and in the economic, politi-
cal, social systems, it testifies to the reign of God at work 
in the world.

48. In reality, however, mission, money and political power 
are strategic partners. Although our theological and mis-
siological talk says a lot about the mission of the church 
being in solidarity with the poor, sometimes in practice it is 

much more concerned with being in the centres of power, 
eating with the rich and lobbying for money to maintain 
ecclesial bureaucracy. This poses particular challenges to 
reflect on what is the good news for people who are privi-
leged and powerful. 

49. The church is called to make present God’s holy and 
life-affirming plan for the world revealed in Jesus Christ. 
It means rejecting values and practices which lead to the 
destruction of community. Christians are called to acknowl-
edge the sinful nature of all forms of discrimination and 
transform unjust structures. This call places certain expec-
tations on the church. It must refuse to harbour oppressive 
forces within its ranks, acting instead as a counter-cultural 
community. The biblical mandate to the covenant commu-
nity in both testaments is characterized by the dictum, “It 
shall not be so among you” (Matthew 20:26, KJV). 

Mission as Healing and Wholeness
50. Actions towards healing and wholeness of life of persons 
and communities are an important expression of mission. 
Healing was not only a central feature of Jesus’ ministry 
but also a feature of his call to his followers to continue 
his work (Matthew 10:1). Healing is also one of the gifts 
of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:9; Acts 3). The Spirit 
empowers the church for a life-nurturing mission, which 
includes prayer, pastoral care, and professional health care 
on the one hand, and prophetic denunciation of the root 
causes of suffering, transforming structures that dispense 
injustice and the pursuit of scientific research on the other. 

51. Health is more than physical and/or mental well-being, 
and healing is not primarily medical. This understanding 
of health coheres with the biblical-theological tradition of 
the church, which sees a human being as a multidimen-
sional unity, and the body, soul and mind as interrelated 
and interdependent. It thus affirms the social, political 
and ecological dimensions of personhood and wholeness. 
Health, in the sense of wholeness, is a condition related 
to God’s promise for the end of time, as well as a real pos-
sibility in the present.7 Wholeness is not a static balance 
of harmony but rather involves living-in-community with 
God, people and creation. Individualism and injustice are 
barriers to community building, and therefore to whole-
ness. Discrimination on grounds of medical conditions or 
disability—including HIV and AIDS—is contrary to the 
teaching of Jesus Christ. When all the parts of our individ-
ual and corporate lives that have been left out are included, 
and wherever the neglected or marginalized are brought 

7. Healing and Wholeness: The Churches’ Role in Health, (Geneva: 
WCC, 1990), 6. 
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together in love, such that wholeness is experienced, we 
may discern signs of God’s reign on earth.

52. Societies have tended to see disability or illness as a 
manifestation of sin or a medical problem to be solved. 
The medical model has emphasized the correction or cure 
of what is assumed to be the “deficiency” in the individual. 
Many who are marginalized, however, do not see them-
selves as “deficient” or “sick.” The Bible recounts many 
instances where Jesus healed people with various infirmi-
ties but, equally importantly, he restored people to their 
rightful places within the fabric of the community. Heal-
ing is more about the restoration of wholeness than about 
correcting something perceived as defective. To become 
whole, the parts that have become estranged need to be 
reclaimed. The fixation on cure is thus a perspective that 
must be overcome in order to promote the biblical focus. 
Mission should foster the full participation of people with 
disabilities and illness in the life of the church and society. 

53. Christian medical mission aims at achieving health for 
all, in the sense that all people around the globe will have 
access to quality health care. There are many ways in which 
churches can be, and are, involved in health and healing 
in a comprehensive sense. They create or support clinics 
and mission hospitals; they offer counselling services, care 
groups and health programmes; local churches can create 
groups to visit sick congregation members. Healing pro-
cesses could include praying with and for the sick, con-
fession and forgiveness, the laying-on of hands, anointing 
with oil, and the use of charismatic spiritual gifts (1 Cor-
inthians 12). But it must also be noted that inappropriate 
forms of Christian worship, including triumphalistic heal-
ing services in which the healer is glorified at the expense 
of God, and where false expectations are raised, can deeply 
harm people. This is not to deny God’s miraculous inter-
vention of healing in some cases. 

54. As a community of imperfect people, and as part of a 
creation groaning in pain and longing for its liberation, the 
Christian community can be a sign of hope, and an expres-
sion of the kingdom of God here on earth (Romans 8:22-
24). The Holy Spirit works for justice and healing in many 
ways and is pleased to indwell the particular community 
which is called to embody Christ’s mission.

Spirit of Community: Church on the Move

God’s Mission and the Life of the Church
55. The life of the church arises from the love of the Tri-
une God. “God is love” (1 John 4:8). Mission is a response 

to God’s urging love shown in creation and redemption. 
“God’s love invites us” (Caritas Christi urget nos). This com-
munion (koinonia) opens our hearts and lives to our broth-
ers and sisters in the same movement of sharing God’s love 
(2 Corinthians 5:18-21). Living in that love of God, the 
church is called to become good news for all. The Triune 
God’s overflowing sharing of love is the source of all mis-
sion and evangelism.

56. God’s love, manifest in the Holy Spirit, is an inspira-
tional gift to all humanity “in all times and places”8 and 
for all cultures and situations. The powerful presence of 
the Holy Spirit, revealed in Jesus Christ, the crucified and 
risen Lord, initiates us into the fullness of life that is God’s 
gift to each one of us. Through Christ in the Holy Spirit, 
God indwells the church, revealing God’s purposes for the 
world, and empowering and enabling its members to par-
ticipate in the realization of those purposes. 

57. The church in history has not always existed but, both 
theologically and empirically, came into being for the sake 
of mission. It is not possible to separate church and mission 
in terms of their origin or purpose. To fulfil God’s mission-
ary purpose is the church’s aim. The relationship between 
church and mission is very intimate because the same Spirit 
of Christ who empowers the church in mission is also the 
life of the church. At the same time as he sent the church 
into the world, Jesus Christ breathed the Holy Spirit into 
the church (John 20:19-23). Therefore, the church exists 
by mission, just as fire exists by burning. If it does not 
engage in mission, it ceases to be church. 

58. Starting with God’s mission leads to an ecclesiologi-
cal approach “from below.” In this perspective it is not the 
church that has a mission but rather the mission that has 
a church. Mission is not a project of expanding churches 
but of the church embodying God’s salvation in this world. 
Out of this follows a dynamic understanding of the apos-
tolicity of the church: Apostolicity is not only safeguarding 
the faith of the church through the ages but also participat-
ing in the apostolate. Thus the churches mainly and fore-
most need to be missionary churches. 

God’s Mission and the Church’s Unity
59. Living out our faith in community is an important way 
of participating in mission. Through baptism, we become 
sisters and brothers belonging together in Christ (Hebrews 
10:25). The church is called to be an inclusive community 
that welcomes all. Through word and deed and in its very 

8. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, Faith and Order Paper no.111, 
1982, §19. 
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being, the church foretastes and witnesses to the vision of 
the coming reign of God. The church is the coming together 
of the faithful and their going forth in peace. 

60. Practically, as well as theologically, mission and unity 
belong together. In this regard, the integration in 1961 
of IMC and WCC was a significant step. This histori-
cal experience encourages us to believe that mission and 
church can come together. This aim, however, is not yet 
fully accomplished. We have to continue this journey in 
our century with fresh attempts so that the church becomes 
truly missionary.

61. The churches realize today that in many respects they 
are still not adequate embodiments of God’s mission. 
Sometimes, a sense of separation of mission and church 
still prevails. The lack of full and real unity in mission still 
harms the authenticity and credibility of the fulfilment of 
God’s mission in this world. Our Lord prayed “that they 
may all be one . . . so that the world may believe” (John 
17:21). Thus mission and unity are intertwined. Conse-
quently there is the need to open up our reflections on 
church and unity to an even wider understanding of unity: 
The unity of humanity and even the cosmic unity of the 
whole of God’s creation.

62. The highly competitive environment of the free market 
economy has unfortunately influenced some churches and 
para-church movements to seek to be “winners” over oth-
ers. This can even lead to the adoption of aggressive tactics 
to persuade Christians who already belong to a church to 
change their denominational allegiance. Seeking numerical 
growth at all costs is incompatible with the respect for oth-
ers required of Christian disciples. Jesus became our Christ 
not through power or money but through his self-emptying 
(kenosis) and death on the cross. This humble understand-
ing of mission does not merely shape our methods, but 
is the very nature and essence of our faith in Christ. The 
church is a servant in God’s mission and not the master. 
The missionary church glorifies God in self-emptying love.

63. The Christian communities in their diversity are called 
to identify and practise ways of common witness in a spirit 
of partnership and cooperation, including through mutu-
ally respectful and responsible forms of evangelism. Com-
mon witness is what the “churches, even while separated, 
bear together, especially through joint efforts, by manifest-
ing whatever divine gifts of truth and life they already share 
and experience in common.”9

9. Thomas F. Best, Günther Gassmann, eds., On the Way to Fuller 
Koinonia: Official Report of the Fifth World Conference on Faith 
and Order, Santiago de Compostela 1993, Faith and Order Paper 
no.166, (Geneva: WCC, 1994), 254.

64. The missionary nature of the church also means that 
there must be a way that churches and para-church struc-
tures can be more closely related. The integration of IMC 
and WCC brought about a new framework for consider-
ation of church unity and mission. While discussions of 
unity have been very concerned with structural questions, 
mission agencies can represent flexibility and subsidiar-
ity in mission. While para-church movements can find 
accountability and direction through ecclesial mooring, 
para-church structures can help churches not to forget 
their dynamic apostolic character. 

65. The CWME, the direct heir of Edinburgh 1910’s ini-
tiatives on cooperation and unity, provides a structure for 
churches and mission agencies to seek ways of express-
ing and strengthening unity in mission. Being an integral 
part of the WCC, the CWME has been able to encounter 
new understandings of mission and unity from Catholic, 
Orthodox, Anglican, Protestant, Evangelical, Pentecostal 
and Indigenous churches from all over the globe. In partic-
ular, the context of the WCC has facilitated close working 
relationships with the Roman Catholic Church. A growing 
intensity of collaboration with Evangelicals, especially with 
the Lausanne Movement for World Evangelization and the 
World Evangelical Alliance, has also abundantly contrib-
uted to the enrichment of ecumenical theological reflection 
on mission in unity. Together we share a common concern 
that the whole church should witness to the whole gospel 
in the whole world.10 

66. The Holy Spirit, the Spirit of unity, unites people and 
churches too, to celebrate unity in diversity both proac-
tively and constructively. The Spirit provides both the 
dynamic context and the resources needed for people to 
explore differences in a safe, positive and nurturing envi-
ronment in order to grow into an inclusive and mutually 
responsible community. 

God Empowers the Church in Mission
67. Through Christ in the Holy Spirit, God indwells the 
church, empowering and energizing its members. Thus 
mission becomes for Christians an urgent inner compul-
sion (1 Corinthians 9:16), even a test and criterion for 
authentic life in Christ, rooted in the profound demands of 
Christ’s love, to invite others to share in the fullness of life 
Jesus came to bring. Participating in God’s mission, there-
fore, should be natural for all Christians and all churches, 
not only for particular individuals or specialized groups.11 

10. Cf. “The Whole Church Taking the Whole Gospel to the 
Whole World: Reflections of the Lausanne Theology Working 
Group,” 2010. 
11. Mission and Evangelism in Unity, CWME Study Document, 
2000, §13. 
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68. What makes the Christian message of God’s abundant 
love for humanity and all creation credible is our abil-
ity to speak with one voice, where possible, and to give 
common witness and an account of the hope that is in us  
(1 Peter 3:15). The churches have therefore produced a rich 
array of common declarations, some of them resulting in 
uniting or united churches, and of dialogues, seeking to 
restore the unity of all Christians in one living organism of 
healing and reconciliation. A rediscovery of the work of the 
Holy Spirit in healing and reconciliation, which is at the 
heart of today’s mission theology, has significant ecumeni-
cal implications.12

69. While acknowledging the great importance of “vis-
ible” unity among churches, nonetheless unity need not be 
sought only at the level of organizational structures. From 
a mission perspective, it is important to discern what helps 
the cause of God’s mission. In other words, unity in mis-
sion is the basis for the visible unity of the churches which 
also has implications for the order of the church. Attempts 
to achieve unity must be in concert with the biblical call to 
seek justice. Our call to do justice may sometimes involve 
breaking false unities that silence and oppress. Genuine 
unity always entails inclusivity and respect for others.

70. Today’s context of large-scale worldwide migration 
challenges the churches’ commitment to unity in very prac-
tical ways. We are told: “Do not forget to entertain strang-
ers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels 
without knowing it.” (Hebrews 13:2, NIV). Churches can 
be a place of refuge for migrant communities; they can also 
be intentional focal points for inter-cultural engagement.13 
The churches are called to be one to serve God’s mission 
beyond ethnic and cultural boundaries and ought to create 
multi-cultural ministry and mission as a concrete expres-
sion of common witness in diversity. This may entail advo-
cating justice in regard to migration policies and resistance 
to xenophobia and racism. Women, children, and undoc-
umented workers are often the most vulnerable among 
migrants in all contexts. But, women are also often at the 
cutting edge of new migrant ministries. 

71. God’s hospitality calls us to move beyond binary notions 
of culturally dominant groups as hosts, and migrant and 
minority peoples as guests. Instead, in God’s hospitality, 

12. Cf. Mission as Ministry of Reconciliation, in Jacques Matthey 
ed., You Are the Light of the World: Statements on Mission by the 
World Council of Churches 1980-2005, (Geneva: WCC, 2005), 
90-162.
13. “Report of WCC Consultation on Mission and Ecclesiology of 
the Migrant Churches, Utrecht, the Netherlands, 16-21 November 
2010,” International Review of Mission, 100.1., 2011, pp. 104-107.

God is host and we are all invited by the Spirit to partici-
pate with humility and mutuality in God’s mission.

Local Congregations: New Initiatives
72. While cherishing the unity of the Spirit in the one 
Church, it is also important to honour the ways in which 
each local congregation is led by the Spirit to respond to 
their own contextual realities. Today’s changed world calls 
for local congregations to take new initiatives. For example, 
in the secularizing global north, new forms of contextual 
mission, such as “new monasticism,” “emerging church,” 
and “fresh expressions,” have re-defined and re-vitalized 
churches. Exploring contextual ways of being church can 
be particularly relevant to young people. Some churches 
in the global north now meet in pubs, coffee houses, or 
converted movie theatres. Engaging with church life online 
is an attractive option for young people thinking in a non-
linear, visual, and experiential way. 

73. Like the early church in the Book of Acts, local congre-
gations have the privilege of forming a community marked 
by the presence of the risen Christ. For many people, 
acceptance or refusal to become members of the church is 
linked to their positive or negative experience with a local 
congregation, which can be either a stumbling block or an 
agent of transformation.14 Therefore, it is vital that local 
congregations are constantly renewed and inspired by the 
Spirit of mission. Local congregations are frontiers and pri-
mary agents of mission.

74. Worship and the Sacraments play a crucial role in 
the formation of transformative spirituality and mission. 
Reading the Bible contextually is also a primary resource 
in enabling local congregations to be messengers and wit-
nesses to God’s justice and love. Liturgy in the sanctuary 
only has full integrity when we live out God’s mission in 
our communities in our daily life. Local congregations are 
therefore impelled to step out of their comfort zones and 
cross boundaries for the sake of the mission of God.

75. More than ever before, local congregations today can 
play a key role in emphasizing the crossing of cultural and 
racial boundaries, and affirming cultural difference as a 
gift of the Spirit. Rather than being perceived as a prob-
lem, migration can be seen as offering new possibilities 
for churches to re-discover themselves afresh. It inspires 
opportunities for the creation of intercultural and mul-
ticultural churches at local level. All churches can create 
space for different cultural communities to come together; 

14. Christopher Duraisingh ed., Called to One Hope: The Gospel in 
Diverse Cultures, Geneva, WCC, 1998, 54.



20125: Together towards Life

and embrace exciting opportunities for contextual expres-
sions of intercultural mission in our time. 

76. Local congregations can also, as never before, develop 
global connections. Many inspirational and transformative 
linkages are being formed between churches that are geo-
graphically far apart and located in very different contexts. 
These offer innovative possibilities but are not without pit-
falls. The increasingly popular short-term “mission trips” 
can help to build partnerships between churches in differ-
ent parts of the world but in some cases place an intolerable 
burden on poor local churches, or disregard the existing 
churches altogether. While there is some danger and cau-
tion around such trips, these exposure opportunities in 
diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts can also lead 
to long-term change when the traveller returns to their 
home community. The challenge is to find ways of exercis-
ing spiritual gifts which build up the whole church in every 
part (1 Corinthians 12-14).

77. Advocacy for justice is no longer the sole prerogative 
of national assemblies and central offices but a form of 
witness which calls for the engagement of local churches. 
For example, the WCC Decade to Overcome Violence 
(2001-2011) concluded with a plea in the International 
Ecumenical Peace Convocation that: “Churches must help 
in identifying the everyday choices that can abuse and pro-
mote human rights, gender justice, climate justice, unity 
and peace.”15 Their grounding in everyday life gives local 
churches both legitimacy and motivation in the struggle 
for justice and peace. 

78. The church in every geo-political and socio-economic 
context is called to service (diakonia)—to live out the faith 
and hope of the community of God’s people, witnessing 
to what God has done in Jesus Christ. Through service the 
church participates in God’s mission, following the way of 
its Servant Lord. The church is called to be a diaconal com-
munity manifesting the power of service over the power of 
domination, enabling and nurturing possibilities for life, 
and witnessing to God’s transforming grace through acts of 
service that hold forth the promise of God’s reign.16

79. As the church discovers more deeply its identity as a 
missionary community, its outward-looking character 
finds expression in evangelism.

15. Glory to God and Peace on Earth: The Message of the 
International Ecumenical Peace Convocation, (Kingston, Jamaica: 
WCC, 17-25 May 2011), 2.
16. “Diakonia in the Twenty First Century: Theological 
Perspectives,” WCC Conference on Theology of Diakonia in the 
21st Century, Colombo, Sri Lanka, 2-6 June 2012, p. 2. 

Spirit of Pentecost: Good News for All

The Call to Evangelize 
80. Witness (Martyria) takes concrete form in evangelism— 
the communication of the whole gospel to the whole of 
humanity in the whole world.17 Its goal is the salvation 
of the world and the glory of the Triune God. Evangelism 
is mission activity which makes explicit and unambiguous 
the centrality of the incarnation, suffering and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ without setting limits to the saving grace 
of God. It seeks to share this good news with all who have 
not yet heard it and invites them to an experience of life 
in Christ.

81. “Evangelism is the outflow of hearts that are filled with 
the love of God for those who do not yet know him.”18 At 
Pentecost, the disciples could not but declare the mighty 
works of God (Acts 2:4; 4:20). Evangelism, while not 
excluding the different dimensions of mission, focuses on 
explicit and intentional articulation of the gospel, includ-
ing “the invitation to personal conversion to a new life in 
Christ and to discipleship.”19 While the Holy Spirit calls 
some to be evangelists (Ephesians 4:11), we all are called 
to give an account of the hope that is in us (1 Peter 3:15). 
Not only individuals but also the whole church together is 
called to evangelize (Mark 16:15; 1 Peter 2:9). 

82. Today’s world is marked by excessive assertion of reli-
gious identities and persuasions that seem to break and 
brutalize in the name of God rather than heal and nurture 
communities. In such a context, it is important to recog-
nize that proselytism is not a legitimate way of practising 
evangelism.20 The Holy Spirit chooses to work in partner-
ship with peoples’ preaching and demonstration of the 
good news (cf. Romans 10:14-15; 2 Corinthians 4:2-6), 
but it is only God’s Spirit who creates new life and brings 
about rebirth (John 3:5-8; 1 Thessalonians 1:4-6). We 
acknowledge that evangelism at times has been distorted 
and lost its credibility because some Christians have forced 
“conversions” by violent means or the abuse of power. In 
some contexts, however, accusations of forceful conver-
sions are motivated by the desire of dominant groups to 

17. Minutes and Reports of the Fourth Meeting of the Central 
Committee, (Rolle, Switzerland: WCC, 1951), 66.
18. The Lausanne Movement, The Cape Town Commitment, 2010, 
Part I, 7(b).
19. Cf. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Doctrinal Note 
on Some Aspects of Evangelization, No.12, 2007, pp. 489-504.
20. Towards Common Witness: A Call to Adopt Responsible 
Relationships in Mission and to Renounce Proselytism, WCC Central 
Committee, 1997.
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keep the marginalized living with oppressed identities and 
in dehumanizing conditions. 

83. Evangelism is sharing one’s faith and conviction with 
other people, inviting them to discipleship, whether or not 
they adhere to other religious traditions. Such sharing is to 
take place with both confidence and humility, and as an 
expression of our professed love for our world. If we claim 
to love God and to love our fellow human beings but fail to 
share the good news with them urgently and consistently, 
we deceive ourselves as to the integrity of our love for either 
God or people. There is no greater gift we can offer to our 
fellow human beings than to share and or introduce them 
to the love, grace and mercy of God in Christ.

84. Evangelism leads to repentance, faith and baptism. 
Hearing the truth in the face of sin and evil demands a 
response—positive or negative (John 4:28-29 cf. Mark 
10:22). It provokes conversion, involving a change of atti-
tudes, priorities and goals. It results in salvation of the lost, 
healing of the sick and the liberation of the oppressed and 
the whole creation.

85. “Evangelism,” while not excluding the different dimen-
sions of mission, focuses on explicit and intentional articu-
lation of the gospel, including “the invitation to personal 
conversion to a new life in Christ and to discipleship.”21 
In different churches, there are differing understandings 
of how the Spirit calls us to evangelize in our contexts. 
For some, evangelism is primarily about leading people to 
personal conversion through Jesus Christ; for others, evan-
gelism is about being in solidarity and offering Christian 
witness through presence with oppressed peoples; others 
again look on evangelism as one component of God’s mis-
sion. Different Christian traditions denote aspects of mis-
sion and evangelism in different ways; however, we can still 
affirm that the Spirit calls us all towards an understanding 
of evangelism which is grounded in the life of the local 
church where worship (leiturgia) is inextricably linked 
to witness (Martyria), service (diakonia) and fellowship 
(koinonia).

21. It is important to note that not all churches understand 
evangelism as expressed in the above. The Roman Catholic Church 
refers to “evangelization” as the missio ad gentes [mission to the 
peoples] directed to those who do not know Christ. In a wider 
sense, it is used to describe ordinary pastoral work, while the 
phrase “new evangelization” designates pastoral outreach to those 
who no longer practise the Christian faith. Cf. Doctrinal Note on 
Some Aspects of Evangelization.

Evangelism in Christ’s Way 
86. Evangelism is sharing the good news both in word 
and action. Evangelizing through verbal proclamation or 
preaching of the gospel (kerygma) is profoundly biblical. 
However, if our words are not consistent with our actions, 
our evangelism is inauthentic. The combination of verbal 
declaration and visible action bears witness to God’s rev-
elation in Jesus Christ and of his purposes. Evangelism 
is closely related to unity: The love for one another is a 
demonstration of the gospel we proclaim (John 13:34-35) 
while disunity is an embarrassment to the gospel (1 Cor-
inthians 1). 

87. There are historical and contemporary examples of 
faithful, humble service by Christians, working in their 
own local contexts, with whom the Spirit has partnered 
to bring about fullness of life. Also, many Christians who 
lived and worked as missionaries far away from their own 
cultural contexts did so with humility, mutuality, and 
respect; God’s Spirit also stirred in those communities to 
bring about transformation.

88. Regrettably, sometimes evangelism has been practised 
in ways which betray rather than incarnate the gospel. 
Whenever this occurs repentance is in order. Mission in 
Christ’s way involves affirming the dignity and rights of 
others. We are called to serve others as Christ did (cf. Mark 
10:45; Matthew 25:45), without exploitation or any form 
of allurement.22 In such individualized contexts, it may be 
possible to confuse evangelism with buying and selling a 
“product,” where we decide what aspects Christian life we 
want to take on. Instead, the Spirit rejects the idea that 
Jesus’ good news for all can be consumed under capitalist 
terms, and the Spirit calls us to conversion and transforma-
tion at a personal level, which leads us to the proclamation 
of the fullness of life for all. 

89. Authentic evangelism is grounded in humility and 
respect for all, and flourishes in the context of dialogue. 
It promotes the message of the gospel, of healing and rec-
onciliation, in word and deed. “There is no evangelism 
without solidarity; there is no Christian solidarity that 
does not involve sharing the message of God’s coming 
reign.”23 Evangelism, therefore, inspires the building of 
inter-personal and community relationships. Such authen-
tic relationships are often best nourished in local faith 

22. World Council of Churches, Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue, World Evangelical Alliance, Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct, 
2011.
23.The San Antonio Report, p. 26; Mission and Evangelism: An 
Ecumenical Affirmation, §34; Called to One Hope, p. 38. 
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communities, and based on local cultural contexts. Chris-
tian witness is as much by our presence as by our words. In 
situations where the public testimony to one’s faith is not 
possible without risking one’s life, simply living the gospel 
may be a powerful alternative.

90. Aware of tensions between people and communities 
of different religious convictions and varied interpretations 
of Christian witness, authentic evangelism must always be 
guided by life-affirming values, as stated in the joint state-
ment on “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: 
Recommendations for Conduct”: 

a.  Rejection of all forms of violence, discrimination and 
repression by religious and secular authority, includ-
ing the abuse of power—psychological or social. 

b.  Affirming the freedom of religion to practise and pro-
fess faith without any fear of reprisal and or intimida-
tion. Mutual respect and solidarity which promote 
justice, peace and the common good of all. 

c.  Respect for all people and human cultures, while also 
discerning the elements in our own cultures, such as 
patriarchy, racism, casteism etc., that need to be chal-
lenged by the gospel. 

d.  Renunciation of false witness and listening in order 
to understand in mutual respect. 

e.  Ensuring freedom for ongoing discernment by per-
sons and communities as part of decision-making.

f.  Building relationships with believers of other faiths 
or no faith to facilitate deeper mutual understand-
ing, reconciliation and cooperation for the common 
good.24 

91. We live in a world strongly influenced by individual-
ism, secularism and materialism, and other ideologies that 
challenge the values of the kingdom of God. Although the 
gospel is ultimately good news for all, it is bad news for 
the forces which promote falsehood, injustice and oppres-
sion. To that extent, evangelism is also a prophetic vocation 
which involves speaking truth to power in hope and in love 
(Acts 26:25; Colossians 1:5; Ephesians 4:15). The gospel 
is liberative and transformative. Its proclamation must 
involve transformation of societies with a view to creating 
just and inclusive communities. 

92. Standing against evil or injustice and being prophetic 
can sometimes be met with suppression and violence, and 

24. Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct, 2011.

thus consequently lead to suffering, persecution, and even 
death. Authentic evangelism involves being vulnerable, 
following the example of Christ by carrying the cross and 
emptying oneself (Philippians 2:5-11). Just as the blood 
of the martyrs was the seed of the church under Roman 
persecution, today the pursuit of justice and righteousness 
makes a powerful witness to Christ. Jesus linked such self-
denial with the call to follow him and with eternal salva-
tion (Mark 8:34-38). 

Evangelism, Interfaith Dialogue and Christian Presence 
93. In the plurality and complexity of today’s world, we 
encounter people of many different faiths, ideologies and 
convictions. We believe that the Spirit of Life brings joy 
and fullness of life. God’s Spirit, therefore, can be found 
in all cultures that affirm life. The Holy Spirit works in 
mysterious ways, and we do not fully understand the work-
ings of the Spirit in other faith traditions. We acknowledge 
that there is inherent value and wisdom in diverse life-giv-
ing spiritualities. Therefore, authentic mission makes the 
“other” a partner in, not an “object” of mission.

94. Dialogue is a way of affirming our common life and 
goals in terms of the affirmation of life and the integrity 
of creation. Dialogue at the religious level is possible only 
if we begin with the expectation of meeting God who has 
preceded us and has been present with people within their 
own contexts.25 God is there before we come (Acts 17) and 
our task is not to bring God along, but to witness to the 
God who is already there. Dialogue provides for an honest 
encounter where each party brings to the table all that they 
are in an open, patient and respectful manner. 

95. Evangelism and dialogue are distinct but interrelated. 
Although Christians hope and pray that all people may 
come to living knowledge of the Triune God, evangelism 
is not the purpose of dialogue. However, since dialogue 
is also “a mutual encounter of commitments,” sharing 
the good news of Jesus Christ has a legitimate place in it. 
Furthermore, authentic evangelism takes place in the con-
text of the dialogue of life and action, and in “the spirit of 
dialogue”: “an attitude of respect and friendship.”26 Evan-
gelism entails not only proclamation of our deepest convic-
tions, but also listening to others, and being challenged and 
enriched by others (Acts 10). 

96. Particularly important is dialogue between people of 
different faiths, not only in multi-religious contexts but 

25. Cf. Baar Statement: Theological Perspectives on Plurality, WCC, 
1990.
26. PCID, Dialogue and Proclamation, 1991, §9.
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equally where there is a large majority of a particular faith. 
It is necessary to protect rights of minority groups and reli-
gious freedom and to enable all to contribute to the com-
mon good. Religious freedom should be upheld because it 
flows from the dignity of the human person, grounded in 
the creation of all human beings in the image and likeness 
of God (Genesis 1:26). Followers of all religions and beliefs 
have equal rights and responsibilities.27

Evangelism and Cultures
97. The gospel takes root in different contexts through 
engagement with specific cultural, political and religious 
realities. Respect for people and their cultural and sym-
bolic life-worlds are necessary if the gospel is to take root 
in those different realities. In this way it must begin with 
engagement and dialogue with the wider context in order 
to discern how Christ is already present and where God’s 
Spirit is already at work.

98. The connection of evangelism with colonial powers 
in the history of mission has led to the presupposition 
that Western forms of Christianity are the standards by 
which other’s adherence to the gospel should be judged. 
Evangelism by those who enjoy economic power or cul-
tural hegemony risks distorting the gospel. Therefore, they 
must seek the partnership of the poor, the dispossessed and 
minorities, and be shaped by their theological resources 
and visions. 

99. The enforcement of uniformity discredits the unique-
ness of each individual created in the image and likeness of 
God. Whereas Babel attempted to enforce uniformity, the 
preaching of the disciples on the day of Pentecost resulted 
in a unity in which personal particularities and community 
identities were not lost but respected—they heard the good 
news in their own languages.

100. Jesus calls us out of the narrow concerns of our own 
kingdom, our own liberation and our own independence 
(Acts 1:6) by unveiling to us a larger vision and empower-
ing us by the Holy Spirit to go “to the ends of the earth” 
as witnesses in each context of time and space to God’s 
justice, freedom and peace. Our calling is to point all to 
Jesus, rather than to ourselves or our institutions, look-
ing out for the interests of others rather than our own (cf. 
Philippians 2:3-4). We cannot capture the complexities 
of the scriptures, through one dominant cultural perspec-
tive. A plurality of cultures is a gift of the Spirit to deepen 
our understanding of our faith and one another. As such, 

27. Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct, 2011.

intercultural communities of faith, where diverse cultural 
communities worship together, is one way in which cul-
tures can engage one another authentically, and where 
culture can enrich gospel. At the same time, the gospel 
critiques notions of cultural superiority. Therefore, “the 
gospel, to be fruitful, needs to be both true to itself and 
incarnated or rooted in the culture of a people…We need 
constantly to seek the insight of the Holy Spirit in helping 
us to better discern where the gospel challenges, endorses 
or transforms a particular culture”28 for the sake of life. 

Feast of LIfe: Concluding Affirmations

101. We are the servants of the Triune God, who has given 
us the mission of proclaiming the good news to all human-
ity and creation, especially the oppressed and the suffering 
people who are longing for fullness of life. Mission—as a 
common witness to Christ—is an invitation to the “feast 
in the kingdom of God” (Luke 14:15). The mission of the 
church is to prepare the banquet and to invite all people to 
the feast of life. The feast is a celebration of creation and 
fruitfulness overflowing from the love of God, the source 
of life in abundance. It is a sign of the liberation and rec-
onciliation of the whole creation which is the goal of mis-
sion. With a renewed appreciation of the mission of God’s 
Spirit, we offer the following affirmations in response to 
the question posed at the beginning of this document.

102. We affirm that the purpose of God’s mission is full-
ness of life (John 10:10) and this is the criterion for dis-
cernment in mission. Therefore, we are called to discern 
the Spirit of God wherever there is life in its fullness, par-
ticularly in terms of the liberation of the oppressed peoples, 
the healing and reconciliation of broken communities and 
the restoration of the whole creation. We are challenged to 
appreciate the life-affirming spirits present in different cul-
tures and to be in solidarity with all those who are involved 
in the mission of affirming and preserving life. We also dis-
cern and confront evil spirits wherever forces of death and 
negation of life are experienced.

103. We affirm that mission begins with God’s act of 
creation and continues in re-creation, by the enlivening 
power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, poured out in 
tongues of fire at Pentecost, fills our hearts and makes us 
into Christ’s church. The Spirit which was in Christ Jesus 
inspires us to a self-emptying and cross-bearing life-style 
and accompanies God’s people as we seek to bear witness to 
the love of God in word and deed. The Spirit of truth leads 
into all truth and empowers us to defy the demonic powers 

28. Called to One Hope, pp. 21-22; 24.
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and speak the truth in love. As a redeemed community we 
share with others the waters of life and look for the Spirit 
of unity to heal, reconcile and renew the whole creation. 

104. We affirm that spirituality is the source of energy 
for mission and that mission in the Spirit is transforma-
tive. Thus we seek a re-orienting of our perspective between 
mission, spirituality and creation. Mission spirituality that 
flows from liturgy and worship reconnects us with one 
another and with the wider creation. We understand that 
our participation in mission, our existence in creation and 
our practice of the life of the Spirit are woven together for 
they are mutually transformative. Mission that begins with 
creation invites us to celebrate life in all its dimensions as 
God’s gift. 

105. We affirm that the mission of God’s Spirit is to 
renew the whole creation. “The earth is the Lord’s and 
everything in it” (Psalm 24:1, NIV). The God of life pro-
tects, loves and cares for nature. Humanity is not the mas-
ter of the earth but is responsible to care for the integrity 
of creation. Excessive greed and unlimited consumption 
which lead to continuous destruction of nature must end. 
God’s love does not proclaim a human salvation separate 
from the renewal of the whole creation. We are called to 
participate in God’s mission beyond our human-centred 
goals. God’s mission is to all life and we have to both 
acknowledge it and serve it in new ways of mission. We 
pray for repentance and forgiveness, but we also call for 
action now. Mission has creation at its heart.

106. We affirm that today mission movements are 
emerging from the global South and East which are 
multi-directional and many faceted. The shifting cen-
tre of gravity of Christianity to the global South and East 
challenges us to explore missiological expressions that are 
rooted in these contexts, cultures and spiritualities. We 
need to develop further mutuality and partnership and 
affirm interdependence within mission and the ecumenical 
movement. Our mission practice should show solidarity 
with suffering peoples and harmony with nature. Evange-
lism is done in self-emptying humility, with respect towards 
others and in dialogue with people of different cultures and 
faiths. It should, in this landscape, also involve confronting 
structures and cultures of oppression and dehumanization 
that are in contradiction to the values of God’s reign.

107. We affirm that marginalized people are agents of 
mission and exercise a prophetic role which emphasizes 
that fullness of life is for all. The marginalized in soci-
ety are the main partners in God’s mission. Marginalized, 

oppressed and suffering people have a special gift to dis-
tinguish what news is good for them and what news is bad 
for their endangered life. In order to commit ourselves to 
God’s life-giving mission, we have to listen to the voices 
from the margins to hear what is life-affirming and what is 
life-destroying. We must turn our direction of mission to 
the actions that the marginalized are taking. Justice, soli-
darity and inclusivity are key expressions of mission from 
the margins. 

108. We affirm that the economy of God is based on 
values of love and justice for all and that transforma-
tive mission resists idolatry in the free-market economy. 
Economic globalization has effectively supplanted the God 
of life with mammon, the god of free-market capitalism 
that claims the power to save the world through the accu-
mulation of undue wealth and prosperity. Mission in this 
context needs to be counter-cultural, offering alternatives 
to such idolatrous visions because mission belongs to the 
God of life, justice and peace and not to this false god who 
brings misery and suffering to people and nature. Mission, 
then, is to denounce the economy of greed and to partici-
pate in and practise the divine economy of love, sharing 
and justice.

109. We affirm that the gospel of Jesus Christ is good 
news in all ages and places and should be proclaimed in 
the Spirit of love and humility. We affirm the centrality 
of the incarnation, the cross and the resurrection in our 
message and also in the way we do evangelism. Therefore, 
evangelism is pointing always to Jesus and the kingdom 
of God rather than to institutions, and it belongs to the 
very being of the church. The prophetic voice of the church 
should not be silent in times that demand this voice be 
heard. The church is called to renew its methods of evan-
gelism to communicate the good news with persuasion, 
inspiration and conviction.

110. We affirm that dialogue and cooperation for life are 
integral to mission and evangelism. Authentic evange-
lism is done with respect to freedom of religion and belief, 
for all human beings, as images of God. Proselytism by vio-
lent means, economic incentive or abuse of power is con-
trary to the message of the gospel. In doing evangelism it 
is important to build relations of respect and trust between 
people of different faiths. We value each and every human 
culture and recognize that the gospel is not possessed by 
any group but is for every people. We understand that our 
task is not to bring God along but to witness to the God 
who is already there (Acts 17:23-28). Joining in with the 
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Spirit we are enabled to cross cultural and religious barriers 
to work together towards Life.

111. We affirm that God moves and empowers the 
church in mission. The church as the people of God, 
the body of Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit is 
dynamic and changing as it continues the mission of God. 
This leads to a variety of forms of common witness, reflect-
ing the diversity of world Christianity. Thus the churches 
need to be on the move, journeying together in mission, 
continuing in the mission of the apostles. Practically, this 
means that church and mission should be united, and dif-
ferent ecclesial and missional bodies need to work together 
for the sake of Life.

112. The Triune God invites the whole creation to the Feast 
of Life, through Jesus Christ who came “that they may have 
life, and may have it in all its fullness” (John 10:10, REB), 
through the Holy Spirit who affirms the vision of the reign 
of God, “Behold, I create new heavens and a new earth!” 
(Isaiah 65:17, KJV). We commit ourselves together in 
humility and hope to the mission of God, who recreates all 
and reconciles all. And we pray, “God of Life, lead us into 
justice and peace!”

26.  Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World: Recommendations for Conduct

  World Council of Churches, Pontifical 
Council, World Evangelical Alliance, 2011 

This joint study paper from World Council of Churches, 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, World 
Evangelical Alliance is a result of a 5 years intensive reflection 
and dialogue process which resulted in this document to serve 
as a set of recommendations for conduct on Christian witness 
around the world. Rather than presenting a comprehensive 
theological statement on mission this text addresses practical 
issues associated with Christian witness in a multi-religious 
world. The guidelines for Christian witness and mission among 
those of different religions and among those who do not profess 
any particular religion article a biblical basis for Christian 
witness and some essential principals which should guide any 
practical acting in this regard. This paper was finalized by the 
participants of the third (inter-Christian) consultation, which 
met in Bangkok, Thailand, from 25 to 28 January 2011.

Study Questions

1.  What is the significance of a statement like this produced by 
the three bodies RCC, WCC and WEA together?

2.  What is new in the theological basis for this understanding 
of Christian witness and what are key principles to be con-
sidered for the practise?

3.  What kind of practices are discouraged by these guidelines, 
and what is suggested when groups or churches act against 
some of these principles?

Preamble

Mission belongs to the very being of the church. Proclaiming 
the word of God and witnessing to the world is essential for 
every Christian. At the same time, it is necessary to do so 
according to gospel principles, with full respect and love for 
all human beings.

Aware of the tensions between people and communities 
of different religious convictions and the varied interpreta-
tions of Christian witness, the Pontifical Council for Inter-
religious Dialogue (PCID), the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) and, at the invitation of the WCC, the World 
Evangelical Alliance (WEA), met during a period of 5 years 
to reflect and produce this document to serve as a set of 
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recommendations for conduct on Christian witness around 
the world. This document does not intend to be a theologi-
cal statement on mission but to address practical issues associ-
ated with Christian witness in a multi-religious world.

The purpose of this document is to encourage churches, 
church councils and mission agencies to reflect on their cur-
rent practices and to use the recommendations in this docu-
ment to prepare, where appropriate, their own guidelines for 
their witness and mission among those of different religions 
and among those who do not profess any particular religion. 
It is hoped that Christians across the world will study this 
document in the light of their own practices in witnessing to 
their faith in Christ, both by word and deed.

A Basis for Christian Witness

1. For Christians it is a privilege and joy to give an account-
ing for the hope that is within them and to do so with gen-
tleness and respect (cf. 1 Peter 3:15).

2. Jesus Christ is the supreme witness (cf. John 18:37). Chris-
tian witness is always a sharing in his witness, which takes the 
form of proclamation of the kingdom, service to neighbour 
and the total gift of self even if that act of giving leads to the 
cross. Just as the Father sent the Son in the power of the Holy 
Spirit, so believers are sent in mission to witness in word and 
action to the love of the triune God.

3. The example and teaching of Jesus Christ and of the early 
church must be the guides for Christian mission. For two 
millennia Christians have sought to follow Christ’s way by 
sharing the good news of God’s kingdom (cf. Luke 4:16-20).

4. Christian witness in a pluralistic world includes engaging 
in dialogue with people of different religions and cultures (cf. 
Acts 17:22-28).

5. In some contexts, living and proclaiming the gospel is dif-
ficult, hindered or even prohibited, yet Christians are com-
missioned by Christ to continue faithfully in solidarity with 
one another in their witness to him (cf. Matthew 28:19-20; 
Mark 16:14-18; Luke 24:44-48; John 20:21; Acts 1:8).

6. If  Christians engage in inappropriate methods of exer-
cising mission by resorting to deception and coercive means, 
they betray the gospel and may cause suffering to others. Such 
departures call for repentance and remind us of our need for 
God’s continuing grace (cf. Romans 3:23).

7. Christians affirm that while it is their responsibility to wit-
ness to Christ, conversion is ultimately the work of the Holy 
Spirit (cf. John 16:7-9; Acts 10:44-
47). They recognize that the Spirit blows where the Spirit wills 
in ways over which no human being has control (cf. John 
3:8).

Principles

Christians are called to adhere to the following principles as 
they seek to fulfil Christ’s commission in an appropriate man-
ner, particularly within interreligious contexts.

1. Acting in God’s love. Christians believe that God is the 
source of all love and, accordingly, in their witness they are 
called to live lives of love and to love their neighbour as them-
selves (cf. Matthew 22:34-40; John 14:15).

2. Imitating Jesus Christ. In all aspects of life, and especially 
in their witness, Christians are called to follow the example 
and teachings of Jesus Christ, sharing his love, giving glory 
and honour to God the Father in the power of the Holy 
Spirit (cf. John 20:21-23).

3. Christian virtues. Christians are called to conduct them-
selves with integrity, charity, compassion and humility, and 
to overcome all arrogance, condescension and disparagement 
(cf. Galatians 5:22).

4. Acts of service and justice. Christians are called to act 
justly and to love tenderly (cf. Micah 6:8). They are further 
called to serve others and in so doing to recognize Christ in 
the least of their sisters and brothers (cf. Matthew 25:45). 
Acts of service, such as providing education, health care, relief 
services and acts of justice and advocacy are an integral part 
of witnessing to the gospel. The exploitation of situations of 
poverty and need has no place in Christian outreach. Chris-
tians should denounce and refrain from offering all forms of 
allurements, including financial incentives and rewards, in 
their acts of service.

5. Discernment in ministries of healing. As an integral 
part of their witness to the gospel, Christians exercise minis-
tries of healing. They are called to exercise discernment as they 
carry out these ministries, fully respecting human dignity and 
ensuring that the vulnerability of people and their need for 
healing are not exploited.

6. Rejection of violence. Christians are called to reject all 
forms of violence, even psychological or social, including the 
abuse of power in their witness. They also reject violence, 
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unjust discrimination or repression by any religious or secular 
authority, including the violation or destruction of places of 
worship, sacred symbols or texts.

7. Freedom of religion and belief. Religious freedom includ-
ing the right to publicly profess, practice, propagate and 
change one’s religion flows from the very dignity of the human 
person which is grounded in the creation of all human beings 
in the image and likeness of God (cf. Genesis 1:26). Thus, all 
human beings have equal rights and responsibilities. Where 
any religion is instrumentalized for political ends, or where 
religious persecution occurs, Christians are called to engage 
in a prophetic witness denouncing such actions.

8. Mutual respect and solidarity. Christians are called to 
commit themselves to work with all people in mutual respect, 
promoting together justice, peace and the common good. 
Interreligious cooperation is an essential dimension of such 
commitment.

9. Respect for all people. Christians recognize that the gos-
pel both challenges and enriches cultures. Even when the gos-
pel challenges certain aspects of cultures, Christians are called 
to respect all people. Christians are also called to discern ele-
ments in their own cultures that are challenged by the gospel.

10. Renouncing false witness. Christians are to speak sin-
cerely and respectfully; they are to listen in order to learn 
about and understand others’ beliefs and practices, and are 
encouraged to acknowledge and appreciate what is true and 
good in them. Any comment or critical approach should be 
made in a spirit of mutual respect, making sure not to bear 
false witness concerning other religions.

11. Ensuring personal discernment. Christians are to 
acknowledge that changing one’s religion is a decisive step 
that must be accompanied by sufficient time for adequate 
reflection and preparation, through a process ensuring full 
personal freedom.

12. Building interreligious relationships. Christians 
should continue to build relationships of respect and trust 
with people of different religions so as to facilitate deeper 
mutual understanding, reconciliation and cooperation for 
the common good.

Recommendations

The Third Consultation organized by the World Council of 
Churches and the PCID of the Holy See in collaboration 
with World Evangelical Alliance with participation from the 

largest Christian families of faith (Catholic, Orthodox, Prot-
estant, Evangelical and Pentecostal), having acted in a spirit of 
ecumenical cooperation
to prepare this document for consideration by churches, 
national and regional confessional bodies and mission orga-
nizations, and especially those working in interreligious con-
texts, recommends that these bodies:

1. study the issues set out in this document and where appro-
priate formulate guidelines for conduct regarding Christian 
witness applicable to their particular contexts. Where possible 
this should be done ecumenically, and in consultation with 
representatives of other religions.

2. build relationships of respect and trust with people of all 
religions, in particular at institutional levels between churches 
and other religious communities, engaging in on-going inter-
religious dialogue as part of their Christian commitment. 
In certain contexts, where years of tension and conflict have 
created deep suspicions and breaches of trust between and 
among communities, interreligious dialogue can provide 
new opportunities for resolving conflicts, restoring justice, 
healing of memories, reconciliation and peace-building.

3. encourage Christians to strengthen their own religious 
identity and faith while deepening their knowledge and 
understanding of different religions, and to do so also tak-
ing into account the perspectives of the adherents of those 
religions. Christians should avoid misrepresenting the beliefs 
and practices of people of different religions.

4. cooperate with other religious communities engaging in 
interreligious advocacy towards justice and the common 
good and, wherever possible, standing together in solidarity 
with people who are in situations of conflict.

5. call on their governments to ensure that freedom of reli-
gion is properly and comprehensively respected, recognizing 
that in many countries religious institutions and persons are 
inhibited from exercising their mission.

6. pray for their neighbours and their well-being, recognizing 
that prayer is integral to who we are and what we do, as well 
as to Christ’s mission.

Appendix: Background to the Document

1. In today’s world there is increasing collaboration among 
Christians and between Christians and followers of differ-
ent religions. The Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dia-
logue (PCID) of the Holy See and the World Council of 
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Churches’ Programme on Interreligious Dialogue and Co-
operation (WCC- IRDC) have a history of such collabora-
tion. Examples of themes on which the PCID/WCC-IRDC 
have collaborated in the past are: Interreligious Marriage 
(1994-1997), Interreligious Prayer (1997-1998) and African 
Religiosity (2000-2004). This document is a result of their 
work together.

2. There are increasing interreligious tensions in the world 
today, including violence and the loss of human life. Politics, 
economics and other factors play a role in these tensions. 
Christians too are sometimes involved in these conflicts, 
whether voluntarily or involuntarily, either as those who are 
persecuted or as those participating in violence. In response 
to this the PCID and WCC-IRDC
decided to address the issues involved in a joint process 
towards producing shared recommendations for conduct on 
Christian witness. The WCC-IRDC invited
the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) to participate in this 
process, and they have gladly done so.

3. Initially two consultations were held: The first, in Lariano, 
Italy, in May 2006, was entitled “Assessing the Reality” where 
representatives of different religions shared their views and 
experiences on the question of conversion. A statement from 
the consultation reads in part: “We affirm that, while every-
one has a right to invite others to an understanding of their 
faith, it should not be exercised by violating others’ rights and 
religious sensibilities. Freedom of religion enjoins upon all of 
us the equally non-negotiable responsibility to respect faiths 
other than our own, and never to denigrate, vilify or misrep-
resent them for the purpose of affirming superiority of our 
faith.”

4. The second, an inter-Christian consultation, was held in 
Toulouse, France, in August 2007, to reflect on these same 
issues. Questions on Family and Community, Respect for 
Others, Economy, Marketing and Competition, and Vio-
lence and Politics were thoroughly discussed. The pastoral 
and missionary issues around these topics became the back-
ground for theological reflection and for the principles devel-
oped in this document. Each issue is important in its own 
right and deserves more attention that can be given in these 
recommendations.

5. The participants of the third (inter-Christian) consulta-
tion met in Bangkok, Thailand, from 25-28, January, 2011 
and finalized this document. Published June 2011.

27.  “Come, Holy Spirit”: Who? Why? How? 
So What?
Kirsteen Kim (Lecture to the WCC World 
Mission Conference, Athens, 2005)

The text is the revised and slightly expanded version of the 
speech that Prof. Kirsteen Kim delivered at the World Council 
of Churches World Mission Conference in Athens 2005. Kim 
focused on the question of the discernment of the Holy Spirit’s 
presence and action. Recalling theological educator Stanley 
Samartha’s words, Kim reminded the conference plenary that 
“the claim that the Spirit is with us is not ours to make; it 
is for our neighbours to recognize.” This discernment is “a 
matter for ecumenical debate,” she states, and “it requires wide 
horizons and humility.” Dr Kirsteen Kim is tutor and mission 
programme coordinator at the United College of the Ascension, 
Selly Oak, honorary lecturer of the University of Birmingham, 
and currently chair of the British and Irish Association for 
Mission Studies. 

Study Questions

1.  How are the three ways in which the Holy Spirit came and 
comes (that Kim describes in the text) interrelated? 

2.  According to the text, what are the four biblical criteria for 
discernment of when the Holy Spirit comes?

3.  How could a mission theology of the Holy Spirit be defined?

When the apostle Paul stood in front of the Areopagus, he 
began by connecting with the spirituality of the ancient 
Athenians. He affirmed their search for God and the spiri-
tual awareness of their poets, who proclaimed that God 
is Spirit “in whom we live and move and have our being” 
and that, as God’s “offspring,” we are spiritual beings. Paul 
attempted to use the Athenians’ spiritual language to tell 
about the Creator God and the Christian gospel. At the 
same time he discerned a spirit of idolatry that distracted 
them and prevented them from repentance and practical 
obedience to the Holy Spirit of God, as manifested in Jesus 
and his resurrection (Acts 17:16-34). It was difficult for 
Paul to bridge the spiritualities of the Jewish and Greek 
world in this way—there was a lot of misunderstanding 
and he had limited immediate success in terms of new 
Christians—but from our standpoint 2,000 years later, we 
can see this is a Christian city and we know how the use of 
Greek thought and language contributed to the formation 
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of Christian theology, particularly to our understanding of 
God the Holy Spirit. So I consider it doubly appropriate 
that here in Athens we pray, “Come, Holy Spirit!” How-
ever, in order to appreciate what we are praying, I consider 
it important to ask four questions: Who? Why? How? So 
what? Who is the Spirit? Why does the Spirit come? How 
does the Spirit come? So what do we do?

(1) Who/What Is (the) Spirit? The Spiritual Context of 
Mission

Gathered here we represent a variety of spiritualities and 
we are in mission in different spiritual contexts. Will we 
engage positively with one another’s spirituality as Paul 
did? To do this, we need to discover what we and our 
neighbours mean. Our gospel will only be meaningful if 
we express it in a way that is recognizably spiritual in our 
mission context.

(2) Why Does the Spirit Come? The Mission  
of the Spirit

The next question to ask in a mission conference such as 
this is: Why does the Spirit come? Or, to put it another 
way: What is the mission of the Spirit? The Bible tells sto-
ries of occasions when the Spirit came and reveals the Spir-
it’s mission. I find it helpful to think of the Spirit’s coming 
in three ways: At Pentecost, in and of Jesus Christ, and in 
creation.

At Pentecost, Jesus’ followers—the Twelve, the women 
and all those gathered in that upper room in Jerusalem—
were transformed by the Spirit’s coming. Their lives were 
never to be the same again. The day the Spirit came was 
the birth day of the church (Acts 2:41-42); and, simultane-
ously, Pentecost was the start of the Christian mission that 
spread into all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the 
earth (Acts 1:8). The followers of Jesus—Jew and Gentile 
alike—were caught up in a movement of the Spirit that was 
to lead them to deny themselves, sell their possessions, and 
share their lives with strangers. Some of them were perse-
cuted, forced to leave their homes and abused for the wit-
ness they bore. On the other hand they had the excitement 
of seeing signs and wonders, and of experiencing healing 
and deliverance. They became reconciled to one another 
and to God, and were empowered by the Spirit to live 
courageous lives and to help and serve others. Throughout 
the Acts of the Apostles, the Holy Spirit is seen to initi-
ate, guide and empower the Christian mission.1 As Samuel 
Rayan has written, the Holy Spirit “is no tranquilizer” 

1. See David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in 
Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 114.

to give us peace that puts us to sleep, the Spirit comes to 
enable us to recreate our earth.2

For the first Christians, as for us, the Spirit comes to us 
as a second birth. In our fallen state, we do not know what 
it is to live life in its fullness until the Spirit comes in bap-
tism and we are reborn (John 3:5-6). But when the Spirit 
came in Jesus Christ, it was different; at his very conception 
in the womb of Mary, Jesus was constituted by the Spirit 
(Luke 1:35), like the Church of which he is the Head. 
From babyhood and through childhood, many who saw 
him recognized the Spirit of wisdom and power that was in 
him, until one day by the Jordan River that special status 
was confirmed to Jesus and to John when the Holy Spirit 
descended on Jesus in the form of a dove and a voice came 
from heaven saying, “this is my beloved Son” (Mark 1:10-
11 and parallels). The implications of Jesus’ anointed- ness 
by the Spirit, his Messiah-ship are worked out in the gospel 
stories of his ministry and passion—in times of testing, in 
saving acts, in concern for the poor, in prayer-life, in chal-
lenging preaching, in wise teaching, in love for friends and 
for enemies, in suffering and sacrificial death—showing us 
how to live in the Spirit, and in his resurrection to new 
life (Rom. 8:11). The Spirit in Jesus is the light that shone 
in the darkness, the new wine that everyone shared at the 
wedding in Cana in Galilee (John 2:1-11), it is the water 
of life that Jesus offered to the abused woman at the well 
(4:7-26), the wind that blew Jesus across the lake to his dis-
ciples in the boat (6:16-21), the saliva that healed the eyes 
of the blind man (9:1-12), the voice that called, “Lazarus 
come out!” (11:17-44), the purifying water with which the 
Teacher washed his disciples’ feet (13:1-20), the life-blood 
that poured out of Jesus’ side on the Cross (19:31-37); 
and it is the flaming glory with which Jesus was glorified 
(17:24), and the breath that Jesus breathed into his dis-
ciples saying, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (20:19-23).3

In the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ, the economy 
of the Spirit and the economy of the Word coincided. Jesus 
Christ is both the receiver and the giver of the Holy Spirit. 
The Spirit of God animated Jesus Christ and shone forth 
from him (2 Cor. 4:6), and so from that time, Christians 
have found it appropriate to refer to the Holy Spirit as 
the Spirit of Jesus or the Spirit of Christ. This is the Spirit 
whose mission is to glorify God and give life in its fullness, 
and who is the distinguishing mark of all Christians. Rayan 
comments,

2. Samuel Rayan, Come, Holy Spirit (Delhi: Media House, 1998), 7.
3. I am indebted particularly to the work of Vandana for drawing 
my attention to the symbols of the Spirit in John’s gospel, 
especially water. See Vandana (Sister). Waters of Fire, 3rd ed. 
(Bangalore: ATC; New York: Amity House, 1988); first published: 
(Madras: Christian Literature Society, 1981).
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Perhaps the finest name given to Jesus is “He who bap-
tizes with the Holy Spirit,” the one who presents us 
with the basis and core of Christian identity and Chris-
tian distinctiveness…. That seems to be the meaning of 
John: “There was, of course, no Spirit as yet, because 
Jesus had not yet been glorified” (John 7:39)”4 

Nevertheless, the Spirit was also known before the 
coming of Jesus Christ. The leaders of Israel were empow-
ered by the Spirit. The Spirit of the Lord stirred the judges 
and took possession of them: Gideon’s victories (Judg. 
6:34) and Samson’s might (15:14) were due to the Spirit 
that was with them. The creative spirit of those who made 
and furnished the tent of meeting was divine (Ex. 31:1-5). 
Moses’ authority (Num. 11:17), David’s courage (1 Sam. 
16:13) and Solomon’s wisdom (2 Chr. 9:23) were gifts of 
the Spirit. The Spirit spoke through the prophets (Neh. 
9:30) and they looked forward to the coming of a servant 
of the Lord, who would fulfil not only the letter but also 
the Spirit of the law (Isa. 11:2). They also foresaw a time 
when the Spirit would be poured out on all flesh—young 
and old, male and female, high and low (Joel 2:28-29). 
The effect of the Spirit would be to raise the dead, to bring 
dry bones together into living beings (Ezek. 37:13,10), to 
soften hard hearts so that God’s law would be naturally 
expressed in their lives (Ezek.11:19-20), to cause dreams, 
visions and prophesy of the truth (Joel 2:28-29). The out-
pouring of the Spirit would be a sign of the end to which 
the whole world is moving (Isa. 32:14-20).

The people of Israel also looked back to the beginning 
of time when, at the creation, the Spirit hovered over the 
waters (Gen. 1:2). They were aware that God’s involvement 
in the world was by the Spirit as well as the Word, and that, 
by the Spirit, God’s presence was infused throughout the 
whole creation (Ps. 139:7). They sometimes felt the force of 
this in the elements of wind, water and fire, and in the earth 
itself (Ps. 148:7-8). They saw the evidence of the Spirit’s 
sustaining role in all life (Ps. 104:30). They also knew that 
humanity was created in a special way when God breathed 
the Spirit into the first human being (Gen. 2:7; cf. 6:17), 
and that human beings at their best show spiritual aware-
ness: A sense of justice, kindness toward their neighbours, 
and a desire to know God (Mic. 6:8). They experienced 
God’s presence and activity in the world—sometimes in 
surprising and unforeseen ways (Hab. 1:5).

These three ways in which the Spirit came (and comes) 
are inter-related. The Apostle Paul explains that the new 
community begun at Pentecost is significant for the future 
of the whole creation (Rom. 8:19-23) because, due to the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, the church has 

4. Rayan, Come, Holy Spirit, 37.

the Spirit as a foretaste, a guarantee or a down-payment of 
the liberation and new life which God desires for all (2 Cor. 
1:22; 5.5; Eph. 1:13-14; Rom 8:23). And, conversely, the 
church’s identity is bound up in the Spirit of God, known 
to us in Jesus Christ, with whom we bear witness in all 
times and places (Rom. 8:14-17).5 Reflecting on Pentecost, 
Rayan points out the centrality of the Holy Spirit to Chris-
tian identity: “our life and our world stand bathed in the 
Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God and of Jesus Christ…. [This] 
is the heart of the Gospel and of Christian hope.”6

(3) How Does the Spirit Come? Discerning the Spirit(s) 
in Mission

The Father sends the Spirit into the world and, as followers 
of Christ, we are privileged to participate in that mission 
(Rom. 8:14-17). If this is so, then the first act of mission 
is discernment to discover the way in which the Spirit is 
moving that we may join in.7 To join with the Spirit in mis-
sion, we not only need to pray “Come, Holy Spirit!” but 
we also need to ask how the Spirit comes and how we will 
recognize the Spirit. This ability to discern is the fruit of 
wisdom. When God gave Solomon wisdom, what he asked 
for and what he received was “an understanding mind … 
able to discern between good and evil” (1 Kings 3:9,12). 
Discernment is not an easy task, it is a complex process 
and an inexact science. The Spirit “blows where it chooses” 
(John 3:8) and cannot be pinned down and captured in a 
box. As for electrons, there is an uncertainty principle for 
the Spirit: The presence of the Spirit cannot be pinpointed 
precisely, though the indications are there. In this world 
our knowledge is partial but we can begin to know.

“Discernment of spirits” is listed as a gift of the Holy 
Spirit (1 Cor. 12:10). Justin Ukpong argues that it means, 
“To identify God’s action in the universe and in human 
affairs today.”8 Two important points arise from this verse: 
First, we need the Spirit to discern the spirits, since discern-
ment is a gift of the Spirit. Secondly, in its use of the plural 
“spirits” it raises a dilemma: Are we seeking to discern one 
Spirit or to distinguish between many different spirits? In 
large measure my research suggests that this depends on 
world view or cosmology. Whether we talk about spirit 
(singular) or spirits (plural) may indicate the difference 

5. Rayan, Come, Holy Spirit, 10. 
6. Ibid. 
7. See James D.G. Dunn, The Christ and the Spirit: Collected Essays. 
Vol. 2: Pneumatology (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1998), 72.
8. Justin S. Ukpong, “Pluralism and the Problem of the 
Discernment of Spirits” in Emilio Castro (comp.), To the Wind of 
God’s Spirit: Reflections on the Canberra Theme (Geneva: WCC, 
1990), 81.
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between a philosophical approach and popular religion. 
Furthermore, the language of “spirits” may be used by 
different people with widely differing reference. For exam-
ple, some regard spirits as highly personal beings that pos-
sess individuals or places; for others the discourse of spirits 
(plural) is a helpful way of imagining political, social and 
economic struggles; still others find such talk confuses 
what they regard as the real issues. If we do consider other 
spirits, there are a number of different attitudes to them. 
For some all spirits are equated with demons or evil spirits 
to be cast out. Yet others recognize good spirits—angels, 
for example (Heb. 1:14)—that bring protection and good 
fortune. There may be other spirits that are more ambigu-
ous but can be cooperative if approached in the right way.9

People have different ways of discerning the spirits 
according to their spiritual context. Muslims, Hindus, 
Buddhists and those of other faiths will use their own cri-
teria to recognize where God is at work, or what is holy 
or spiritual. Those of a secular persuasion may apply still 
other criteria to discern what is true and right. However, 
for the Christian, discerning the Spirit is essentially seeing 
Jesus Christ. It cannot be otherwise because it is the Chris-
tian testimony that Jesus Christ is the focus of the Spirit’s 
activity, the one in whom all the fullness of the Father is 
manifest (e.g., Col 2:9).10 But seeing the likeness of Christ 
and his ministry in different situations must not amount 
to making the whole world Christian, either explicitly or 
implicitly. And the question of whose spiritual vision is 
most closely in touch with God or Ultimate Reality or the 
universe will only be answered at the end. In the meantime, 
discussion among people of different world views about 
what we value will help us live together in our common 
home, the earth. However, the Christian contribution to 
this debate will always be Christ-centred.

Before we can begin to discern, we also need to decide 
where to look. I have noticed that we search for the Spirit in 
different places. We may look up to see the Spirit descend-
ing from heaven, bestowing authority and sanctifying. We 
may experience in nature the Spirit below, the ground of 
our being. We may expect the raw power of the Spirit rush-
ing in from outside to purify and transform. We may look 
deep within to encounter the spirit in the depths of our 
being. Or we may look primarily for the Spirit in those 
around us, in the fellowship of the Christian community 
and in our neighbours. We cannot look everywhere at once 

9. Kirsteen Kim, “Spirit and ‘spirits’ at the Canberra Assembly of 
the World Council of Churches 1991” Missiology: An International 
Review, XXXII/3 (July 2004): 349-365.
10. Stephen B. Bevans, ”God Inside Out: Toward a Missionary 
Theology of the Holy Spirit,” IBMR 22/3 (1998): 102-105; “Jesus, 
Face of the Spirit: Reply to Dale Bruner,” IBMR 22/3 (1998): 
108-109.

but let us keep an open mind on this issue. The ministry of 
the Holy Spirit is as broad as the work of God the Father 
and expressive of the life of God the Son. What distin-
guishes the Spirit from the other persons of the Trinity is 
not differences of concerns or goals but his/her being as 
spirit, which allows him/her to come and go freely, to be 
among us, alongside us, and within us.

What are the signs of the Spirit coming? I find four 
biblical criteria for discernment, though none leads to con-
clusive identification of the Spirit. The first is ecclesial: The 
confession of Jesus as Lord (1 Cor. 12:3; 1 John 4:2). We 
hope and expect to find the Spirit in the Christian commu-
nity, where Jesus Christ is known and worshipped. How-
ever it is well to remember that the Spirit defines the church 
not the other way round. Calling “Lord, Lord” is not nec-
essarily a guarantee of the right spirit (Matt 7:21-22). The 
second criterion is ethical: The evidence of the fruit of the 
Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faith-
fulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22). The Spirit 
changes our lives, producing Christ-likeness. At the same 
time, good works alone are not always a sign of the life of 
the Spirit—they may be the result of unregenerate legalism 
(Rom. 7:6)—it is the heart and character that matters.11 
The third criterion is charismatic: The practice of the gifts 
of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:4-11; Rom. 12:6-8).12 Where there 
is empowerment to prophesy, ministry, teaching, exhorta-
tion, giving, leading, compassion, and so on, we have good 
reason to believe God is at work (by the Spirit). However 
exercise of a spiritual gift is not a sign of the Spirit’s pres-
ence if it lacks love (1 Cor. 13:1-3). The fourth criterion 
is liberational being on the side of the poor.13 The effect of 
the Spirit’s anointing on Jesus Christ was that he preached 
good news to the poor (Luke 4:18) and this must be a 
touchstone for all claims to be filled with the Spirit. When 
discerning the Spirit in any Christian activity, we need to 
ask whose interests are being served; who is benefiting from 
this?

Stanley Samartha once wrote that the claim that the 
Spirit is with us is not ours to make; it is for our neighbours 
to recognize.14 Paul urged the Corinthians to prophesy in 

11. The first two criteria were recognized in the reports of the 
Canberra Assembly in 1991 (see Kinnamon: 256).
12. This suggestion from the Pentecostal-Charismatic movement 
has been made by Amos Yong. See Amos Yong, Discerning the 
Spirit(s): A Pentecostal-Charismatic Contribution to Christian 
Theology of Religions. JPT Supplement Series 20 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2000). 
13. This has been suggested by liberation theologian Samuel 
Rayan. See Samuel Rayan, Come, Holy Spirit (Delhi: Media 
House, 1998), 132.
14. S.J. Samartha, “Milk and Honey—Without the Lord?,” NCCR 
101/12 (December 1981), 670.
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love because this would disclose or discern the secrets of the 
unbeliever’s heart and “that person will bow down before 
God and worship him, declaring, ‘God is really among 
you’” (1 Cor. 14:20-25). Discernment is matter for ecu-
menical debate as well as individual conscience. It requires 
wide horizons—in view of the breadth of the Spirit’s mis-
sion, openness—in view of the unpredictability of the Spir-
it’s movements, and humility since the Spirit is the Spirit 
of Almighty God. Many questions about discernment are 
not around criteria but about power. Who has the power to 
discern the Spirit for others? We are not obliged to accept 
someone else’s identification of what is spiritual, however 
strong their tradition, however weighty their theology, or 
however much power they wield, if their exercise of that 
authority is incompatible with the Spirit of Christ. At the 
Eighth WCC Assembly in Canberra (1991), the Orthodox 
participants warned “against a tendency to substitute a ‘pri-
vate’ spirit, the spirit of the world or other spirits for the Holy 
Spirit” (italics original).15 We should all remember that if 
we mistake the Holy Spirit for an unclean spirit, we may 
blaspheme against the Holy Spirit, a sin which cannot be 
forgiven (Mark 3:29; Matt. 12:31-32).

(4) So What Do We Do? Mission in the Spirit

In the light of what we have discussed of the nature of 
“spirit,” the mission of the Spirit and the need for discern-
ment, how shall we then live and what should we do in 
mission? Since Jesus Christ has set us free from the law of 
sin and death, we are called to live “in the Spirit” (Rom. 
8:1-11). As we do so, we are naturally caught up in the 
excitement and struggles of God’s mission.16 We have 
often focussed on mission as a task to be achieved, a goal 
to be reached, when it is actually a gift, a promise of the 
Spirit (Acts 1:8). Mission is a spiritual practice of Chris-
tians and churches, a spirituality. As such it involves our 
values, motives and life-style as well as our specific mission 
practice and action. If mission takes place “in the Spirit,”17 
then it will be carried out in a way that is Christ-like. The 
process of mission will be as important as the results. The 
means of mission will be in accord with its end.

In the course of mission, we encounter many diverse 
spirits and powers in the world, whether we regard these as 
supernatural entities or natural forces, or simply use this 

15. Michael Kinnamon (ed.), Signs of the Spirit. Official Report of 
the Seventh Assembly of the WCC, Canberra, 1991 (Geneva: WCC, 
1991), 281. 
16. See Harry R. Boer, Pentecost and Missions (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Wm B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1961). 
17. See Kirsteen Kim, Mission in the Spirit: The Holy Spirit in 
Indian Christian Theologies (Delhi: ISPCK, 2003).

language as a metaphor for socio-economic powers. We 
need wisdom to distinguish good from evil, and to know 
who/what to work with and whom/what to fight against. 
We need courage to stand up to the harmful spirits that 
are not on the Lord’s side and spell injustice and death. 
Enlightenment and encouragement are ours in the Holy 
Spirit, who comes to help and equip us as we wage a spiri-
tual struggle against rulers, authorities, cosmic powers 
and spiritual forces (Eph. 6:12). This may involve rebuk-
ing demons and casting out evil spirits in the name of our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ and after his example. We 
can have confidence that, however powerful and threaten-
ing, all “thrones,” “dominions,” “rulers” and “powers” are 
only creatures of God and, at the end, will be reconciled 
in Christ (Col. 1:15-20). In other cases, it may be that 
those who are not against us are for us (Mark 9:40). At 
the very least, we may need to give them the benefit of the 
doubt, and perhaps even cooperate with them for specific 
purposes. In showing hospitality to strangers, we may be 
entertaining angels without knowing it (Heb. 1:14; 13:2). 
There are good as well as bad forces at work. A mission 
theology of the Holy Spirit should allow us to appreciate 
creativity and love wherever it is found and affirm whatever 
is true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing and commendable 
(Phil. 4:8).

In this conference we are focusing our attention on the 
Spirit’s role as healer and reconciler. Both these ministries 
encourage a comprehensive appreciation of the Holy Spirit. 
Only if we have a vision of the full personhood of the Spirit, 
will we have a mature understanding of what it means to 
heal and reconcile. For many, the Spirit implies “spiri-
tual” and this has to do with meditation, contemplation 
and other religious or mystical practices and techniques. 
For others, the Spirit debunks much of this and primarily 
drives action for social transformation and development. 
In spiritual healing, we learn to hold both these aspects 
of the Spirit—presence and activity—together. Moreover, 
the Spirit is the Spirit of truth (John 16:12-13), and may 
appear sharp and severe as s/he convicts the world of sin, 
righteousness and judgment (John 16:8). Yet the Spirit is 
also the Spirit of love (Rom. 5:5) who inspires sympathy 
and encourages dialogue. In our vision of the Spirit’s rec-
onciling role, we realize the need to balance truth-telling 
with listening, justice with peace. The presence and activity 
of the Holy Spirit is boundless and bridges both creation 
and redemption.18 As Christians, we see the Spirit is at 
work to heal and reconcile in our hearts and in the church, 
and we also affirm that God, by the Spirit, is healing and 
reconciling the world, both through human development 

18. See John V. Taylor, The Go-Between God: The Holy Spirit and 
the Christian Mission (London: SCM Press, 1972), 25-41.
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and by sustaining the eco-system, to bring well- being and 
joy (Acts 14:17). Wherever and however the Spirit is pres-
ent and active, the Spirit leads to Jesus Christ, who reveals 
the Father.

So, together in the Spirit and discerning the spirits, 
we look out for the coming of the Spirit revealed to us in 
Jesus Christ that we may catch onto—and be caught by the 
Spirit’s movement in the world, which is God’s mission. 
Come, Holy Spirit!

28. We Believe in the Holy Spirit, the Church 
and the Life of the World to Come: Part III of 
the Faith and Order Study “Confessing the 
One Faith” 

The text “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Church and 
the Life of the World to come” is only included in the digi-
tal version of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/
web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
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Chapter 5

Justice and Peace

29.  Economy of Life, Justice, and Peace for All: 
A Call to Action

  Global Forum on Poverty, Wealth and 
Ecology of the WCC, Bogor, Indonesia, 
2012

Following the process towards an Alternative Globalization 
Addressing People and Earth (AGAPE process) which 
concluded with the AGAPE Call presented at the 9th General 
Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in Porto 
Alegre in 2006, the WCC initiated a program focused on 
eradicating poverty, challenging wealth accumulation, and 
safeguarding ecological integrity. The program culminated in 
a Global Forum and AGAPE celebration in Bogor, Indonesia, 
in 2012 which issued this call to action which is the result 
of a six-year process of consultations and regional studies 
linking poverty, wealth, and ecology (PWE). The two specific 
documents which are referred to are the WCC-Statements on 
just finance and the economy of life (2009) and on eco-justice 
and ecological debt (2009).

Study Questions

1.  What are the biblical principles and spiritual foundations 
for an economy of life as outlined in this call to action as 
well as in the attached two statements? 

2.  What are strategic proposals to overcome a culture of greed 
and economic exploitation?

3.  How is the role of WCC and its member churches seen in 
issues of Poverty, Wealth, and Ecology for the future?

As a follow-up to the Alternative Globalization 
Addressing People and Earth (AGAPE) process which con-
cluded with the AGAPE Call presented at the 9th Gen-
eral Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
in Porto Alegre in 2006, the WCC initiated a program 
focused on eradicating poverty, challenging wealth accu-
mulation, and safeguarding ecological integrity based 

on the understanding that Poverty, Wealth, and Ecology 
(PWE) are integrally related. The PWE program engaged 
in on-going dialogue between religious, economic, and 
political actors. Participants included ecumenical lead-
ers, representatives and leaders of churches from all over 
the world, interfaith partners, leaders of government, and 
social service organizations and represented a rich vari-
ety of the world’s regions and nations. Regional studies 
and consultations took place in Africa (Dar es Salaam) 
in 2007, Latin America and the Caribbean (Guatemala 
City) in 2008, Asia and the Pacific (Chiang Mai) in 2009, 
Europe (Budapest) in 2010, and North America (Calgary) 
in 2011. The program culminated in a Global Forum and 
AGAPE celebration in Bogor, Indonesia in 2012. The call 
to action that follows is the result of a six-year process of 
consultations and regional studies linking poverty, wealth, 
and ecology.

Preamble

1. This call to action comes in a time of dire necessity. Peo-
ple and the Earth are in peril due to the over-consumption 
of some, growing inequalities as evidenced in the persistent 
poverty of many in contrast to the extravagant wealth of a 
few, and intertwined global financial, socio-economic, eco-
logical, and climate crises. Throughout our dialogue, we, as 
participants in consultations and regional studies expressed 
differing, sometimes even contrasting, perspectives. We 
also grew to share a common consciousness that life in the 
global community as we know it today will come to an end 
if we fail to confront the sins of egotism, callous disregard, 
and greed which lie at the root of these crises. With a sense 
of urgency, we bring this dialogue to the churches as a call 
to action. This urgency is born of our profound hope and 
belief: An Economy of Life is not only possible, it is in the 
making—and God’s justice lies at its very foundation! 

Theological and Spiritual Affirmations of Life

2. The belief that God created human beings as part of a 
larger web of life and affirmed the goodness of the whole 
creation (Genesis 1) lies at the heart of biblical faith. The 
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whole community of living organisms that grows and 
flourishes is an expression of God’s will and works together 
to bring life from and give life to the land, to connect one 
generation to the next, and to sustain the abundance and 
diversity of God’s household (oikos). Economy in God’s 
household emerges from God’s gracious offering of abun-
dant life for all (John 10:10). We are inspired by Indig-
enous Peoples’ image of “Land is Life” (Macliing Dulag) 
which recognizes that the lives of people and the land 
are woven together in mutual interdependence. Thus, we 
express our belief that the “creation’s life and God’s life are 
intertwined” (Commission on World Mission and Evange-
lism) and that God will be all in all (1 Corinthians 15:28). 

3. Christian and many other expressions of spirituality 
teach us that the “good life” lies not in the competitive 
quest for possessions, the accumulation of wealth, for-
tresses and stockpiles of armaments to provide for our 
security, or by using our own power to lord it over others 
(James 3: 13-18). We affirm the “good life” (Sumak Kausay 
in Kichua language and the concept of Waniambi a Tobati 
Engros from West Papua) modeled by the communion of 
the Trinity in mutuality, shared partnership, reciprocity, 
justice, and loving kindness. 

4. The groaning of the Creation and the cries of people 
in poverty (Jeremiah 14:2-7) alert us to just how much 
our current social, political, economic, and ecological 
state of emergency runs counter to God’s vision for life in 
abundance. Many of us too easily deceive ourselves into 
thinking that human desires stand at the center of God’s 
universe. We construct divisions, barriers, and boundaries 
to distance ourselves from neighbor, nature, and God’s jus-
tice. Communities are fragmented and relationships bro-
ken. Our greed and self-centeredness endanger both people 
and planet Earth. 

5. We are called to turn away from works that bring death 
and to be transformed into a new life (metanoia). Jesus calls 
humanity to repent from our sins of greed and egotism, 
to renew our relationships with the others and creation, 
to restore the image of God, and to begin a new way of 
life as a partner of God’s life affirming mission. The call 
of the prophets is heard anew from and through people 
submerged into poverty by our current economic system 
and most affected by climate change: Do justice and bring 
a new Earth into being! 

6. Our vision of justice is rooted in God’s self-revelation in 
Jesus Christ who drove money changers from the temples 
(Matthew 21:12), made the weak strong and strong weak  

(1 Corinthians 1:25-28), and redefined views of poverty 
and wealth (2 Corinthians 8:9). Jesus identified himself 
with the marginalized and excluded people not only out 
of compassion, but because their lives testified to the sin-
fulness of the systems and structures. Our faith compels 
us to seek justice, to witness to the presence of God, and 
to be part of the lives and struggles of people made weak 
and vulnerable by structures and cultures—women, chil-
dren, people living in poverty in both urban and rural 
areas, Indigenous Peoples, racially oppressed communities, 
people with disabilities, Dalits, forced migrant workers, 
refugees, and religious ethnic minorities. Jesus says “What-
ever you did to the least of these you did to me” (Matthew 
25:40).

7. We must embody a “transformative spirituality” (Com-
mission on World Mission and Evangelism) that re-connects 
us to others (Ubuntu and Sansaeng), motivates us to serve 
the common good, emboldens us to stand against all forms 
of marginalization, seeks the redemption of the whole 
Earth, resists life-destroying values, and inspires us to dis-
cover innovative alternatives. This spirituality provides the 
means to discover the grace to be satisfied with enough 
while sharing with any who have need (Acts 4:35).

8. Churches must be challenged to remember, hear, and 
heed Christ’s call today: “The time has come … The king-
dom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” 
(Mark 1:15). We are called to be transformed, to continue 
Christ’s acts of healing and reconciliation, and “to be what 
[we] have been sent to be—a people of God and a commu-
nity in the world” (Poverty, Wealth, and Ecology in Africa). 
Therefore, the Church is God’s agent for transformation. 
The Church is a community of disciples of Jesus Christ 
who affirms the fullness of life for all, against any denial 
of life. 

Intertwined and Urgent Crises

9. Our present stark global reality is so fraught with death 
and destruction that we will not have a future to speak 
of unless the prevailing development paradigm is radically 
transformed and justice and sustainability become the 
driving force for the economy, society, and the Earth. Time 
is running out. 

10. We discern the fatal intertwining of the global finan-
cial, socio-economic, climate, and ecological crises accom-
panied in many places of the world by the suffering of 
people and their struggle for life. Far-reaching market lib-
eralization, deregulation, and unrestrained privatisation of 
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goods and services are exploiting the whole Creation and 
dismantling social programs and services and opening up 
economies across borders to seemingly limitless growth of 
production. Uncontrolled financial flows destabilize the 
economies of an increasing number of countries all over 
the world. Various aspects of climate, ecological, financial, 
and debt crises are mutually dependent and reinforce each 
other. They cannot be treated separately anymore. 

11. Climate change and threats to the integrity of creation 
have become the significant challenge of the multifaceted 
crises that we have to confront. Climate change directly 
impacts peoples’ livelihoods, endangers the existence of 
small island states, reduces the availability of fresh water, 
and diminishes Earth’s biodiversity. It has far reaching 
impacts on food security, the health of people, and the liv-
ing habits of growing part of population. Due to climate 
change, life in its many forms as we know it can be irre-
versibly changed within the span of a few decades. Climate 
change leads to the displacement of people, to the increase 
of forced climate migration, and armed conflicts. Unprece-
dented challenges of climate change go hand-in-hand with 
the uncontrolled exploitation of natural resources and leads 
to the destruction of the Earth and to a substantial change 
of the habitat. Global warming and ecological destruction 
become more and more a question of life or death. 

12. Our world has never been more prosperous, and, at 
the same time, more inequitable than it is today. Inequality 
has reached a level that we can no longer afford to ignore. 
People who have been submerged into poverty, driven into 
overwhelming debt, marginalised, and displaced are crying 
out with a greater sense of urgency and clarity than ever 
before. The global community must recognize the need for 
all of us to join hands together and to do justice in the face 
of unparalleled and catastrophic inequalities in the distri-
bution of wealth. 

13. Greed and injustice, seeking easy profit, unjust privi-
leges, and short term advantages at the expense of long 
term and sustainable aims are root causes of the intertwined 
crises and cannot be overlooked. These life-destroying val-
ues have slowly crept in to dominate today’s structures and 
lead to lifestyles that fundamentally defy the regenerative 
limits of the Earth and the rights of human beings and 
other forms of life. Therefore, the crisis has deep moral and 
existential dimensions. The challenges that are posed are 
not first and foremost technological and financial, but ethi-
cal and spiritual. 

14. Market fundamentalism, is more than an economic par-
adigm, it is a social and moral philosophy. During the last 
thirty years, market faith based on unbridled competition 
and expressed by calculating and monetizing all aspects of 
life has overwhelmed and determined the direction of our 
systems of knowledge, science, technology, public opinion, 
media, and even education. This dominating approach has 
funnelled wealth primarily toward those who are already 
rich and allowed humans to plunder resources of the natu-
ral world far beyond its limits to increase their own wealth. 
The neoliberal paradigm lacks the self-regulating mecha-
nisms to deal with the chaos it creates with far-reaching 
impacts especially for impoverished and marginalised. 

15. This ideology is permeating all features of life, destroy-
ing it from the inside as well as from the outside as it seeps 
into the lives of families and local communities, wreaks 
havoc upon the natural environment and traditional life-
forms and cultures, and spoils the future of the Earth. The 
dominant global economic system in this way threatens to 
put an end to both the conditions for peaceful coexistence 
and life as we know it.

16. The one-sided belief that social benefits automatically 
follow from economic (GDP) growth is misguided. Eco-
nomic growth without constraints strangles the flourishing 
of our own natural habitat: climate change, deforestation, 
ocean acidification, biodiversity loss, and so on. The eco-
logical commons have been degraded and appropriated, 
through the use of military force, by the political and 
economic elite. Over-consumption based on the costs of 
uncovered debts generates massive social and ecological 
indebtedness, which are owed by the developed countries 
of global North to the global South, as well as indebtedness 
over against the Earth is unjust and creates enormous pres-
sure on future generations. The notion that the Earth is the 
Lord’s and everything in it (Psalm 24: 1; 1 Corinthians 10: 
26) has been dismissed. 

Well-Springs of Justice

17. We confess that churches and church members are 
complicit in the unjust system when they partake in 
unsustainable lifestyles and patterns of consumption and 
remain entangled in the economy of greed. There are 
churches who continue to preach theologies of prosperity, 
self-righteousness, domination, individualism, and con-
venience. Some support theologies of charity rather than 
justice for the impoverished. Others fail to question and 
even legitimize systems and ideologies founded on unlim-
ited growth and accumulation, and ignore the reality of 
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ecological destruction and the plights of victims of global-
ization. Some focus on short-term, quantifiable results at 
the expense of deep-seated, qualitative changes. However, 
we are also aware that even when many fail to examine and 
change their own production, consumption, and invest-
ment behaviour, an increasing number of churches from 
all continents are stepping up their efforts and expressing 
their belief that transformation is possible.
 
18. Ultimately, our hope springs from Christ’s resurrection 
and promise of life for all. We see evidence of that resur-
rection hope in the churches and movements committed 
to making a better world. They are the light and salt of 
the Earth. We are profoundly inspired by numerous exam-
ples of transformation from within the family of churches 
and in growing movements of women, people in poverty, 
youth, people with disabilities, and Indigenous Peoples 
who are building an Economy of Life and promoting a 
flourishing ecology. 

19. People of faith, Christian, Muslim, and Indigenous 
leaders in the Philippines, have given their lives to maintain 
their connection to and to continue to sustain themselves 
from the land to which they belong. Churches in South 
America, Africa, and Asia are conducting audits of external 
debts and challenging mining and resource-extractive com-
panies to be accountable for human rights violations and 
environmental damages. Churches in Latin America and 
Europe are sharing and learning from differing experiences 
with globalization and working towards defining common 
but differentiated responsibilities, building solidarity, and 
strategic alliances. Christians are defining indicators of 
greed and conducting intentional dialogues with Buddhists 
and Muslims which discover common ground in the fight 
against greed. Churches in partnership with civil society 
are engaged in discussing the parameters of a new inter-
national financial and economic architecture, promoting 
life-giving agriculture and building economies of solidarity. 

20. Women have been developing feminist theologies that 
challenge patriarchal systems of domination as well as fem-
inist economics that embed the economy in society and 
society in ecology. Youth are in the forefront of campaigns 
for simple living and alternative lifestyles. Indigenous Peo-
ples are demanding for holistic reparations and the recog-
nition of Earth rights to address social and ecological debt.

Commitments and Call

21. The 10thGeneral Assembly of the WCC is meeting at a 
time when the vibrant life of God’s whole creation may be 

extinguished by human methods of wealth creation. God 
calls us to a radical transformation. Transformation will 
not be without sacrifice and risk, but our faith in Christ 
demands that we commit ourselves to be transformative 
churches and transformative congregations. We must culti-
vate the moral courage necessary to witness to a spirituality 
of justice and sustainability and build a prophetic move-
ment for an Economy of Life for all. This entails mobi-
lizing people and communities, providing the required 
resources (funds, time and capacities), and developing 
more cohesive and coordinated programs geared toward 
transforming economic systems, production, distribution, 
and consumption patterns, cultures, and values.

22. The process of transformation must uphold human 
rights, human dignity, and [human accountability to all of 
God’s creation]. We have a responsibility that lies beyond 
our individual selves and national interests to create sus-
tainable structures that will allow future generations to 
have enough. Transformation must embrace those who suf-
fer the most from systemic marginalization, such as people 
in poverty, women, Indigenous Peoples, and persons liv-
ing with disabilities. Nothing without them is for them. 
We must challenge ourselves and overcome structures and 
cultures of domination and self-destruction that are rend-
ing the social and ecological fabric of life. Transformation 
must be guided by the mission to heal and renew the whole 
creation. 

23. Therefore, we call on the 10th General Assembly in 
Busan to commit to strengthening the role of the WCC in 
convening churches, building a common voice, fostering 
ecumenical cooperation, and ensuring greater coherence 
for the realization of an Economy of Life for all. In particu-
lar, the critical work on building a new international finan-
cial and economic architecture (WCC Statement on Just 
Finance and an Economy of Life), challenging wealth accu-
mulation and systemic greed and promoting anti-greed 
measures (Report of the Greed Line Study Group), redressing 
ecological debt and advancing eco-justice (WCC Statement 
on Eco-justice and Ecological Debt) must be prioritized and 
further deepened in the coming years. 

24. We further call on the 10th WCC General Assembly 
in Busan to set aside a period of time between now and 
the next General Assembly for churches to focus on faith 
commitments to an “Economy of Life—Living for God’s 
Justice in Creation [Justice and Peace for All].” The process 
will enable the fellowship of churches to derive fortitude 
and hope from each other, strengthen unity, and deepen 
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common witness on critical issues that lie at the very core 
of our faith. 

25. The statement on “Just Finance and an Economy of 
Life” calls for an ethical, just, and democratic international 
financial regime “grounded on a framework of common 
values: honesty, social justice, human dignity, mutual 
accountability, and ecological sustainability” (WCC State-
ment on Just Finance and an Economy of Life). We can and 
must shape an Economy of Life that engenders participa-
tion for all in decision-making processes that impact lives, 
provides for people’s basic needs through just livelihoods, 
values and supports social reproduction and care work 
done primarily by women, and protects and preserves the 
air, water, land, and energy sources that are necessary to 
sustain life (Poverty, Wealth, and Ecology in Asia and the 
Pacific). The realization of an Economy of Life will entail 
a range of strategies and methodologies, including, but 
not limited to: critical self-reflection and radical spiritual 
renewal; rights-based approaches; the creation and multi-
plication of spaces for the voices of the marginalised to be 
heard in as many arenas as possible; open dialogue between 
global North and global South, between churches, civil 
society and state actors, and among various disciplines and 
world faiths to build synergies for resistance to structures 
and cultures that deny life in dignity for many; taxation 
justice; and the organization of a broad platform for com-
mon witness and advocacy.

26. The process is envisioned as a flourishing space where 
churches can learn from each other and from other faith 
traditions and social movements about how a transforma-
tive spirituality can counter and resist life-destroying values 
and overcome complicity in the economy of greed. It will 
be a space to learn what an Economy of Life means, theo-
logically and practically, by reflecting together and sharing 
what concrete changes are needed in various contexts. It 
will be a space to develop joint campaigns and advocacy 
activities at the national, regional, and global levels with 
a view to enabling policy and systemic changes leading to 
poverty eradication and wealth redistribution; ecologically-
respectful production, consumption, and distribution; 
and, healthy, equitable, post-fossil fuel, and peace-loving 
societies.

God of Life calls us to justice and peace.
Come to God’s table of sharing!
Come to God’s table of life!
Come to God’s table of love!

Appendices

1. WCC Statement on just finance and the economy of life
2. WCC Statement on eco-justice and ecological debt

Appendix 1: WCC Statement on Just Finance 
and the Economy of Life

And Jesus said to them, “Take care! Be on your 
guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does 
not consist in the abundance of possessions.”  
(Luke 12:15 NRSV) 

1. The World Council of Churches (WCC) first articu-
lated its concerns about finance and economics in 1984 
when it issued a call for a new international order based 
on ethical principles and social justice. In 1998, the WCC 
assembly in Harare mandated a study on economic glo-
balization together with member churches. WCC worked 
closely with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 
the Lutheran World Federation, Aprodev and other spe-
cialized ministries. Out of this, the Alternative Globaliza-
tion Addressing People and earth (AGAPE) process, which 
was set up to further study the topics of poverty, wealth 
and ecology, was born. During the course of this process, 
several issues relating to various crises were identified: cli-
mate change and the food, social, and financial crises. In 
May 2009, the WCC convened a meeting of the Advisory 
Group on Economic Matters (AGEM) to (1) discern what 
is at stake in the current financial architecture, (2) propose 
a process that could lead to a new financial architecture and 
(3) outline the theological and ethical basis for such a new 
architecture. 

2. Jesus warns that “You cannot serve both God and 
wealth” (Luke 16:13 NRSV). We, however, witness greed 
manifested dramatically in the financial and economic sys-
tems of our times. The current financial crisis presents an 
opportunity to re-examine our engagement and action. It 
is an opportunity for us to discern together how to devise 
a system that is not only sustainable but that is just and 
moral. Economics is a matter of faith and has an impact on 
human existence and all of creation. 

3. The financial system of recent times has shaped the world 
more than ever before. However, by becoming the engine 
of virtual growth and wealth, it has enriched some people 
but has harmed many more, creating poverty, unemploy-
ment, hunger and death; widening the gap between rich 
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and poor; marginalizing certain groups of people; eroding 
the whole meaning of human life; and destroying ecosys-
tems. There is a growing and sobering awareness of our 
common vulnerability and of the limits of our current way 
of life. Today’s global financial crisis, which originated in 
the richest parts of our world, points to the immorality 
of a system that glorifies money and has a dehumanizing 
effect by encouraging acquisitive individualism. The result-
ing greed-based culture impoverishes human life, erodes 
the moral and ecological fabric of human civilization, and 
intoxicates our psyche with materialism. The crisis we face 
is, at the same time, both systemic and moral. Those most 
affected are: women, who bear a disproportionate share 
of the burden; young people and children, as doubts are 
raised and their sense of security for the future is eroded; 
and those living in poverty, whose suffering deepens.

4. In an era of financial globalization, economic expansion 
has been increasingly driven by greed. This greed, a hall-
mark of the current financial system, causes and intensifies 
the sacrifice and suffering of impoverished human beings, 
while the wealthy classes multiply their riches. Finance is, 
at best, the lubricant of real economic activities. However, 
we note that money is not wealth; it has no inherent value 
outside the human mind. When it is turned into a series of 
fictitious instruments to create ever more financial wealth 
it is increasingly divorcing itself from the real economy, 
thereby creating only virtual or phantom wealth that does 
not produce anything to meet real human needs. 

5. The abuse of global finance and trade by international 
businesses costs developing countries more than $160 bil-
lion a year in lost tax revenues—undermining desperately 
needed public expenditures. Developing countries are lend-
ing their reserves to industrial countries at very low interest 
rates and are borrowing back at higher rates. This results in 
a net transfer of resources to reserve currency countries that 
exceed more than ten times the value of foreign assistance, 
according to the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP). This global financial crisis is proving the bank-
ruptcy of the neoliberal doctrine, as promoted by the Inter-
national Financial Institutions through the “Washington 
Consensus.” The leaders of the rich countries that had pro-
moted the consensus so emphatically, declared it “over” at 
the G20 meeting in April 2009. And yet much of the G20’s 
agenda reflects misguided efforts to restore the same sys-
tem of overexploitation of resources and unlimited growth. 
Furthermore, resources are channelled through the milita-
rization of some societies, due to a perverse understanding 
of human security through military power. 

6. Unfortunately, churches have also been complicit in this 
system, relying on popular models of finance and econom-
ics that prioritize generating money over the progress and 
well-being of humanity. These models are largely oblivious 
to the social and ecological costs of financial and economic 
decisions, and often lack moral direction. The challenge 
for churches today is to not retreat from their prophetic 
role. They are also challenged by their complicity with this 
speculative financial system and its embedded greed. 

7. There are two structural elements of the current para-
digm which must be changed. First, the economic motive 
of surplus value, unlimited growth and the irresponsible 
consumption of goods and natural resources contradict 
biblical values and make it impossible for societies to prac-
tice cooperation, compassion and love. Second, the system 
that privatizes productive goods and resources, discon-
necting them from people’s work and needs and denying 
others access to and use of them is a structural obstacle 
to an economy of cooperation, sharing, love and dynamic 
harmony with nature. Alternative morality for economic 
activity is service/koinonia (fellowship) to human needs; 
human/social self-development; and people’s well being 
and happiness. An alternative to the current property sys-
tem is connected to need, use and work invested in the 
production and distribution process. In order to achieve 
this goal, the existing organizing principles of production 
and claims settlements (i.e. distribution) must change. This 
also warrants a situation where an ethical, just and demo-
cratic global financial architecture emerges and is grounded 
on a framework of common values: honesty, social justice, 
human dignity, mutual accountability and ecological sus-
tainability. It should also account for social and ecologi-
cal risks in financial and economic calculation; reconnect 
finance to the real economy; and set clear limits to, as well 
as penalize, excessive and irresponsible actions based on 
greed.

8. It is in this context that the central committee of the 
WCC acknowledges that a new ethos and culture which 
reflects the values of solidarity, common good and inclu-
sion must, at this time of crisis, emerge to replace the 
anti-values of greed, individualism and exclusion. New 
indicators of progress, other than Gross Domestic Prod-
uct, such as the Human Development Index, the Gross 
National Happiness (GNH) index and ecological foot-
prints and other corresponding systems of accounting need 
to be evolved. For example, a GNH index that reflects the 
following values: 1) Quality and pattern of life; 2) Good 
governance (true democracy); 3) Education; 4) Health; 5) 
Ecological resilience; 6) Cultural diversity; 7) Community 
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vitality; 8) Balanced use of time; 9) Psychological and spiri-
tual well-being. 

9. The central committee of the WCC also emphasizes the 
need for a new paradigm of economic development and 
a re-conceptualization of wealth to include relationships, 
care and compassion, solidarity and love, aesthetics and the 
ethics of life, participation and celebration, cultural diver-
sity and community vitality. This will involve responsible 
growth that recognizes human responsibility for creation 
and for future generations—an economy glorifying life.
In view of the need to support international organizations 
that are democratic, to represent all member nations of the 
United Nations (UN) and to affirm common values, the 
central committee of the WCC, meeting in Geneva, Swit-
zerland, 26 August—2 September 2009, calls upon gov-
ernments to take the following necessary actions:

A. Adopt new and more balanced indicators, such as the 
Gross National Happiness (GNH) index, to monitor 
global socio-environmental/ecological-economic progress.

B. Ensure that resources are not diverted from basic educa-
tion, public health, and poor countries.

C. Uphold their commitments to and assistance for meet-
ing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), particu-
larly the goal number 8 on cooperation world-wide. 

D. Implement gender-just social protection programs as 
an important part of national fiscal stimulus packages in 
response to the current financial crisis.

E. Emphasize the participation of people and civil society 
organizations in policy-making processes, including the 
promotion of decentralized governance structures and par-
ticipatory democracy.

F. Treat finance also as a public service by making loans 
available to small and medium enterprises, farmers and 
particularly poor people through, for example, micro-
financing in support of not-for-profit enterprises and the 
social economy.

G. Support regional initiatives that decentralize finance 
and empower people in the global South to exercise control 
over their own development through such proposed bodies 
as the Bank of the South, the Asian Monetary Fund and 
the Bank of ALBA.

H. Revise taxation systems, recognizing that tax revenues 
are ultimately the only sustainable source of development 
finances, by establishing an international accounting stan-
dard requiring country-by-country reporting of transna-
tional companies’ economic activities and taxes paid and 

by forging a multilateral agreement to set a mandatory 
requirement for the automatic exchange of tax information 
between all jurisdictions to prevent tax avoidance.

I. Explore the possibility of establishing a new global 
reserve system based on a supranational global reserve cur-
rency and regional and local currencies.

J. Achieve stronger democratic oversight of international 
financial institutions by making them subject to a UN 
Global Economic Council with the same status as the UN 
Security Council.

K. Explore the possibility of setting up a new international 
credit agency with greater democratic governance than cur-
rently exists under the Breton Woods institutions.

L. Set up an international bankruptcy court with the 
authority to cancel odious and other kinds of illegitimate 
debts and to arbitrate other debt issues.

M. Regulate and reform the credit agency industry into 
proper independent supervision institution(s), based on 
more transparency about ratings and strict regulation on 
the management of conflict of interest.

N. Use innovative sources of finance, including carbon and 
financial transaction taxes, to pay for global public goods 
and poverty eradication. 

 Prayer

The following prayer is offered as a resource to enable the 
churches’ engagement with the issue articulated above:

O God who is one in Trinity, in you we find the perfect 
relationship of love and justice.

We confess:
that too often our relationships have been characterized by 

greed and self interest,
that we have sought wealth and security for ourselves with 

little thought for your creation,
that our desire for more has meant that others have less,

that we have displayed the Pharisees arrogance and not the 
widow’s sincerity in our giving.

Inspire us with a vision of your oikumene, characterized by 
love and compassion:

where all have enough to eat,
where work is justly rewarded,

where concern for the least is our most pressing demand,
where life is celebrated and you, the giver of life, is praised.
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Appendix 2: WCC Statement on Eco-Justice 
and Ecological Debt

“Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 
debtors” (Matthew 6:12) 

1. The era of “unlimited consumption” has reached its lim-
its. The era of unlimited profit and compensation for the 
few must also come to an end. Based on a series of ecu-
menical consultations and incorporating the perspectives 
of many churches, this statement proposes the recognition 
and application of a concept that expresses a deep moral 
obligation to promote ecological justice by addressing our 
debts to peoples most affected by ecological destruction 
and to the earth itself. It begins with expressing gratitude 
to God, whose providential care is manifested in all God’s 
creation and the renewal of the earth for all species. Eco-
logical debt includes hard economic calculations as well as 
incalculable biblical, spiritual, cultural and social dimen-
sions of indebtedness. 

2. The earth and all of its inhabitants are currently facing 
an unprecedented ecological crisis, bringing us to the brink 
of mass suffering and destruction for many. The crisis is 
human-induced, caused especially by the agro-industrial-
economic complex and culture of the global North, which 
is characterized by the consumerist lifestyles of the elites 
of the developed and developing worlds and the view that 
development is commensurate with exploitation of the 
earth’s “natural resources.” What is being labelled and co-
modified, as “natural resources” is all of creation—a sacred 
reality that ought not to be co-modified. Yet the Northern 
agro-industrial-economic complex, especially in the cur-
rent era of market globalization, has used human labour 
and resourcefulness, as well as the properties of other life 
forms, to produce wealth and comfort for a few at the 
expense of the survival of others and their dignity. 

3. Churches have been complicit in this history through 
their own consumption patterns and through perpetuat-
ing a theology of human rule over the earth. The Chris-
tian perspective that has valued humanity over the rest 
of creation has served to justify the exploitation of parts 
of the earth community. Yet, human existence is utterly 
dependant on a healthy functioning earth system. Human-
ity cannot manage creation. Humanity can only manage 
their own behaviour to keep it within the bounds of earth’s 
sustenance. Both the human population and the human 

economy cannot grow much more without irreversibly 
endangering the survival of other life forms. Such a radical 
view calls for a theology of humility and a commitment on 
the part of the churches to learn from environmental ethics 
and faith traditions that have a deeper sense of an inclusive 
community. 

4. The churches’ strength lies in its prophetic witness to 
proclaim God’s love for the whole world and to denounce 
the philosophy of domination that threatens the manifes-
tation of God’s love. The biblical prophets had long ago 
deduced the intrinsic connection between ecological crises 
and socio-economic injustice, railing against the elites of 
their day for the exploitation of peoples and the destruc-
tion of ecosystems (Jeremiah 14: 2-7, Isaiah 23: 1-24 and 
Revelations 22). Based on Jesus’ commandment of love, 
as expressed in his life and parables, the World Council 
of Churches (WCC) must broaden its understanding of 
justice and the boundaries of who our neighbours are. For 
many years, the WCC has called for the cancellation of ille-
gitimate external financial debts claimed from countries of 
the South based on the biblical notion of jubilee (Leviticus 
23). It has taken a step further in addressing the ecological 
dimension of economic relationships. 

5. Beginning with the articulation of the ideas of “limits 
to growth” in a Church and Society consultation held in 
Bucharest in 1974 and “sustainable societies” at the 1975 
Nairobi assembly, the WCC has been working deeply 
on ecological justice for over three decades. At the 1998 
Harare assembly, the harmful impacts of globalization on 
people and the environment came to the fore through the 
Alternative Globalization Addressing People and earth 
(AGAPE) process, leading to the ongoing study process 
on Poverty, Wealth and Ecology. As an offshoot of these 
important ecumenical reflections and actions, the WCC, 
in partnership with churches and civil society organizations 
in Southern Africa, India, Ecuador, Canada and Sweden, 
initiated work on ecological debt in 2002. 

6. Ecological debt refers to damage caused over time to 
ecosystems, places and peoples through production and 
consumption patterns; and the exploitation of ecosystems 
at the expense of the equitable rights of other countries, 
communities or individuals. It is primarily the debt owed 
by industrialized countries in the North to countries of the 
South on account of historical and current resource plun-
dering, environmental degradation and the disproportion-
ate appropriation of ecological space to dump greenhouse 
gases (GHGs) and toxic wastes. It is also the debt owed 
by economically and politically powerful national elites to 
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marginalized citizens; the debt owed by current genera-
tions of humanity to future generations; and, on a more 
cosmic scale, the debt owed by humankind to other life 
forms and the planet. It includes social damages such as 
the disintegration of indigenous and other communities. 
7. Grounded on an overriding priority for the impover-
ished and a deep moral responsibility to rectify injustices, 
ecological debt lenses reveal that it is the global South who 
is the principal ecological creditor while the global North 
is the principal ecological debtor. The ecological debt of the 
global North arises from various causal mechanisms whose 
impact has been intensified in the current economic crisis.

8. Under the current international financial architecture, 
countries of the South are pressured through conditions for 
loans as well as multilateral and bilateral trade and invest-
ment agreements to pursue export-oriented and resource-
intensive growth strategies. Ultimately it fails to account 
for the costs of erosion of ecosystems and increasing pol-
lution. Many mega-development projects (e.g. dams) in 
countries of the South are financed through foreign lend-
ing by international financial institutions in collaboration 
with undemocratic and corrupt local leaders and elites, 
without the informed consent of local inhabitants and 
with little consideration of the projects’ ecological and 
social consequences. Moreover, industrialized Northern 
countries make disproportionate use of ecological space 
without adequate compensation, reparation or restitution. 
Northern countries’ ecological footprint (an approximate 
measurement of human impacts on the environment) pres-
ently averages 6.4 ha/person. This is more than six times 
heavier than the footprint of Southern countries at an aver-
age of 0.8 ha/person.

9. Human-induced climate change heightens the relation-
ship of North-South inequity even further. Industrialized 
countries are mainly responsible for GHG emissions caus-
ing climate change (though emerging economies in the 
South are becoming major contributors to global GHG 
emissions in absolute terms). Yet, research indicates that 
the South will bear a bigger burden of the adverse effects of 
climate change including the displacement of people living 
in low-lying coastal areas and small island states; the loss 
of sources of livelihood, food insecurity, reduced access to 
water and forced migration.

10. In the light of biblical teaching (cf. Matthew 6:12), we 
pray for repentance and forgiveness, but we also call for the 
recognition, repayment and restitution of ecological debt 
in various ways, including non-market ways of compensa-
tion and reparation, that go beyond the market’s limited 
ability to measure and distribute.

11. The central committee of the WCC recognizes the need 
for a drastic transformation at all levels in life and society 
in order to end the ecological indebtedness and restoring 
right relationships between peoples and between people 
and the earth. This warrants a re-ordering of economic par-
adigms from consumerist, exploitive models to models that 
are respectful of localized economies, indigenous cultures 
and spiritualities, the earth’s reproductive limits, as well as 
the right of other life forms to blossom. And this begins 
with the recognition of ecological debt. 

While affirming the role of churches to play a criti-
cal role in lifting up alternative practices, as well as build-
ing the necessary political will and moral courage to effect 
urgent transformations, the central committee of the WCC 
meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, 26 August—2 September 
2009:

A. Calls upon WCC member churches to urge Northern 
governments, institutions and corporations to take initia-
tives to drastically reduce their greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions within and beyond the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 
stipulates the principles of historical responsibility and 
“common, but differentiated responsibilities” (CDR), 
according to the fixed timelines set out by the UNFCCC 
report of 2007.

B. Urges WCC member churches to call their governments 
to adopt a fair and binding deal, in order to bring the CO2 
levels down to less than 350 parts per million (ppm), at 
the Conference of Parties (COP 15) of the UNFCCC in 
Copenhagen in December 2009, based on climate justice 
principles, which include effective support to vulnerable 
communities to adapt to the consequences of climate 
change through adaptation funds and technology transfer. 

C. Calls upon the international community to ensure the 
transfer of financial resources to countries of the South to 
keep petroleum in the ground in fragile environments and 
preserve other natural resources as well as to pay for the 
costs of climate change mitigation and adaptation based on 
tools such as the Greenhouse Development Rights (GDR) 
Framework.

D. Demands the cancellation of the illegitimate financial 
debts of Southern countries, most urgently for the poorest 
nations, as part of social and ecological compensations, not 
as official development assistance.

E. Recommends that WCC member churches learn from 
the leadership of Indigenous Peoples, women, peasant and 
forest communities who point to alternative ways of think-
ing and living within creation, especially as these societies 
often emphasize the value of relationships, of caring and 
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sharing, as well as practice traditional, ecologically respect-
ful forms of production and consumption.

F. Encourages and supports WCC member churches in 
their advocacy campaigns around ecological debt and cli-
mate change, mindful of the unity of God’s creation and 
of the need for collaborative working between Southern 
and Northern nations. Specifically supports the activities 
of churches in countries that are suffering from climate 
change.

G. Calls for continued awareness-building and theologi-
cal reflection among congregations and seminary students 
on a new cosmological vision of life, eco-justice and eco-
logical debt through study and action, deeper ecumenical 
and inter-faith formation, and through the production and 
dissemination of relevant theological and biblical study 
materials.

H. Urges WCC member churches and church institutions 
to conduct ecological debt audits in partnership with civil 
society, including self-assessment of their own consump-
tion patterns. Specifically, the WCC should establish a 
mechanism to provide for recompense of ecological debt 
incurred by its gatherings, and to collect positive examples 
of ecological debt recognition, prevention, mitigation, 
compensation, reparation and restitution in partnership 
with civil society groups and movements. 

I. Calls for deepening dialogue on ecological debt and the 
building of alliances with ecumenical, religious, economic 
and political actors and between the churches in Southern 
and Northern countries.

J. Stresses the importance of accompanying ongoing strug-
gles and strategically linking and supporting the efforts of 
peasant, women’s, youth and indigenous peoples’ move-
ments through the World Social Forum and other avenues 
to design alternative compensation proposals, as well as to 
avoid amassing more ecological debt.

K. Calls upon WCC member churches through their 
advocacy work to encourage their governments to work for 
the recognition of the claims of ecological debt, including 
the cancellation of illegitimate financial debts.

L. Calls upon WCC member churches to deepen their 
campaigns on climate change by including climate debt 
and advocating for its repayment by applying the ecologi-
cal debt framework.

M. Calls upon WCC member churches to advocate for 
corporate social accountability within international and 
national legal frameworks and to challenge corpora-
tions and international financial institutions to include 

environmental liabilities in their accounts and to take 
responsibility for the policies that have caused ecological 
destruction.

N. Calls upon WCC member churches to support com-
munity-based sustainable economic initiatives, such as 
producer cooperatives, community land trusts and bio-
regional food distributions. 

O. Encourages churches all over the world to continue 
praying for the whole of creation as we commemorate on 1 
September this year the 20th anniversary of the encyclical 
of His All Holiness the Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios I, 
establishing the day of the protection of the environment, 
God’s creation. 

Prayer

The following prayer  is offered as a resource to enable the 
churches’ engagement with the issue articulated above:

Creator and creating God,
in the wonder of your world we experience your providential 

care for the planet and its people.
We offer you our thanks and praise.

Creator and creating God,
in the exploitation of your world we recognise our human-

centeredness and greed.
We confess our sin before you.

We acknowledge our need for each other as part of your 
global family from North and South

And so we pray, “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our 
debtors.”

Accept our confession O God and offer us your forgiveness
empowering us to transform our lives as individuals, churches 

and nations,
proclaiming your love for the earth and its people,

enacting the principle of ‘Jubilee’ in our relationships with 
one another and the earth,

repaying our ecological debts in ways in ways which affirm 
your justice and shalom.
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30.  A Moment of Truth: A Word of Faith, Hope, 
and Love from the Heart of Palestinian 
Suffering

 Kairos Palestine Document 2009

This document, written as Christian Palestinians’ word 
to the world about what is happening in Palestine, is a key 
ecumenical document which has found wide resonance in the 
ecumenical movement and has played a major role also in the 
WCC‘s efforts in the Palestine-Israel Dialogue programme and 
in EAPPI. It sheds light on one of the conflicts which is most 
painful in today’s world, the situation of the Palestinian people 
and their churches who have faced oppression, displacement, 
suffering and clear apartheid for more than six decades. 

Study Questions

1.  What are essential marks of the situation in Israel/Palestine 
according to the paper?

2.  What is the biblical and theological understanding of the 
land and specifically of the ‘universal mission of the land’ 
which influences the perspectives of this text?

3.  What are the practical implications and suggestions for 
peace and reconciliation as outlined in the paper and its 
affirmations on the principles of hope, love and resistance?

Introduction

We, a group of Christian Palestinians, after prayer, reflec-
tion and an exchange of opinion, cry out from within the 
suffering in our country, under the Israeli occupation, with 
a cry of hope in the absence of all hope, a cry full of prayer 
and faith in a God ever vigilant, in God’s divine providence 
for all the inhabitants of this land. Inspired by the mystery 
of God’s love for all, the mystery of God’s divine presence 
in the history of all peoples and, in a particular way, in the 
history of our country, we proclaim our word based on our 
Christian faith and our sense of Palestinian belonging—a 
word of faith, hope and love.

Why Now? 

Because today we have reached a dead end in the tragedy of 
the Palestinian people. The decision-makers content them-
selves with managing the crisis rather than committing 
themselves to the serious task of finding a way to resolve 
it. The hearts of the faithful are filled with pain and with 
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questioning: What is the international community doing? 
What are the political leaders in Palestine, in Israel and in 
the Arab world doing? What is the Church doing? The 
problem is not just a political one. It is a policy in which 
human beings are destroyed, and this must be of concern 
to the Church.

We address ourselves to our brothers and sisters, mem-
bers of our Churches in this land. We call out as Christians 
and as Palestinians to our religious and political leaders, 
to our Palestinian society and to the Israeli society, to the 
international community, and to our Christian brothers 
and sisters in the Churches around the world. 

1. The Reality on the Ground

1.1 “They say: ‘Peace, peace’ when there is no peace” (Jer. 
6:14). These days, everyone is speaking about peace in the 
Middle East and the peace process. So far, however, these 
are simply words; the reality is one of Israeli occupation of 
Palestinian territories, deprivation of our freedom and all 
that results from this situation:

1.1.1 The separation wall erected on Palestinian ter-
ritory, a large part of which has been confiscated for this 
purpose, has turned our towns and villages into prisons, 
separating them from one another, making them dispersed 
and divided cantons. Gaza, especially after the cruel war 
Israel launched against it during December 2008 and Janu-
ary 2009, continues to live in inhuman conditions, under 
permanent blockade and cut off from the other Palestinian 
territories. 

1.1.2 Israeli settlements ravage our land in the name 
of God and in the name of force, controlling our natu-
ral resources, including water and agricultural land, thus 
depriving hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, and con-
stituting an obstacle to any political solution.

1.1.3 Reality is the daily humiliation to which we are 
subjected at the military checkpoints, as we make our way 
to jobs, schools or hospitals.

1.1.4 Reality is the separation between members of 
the same family, making family life impossible for thou-
sands of Palestinians, especially where one of the spouses 
does not have an Israeli identity card.

1.1.5 Religious liberty is severely restricted; the free-
dom of access to the holy places is denied under the pretext 
of security. Jerusalem and its holy places are out of bounds 
for many Christians and Muslims from the West Bank and 
the Gaza strip. Even Jerusalemites face restrictions during 
the religious feasts. Some of our Arab clergy are regularly 
barred from entering Jerusalem. 

1.1.6 Refugees are also part of our reality. Most of 
them are still living in camps under difficult circumstances. 
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They have been waiting for their right of return, generation 
after generation. What will be their fate?

1.1.7 And the prisoners? The thousands of prisoners 
languishing in Israeli prisons are part of our reality. The 
Israelis move heaven and earth to gain the release of one 
prisoner, and those thousands of Palestinian prisoners, 
when will they have their freedom?

1.1.8 Jerusalem is the heart of our reality. It is, at the 
same time, symbol of peace and sign of conflict. While 
the separation wall divides Palestinian neighbourhoods, 
Jerusalem continues to be emptied of its Palestinian citi-
zens, Christians and Muslims. Their identity cards are con-
fiscated, which means the loss of their right to reside in 
Jerusalem. Their homes are demolished or expropriated. 
Jerusalem, city of reconciliation, has become a city of dis-
crimination and exclusion, a source of struggle rather than 
peace. 

1.2 Also part of this reality is the Israeli disregard of inter-
national law and international resolutions, as well as the 
paralysis of the Arab world and the international commu-
nity in the face of this contempt. Human rights are violated 
and despite the various reports of local and international 
human rights’ organizations, the injustice continues.

1.2.1 Palestinians within the State of Israel, who have 
also suffered a historical injustice, although they are citi-
zens and have the rights and obligations of citizenship, still 
suffer from discriminatory policies. They too are waiting 
to enjoy full rights and equality like all other citizens in 
the state.

1.3 Emigration is another element in our reality. The 
absence of any vision or spark of hope for peace and free-
dom pushes young people, both Muslim and Christian, 
to emigrate. Thus the land is deprived of its most impor-
tant and richest resource—educated youth. The shrinking 
number of Christians, particularly in Palestine, is one of 
the dangerous consequences, both of this conflict, and of 
the local and international paralysis and failure to find a 
comprehensive solution to the problem.

1.4 In the face of this reality, Israel justifies its actions as 
self-defence, including occupation, collective punishment 
and all other forms of reprisals against the Palestinians. In 
our opinion, this vision is a reversal of reality. Yes, there is 
Palestinian resistance to the occupation. However, if there 
were no occupation, there would be no resistance, no fear 
and no insecurity. This is our understanding of the situa-
tion. Therefore, we call on the Israelis to end the occupa-
tion. Then they will see a new world in which there is no 
fear, no threat but rather security, justice and peace.

1.5 The Palestinian response to this reality was diverse. 
Some responded through negotiations: that was the offi-
cial position of the Palestinian Authority, but it did not 
advance the peace process. Some political parties followed 
the way of armed resistance. Israel used this as a pretext to 
accuse the Palestinians of being terrorists and was able to 
distort the real nature of the conflict, presenting it as an 
Israeli war against terror, rather than an Israeli occupation 
faced by Palestinian legal resistance aiming at ending it.

1.5.1 The tragedy worsened with the internal con-
flict among Palestinians themselves, and with the separa-
tion of Gaza from the rest of the Palestinian territory. It is 
noteworthy that, even though the division is among Pal-
estinians themselves, the international community bears 
an important responsibility for it since it refused to deal 
positively with the will of the Palestinian people expressed 
in the outcome of democratic and legal elections in 2006. 

Again, we repeat and proclaim that our Christian 
word in the midst of all this, in the midst of our catastro-
phe, is a word of faith, hope and love.

2. A Word of Faith

We Believe in One God, a Good and Just God

2.1 We believe in God, one God, Creator of the universe 
and of humanity. We believe in a good and just God, 
who loves each one of his creatures. We believe that every 
human being is created in God’s image and likeness and 
that every one’s dignity is derived from the dignity of the 
Almighty One. We believe that this dignity is one and the 
same in each and all of us. This means for us, here and now, 
in this land in particular, that God created us not so that we 
might engage in strife and conflict but rather that we might 
come and know and love one another, and together build 
up the land in love and mutual respect.

2.1.1 We also believe in God’s eternal Word, His only 
Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, whom God sent as the Saviour 
of the world.

2.1.2 We believe in the Holy Spirit, who accompanies 
the Church and all humanity on its journey. It is the Spirit 
that helps us to understand Holy Scripture, both Old and 
New Testaments, showing their unity, here and now. The 
Spirit makes manifest the revelation of God to humanity, 
past, present and future. 
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How Do We Understand the Word of God?

2.2 We believe that God has spoken to humanity, here in 
our country: “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many 
and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days God 
has spoken to us by a Son, whom God appointed heir of all 
things, through whom he also created the worlds” (Heb. 1:1-2)

2.2.1 We, Christian Palestinians, believe, like all 
Christians throughout the world, that Jesus Christ came in 
order to fulfil the Law and the Prophets. He is the Alpha 
and the Omega, the beginning and the end, and in his light 
and with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we read the Holy 
Scriptures. We meditate upon and interpret Scripture just 
as Jesus Christ did with the two disciples on their way to 
Emmaus. As it is written in the Gospel according to Saint 
Luke: “Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he 
interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scrip-
tures” (Lk 24:27)

2.2.2 Our Lord Jesus Christ came, proclaiming that 
the Kingdom of God was near. He provoked a revolution 
in the life and faith of all humanity. He came with “a new 
teaching” (Mk 1:27), casting a new light on the Old Testa-
ment, on the themes that relate to our Christian faith and 
our daily lives, themes such as the promises, the election, 
the people of God and the land. We believe that the Word 
of God is a living Word, casting a particular light on each 
period of history, manifesting to Christian believers what 
God is saying to us here and now. For this reason, it is 
unacceptable to transform the Word of God into letters of 
stone that pervert the love of God and His providence in 
the life of both peoples and individuals. This is precisely the 
error in fundamentalist Biblical interpretation that brings 
us death and destruction when the word of God is petrified 
and transmitted from generation to generation as a dead 
letter. This dead letter is used as a weapon in our present 
history in order to deprive us of our rights in our own land.

Our Land Has a Universal Mission

2.3 We believe that our land has a universal mission. In this 
universality, the meaning of the promises, of the land, of 
the election, of the people of God open up to include all of 
humanity, starting from all the peoples of this land. In light 
of the teachings of the Holy Bible, the promise of the land 
has never been a political programme, but rather the pre-
lude to complete universal salvation. It was the initiation of 
the fulfilment of the Kingdom of God on earth.

2.3.1 God sent the patriarchs, the prophets and the 
apostles to this land so that they might carry forth a uni-
versal mission to the world. Today we constitute three reli-
gions in this land, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Our 
land is God’s land, as is the case with all countries in the 

world. It is holy inasmuch as God is present in it, for God 
alone is holy and sanctifier. It is the duty of those of us who 
live here, to respect the will of God for this land. It is our 
duty to liberate it from the evil of injustice and war. It is 
God’s land and therefore it must be a land of reconcilia-
tion, peace and love. This is indeed possible. God has put 
us here as two peoples, and God gives us the capacity, if 
we have the will, to live together and establish in it justice 
and peace, making it in reality God’s land: “The earth is the 
Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in 
it” (Ps. 24:1).

2.3.2 Our presence in this land, as Christian and Mus-
lim Palestinians, is not accidental but rather deeply rooted 
in the history and geography of this land, resonant with 
the connectedness of any other people to the land it lives 
in. It was an injustice when we were driven out. The West 
sought to make amends for what Jews had endured in the 
countries of Europe, but it made amends on our account 
and in our land. They tried to correct an injustice and the 
result was a new injustice.

2.3.3 Furthermore, we know that certain theologians 
in the West try to attach a biblical and theological legiti-
macy to the infringement of our rights. Thus, the promises, 
according to their interpretation, have become a menace 
to our very existence. The “good news” in the Gospel itself 
has become “a harbinger of death” for us. We call on these 
theologians to deepen their reflection on the Word of God 
and to rectify their interpretations so that they might see in 
the Word of God a source of life for all peoples.

2.3.4 Our connectedness to this land is a natural right. 
It is not an ideological or a theological question only. It 
is a matter of life and death. There are those who do not 
agree with us, even defining us as enemies only because 
we declare that we want to live as free people in our land. 
We suffer from the occupation of our land because we are 
Palestinians. And as Christian Palestinians we suffer from 
the wrong interpretation of some theologians. Faced with 
this, our task is to safeguard the Word of God as a source of 
life and not of death, so that “the good news” remains what 
it is, “good news” for us and for all. In face of those who 
use the Bible to threaten our existence as Christian and 
Muslim Palestinians, we renew our faith in God because 
we know that the word of God can not be the source of 
our destruction.

2.4 Therefore, we declare that any use of the Bible to legiti-
mize or support political options and positions that are 
based upon injustice, imposed by one person on another, 
or by one people on another, transform religion into 
human ideology and strip the Word of God of its holiness, 
its universality and truth.
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2.5 We also declare that the Israeli occupation of Pales-
tinian land is a sin against God and humanity because 
it deprives the Palestinians of their basic human rights, 
bestowed by God. It distorts the image of God in the Israeli 
who has become an occupier just as it distorts this image 
in the Palestinian living under occupation. We declare that 
any theology, seemingly based on the Bible or on faith 
or on history, that legitimizes the occupation, is far from 
Christian teachings, because it calls for violence and holy 
war in the name of God Almighty, subordinating God 
to temporary human interests, and distorting the divine 
image in the human beings living under both political and 
theological injustice.

3. Hope

3.1 Despite the lack of even a glimmer of positive expecta-
tion, our hope remains strong. The present situation does 
not promise any quick solution or the end of the occupation 
that is imposed on us. Yes, the initiatives, the conferences, 
visits and negotiations have multiplied, but they have not 
been followed up by any change in our situation and suffer-
ing. Even the new US position that has been announced by 
President Obama, with a manifest desire to put an end to 
the tragedy, has not been able to make a change in our real-
ity. The clear Israeli response, refusing any solution, leaves 
no room for positive expectation. Despite this, our hope 
remains strong, because it is from God. God alone is good, 
almighty and loving and His goodness will one day be vic-
torious over the evil in which we find ourselves. As Saint 
Paul said: “If God is for us, who is against us? (…) Who will 
separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, 
or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As 
it is written, “For your sake we are being killed all day long” 
(…) For I am convinced that (nothing) in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God” (Rom. 8:31, 35, 
36, 39).

What Is the Meaning of Hope?

3.2 Hope within us means first and foremost our faith in 
God and secondly our expectation, despite everything, for 
a better future. Thirdly, it means not chasing after illu-
sions—we realize that release is not close at hand. Hope 
is the capacity to see God in the midst of trouble, and to 
be co-workers with the Holy Spirit who is dwelling in us. 
From this vision derives the strength to be steadfast, remain 
firm and work to change the reality in which we find our-
selves. Hope means not giving in to evil but rather standing 
up to it and continuing to resist it. We see nothing in the 
present or future except ruin and destruction. We see the 

upper hand of the strong, the growing orientation towards 
racist separation and the imposition of laws that deny our 
existence and our dignity. We see confusion and division in 
the Palestinian position. If, despite all this, we do resist this 
reality today and work hard, perhaps the destruction that 
looms on the horizon may not come upon us.

Signs of Hope

3.3 The Church in our land, her leaders and her faithful, 
despite her weakness and her divisions, does show certain 
signs of hope. Our parish communities are vibrant and 
most of our young people are active apostles for justice and 
peace. In addition to the individual commitment, our vari-
ous Church institutions make our faith active and present 
in service, love and prayer.

3.3.1 Among the signs of hope are the local centres 
of theology, with a religious and social character. They 
are numerous in our different Churches. The ecumenical 
spirit, even if still hesitant, shows itself more and more in 
the meetings of our different Church families. 

3.3.2 We can add to this the numerous meetings 
for inter-religious dialogue, Christian–Muslim dialogue, 
which includes the religious leaders and a part of the peo-
ple. Admittedly, dialogue is a long process and is perfected 
through a daily effort as we undergo the same sufferings 
and have the same expectations. There is also dialogue 
among the three religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, 
as well as different dialogue meetings on the academic or 
social level. They all try to breach the walls imposed by the 
occupation and oppose the distorted perception of human 
beings in the heart of their brothers or sisters.

 3.3.3 One of the most important signs of hope is the 
steadfastness of the generations, the belief in the justice of 
their cause and the continuity of memory, which does not 
forget the “Nakba” (catastrophe) and its significance. Like-
wise significant is the developing awareness among many 
Churches throughout the world and their desire to know 
the truth about what is going on here.

3.3.4 In addition to that, we see a determination 
among many to overcome the resentments of the past and 
to be ready for reconciliation once justice has been restored. 
Public awareness of the need to restore political rights to 
the Palestinians is increasing, and Jewish and Israeli voices, 
advocating peace and justice, are raised in support of this 
with the approval of the international community. True, 
these forces for justice and reconciliation have not yet been 
able to transform the situation of injustice, but they have 
their influence and may shorten the time of suffering and 
hasten the time of reconciliation.
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The Mission of the Church

3.4 Our Church is a Church of people who pray and serve. 
This prayer and service is prophetic, bearing the voice of 
God in the present and future. Everything that happens in 
our land, everyone who lives there, all the pains and hopes, 
all the injustice and all the efforts to stop this injustice, 
are part and parcel of the prayer of our Church and the 
service of all her institutions. Thanks be to God that our 
Church raises her voice against injustice despite the fact 
that some desire her to remain silent, closed in her religious 
devotions.

3.4.1 The mission of the Church is prophetic, to speak 
the Word of God courageously, honestly and lovingly in 
the local context and in the midst of daily events. If she 
does take sides, it is with the oppressed, to stand alongside 
them, just as Christ our Lord stood by the side of each poor 
person and each sinner, calling them to repentance, life, 
and the restoration of the dignity bestowed on them by 
God and that no one has the right to strip away.

3.4.2 The mission of the Church is to proclaim the 
Kingdom of God, a kingdom of justice, peace and dig-
nity. Our vocation as a living Church is to bear witness 
to the goodness of God and the dignity of human beings. 
We are called to pray and to make our voice heard when 
we announce a new society where human beings believe in 
their own dignity and the dignity of their adversaries.

3.4.3 Our Church points to the Kingdom, which can-
not be tied to any earthly kingdom. Jesus said before Pilate 
that he was indeed a king but “my kingdom is not from this 
world” (Jn 18:36). Saint Paul says: “The Kingdom of God 
is not food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in 
the Holy Spirit” (Rom.14:17). Therefore, religion cannot 
favour or support any unjust political regime, but must 
rather promote justice, truth and human dignity. It must 
exert every effort to purify regimes where human beings 
suffer injustice and human dignity is violated. The King-
dom of God on earth is not dependent on any political 
orientation, for it is greater and more inclusive than any 
particular political system.

3.4.4 Jesus Christ said: “The Kingdom of God is among 
you” (Luke 17:21). This Kingdom that is present among us 
and in us is the extension of the mystery of salvation. It is 
the presence of God among us and our sense of that pres-
ence in everything we do and say. It is in this divine pres-
ence that we shall do what we can until justice is achieved 
in this land. 

3.4.5 The cruel circumstances in which the Palestinian 
Church has lived and continues to live have required the 
Church to clarify her faith and to identify her vocation bet-
ter. We have studied our vocation and have come to know 
it better in the midst of suffering and pain: today, we bear 

the strength of love rather than that of revenge, a culture of 
life rather than a culture of death. This is a source of hope 
for us, for the Church and for the world.

3.5 The Resurrection is the source of our hope .Just as 
Christ rose in victory over death and evil, so too we are 
able, as each inhabitant of this land is able, to vanquish 
the evil of war. We will remain a witnessing, steadfast and 
active Church in the land of the Resurrection.

4. Love

The Commandment of Love
4.1 Christ our Lord said: “Just as I have loved you, you also 
should love one another” (Jn 13:34). He has already showed 
us how to love and how to treat our enemies. He said: “You 
have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour 
and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and 
pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children 
of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil 
and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the 
unrighteous (…) Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect” (Matt. 5:45-47). 

Saint Paul also said: “Do not repay anyone evil for evil” 
(Rom. 12:17). And Saint Peter said: “Do not repay evil for 
evil or abuse for abuse; but on the contrary, repay with a bless-
ing. It is for this that you were called” (1 Pet. 3:9). 

Resistance

4.2 This word is clear. Love is the commandment of Christ 
our Lord to us and it includes both friends and enemies. 
This must be clear when we find ourselves in circumstances 
where we must resist evil of whatever kind. 

4.2.1 Love is seeing the face of God in every human 
being. Every person is my brother or my sister. However, 
seeing the face of God in everyone does not mean accept-
ing evil or aggression on their part. Rather, this love seeks 
to correct the evil and stop the aggression. 

The aggression against the Palestinian people which 
is the Israeli occupation, is an evil that must be resisted. 
It is an evil and a sin that must be resisted and removed. 
Primary responsibility for this rests with the Palestinians 
themselves suffering occupation. Christian love invites us 
to resist it. However, love puts an end to evil by walking in 
the ways of justice. Responsibility lies also with the inter-
national community, because international law regulates 
relations between peoples today. Finally responsibility lies 
with the perpetrators of the injustice; they must liberate 
themselves from the evil that is in them and the injustice 
they have imposed on others.
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4.2.2 When we review the history of the nations, we 
see many wars and much resistance to war by war, to vio-
lence by violence. The Palestinian people has gone the way 
of the peoples, particularly in the first stages of its struggle 
with the Israeli occupation. However, it also engaged in 
peaceful struggle, especially during the first Intifada. We 
recognize that all peoples must find a new way in their rela-
tions with each other and the resolution of their conflicts. 
The ways of force must give way to the ways of justice. This 
applies above all to the peoples that are militarily strong, 
mighty enough to impose their injustice on the weaker. 

4.2.3 We say that our option as Christians in the 
face of the Israeli occupation is to resist. Resistance is a 
right and a duty for the Christian. But it is resistance with 
love as its logic. It is thus a creative resistance for it must 
find human ways that engage the humanity of the enemy. 
Seeing the image of God in the face of the enemy means 
taking up positions in the light of this vision of active resis-
tance to stop the injustice and oblige the perpetrator to end 
his aggression and thus achieve the desired goal, which is 
getting back the land, freedom, dignity and independence.

4.2.4 Christ our Lord has left us an example we must 
imitate. We must resist evil but he taught us that we cannot 
resist evil with evil. This is a difficult commandment, par-
ticularly when the enemy is determined to impose himself 
and deny our right to remain here in our land. It is a dif-
ficult commandment yet it alone can stand firm in the face 
of the clear declarations of the occupation authorities that 
refuse our existence and the many excuses these authorities 
use to continue imposing occupation upon us.

4.2.5 Resistance to the evil of occupation is integrated, 
then, within this Christian love that refuses evil and cor-
rects it. It resists evil in all its forms with methods that 
enter into the logic of love and draw on all energies to make 
peace. We can resist through civil disobedience. We do not 
resist with death but rather through respect of life. We 
respect and have a high esteem for all those who have given 
their life for our nation. And we affirm that every citizen 
must be ready to defend his or her life, freedom and land.

4.2.6 Palestinian civil organizations, as well as interna-
tional organizations, NGOs and certain religious institu-
tions call on individuals, companies and states to engage 
in divestment and in an economic and commercial boycott 
of everything produced by the occupation. We understand 
this to integrate the logic of peaceful resistance. These advo-
cacy campaigns must be carried out with courage, openly 
sincerely proclaiming that their object is not revenge but 
rather to put an end to the existing evil, liberating both 
the perpetrators and the victims of injustice. The aim is 
to free both peoples from extremist positions of the dif-
ferent Israeli governments, bringing both to justice and 

reconciliation. In this spirit and with this dedication we 
will eventually reach the longed-for resolution to our prob-
lems, as indeed happened in South Africa and with many 
other liberation movements in the world.

4.3 Through our love, we will overcome injustices and 
establish foundations for a new society both for us and for 
our opponents. Our future and their future are one. Either 
the cycle of violence that destroys both of us or peace that 
will benefit both. We call on Israel to give up its injustice 
towards us, not to twist the truth of reality of the occupa-
tion by pretending that it is a battle against terrorism. The 
roots of “terrorism” are in the human injustice committed 
and in the evil of the occupation. These must be removed 
if there be a sincere intention to remove “terrorism.” We 
call on the people of Israel to be our partners in peace and 
not in the cycle of interminable violence. Let us resist evil 
together, the evil of occupation and the infernal cycle of 
violence.

5. Our Word to Our Brothers and Sisters

5.1 We all face, today, a way that is blocked and a future 
that promises only woe. Our word to all our Christian 
brothers and sisters is a word of hope, patience, steadfast-
ness and new action for a better future. Our word is that 
we, as Christians we carry a message, and we will continue 
to carry it despite the thorns, despite blood and daily dif-
ficulties. We place our hope in God, who will grant us relief 
in His own time. At the same time, we continue to act in 
concord with God and God’s will, building, resisting evil 
and bringing closer the day of justice and peace.

5.2 We say to our Christian brothers and sisters: This is a 
time for repentance. Repentance brings us back into the 
communion of love with everyone who suffers, the pris-
oners, the wounded, those afflicted with temporary or 
permanent handicaps, the children who cannot live their 
childhood and each one who mourns a dear one. The com-
munion of love says to every believer in spirit and in truth: 
if my brother is a prisoner I am a prisoner; if his home 
is destroyed, my home is destroyed; when my brother is 
killed, then I too am killed. We face the same challenges 
and share in all that has happened and will happen. Per-
haps, as individuals or as heads of Churches, we were silent 
when we should have raised our voices to condemn the 
injustice and share in the suffering. This is a time of repen-
tance for our silence, indifference, lack of communion, 
either because we did not persevere in our mission in this 
land and abandoned it, or because we did not think and do 
enough to reach a new and integrated vision and remained 
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divided, contradicting our witness and weakening our 
word. Repentance for our concern with our institutions, 
sometimes at the expense of our mission, thus silencing the 
prophetic voice given by the Spirit to the Churches.

5.3 We call on Christians to remain steadfast in this time of 
trial, just as we have throughout the centuries, through the 
changing succession of states and governments. Be patient, 
steadfast and full of hope so that you might fill the heart 
of every one of your brothers or sisters who shares in this 
same trial with hope. “Always be ready to make your defence 
to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope 
that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15). Be active and, provided this 
conforms to love, participate in any sacrifice that resistance 
asks of you to overcome our present travail.. 

5.4 Our numbers are few but our message is great and 
important. Our land is in urgent need of love. Our love is 
a message to the Muslim and to the Jew, as well as to the 
world.

5.4.1Our message to the Muslims is a message of love 
and of living together and a call to reject fanaticism and 
extremism. It is also a message to the world that Muslims 
are neither to be stereotyped as the enemy nor caricatured 
as terrorists but rather to be lived with in peace and engaged 
with in dialogue.

5.4.2 Our message to the Jews tells them: Even though 
we have fought one another in the recent past and still 
struggle today, we are able to love and live together. We can 
organize our political life, with all its complexity, accord-
ing to the logic of this love and its power, after ending the 
occupation and establishing justice.

5.4.3 The word of faith says to anyone engaged in 
political activity: human beings were not made for hatred. 
It is not permitted to hate, neither is it permitted to kill or 
to be killed. The culture of love is the culture of accepting 
the other. Through it we perfect ourselves and the founda-
tions of society are established. 

6. Our Word to the Churches of the World

6.1 Our word to the Churches of the world is firstly a word 
of gratitude for the solidarity you have shown toward us in 
word, deed and presence among us. It is a word of praise 
for the many Churches and Christians who support the 
right of the Palestinian people for self determination. It is 
a message of solidarity with those Christians and Churches 
who have suffered because of their advocacy for law and 
justice. 

However, it is also a call to repentance; to revisit funda-
mentalist theological positions that support certain unjust 

political options with regard to the Palestinian people. It 
is a call to stand alongside the oppressed and preserve the 
word of God as good news for all rather than to turn it into 
a weapon with which to slay the oppressed. The word of 
God is a word of love for all His creation. God is not the 
ally of one against the other, nor the opponent of one in 
the face of the other. God is the Lord of all and loves all, 
demanding justice from all and issuing to all of us the same 
commandments. We ask our sister Churches not to offer a 
theological cover-up for the injustice we suffer, for the sin 
of the occupation imposed upon us. Our question to our 
brothers and sisters in the Churches today is: Are you able 
to help us get our freedom back, for this is the only way 
you can help the two peoples attain justice, peace, security 
and love?

6.2 In order to understand our reality, we say to the 
Churches: Come and see. We will fulfil our role to make 
known to you the truth of our reality, receiving you as pil-
grims coming to us to pray, carrying a message of peace, 
love and reconciliation. You will know the facts and the 
people of this land, Palestinians and Israelis alike.

6.3 We condemn all forms of racism, whether religious or 
ethnic, including anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, and we 
call on you to condemn it and oppose it in all its manifes-
tations. At the same time we call on you to say a word of 
truth and to take a position of truth with regard to Israel’s 
occupation of Palestinian land. As we have already said, we 
see boycott and disinvestment as tools of non violence for 
justice, peace and security for all. 

7. Our Word to the International Community

7. Our word to the international community is to stop the 
principle of “double standards” and insist on the interna-
tional resolutions regarding the Palestinian problem with 
regard to all parties. Selective application of international 
law threatens to leave us vulnerable to a law of the jungle. 
It legitimizes the claims by certain armed groups and states 
that the international community only understands the 
logic of force. Therefore, we call for a response to what the 
civil and religious institutions have proposed, as mentioned 
earlier: The beginning of a system of economic sanctions 
and boycott to be applied against Israel. We repeat once 
again that this is not revenge but rather a serious action in 
order to reach a just and definitive peace that will put an 
end to Israeli occupation of Palestinian and other Arab ter-
ritories and will guarantee security and peace for all. 
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8. Jewish and Muslim Religious Leaders

8. Finally, we address an appeal to the religious and spiri-
tual leaders, Jewish and Muslim, with whom we share the 
same vision that every human being is created by God and 
has been given equal dignity. Hence the obligation for each 
of us to defend the oppressed and the dignity God has 
bestowed on them. Let us together try to rise up above the 
political positions that have failed so far and continue to 
lead us on the path of failure and suffering. 

9. A Call to Our Palestinian People and to the Israelis

9.1 This is a call to see the face of God in each one of God’s 
creatures and overcome the barriers of fear or race in order 
to establish a constructive dialogue and not remain within 
the cycle of never-ending manoeuvres that aim to keep the 
situation as it is. Our appeal is to reach a common vision, 
built on equality and sharing, not on superiority, negation 
of the other or aggression, using the pretext of fear and 
security. We say that love is possible and mutual trust is 
possible. Thus, peace is possible and definitive reconcilia-
tion also. Thus, justice and security will be attained for all. 

9.2 Education is important. Educational programs must 
help us to get to know the other as he or she is rather than 
through the prism of conflict, hostility or religious fanati-
cism. The educational programs in place today are infected 
with this hostility. The time has come to begin a new edu-
cation that allows one to see the face of God in the other 
and declares that we are capable of loving each other and 
building our future together in peace and security.

9.3 Trying to make the state a religious state, Jewish or 
Islamic, suffocates the state, confines it within narrow lim-
its, and transforms it into a state that practices discrimina-
tion and exclusion, preferring one citizen over another. We 
appeal to both religious Jews and Muslims: let the state 
be a state for all its citizens, with a vision constructed on 
respect for religion but also equality, justice, liberty and 
respect for pluralism and not on domination by a religion 
or a numerical majority.

9.4 To the leaders of Palestine we say that current divisions 
weaken all of us and cause more sufferings. Nothing can 
justify these divisions. For the good of the people, which 
must outweigh that of the political parties, an end must be 
put to division. We appeal to the international community 
to lend its support towards this union and to respect the 
will of the Palestinian people as expressed freely.

9.5 Jerusalem is the foundation of our vision and our entire 
life. She is the city to which God gave a particular impor-
tance in the history of humanity. She is the city towards 
which all people are in movement—and where they will 
meet in friendship and love in the presence of the One 
Unique God, according to the vision of the prophet Isa-
iah: “In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall 
be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be 
raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it (…) 
He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for 
many peoples; they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, 
and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” 
(Is. 2: 2-5). Today, the city is inhabited by two peoples of 
three religions; and it is on this prophetic vision and on the 
international resolutions concerning the totality of Jerusa-
lem that any political solution must be based. This is the 
first issue that should be negotiated because the recogni-
tion of Jerusalem’s sanctity and its message will be a source 
of inspiration towards finding a solution to the entire prob-
lem, which is largely a problem of mutual trust and ability 
to set in place a new land in this land of God.

10. Hope and Faith in God

10. In the absence of all hope, we cry out our cry of hope. 
We believe in God, good and just. We believe that God’s 
goodness will finally triumph over the evil of hate and of 
death that still persist in our land. We will see here “a new 
land” and “a new human being,” capable of rising up in 
the spirit to love each one of his or her brothers and sisters.
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31.  The São Paolo Statement: International 
Financial Transformation for the Economy 
of Life 

  Global Ecumenical Conference on a New   
International Financial and Economic 
Architecture, São Paolo, 2012

Based on the 2009 “Statement on Just Finance and the 
Economy of Life” from WCC and on the Accra Confession from 
the World Communion of Reformed Churches the Uniting 
General Council of the World Communion of Reformed 
Churches (WCRC) called upon its members, in partnership 
with the WCC and other ecumenical bodies, to prepare an 
international ecumenical conference to propose a financial 
and economic architecture that a) is based on the principles 
of economic, social and climate justice; b) serves the real 
economy; c) accounts for social and environmental tasks; and 
d) sets clear limits to greed. The Global Ecumenical Conference 
on a New International Financial and Economic Architecture 
which took place between 29 September and 5 October 2012 
in Sao Paulo, Brazil tried to envision together an alternative 
global financial and economic architecture which is outlined 
in this final report. 

Study Questions

1.  What are the theological principles to reject the explosion of 
monetarization and commodification of all of life, which 
tend to reduce all of life to an exchange value?

2.  What are essential elements and principles proposed for a 
new and just international financial architecture?

3.  What concrete steps are suggested to implement and work for 
a new economic and financial order on national, regional 
and global levels, and how is the role of the churches seen 
in this process?

From its inception, the ecumenical movement has 
critically engaged with issues of economic and social jus-
tice. In particular, the current global economic crisis, which 
also affected rich economies in 2008 and has thrown mil-
lions of people across the globe into poverty, has grasped 
our attention. In response, the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) addressed the United Nations and the Group of 
20 (G20), calling on governments to tackle systemic greed 
and inequality. In 2009, the WCC issued a “Statement 

on Just Finance and the Economy of Life” calling for an 
ethical, just and democratic international financial regime 
“grounded on a framework of common values: honesty, 
social justice, human dignity, mutual accountability and 
ecological sustainability.”1 In 2010, as part of the com-
mitment to live out the Accra Confession,2 the Uniting 
General Council of the World Communion of Reformed 
Churches (WCRC) called upon its members, in partner-
ship with the WCC and other ecumenical bodies, to pre-
pare an international ecumenical conference to propose a 
financial and economic architecture that:

•  is based on the principles of economic, social and climate 
justice;

• serves the real economy;

• accounts for social and environmental tasks; and

• sets clear limits to greed.

Sharing a deep commitment to promoting justice in 
the economy and the Earth and recognising the need to 
work together to have a meaningful impact, the WCC, 
WCRC and Council for World Mission (CWM) convened 
the Global Ecumenical Conference on a New International 
Financial and Economic Architecture to engage the pro-
ponents of diverse proposals and solutions, set criteria and 
a framework and develop a plan of action towards con-
structing just, caring and sustainable global financial and 
economic structures.

We—economists, church leaders, activists, politicians 
and theologians—gathered in the State of São Paulo, Bra-
zil, between 29 September and 5 October 2012 to envi-
sion together an alternative global financial and economic 
architecture. The gathering was a response to and continu-
ation of the decades of work around issues of economic, 
social and ecological justice with which the WCRC, WCC, 
CWM, and the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) have 
been involved. The visions and the criteria for a new finan-
cial and economic architecture and the alternatives that are 
expressed in this document therefore build on the Accra 
Confession of the WCRC, the “Statement on Just Finance 
and the Economy of Life” and the AGAPE Call to Action3 
(“Economy of Life: Justice and Peace for All”) of the WCC 

1. See www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/central-
committee/geneva-2009/reports-and-documents/report-on-public-
issues/statement-on-just-finance-and-the-economy-of-life.html.
2. See www.wcrc.ch/sites/default/files/Accra%20Conf%20ENG_0.
pdf.
3. See www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-
programmes/public-witness-addressing-power-affirming-peace/
poverty-wealth-and-ecology/neoliberal-paradigm/agape-call-for-
action-2012.html.
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as well as the theological statement on “Mission in the 
Context of Empire” of CWM.4 

The 2008 global financial and economic crash 
increased poverty and unemployment among millions in 
the global North and worsened and deepened poverty, 
hunger and malnutrition among even larger numbers in 
the global South, already experiencing decades of pov-
erty and deprivation caused by injustices in international 
financial and economic relations. A system of speculation, 
competition and inadequate regulation has failed to serve 
the people and instead has denied a decent standard of life 
to the majority of the world’s population. The situation is 
urgent.

Critical theological reflection on the material and 
collective bases of life has been intrinsic to the call to be 
faithful disciples of Christ and has expressed itself through 
theological contemplative praxis that has sought transfor-
mative liberation from unjust socio-political, cultural and 
economic structures, thereby promoting the fullness of life 
for all creation. 

Modernity has, however, brought with it an economic 
model based on profit and self-interest disconnected from 
faith and ethics. This has led to the ideological justification 
of colonialism, the despair of poverty and inequality, and 
the violence of economic and ecological devastation as well 
as the reluctance of some churches to discern the signs of 
the times and to engage with the realities of a dehumanis-
ing dominant world order that continually discriminates 
and oppresses those with whom God sides: The poor, the 
downtrodden, the disadvantaged and the oppressed.

The immersion visits in São Paulo exposed the nar-
ratives of the homeless, the single mother, the widow, the 
orphan, the addict, as representing just some of the disen-
franchised. This was a visible encounter with those whom 
society has left on the periphery. Patriarchal perceptions, 
racist subjugative ideologies, anthropocentric domination 
and discriminative comprehensions of the human hierar-
chical order induced by the sin of neoliberalism, supported 
by heretical theology which justifies it, and legitimised by 
the idolatry of imperial globalisation have perverted rela-
tionships between God, human beings and the Earth.

The God of the oppressed calls us into an alterna-
tive imagination which has to emerge from the margins, 
from those who have been left out of socio-political and 
economic decision making but are the first to suffer its 
consequences. 

We therefore seek a transformative theological praxis 
that not only delegitimises, displaces and dismantles the 
present social and economic order but also envisions 

4. See http://cwmission.org/2010/11/09/
cwm-theology-statement-2010/.

alternatives that emerge from the margins. There is thus 
a requirement for an active radicalising of our theological 
discourse that will no longer allow too much power being 
placed into capitalist ideologies that have resulted in an 
inability to think beyond existing financial and economic 
structures. 

This alternative imagination has to be derived from our 
spiritual and theological convictions, employing liberative 
theologies that respond to concrete systematic struggles, 
inclusive of feminist, womanist, mujerista, eco-feminist, 
Latin American liberation, black, ecological, post-colonial, 
grass-root, minority and public theology, and indigenous 
spiritualities. The list of hermeneutical lenses of suspicion 
and retrieval required to bring about transformative change 
continues to be as extensive as the list of those who have 
been downtrodden and persecuted by the dominant eco-
nomic world order. 

We lament the manner in which economic and finan-
cial legislation and controls are biased in favour of the 
wealthy. We therefore affirm the God of justice for all those 
who are oppressed (Ps. 103:6). We call for a system of just 
legislation and controls that facilitate the redistribution of 
wealth and power for all of God’s creation.

Therefore, we reject Empire5 and our complicity with 
all systems of death, including militarism, and affirm 
movements of social concern and other radical traditions 
that are a rejection of Empire and seek to build life in com-
munity outside the logic of hierarchy and discrimination.

We reject political and military offences perpetrated 
in the name of neoliberalism that threaten human security 
and result in massive violations of human rights. 

Therefore, we reject the explosion of monetisation and 
the commodification of all of life and affirm a theology of 
grace which resists the neoliberal urge to reduce all of life to 
an exchange value (Rom. 3:24). Means have become ends; 
instruments have become a means for the coercion of facts. 

We reject an economy that is driven by debt and 
financialisation in favour of an economy of for-giveness, 
caring and justice and declare that debt and speculation 
have reached their limits. We affirm the words of the Lord’s 
Prayer in which we pray to have our own debt forgiven in 
the same manner as we forgive the debts of others (Matt. 
6:12).

Therefore, we reject the ideology of consumerism and 
affirm an economy of Manna, which provides sufficiently 
for all and negates the idea of greed (Ex. 16).

We reject increasing individualistic consumer-
ism by affirming and celebrating the diversity and 

5. “In using the term ‘empire’ we mean the coming together of 
economic, cultural, political and military power that constitutes 
a system of domination led by powerful nations to protect and 
defend their own interests” (Accra Confession).
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interconnectedness of life. We further affirm that whole-
ness of life can be achieved only through the interdepen-
dent relationships with the whole of the created order. The 
idea of a Triune God acts as a challenge to individualism, 
discrimination and exclusivity; it is a doctrine that calls us 
into a life of equality in community and requires an active 
response that affects the whole of humanity.

Based on the moral principle of the diversity of the 
cosmos, we therefore exclude notions of exclusivity by 
promoting and affirming the need for interfaith dialogue. 
This requires a praxis of connectivity enabling a wider dis-
semination of spiritual resources gathered from faith com-
munities, inclusive of the insistence of the Qur’an on the 
rejection of interest, the valorisation of moral banking and 
a concentration on the real economy, as well as the Islamic 
injunction on limits to consumption that is expressed 
through the idea of Ramadan and fasting, and that reso-
nates with the way in which many Christians around the 
world practise Lent.

We reject an economy of over-consumption and 
greed, recognising how neoliberal capitalism conditions 
us psychologically to desire more and more, and affirm 
instead Christian and Buddhist concepts of an economy 
of sufficiency that promotes restraint (Luke 12:13-21), 
highlighting, for example, the Sabbath economy of rest for 
people and creation, and the Jubilee economy of redistri-
bution of wealth. 

We reject the economic abstraction of Homo Oeco-
nomicus, which constructs the human person as being essen-
tially insatiable and selfish, and affirm that the Christian 
perception of the human person is embedded in commu-
nity relationships of Ubuntu6, Sansaeng,7 Sumak Kawsay,8 
conviviality and mutuality. Contrary to the logic of neolib-
erals, as believers we are called to think not only of our own 
interests but also of the interests of others (Phil. 2:4).

We acknowledge our role in the destruction of the 
Earth’s resources and the impact this has had on the vul-
nerable nations in the South. We continue to seek forgive-
ness through practical actions and solutions that militate 
against ecological destruction. 

We affirm ourselves as prophetic witnesses, as we have 
seen the injustices and structural violence of our age and 
those of a history of domination. We have discerned the 

6. “Ubuntu is an African concept of personhood in which the 
identity of the self is understood to be formed interdependently 
through community” (Michael Battle, Ubuntu: I in You and You in 
Me, Seabury Books, New York, 2009, p.1f).
7. Sansaeng is the Korean concept of “life together” (International 
Review of Mission, April 2012, p.15).
8. Sumak Kawsay in Quichua is the notion of “good living” or 
“good life.”

signs of the times in the light of our calling as disciples of 
Jesus. Therefore we seek to overcome capitalism, its nature 
and its logic and to establish a system of global solidarity. 
We search for alternatives, for just, caring, participatory 
and sustainable economies such as a solidarity economy 
and gift economy. 

We affirm that the only choice that Jesus offers us is 
between God and Mammon (Matt. 6:24), as those who 
desire to be faithful followers; we have no choice but to do 
justice, love mercy and walk humbly (Micah 6:8).

Therefore, we present the following criteria and 
framework:

Criteria and Framework

We are called to find a new and just international finan-
cial architecture oriented towards satisfying the needs of 
people and the realisation of all economic, social and cul-
tural rights and human dignity. Such architecture must be 
focused on reducing the intolerable chasm between the 
rich and the poor and on preventing ecological destruc-
tion. This requires a system which does not serve greed but 
which embraces alternative economies that foster a spiritu-
ality of enough and a lifestyle of simplicity, solidarity, social 
inclusion and justice. 

Overcoming Greed: The drive to consume is a culture of 
greed that destroys all of God’s creation. The economic 
activity of the last five centuries has caused massive ecologi-
cal destruction. Over the years, big businesses, governments 
and multinational corporations have been reckless through 
policies and practices of unlimited growth which have led 
to pollution, destruction of forests, overproduction and 
the alienation of the poor and of farm workers from the 
land. Natural resources are limited, and the human eco-
logical footprint already surpasses the Earth’s bio-capacity. 
Individual self-interest and long-term social welfare are not 
necessarily compatible, and market mechanisms do not 
lead to an optimal social distribution. Therefore, political 
regulation is required to optimise sustainable social welfare.

Social Inclusion: There is a distorted definition of anthro-
pology in neoliberalism in which human beings are defined 
by financial and economic value and not by their intrin-
sic dignity as persons created in the image of God. This 
anthropology has nested in humanity, colonising our mind 
and our dreams. This definition leads to racism, sexism 
and other forms of categorisation, exclusion and oppres-
sive behaviour. This is a sin against God, humanity and all 
creation. 
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Gender Justice and Ecological Justice: We need an econ-
omy that recognises the link between gender justice and 
ecological justice. The degradation of the land and Earth 
has dire consequences for the lives of the marginalised, 
especially the poor, women and children in poor countries. 
Land is tied closely to women both physically and sym-
bolically. Physically, women till the land and walk miles 
for water for their families. Symbolically, the sufferings of 
the land are likened to the pains and groans of a woman at 
childbirth (Rom. 8:22). To put it differently, the “economy 
of care” for the Earth cannot be separated from the issue of 
justice for all of God’s creation.

Hope: We are committed to affirming existing alterna-
tives to neoliberal capitalism. Persons living in poverty and 
deprivation as a result of neoliberal financial systems have 
demonstrated that alternative life-giving economies are 
alive, impacting millions of indigenous and grassroots peo-
ple. It is to these initiatives that we must turn for criteria 
that truly speak to an alternative. Throughout the world, 
people’s movements resist the temptation to surrender to 
a death-dealing economic system. At the same time, many 
poor and marginalised people survive through a variety of 
systems which, even though not recognised by big busi-
ness, governments and mainstream economies, neverthe-
less keep them alive and nurture hope. 

Spirituality and Economy: There is a need to democra-
tise and demystify economic knowledge and to free pub-
lic imagination to promote social and personal wellbeing 
on a foundation of economic justice. There are Biblical, 
Qu’aranic and indigenous narratives that point us to eco-
nomic life-giving systems where there is equitable sharing, 
communion with creation, abundance for all and affirma-
tion for the fruits of our labour as offerings for the common 
good. Biblical motifs such as Jubilee, Shalom, Eucharist, 
oikos, and Koinonia remind us of God in community with 
God’s creation as well as the covenantal relationship into 
which God invites us (cf. Ex. 16:16-21).

The dire crises with which we are confronted imply 
that our long-term vision has to be accompanied by short- 
and medium-term goals; therefore, we recommend the 
following:

An Ecumenical Plan of Action and Landmarks 
of a New International Financial and Economic 
Architecture

The world economy and the international financial system 
have become globalised but democratic governments have 
not followed in any appropriate way. The key democratic 

problem is the lack of sovereignty over our lives, the planet 
and the future. Markets rule. As a result, we see a patch-
work of governing systems with overlapping and often 
competing competencies. Some of these suffer from a seri-
ous deficit of justice and lack of democratic credentials. 
The G20 constitutes a case in point, where a group of 
self-appointed world leaders discuss and decide issues that 
affect far more people than those who live in their own 
countries. By the same token, the International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs) are not based on a democratic system. 
Rather, their decision-making structures reflect the relative 
economic and financial power of nation states.

In order to address these inequalities, nothing less 
than a drastic overhaul of the governance of the world 
economy and the international financial system is needed. 
The main objective is to ensure that financial markets and 
the economy are brought under the primacy of democratic 
decision-making structures and that they function as good 
servants rather than bad masters in political and economic 
life. Economics has to be embedded in social, ecological 
and political life rather than the other way around.

This plan identifies policies to address the fundamental 
issues mentioned above, distinguishing between immedi-
ate and medium-term actions, and longer-term structural 
changes of the global economic and financial architecture. 
Furthermore, we suggest a number of strategies for the 
churches and recall signs of hope.

Immediate and Medium-Term Actions

Alternative Indicators of Economic Wellbeing: Govern-
ments and international institutions should replace growth 
in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as the primary indi-
cator of economic progress by other indicators, including 
growth of decent work, qualitative as well as quantitative 
indicators of health and education, and measures of envi-
ronmental sustainability.

Regulating the Financial Sector: A number of measures 
are necessary to regulate and transform the financial sector:

•  A comprehensive regulation of the entire financial sector, 
including the lightly regulated shadow banking sector 
(which in the US and Europe is larger than the banking 
sector) is required.

•  There is a need to ensure that banks have adequate capital 
to absorb losses. Regulations on permitted leverage and 
minimum liquidity must be rigorous; likewise, counter-
cyclical prudential regulation can assist in macroeco-
nomic management.
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•  Basic banking activities of deposit taking and lending to 
enterprises and households should be tightly regulated 
and separated from more risky activity (as in the United 
States in the 1930s with the Glass-Steagall Act). 

•  Banks that are “too big to fail” should be broken up.

•  Speculative activity should be restricted so that the coun-
terpart to real-economy hedging needs is met without 
overwhelming enterprise on a “sea of speculation.” Regu-
lators should set “position limits” on commodity traders 
in all globally relevant markets, especially those of food-
stuffs, to limit unnecessary price volatility. Regulators 
should also require that market participants are capable 
of accepting delivery of the actual commodities. Further 
Credit Default Swaps, which have played a harmful role 
in the recent financial crisis, should be banned.

•  Public policy should be directed to the reform of bankers’ 
remuneration systems, to link them to long term social 
and environmental performance rather than short-term 
results. For example, bonuses could be set at a maximum 
of 100% of fixed remuneration (as demanded by the 
European Parliament). Commission should be forbidden 
when selling financial products to retail investors.

Financial Transaction Tax: A global Financial Transac-
tions Tax on trades in equities, bonds, currencies, and 
derivatives should be established immediately. Likewise, a 
democratically representative agency to receive and allocate 
the proceeds for global public goods, including the eradica-
tion of poverty and disease, and the costs of climate change 
mitigation and adaptation incurred by low-income coun-
tries, must also be set in place.

Ensuring Access by Poor and Marginalised Sectors to 
Basic Financial Services: In line with the principle that 
finance should be a valuable public service, financial ser-
vices such as savings accounts and credit must be made 
available on acceptable terms to small and medium enter-
prises, people in poverty, women and farmers. The set-
ting up of credit unions should be encouraged to provide 
productive loans to sectors of society that are not deemed 
creditworthy by the mainstream banking industry, often 
on account of poverty, class, gender and race.

Investment and Sustainable Development Policies: Gov-
ernments have a role in supporting long-term, socially use-
ful investment through strong investment programmes for 
renewable energy, sustainable agriculture and energy effi-
ciency. Governments should also set binding emission caps 
for greenhouse gases and binding product norms (such as 

moving caps for energy efficiency for buildings), support 
sustainable investment banks and social finance institu-
tions, and make green technology available to the South.

Progressive Taxation: Capital gains must be taxed in the 
same way as other income. Likewise income taxes should 
be made much more progressive, especially for the high-
est income earners. Revenues from wealth taxes and estate 
taxes should be used for public purposes.

Gender-Just Fiscal Stimulus and Social Protection: Pub-
lic investment and spending on small-scale agriculture, 
renewable energy, infrastructure, health and education sec-
tors, and gender-just social protection programmes must 
be safeguarded and expanded even during periods of pain-
ful austerity measures in debt-burdened nations. Austerity 
often falls heavily on the most vulnerable sectors of society 
and results in a vicious circle of economic decline, hamper-
ing recovery by dampening domestic demand and eroding 
national tax revenues.

Addressing Tax Evasion and Avoidance: A multinational 
framework for the compulsory exchange of tax information 
on individual and corporate accounts that will effectively 
end the use of tax havens must be established. Transna-
tional corporations should be required to report sales, prof-
its and taxes paid on a country by country basis in their 
audited financial reports. 

Ecological Taxation: Ecologically destructive industries 
and activities must be heavily taxed or prohibited. Fossil 
fuel extraction and carbon emissions should be taxed while 
at the same time rebating some of the proceeds to low-
income households and using other revenues for invest-
ments in energy efficiency, conservation and renewable 
energy to assist in the transition to a low-carbon economy.

Regulating Financial Flows for Sustainability: Govern-
ments should be encouraged to manage capital flows so 
that surges or flows in or out of a country do not destabi-
lise the economy, including through instruments such as 
capital controls. Capital controls could curb the entry of 
volatile short-term flows as well as prevent capital flight 
from already beleaguered economies.

Sovereign Debt Restructuring Mechanism: A compre-
hensive, fair and transparent international debt restruc-
turing mechanism to address sovereign insolvency on a 
timely basis should be established. Such a mechanism must 
be empowered to audit sovereign debts and cancel those 
debts found to be odious because they were contracted by 
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despotic regimes without public consent for use against the 
population, or are illegitimate due to other factors such as 
usurious interest charges, fraud, and repayment obligations 
that would cause unacceptable privation.

Information and Communication Architecture: Infor-
mation and communication structures that support 
alternative financial and economic structures must be 
promoted.

Structural Changes

United Nations Economic, Social, Ecological Secu-
rity Council: For all its deficiencies, the United Nations 
remains the most representative and inclusive forum for 
global cooperation and policy setting. Conceptually, it 
serves as a model on which to build a more effective and 
representative international financial and economic archi-
tecture. However, it is not adequately forging consensus on 
many issues at this time. 

A potential instrument for enhanced, effective and 
coherent global governance could be the establishment of 
a UN Economic, Social and Ecological Security Council 
(UNESESC). Civil society and churches have repeatedly 
called for such a body where pressing economic, social and 
ecological issues would be brought together to be discussed 
and acted upon in a coherent way. The report of the Stiglitz 
Commission, published in 2009, echoed this demand.9 
As proposed by the Stiglitz Commission, the task of the 
UNESESC would be to assess developments and pro-
vide leadership in addressing economic issues that require 
global action while taking into account social and ecologi-
cal factors. It should represent all regions of the world at 
the highest possible level and ensure the participation of 
the various global institutions (such as the IFIs, Interna-
tional Labour Organisation, United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development, United Nations Women, 
World Health Organisation, United Nations Development 
Programme, United Nations Educational Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation, International Telecommunication 
Union, etc.), and cooperate closely with civil society to 
promulgate measures for the protection of the economic, 
social and ecological rights of nations and communities. 

A church-led initiative should bring the interested 
stakeholders together to develop the proposal further in 
order to overcome differences that impede reaching the 

9. “Report of the Commission of Experts of the President of the 
United Nations General Assembly on Reforms of the International 
Monetary and Financial System, September 21, 2009,” New York, 
United Nations. See http://www.un.org/ga/econcrisissummit/docs/
FinalReport_CoE.pdf.

consensus needed for implementation. In addition and as 
an interim measure, an informal intergovernmental forum 
at the UN could bring representatives of governments, 
multilateral institutions, private sector and civil society 
organisations together in order to build consensus on 
financial policy and governance reforms that serve society.

A New International Monetary Organisation to Replace 
the International Monetary Fund: A new International 
Monetary Organisation (IMO) needs to be created and 
should be guided by universal principles of economic, 
social and ecological justice. The IMO would have over-
sight over monetary policies and transactions and would 
deploy funds without structural adjustment conditions to 
establish a globally effective, stable, fair and socially respon-
sible global financial and economic architecture, bringing 
democratic accountability to financial markets. Its actions 
should not be dominated by policies of interest groups and 
its policies should be equitable and responsive to the social 
consequences of financial activities at financial sector and 
national levels. 

The proposed IMO should direct its policies towards 
economies in the service of life. Its policies should cover 
areas such as capital flows, control of capital flight, taxes 
on capital flows, and, where and when appropriate, (re)
establishing fixed currency exchange rates. Such poli-
cies would enable countries to regain autonomy of fiscal 
and monetary policy. Furthermore, the IMO should deal 
with limiting excessive speculation, fair burden sharing of 
private creditors in dealing with the impacts of financial 
crises, increased cooperation in financial market controls, 
guidelines for risk management, closing tax havens, etc.

An Alternative International Reserve Currency: There is 
a need to design a new multicurrency reserve asset, similar 
to Special Drawing Rights, to create liquidity so that the 
“seigniorage” currently enjoyed by those countries whose 
currencies are now used as reserves instead accrues to the 
international community. At present, the main commonly 
used international reserve currency is the US dollar. Almost 
everywhere in the world, the US dollar is accepted and 
convertible. This creates enormous advantages for the US 
economy as, contrary to other countries, the United States 
can pay for some of its imports with dollars instead of with 
exports, as long as the world considers the dollar a safe 
reserve currency. No other country in the world would sur-
vive with a level of current account deficits as high and as 
persistent as those of the US. This “seigniorage” is an “exor-
bitant privilege” which accrues to the US. It is a significant 
unjust feature of the present international financial sys-
tem, coupled with the fact that there are often undesirable 
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consequences for the world’s economies, such as excessive 
capital flows, resulting from the monetary policies that the 
United States takes for purely domestic reasons. 

In order to make the world less dependent on US defi-
cits (or gold reserves, for that matter) and in order to create 
global liquidity in a more rational way, the International 
Monetary Fund created in the 1960s a multilateral reserve 
asset called Special Drawing Rights. SDRs can be created 
as the objective need arises, for example as an instrument 
for anti-cyclical policies (as in 2009), and as an alterna-
tive reserve asset which could eventually replace the US 
dollar and a few other reserve currencies. Besides SDRs, 
other proposals have been made such as International Cur-
rency Certificates. The common aim of these proposals is 
to search for ways and means to arrive at a system for the 
creation of liquidity based on global need in order to serve 
the real economy.

Strategies and Actions for Churches

To move forward the agenda outlined above, a global ecu-
menically instituted commission should be formed imme-
diately to carry forward the valuable work of the Stiglitz 
Commission, linking with other faith communities, civil 
society organisations, interested governments, institutions 
and other relevant stakeholders to develop a concrete pro-
posal for the governance of a new world economic and 
financial architecture. 

Further, the following actions are recommended:

•  The WCC, WCRC, CWM and LWF should, together 
with other partners, develop a coherent strategy of advo-
cacy for a new economic and financial architecture. 
Effective communication strategies are key for successful 
advocacy initiatives. 

•  Churches should substantially increase the number of 
staff working on building dialogue on economic and 
financial developments with decision makers in the fields 
of politics, the private sector, professional associations, 
standard setting institutions, research organisations and 
civil society organisations.

•  An ecumenical school of Governance, Economics and 
Management (GEM) should be established to develop 
economic competencies and empowerment within the 
ecumenical movement. In addition, educational materi-
als should be developed to enhance the economic and 
financial literacy of church members.

•  Churches should affirm a commitment to communica-
tion rights to advance the empowerment of communities 

in developing alternatives to the current financial and 
economic structures.

•  The ecumenical movement should accompany alterna-
tive social movements from below that protest against 
the injustices of the present system and strive to develop 
alternatives (e.g. the World Social Forum and, more 
recently, the “Occupy” movement). 

•  As a matter of accountability, churches should be asked 
to report on how they have followed up on recommen-
dations on ethical investments. Such responses could be 
used to strengthen ecumenical cooperation in this area.

Signs of Hope

The agenda for transformation is vast, and it is easy to be 
overwhelmed by all that is required to implement it. Yet 
numerous alternatives have already been established by 
people all over the world and that serve as signposts of 
change:

Organisations and people are making a distinction 
between material wealth and wellbeing and are advocat-
ing that limits be observed for those who are already well 
off. In this context, efforts are being made to develop new 
indicators, such as the Human Development Index, in 
addition to or instead of GDP. The main world religions 
are well placed to contribute to these initiatives as they are 
inspired by ideas such as “life in all its fullness.”

Initiatives are being taken to promote education and 
financial literacy and to coach those who need accompani-
ment in dealing with money and finance.

The various forms of provision of care services 
(unpaid, paid public and paid private) are key indicators 
that are as important as financial balances and production 
of tradable goods and services. Policies ought to be based 
on these indicators to enhance recognition of the vital role 
that women play in economic life, and should further pro-
mote the role of such indicators. 

Other concrete examples are Local Exchange Trading 
Systems (LETS) which create their own local economies, 
the setting up of credit unions, the use of ethical invest-
ments, and organisations such as Oikocredit and ECLOF, 
which are micro finance organisations established by the 
WCC and partners.

Latin American integration and independence is 
advancing though political organisations such as the Boli-
varian Alternative for the Americas (ALBA), Union of 
South American Nations (UNASUR) and Community 
of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC), and 
economic cooperation through MERCOSUR (a regional 
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trade agreement), SUCRE (a regional currency), Banco del 
Sur and the proposed Fondo del Sur.

In view of the gross injustices that accompany neo-
liberal policies and structures, nothing less than a meta-
noia of the international economic and financial system 
is required. For that we need a people’s movement which, 
like the earlier civil rights, anti-apartheid and Jubilee move-
ments, rejects a world that is unfair, unequal and unjust, 
and one that is run for the benefit of the “1%.”

Ultimately, changes will need to go beyond technical 
and structural requirements. What the world needs is a 
change of heart so that financial and economic systems do 
not have individual gain as their compass but justice, peace 
and the protection of God’s creation.

32. An Ecumenical Call to Just Peace
  Central Committee in Preparation for the 
International Ecumenical Peace  
Convocation, Kingston, 2011

This key document was prepared for the International 
Ecumenical Peace Convocation in Kingston, Jamaica, in May 
2011, under the theme “Glory to God and Peace on Earth,” 
and was received and authorized by the Central Committee 
of the World Council of Churches and commended for study, 
reflection and collaboration in all WCC member churches 
and beyond. It is issued in response to a WCC Assembly 
recommendation in Porto Alegre, Brazil, 2006, and builds 
on insights gained in the course of the ecumenical “Decade 
to Overcome Violence, 2001-2010: Churches Seeking 
Reconciliation and Peace.” The paper embodies a fundamental 
shift in ethical practice for Just Peace and implies a different 
framework of analysis and criteria for action for all Christian 
churches. 

Study Questions

1.  What are the biblical and theological principles identified 
for the understanding of just peace?

2.  How is the role of churches characterized in being witnesses 
for just peace and how are moral dilemmas in situation of 
armed conflict being described?

3.  What are major imperatives in the four essential dimensions 
of peace in the community, peace with the Earth, peace in 
the marketplace, peace among the peoples and how are these 
interrelated?

“Guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:79) 

Preamble: This call is a concerted Christian voice addressed 
primarily to the worldwide Christian community. Inspired 
by the example of Jesus of Nazareth, it invites Christians to 
commit themselves to the Way of Just Peace. Aware that the 
promise of peace is a core value of all religions, it reaches 
out to all who seek peace according to their own religious 
traditions and commitments. The call is received by the 
Central Committee of the World Council of Churches and 
commended for study, reflection, collaboration and com-
mon action. It is issued in response to a WCC Assembly 
recommendation in Porto Alegre, Brazil, 2006, and builds 
on insights gained in the course of the ecumenical “Decade 
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to Overcome Violence, 2001-2010: Churches Seeking 
Reconciliation and Peace.”

Just Peace embodies a fundamental shift in ethical 
practice. It implies a different framework of analysis and 
criteria for action. This call signals the shift and indicates 
some of the implications for the life and witness of the 
churches. A resource document, the Just Peace Compan-
ion, presents more developed biblical, theological and ethi-
cal considerations, proposals for further exploration and 
examples of good practice. It is hoped that these materials, 
together with the commitments arising from the Inter-
national Ecumenical Peace Convocation in Kingston, 
Jamaica, in May 2011, under the theme “Glory to God 
and Peace on Earth,” will assist the forthcoming Assembly 
of the WCC to reach a new ecumenical consensus on jus-
tice and peace.

1. Justice embracing peace: Without peace, can there be 
justice? Without justice, can there be peace? Too often, we 
pursue justice at the expense of peace, and peace at the 
expense of justice. To conceive peace apart from justice 
is to compromise the hope that “justice and peace shall 
embrace” (Psalm 85:10). When justice and peace are lack-
ing, or set in opposition, we need to reform our ways. Let 
us rise, therefore, and work together for peace and justice.

2. Let the Peoples speak: There are many stories to tell—
stories soaked with violence, the violation of human dig-
nity and the destruction of creation. If all ears would hear 
the cries, no place would be truly silent. Many continue 
to reel from the impact of wars; ethnic and religious ani-
mosity, discrimination based on race and caste mar the 
façade of nations and leave ugly scars. Thousands are dead, 
displaced, homeless, refugees within their own homeland. 
Women and children often bear the brunt of conflicts: 
many women are abused, trafficked, killed; children are 
separated from their parents, orphaned, recruited as sol-
diers, abused. Citizens in some countries face violence by 
occupation, paramilitaries, guerrillas, criminal cartels or 
government forces. Citizens of many nations suffer govern-
ments obsessed with national security and armed might; 
yet these fail to bring real security, year after year. Thou-
sands of children die each day from inadequate nutrition 
while those in power continue to make economic and 
political decisions that favor a relative few.

3. Let the Scriptures speak: The Bible makes justice the 
inseparable companion of peace (Isaiah 32:17; James 3:18). 
Both point to right and sustainable relationships in human 
society, the vitality of our connections with the earth, the 
“wellbeing” and integrity of creation. Peace is God’s gift 

to a broken but beloved world, today as in the lifetime of 
Jesus Christ: “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to 
you.” (John 14:27). Through the life and teachings, the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we perceive peace 
as both promise and present—a hope for the future and a 
gift here and now.

4. Jesus told us to love our enemies, pray for our persecu-
tors, and not to use deadly weapons. His peace is expressed 
by the spirit of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-11). Despite 
persecution, he remains steadfast in his active non-vio-
lence, even to death. His life of commitment to justice ends 
on a 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. This is true 
also for us.

5. Wherever there is forgiveness, respect for human dignity, 
generosity, and care for the weak in the common life of 
humanity, we catch a glimpse—no matter how dim—of 
the gift of peace. It follows therefore that peace is lost when 
injustice, poverty and disease—as well as armed conflict, 
violence, and war—inflict wounds on the bodies and souls 
of human beings, on society and on the earth. 

6. Yet some texts in the Scriptures associate violence with 
the will of God. On the basis of these texts, sections of our 
Christian family have legitimized and continue to legiti-
mize the use of violence by themselves and others. We can 
no longer read such texts without calling attention to the 
human failure to answer the divine call to peace. Today, 
we must interrogate texts that speak of violence, hate 
and prejudice, or call for the wrath of God to annihilate 
another people. We must allow such texts to teach us to 
discern when, like the people in the Bible, our purposes, 
our schemes, our animosities, passions and habits reflect 
our desires rather than the will of God. 

7. Let the Church speak: As the Body of Christ, the Church 
is called to be a place of peacemaking. In manifold ways, 
especially in the celebration of the Eucharist, our liturgical 
traditions illustrate how God’s peace calls us to share peace 
with each other and with the world. Yet, more often than 
not, churches fail to live out their call. Christian disunity, 
which in many ways undermines the Churches’ credibility 
in terms of peacemaking, invites us to a continuous con-
version of hearts and minds. Only when grounded in God’s 
peace can communities of faith 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” (WCC Assembly, 1998). The church that lives 
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the peace it proclaims is what Jesus called a city set on a hill 
for all to see (Matthew 5:14). Believers exercising the min-
istry of reconciliation entrusted to them by God in Christ 
point beyond the churches to what God is doing in the 
world (see 2 Corinthians 5:18).

The Way of Just Peace

8. There are many ways of responding to violence; many 
ways of practicing peace. As members of the community 
that proclaims Christ the embodiment of peace, we respond 
to the call to bring the divine gift of peace into contempo-
rary contexts of violence and conflict. So we join the Way 
of Just Peace, which requires both movement towards the 
goal and commitment to the journey. We invite people of 
all worldviews and religious traditions to consider the goal 
and to share of their journeys. Just Peace invites all of us to 
testify with our lives. To pursue peace we must prevent and 
eliminate personal, structural and media violence, includ-
ing violence against people because of race, caste, gender, 
sexual orientation, culture or religion. We must be respon-
sible to those who have gone before us, living in ways that 
honor the wisdom of our ancestors and the witness of the 
saints in Christ. We also have a responsibility to those who 
are the future: our children, “tomorrow people.” Our chil-
dren deserve to inherit a more just and peaceful world. 

9. Non-violent resistance is central to the Way of Just 
Peace. Well-organized and peaceful resistance is active, 
tenacious and effective—whether in the face of govern-
mental oppression and abuse or business practices which 
exploit vulnerable communities and creation. Recognizing 
that the strength of the powerful depends on the obedience 
and compliance of citizens, of soldiers and, increasingly, of 
consumers, non-violent strategies may include acts of civil 
disobedience and non-compliance.

10. On the Way of Just Peace the justifications of armed 
conflict and war become increasingly implausible and 
unacceptable. The churches have struggled with their dis-
agreement on this matter for decades; however, the Way of 
Just Peace now compels us to move forward. Yet, to con-
demn war is not enough; we must do everything in our 
power to promote justice and peaceful cooperation among 
peoples and nations. The Way of Just Peace is fundamen-
tally different from the concept of “just war” and much 
more than criteria for protecting people from the unjust 
use of force; in addition to silencing weapons it embraces 
social justice, the rule of law, respect for human rights and 
shared human security.

11. Within the limitations of tongue and intellect, we pro-
pose that Just Peace may be comprehended as a collective 
and dynamic yet grounded process of freeing human beings 
from fear and want, of overcoming enmity, discrimination 
and oppression, and of establishing conditions for just rela-
tionships that privilege the experience of the most vulnerable 
and respect the integrity of creation. 

Living the Journey

12. Just Peace is a journey into God’s purpose for humanity 
and all creation, trusting that God will “guide our feet into 
the way of peace” (Luke 1:79).

13. The journey is difficult. We recognize that we must 
face up to truth along the way. We come to realize how 
often we deceive ourselves and are complicit with violence. 
We learn to give up looking for justifications of what we 
have done, and train ourselves in the practice of justice. 
This means confessing our wrong-doings, giving and 
receiving forgiveness and learning to reconcile with each 
other. 

14. The sins of violence and war divide communities deeply. 
Those who have stereotyped and demonized their adver-
saries will need long-term support and accompaniment in 
order to work through their condition and be healed. To 
reconcile with enemies and to restore broken relationships 
is a lengthy process as well as a necessary goal. In a process 
of reconciliation there are no longer powerful and power-
less, superior and inferior, mighty and lowly. Both victims 
and victimizers are transformed. 

15. Peace agreements are often fragile, temporary, and 
inadequate. Places where peace is declared may still be 
filled with hatred. Repairing the damage of war and vio-
lence may take longer than the conflict that caused it. But 
what exists of peace along the way, though imperfect, is a 
promise of greater things to come.

16. We journey together. The Church divided about 
peace, and churches torn by conflict, have little credibility 
as witnesses or workers for peace. The churches’ power to 
work for and witness to peace depends on finding a com-
mon purpose in the service of peace despite differences 
in ethnic and national identity, and even in doctrine and 
church order. 

17. We travel as a community, sharing an ethic and prac-
tice of peace that includes forgiveness and love of enemies, 
active non-violence and respect for others, gentleness and 
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mercy. We strive to give of our lives in solidarity with oth-
ers and for the common good. We pursue peace in prayer, 
asking God for discernment as we go and for the fruits of 
the Spirit along the way. 

18. In loving communities of faith that journey together, 
there are many hands to unburden the weary. One may 
have a witness of hope in the face of despair; another, a 
generous love for the needy. People who have suffered 
much find the courage to keep on living despite tragedy 
and loss. The power of the Gospel enables them to leave 
behind even the unimaginable burdens of personal and col-
lective sin, of anger, bitterness and hatred, which are the 
legacy of violence and war. Forgiveness does not erase the 
past but when we look back we may well see that memo-
ries were healed, burdens were set aside and traumas were 
shared with others and with God. We are able to travel on.
 
19. The journey is inviting. With time and dedication to 
the cause, more and more people hear the call to become 
peacemakers. They come from wide circles within the 
church, from other communities of faith, and from society 
at large. They work to overcome divisions of race and reli-
gion, nation and class; learn to stand with the impoverished; 
or take up the difficult ministry of reconciliation. Many 
discover that peace cannot be sustained without caring for 
creation and cherishing God’s miraculous handiwork. 

20. Sharing the road with our neighbors, we learn to move 
from defending what is ours towards living generous, open 
lives. We find our feet as peacemakers. We discover people 
from different walks of life. We gain strength in working 
with them, acknowledging our mutual vulnerability and 
affirming our common humanity. The other is no longer 
a stranger or an adversary but a fellow human being with 
whom we share both the road and the journey.

Signposts on the Way of Just Peace

21. Just Peace and the transformation of conflict. Trans-
forming conflicts is an essential part of peacemaking. The 
process of transformation begins with unmasking violence 
and uncovering hidden conflict in order to make their con-
sequences visible to victims and communities. Conflict 
transformation aims at challenging adversaries to redirect 
their conflicting interests towards the common good. It 
may have to disturb an artificial peace, expose structural 
violence or find ways to restore relationships without retri-
bution. The vocation of churches and religious communi-
ties is to accompany the victims of violence and be their 
advocates. It also includes strengthening civic mechanisms 

for managing conflicts and holding public authorities and 
other perpetrators accountable–even perpetrators from 
within church communities. The ‘rule of law’ is a critical 
framework for all such efforts.

22. Just Peace and the use of armed force. Yet there are 
bound to be times when our commitment to Just Peace is 
put to a test, since peace is pursued in the midst of violence 
and under the threat of violent conflict. There are extreme 
circumstances where, as the last resort and the lesser evil, 
the lawful use of armed force may become necessary in 
order to protect vulnerable groups of people exposed to 
imminent lethal threats. Yet, even then we recognise the 
use of armed force in situations of conflict as both a sign of 
serious failure and a new obstacle on the Way of Just Peace.

23. While we acknowledge the authority of the United 
Nations under international law to respond to threats to 
world peace in the spirit and the letter of the UN Charter, 
including the use of military power within the constraints 
of international law, we feel obliged as Christians to go fur-
ther—to challenge any theological or other justifications 
of the use of military power and to consider reliance on 
the concept of a “just war” and its customary use to be 
obsolete.

24. We acknowledge the moral dilemma inherent in these 
affirmations. The dilemma is partially resolved if the crite-
ria developed in the just war tradition may still serve as a 
framework for an ethic of the lawful use of force. That ethic 
would allow, for example, consideration of ‘just policing’, 
the emergence of a new norm in international law around 
the ‘responsibility to protect’ and the exercise in good faith 
of the peacemaking mechanisms enshrined in the UN 
Charter. Conscientious objection to service in armed forces 
should be recognized as a human right. Much else that is 
antithetical to peace and the international rule of law must 
be categorically and finally rejected, starting with the pos-
session or use of all weapons of mass destruction. Our 
common life invites convergence in thought, action and 
law for the making and building of peace. As Christians we 
therefore commit to a transformed ethical discourse that 
guides the community in the praxis of non-violent conflict 
transformation and in fostering conditions  for progress 
toward peace. 

25. Just Peace and human dignity. Our Scriptures teach 
us that humanity is created in the likeness of God and is 
graced with dignity and rights. The recognition of this 
dignity and these rights is central to our understanding of 
Just Peace. We affirm that universal human rights are the 
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indispensable international legal instrument for protecting 
human dignity. To that end we hold states responsible for 
ensuring the rule of law and guaranteeing civil and political 
as well as economic, social and cultural rights. However, 
we observe that abuse of human rights is rampant in many 
societies, in war and in peace, and that those who should 
be held accountable benefit from impunity. In response we 
must reach out in friendship and cooperation to all part-
ners in civil society, including people of other religions, 
who seek to defend human rights and strengthen the inter-
national rule of law.
 
26. Just Peace and caring for creation. God made all things 
good and has entrusted humankind with the responsibility 
to care for creation (Genesis 2:4b-9). The exploitation of 
the natural world and the misuse of its finite resources dis-
close a pattern of violence that often benefits some people 
at the expense of many. We know that all creation groans 
to be set free, not least from the abusive actions of humans 
(Romans 8:22). As people of faith, we acknowledge our 
guilt for the damage we have done to creation and all living 
things, through action and our inaction. The vision of Just 
Peace is much more than the restoration of right relation-
ships in community; it also compels human beings to care 
for the earth as our home. We must trust in God’s promise 
and strive for an equitable and just sharing of the earth’s 
resources.

27. Building cultures of peace. We are committed to 
building cultures of peace in cooperation with people of 
other religious traditions, convictions and worldviews. In 
this commitment we seek to respond to the Gospel impera-
tives of loving our neighbours, rejecting violence and seek-
ing justice for the poor, the disinherited and the oppressed 
(Matthew 5:1-12; Luke 4:18). The collective effort relies 
on the gifts of men and women, the young and the old, 
leaders and workers. We acknowledge and value women’s 
gifts for building peace. We recognize the unique role of 
religious leaders, their influence in societies and the poten-
tially liberating power of religious wisdom and insight in 
promoting peace and human dignity. At the same time, we 
lament the cases where religious leaders have abused their 
power for selfish ends or where cultural and religious pat-
terns have contributed to violence and oppression. We are 
especially concerned about aggressive rhetoric and teaching 
propagated under the guise of religion and amplified by the 
power of media. While we acknowledge with deep humil-
ity Christian complicity—past and present—in the mani-
festation of prejudice and other attitudes that fuel hate, we 
commit ourselves to build communities of reconciliation, 
acceptance and love.

28. Education for peace. Education inspired by the vision 
of peace is more than instruction in the strategies of peace 
work. It is a profoundly spiritual formation of character 
that involves family, church, and society. Peace education 
teaches us to nurture the spirit of peace, instil respect for 
human rights, and imagine and adopt alternatives to vio-
lence. Peace education promotes active nonviolence as an 
unequalled power for change that is practiced and valued 
in different traditions and cultures. Education of character 
and conscience equips people to seek peace and pursue it.

Seeking and Pursuing Just Peace Together

29. The Christian pilgrimage toward peace presents many 
opportunities to build visible and viable communities for 
peace. A church that prays for peace, serves its community, 
uses money ethically, cares for the environment and culti-
vates good relations with others can become an instrument 
for peace. Furthermore, when churches work in a united 
way for peace, their witness becomes more credible (John 
17:21).

For Peace in the Community—so that all may 
live free from fear (Micah 4:4)

“What does the Lord require of you but to do jus-
tice, and to love kindness…?” “Love your neighbor 
as yourself.” “Pray for those who persecute you.” 
(Micah 6:8; Luke 10:27; Matthew 5:44) 

30. Global challenges. All too many communities are 
divided by economic class, by race, color and caste, by 
religion and gender. Homes and schools are plagued by 
violence and abuse. Women and children are violated phys-
ically, psychologically and by cultural practice. Drug and 
alcohol abuse and suicide are forms of self-destruction on 
a large scale. Workplaces and houses of worship are scarred 
by conflicts within the community. Prejudice and racism 
deny human dignity. Workers are exploited and industries 
pollute the environment. Health care is inaccessible for 
many and affordable for only a few. There is a widening 
gap between the rich and the poor. Traditions that bind 
communities together are weakened by commercial influ-
ences and imported lifestyles. Media, games and entertain-
ment that promote violence, war and pornography distort 
community values and invite destructive behaviors. When 
violence occurs, young males will generally be perpetrators 
as well as victims and women and children will find them-
selves at greatest risk. 
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31. Main directions. Churches become builders of a cul-
ture of peace as they engage, cooperate and learn from one 
another. Members, families, parishes and communities will 
be involved. The tasks include learning to prevent conflicts 
and transform them; to protect and empower those who 
are marginalized; to affirm the role of women in resolv-
ing conflict and building peace and include them in all 
such initiatives; to support and participate in non-violent 
movements for justice and human rights; and to give 
peace education its rightful place in churches and schools. 
A culture of peace requires churches and other faith and 
community groups to challenge violence wherever it hap-
pens: this concerns structural and habitual violence as well 
as the violence that pervades media entertainment, games 
and music. Cultures of peace are realized when all, espe-
cially women and children, are safe from sexual violence 
and protected from armed conflict, when deadly weapons 
are banned and removed from communities, and domestic 
violence is addressed and stopped. 

32. If churches are to be peacemakers, Christians must first 
strive for unity in action for peace. Congregations must 
unite to break the culture of silence about the violence 
within church life and unite to overcome habitual disunity 
in the face of the violence within our communities. 

For Peace with the Earth—so that life is 
sustained

God created the world and made it whole, offer-
ing humanity life in all its fullness. Yet sin breaks 
relationships between people and with the created 
order. Creation longs for the children of God to be 
stewards of life, of justice and of love. (Genesis 2:1-
3; John 10:10; Romans 8:20-22) 

33. Global challenges. Human beings are to respect and 
protect creation. But greed at many levels, self-centered-
ness and a belief in unlimited growth have brought exploi-
tation and destruction on the earth and its creatures. The 
cries of the poor and vulnerable echo in the groans of the 
earth. Excessive consumption of fossil fuels and other lim-
ited resources is doing violence to people and the planet. 
Climate change as a consequence of human lifestyles poses 
a global threat to just peace. Global warming, the rise of 
sea levels and the increasing frequency and intensity of 
droughts and floods affect especially the most vulnerable 
populations in the world. Indigenous people are exemplary 
in sustainable living and, along with inhabitants of coral 
atolls and impoverished coastal communities, they are 

among those who contribute the least to global warming. 
Yet they are the ones who will suffer the most. 

34. Main directions. To care for God’s precious gift of cre-
ation and to strive for ecological justice are key principles 
of just peace. For Christians they are also an expression 
of the Gospel’s call to repent from wasteful use of natural 
resources and be converted daily. Churches and their mem-
bers must be cautious with earth’s resources, especially with 
water. We must protect the populations most vulnerable to 
climate change and help to secure their rights. 

35. Church members and parishes around the world must 
self-critically assess their environmental impact. Individu-
ally and in communities, Christians need to learn to live in 
ways that allow the entire earth to thrive. Many more “eco-
congregations” and “green” churches are needed locally. 
Much ecumenical advocacy is needed globally for the 
implementation of international agreements and protocols 
among governments and businesses in order to ensure a 
more inhabitable earth not only for us but also for all crea-
tures and for future generations.

For Peace in the Marketplace—so that all may 
live with dignity

In wondrously creating a world with more than 
enough natural riches to support countless genera-
tions of human beings and other living things, God 
makes manifest a vision for all people to live in 
fullness of life and with dignity, regardless of class, 
gender, religion, race or ethnicity. (Psalm 24:1; 
Psalm 145:15; Isaiah 65:17-23) 

36. Global challenges. Even as tiny global elites accumu-
late unimaginable wealth, more than 1.4 billion humans 
subsist in extreme poverty. There is something profoundly 
wrong when the wealth of the world’s three richest indi-
viduals is greater than the gross domestic product of the 
world’s 48 poorest countries. Ineffective regulation, inno-
vative but immoral financial instruments, distorted reward 
structures and other systemic factors exacerbated by greed 
trigger global financial crises that wipe out millions of jobs 
and impoverish tens of millions of people. The widen-
ing socio-economic chasms within and between nations 
raise serious questions about the effectiveness of market-
oriented economic liberalization policies in eradicating 
poverty and challenge the pursuit of growth as an over-
riding objective for any society. Over-consumption and 
deprivation are forms of violence. Global military expen-
ditures—now higher than during the Cold War—do little 
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to enhance international peace and security and much to 
endanger it; weapons do not address the main threats to 
humanity but use vast resources that could be rededicated 
to that end. Such disparities pose fundamental challenges 
to justice, social cohesion and the public good within what 
has become a global human community. 

37. Main directions. Peace in the Marketplace is nurtured 
by creating “economies of life.” Their essential founda-
tions are equitable socio-economic relationships, respect 
for workers rights, the just sharing and sustainable use of 
resources, healthy and affordable food for all, and broad 
participation in economic decision-making. 

38. Churches and their partners in society must advo-
cate for the full implementation of economic, social and 
cultural rights. Churches must promote alternative eco-
nomic policies for sustainable production and consump-
tion, redistributive growth, fair taxes, fair trade, and the 
universal provisioning of clean water, clean air and other 
common goods. Regulatory structures and policies must 
reconnect finance not only to economic production but 
also to human need and ecological sustainability. Deep 
cuts in military spending should be made in order to fund 
programs that advance the goals of sufficient food, shelter, 
education and health for all people and that provide rem-
edies for climate change. Human and ecological security 
must become a greater economic priority than national 
security. 

For Peace among the Peoples—so that human 
lives are protected 

We are made in the image of the Giver of Life, 
forbidden to take life, and charged to love even 
enemies. Judged with equity by a righteous God, 
nations are called to embrace truth in the public 
square, turn weapons into farm implements, and 
not learn war any more. (Exodus 20:17; Isaiah 
2:1-4; Matthew 5:44) 

39. Global challenges. Human history is illuminated by 
courageous pursuits of peace and the transformation of 
conflict, advances in the rule of law, new norms and trea-
ties that govern the use of force, and now judicial recourse 
against abuses of power that involve even heads of state. 
History is stained, however, by the moral and political 
opposites of these—including xenophobia, inter-commu-
nal violence, hate crimes, war crimes, slavery, genocide and 
more. Although the spirit and logic of violence is deeply 
rooted in human history, the consequences of such sins 

have increased exponentially in recent times, amplified by 
violent applications of science, technology and wealth. 

40. A new ecumenical agenda for peace today is even more 
urgent because of the nature and the scope of such dangers 
now. We are witnesses to prodigious increases in the human 
capacity to destroy life and its foundations. The scale of 
the threat, the collective human responsibility behind it, 
and the need for a concerted global response are without 
precedent. Two threats of this magnitude—nuclear holo-
caust and climate change—could destroy much life and all 
prospects for Just Peace. Both are violent misuses of the 
energy inherent in Creation. One catastrophe stems from 
the proliferation of weapons, especially weapons of mass 
destruction; the other threat may be understood as the pro-
liferation of lifestyles of mass extinction. The international 
community struggles to gain control of both threats with 
little success. 

41. Main directions. To respect the sanctity of life and build 
peace among peoples, churches must work to strengthen 
international human rights law as well as treaties and instru-
ments of mutual accountability and conflict resolution. To 
prevent deadly conflicts and mass killings, the proliferation 
of small arms and weapons of war must be stopped and 
reversed. Churches must build trust and collaborate with 
other communities of faith and people of different world-
views to reduce national capacities for waging war, eliminate 
weapons that put humanity and the planet at unprecedented 
risk, and generally delegitimize the institution of war.  

+ + +

42. A people born to longing. Our home is not what it 
might and will be. While life in God’s hands is irrepress-
ible, peace does not yet reign. The principalities and pow-
ers, though not sovereign, still enjoy their victories, and we 
will be restless and broken until peace prevails. Thus our 
peace building will of necessity criticize, denounce, advo-
cate, and resist as well as proclaim, empower, console, rec-
oncile, and heal. 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 
consummation of all things in God, the work of peace will 
continue as the flickering of sure grace. 
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33.  The Accra Confession: Covenanting for 
Justice in the Economy and the Earth

  World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 
Accra, 2004

The Accra Confession is the outcome of a fifteen-year-long 
process starting in 1989 at the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches (WARC) General Council in Seoul, Korea. The 
Accra Confession was adopted by the delegates of the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) 24th General 
Council in Accra, Ghana (2004), based on the theological 
conviction that the economic and environmental injustices of 
today’s global economy require the Reformed family to respond 
as a matter of faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Accra 
Confession calls upon Reformed Christians around the world 
to engage injustices in the world as an integral part of their 
churches’ witness and mission. It challenges current economic 
doctrines with the traditional Reformed criticism of idols 
(i.e., Mammon, consumerism, the financial and speculative 
markets) that deny God’s life-giving sovereignty and defy God’s 
covenant by excluding the poor, the vulnerable, and the whole 
of Creation from the fullness of life.

Study Questions

1.  According to the text, what is the relation between justice 
and church?

2.  Why is the current world economic order rejected in the text?

3.  What is said about unity?

Introduction

1. In response to the urgent call of the Southern African 
constituency which met in Kitwe in 1995 and in recogni-
tion of the increasing urgency of global economic injus-
tice and ecological destruction, the 23rd General Council 
(Debrecen, Hungary, 1997) invited the member churches 
of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches to enter into 
a process of “recognition, education, and confession (pro-
cessus confessionis).” The churches reflected on the text of 
Isaiah 58.6 “…break the chains of oppression and the yoke 
of injustice, and let the oppressed go free,” as they heard 
the cries of brothers and sisters around the world and wit-
nessed God’s gift of creation under threat.

2. Since then, nine member churches have committed 
themselves to a faith stance; some are in the process of cov-
enanting; and others have studied the issues and come to a 
recognition of the depth of the crisis. Further, in partner-
ship with the World Council of Churches, the Lutheran 
World Federation and regional ecumenical organizations, 
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches has engaged 
in consultations in all regions of the world, from Seoul/
Bangkok (1999) to Stony Point (2004). Additional consul-
tations took place with churches from the South in Buenos 
Aires (2003) and with churches from South and North in 
London Colney (2004).

3. Gathered in Accra, Ghana, for the General Council of 
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, we visited the 
slave dungeons of Elmina and Cape Coast where millions 
of Africans were commodified, sold and subjected to the 
horrors of repression and death. The cries of “never again” 
are put to the lie by the ongoing realities of human traf-
ficking and the oppression of the global economic system.

4. Today we come to take a decision of faith commitment.

Reading the Signs of the Times

5. We have heard that creation continues to groan, in 
bondage, waiting for its liberation (Rom 8.22). We are 
challenged by the cries of the people who suffer and by the 
woundedness of creation itself. We see a dramatic conver-
gence between the suffering of the people and the damage 
done to the rest of creation.

6. The signs of the times have become more alarming and 
must be interpreted. The root causes of massive threats to 
life are above all the product of an unjust economic system 
defended and protected by political and military might. 
Economic systems are a matter of life or death.

7. We live in a scandalous world that denies God’s call to 
life for all. The annual income of the richest 1 per cent is 
equal to that of the poorest 57 per cent, and 24,000 people 
die each day from poverty and malnutrition. The debt of 
poor countries continues to increase despite paying back 
their original borrowing many times over. Resource-driven 
wars claim the lives of millions, while millions more die of 
preventable diseases. The HIV and AIDS global pandemic 
afflicts life in all parts of the world, affecting the poorest 
where generic drugs are not available. The majority of those 
in poverty are women and children and the number of peo-
ple living in absolute poverty on less than one US dollar 
per day continues to increase. 
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8. The policy of unlimited growth among industrialized 
countries and the drive for profit of transnational corpora-
tions have plundered the earth and severely damaged the 
environment. In 1989, one species disappeared each day 
and by 2000 it was one every hour. Climate change, the 
depletion of fish stocks, deforestation, soil erosion, and 
threats to fresh water are among the devastating conse-
quences. Communities are disrupted, livelihoods are lost, 
coastal regions and Pacific islands are threatened with 
inundation, and storms increase. High levels of radioac-
tivity threaten health and ecology. Life forms and cultural 
knowledge are being patented for financial gain.

9. This crisis is directly related to the development of neo-
liberal economic globalization, which is based on the fol-
lowing beliefs:
•  unrestrained competition, consumerism and the unlim-

ited economic growth and accumulation of wealth are the 
best for the whole world;

•  the ownership of private property has no social obligation;

•  capital speculation, liberalization and deregulation of 
the market, privatization of public utilities and national 
resources, unrestricted access for foreign investments and 
imports, lower taxes and the unrestricted movement of 
capital will achieve wealth for all;

•  social obligations, protection of the poor and the weak, 
trade unions, and relationships between people, are sub-
ordinate to the processes of economic growth and capital 
accumulation.

10. This is an ideology that claims to be without alterna-
tive, demanding an endless flow of sacrifices from the poor 
and creation. It makes the false promise that it can save the 
world through the creation of wealth and prosperity, claim-
ing sovereignty over life and demanding total allegiance 
which amounts to idolatry.

11. We recognize the enormity and complexity of the situ-
ation. We do not seek simple answers. As seekers of truth 
and justice and looking through the eyes of powerless and 
suffering people, we see that the current world (dis)order 
is rooted in an extremely complex and immoral economic 
system defended by empire. In using the term “empire” we 
mean the coming together of economic, cultural, political 
and military power that constitutes a system of domination 
led by powerful nations to protect and defend their own 
interests.
12. In classical liberal economics, the state exists to pro-
tect private property and contracts in the competitive mar-
ket. Through the struggles of the labour movement, states 

began to regulate markets and provide for the welfare of 
people. Since the 1980s, through the transnationalization 
of capital, neoliberalism has set out to dismantle the welfare 
functions of the state. Under neoliberalism the purpose of 
the economy is to increase profits and return for the own-
ers of production and financial capital, while excluding the 
majority of the people and treating nature as a commodity.

13. As markets have become global so have the political 
and legal institutions which protect them. The government 
of the United States of America and its allies, together with 
international finance and trade institutions (International 
Monetary Fund, World Bank, World Trade Organization) 
use political, economic or military alliances to protect and 
advance the interest of capital owners.

14. We see the dramatic convergence of the economic crisis 
with the integration of economic globalization and geopol-
itics backed by neoliberal ideology. This is a global system 
that defends and protects the interests of the powerful. It 
affects and captivates us all. Further, in biblical terms such 
a system of wealth accumulation at the expense of the poor 
is seen as unfaithful to God and responsible for preventable 
human suffering and is called Mammon. Jesus has told us 
that we cannot serve both God and Mammon (Lk 16.13). 

Confession of Faith in the Face of Economic Injustice 
and Ecological Destruction

15. Faith commitment may be expressed in various ways 
according to regional and theological traditions: As con-
fession, as confessing together, as faith stance, as being 
faithful to the covenant of God. We choose confession, 
not meaning a classical doctrinal confession, because the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches cannot make such 
a confession, but to show the necessity and urgency of an 
active response to the challenges of our time and the call 
of Debrecen. We invite member churches to receive and 
respond to our common witness.

16. Speaking from our Reformed tradition and having read 
the signs of the times, the General Council of the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches affirms that global eco-
nomic justice is essential to the integrity of our faith in 
God and our discipleship as Christians. We believe that the 
integrity of our faith is at stake if we remain silent or refuse 
to act in the face of the current system of neoliberal eco-
nomic globalization and therefore we confess before God 
and one another.
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17. We believe in God, Creator and Sustainer of all life, 
who calls us as partners in the creation and redemption 
of the world. We live under the promise that Jesus Christ 
came so that all might have life in fullness (Jn 10.10). 
Guided and upheld by the Holy Spirit we open ourselves 
to the reality of our world. 

18. We believe that God is sovereign over all creation. “The 
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof ” (Ps 24.1).

19. Therefore, we reject the current world economic order 
imposed by global neoliberal capitalism and any other 
economic system, including absolute planned economies, 
which defy God’s covenant by excluding the poor, the vul-
nerable and the whole of creation from the fullness of life. 
We reject any claim of economic, political and military 
empire which subverts God’s sovereignty over life and acts 
contrary to God’s just rule.

20. We believe that God has made a covenant with all of 
creation (Gen 9.8-12). God has brought into being an 
earth community based on the vision of justice and peace. 
The covenant is a gift of grace that is not for sale in the 
market place (Is 55.1). It is an economy of grace for the 
household of all of creation. Jesus shows that this is an 
inclusive covenant in which the poor and marginalized are 
preferential partners and calls us to put justice for the “least 
of these” (Mt 25.40) at the centre of the community of 
life. All creation is blessed and included in this covenant 
(Hos 2.18ff).

21. Therefore we reject the culture of rampant consumer-
ism and the competitive greed and selfishness of the neolib-
eral global market system or any other system which claims 
there is no alternative. 

22. We believe that any economy of the household of life 
given to us by God’s covenant to sustain life is accountable 
to God. We believe the economy exists to serve the dignity 
and wellbeing of people in community, within the bounds 
of the sustainability of creation. We believe that human 
beings are called to choose God over Mammon and that 
confessing our faith is an act of obedience.

23. Therefore we reject the unregulated accumulation of 
wealth and limitless growth that has already cost the lives of 
millions and destroyed much of God’s creation.

24. We believe that God is a God of justice. In a world 
of corruption, exploitation and greed, God is in a special 
way the God of the destitute, the poor, the exploited, the 

wronged and the abused (Ps 146.7-9). God calls for just 
relationships with all creation. 

25. Therefore we reject any ideology or economic regime 
that puts profits before people, does not care for all creation 
and privatizes those gifts of God meant for all. We reject 
any teaching which justifies those who support, or fail to 
resist, such an ideology in the name of the gospel.

26. We believe that God calls us to stand with those who 
are victims of injustice. We know what the Lord requires of 
us: to do justice, love kindness, and walk in God’s way (Mic 
6.8). We are called to stand against any form of injustice in 
the economy and the destruction of the environment, “so 
that justice may roll down like waters, and righteousness 
like an ever-flowing stream” (Am 5.24). 

27. Therefore we reject any theology that claims that God 
is only with the rich and that poverty is the fault of the 
poor. We reject any form of injustice which destroys right 
relations—gender, race, class, disability, or caste. We reject 
any theology which affirms that human interests dominate 
nature.

28. We believe that God calls us to hear the cries of the 
poor and the groaning of creation and to follow the public 
mission of Jesus Christ who came so that all may have life 
and have it in fullness (Jn 10.10). Jesus brings justice to the 
oppressed and gives bread to the hungry; he frees the pris-
oner and restores sight to the blind (Lk 4.18); he supports 
and protects the downtrodden, the stranger, the orphans 
and the widows.

29. Therefore we reject any church practice or teaching 
which excludes the poor and care for creation, in its mis-
sion; giving comfort to those who come to “steal, kill and 
destroy” (Jn 10.10) rather than following the “Good Shep-
herd” who has come for life for all (Jn 10.11).

30. We believe that God calls men, women and children 
from every place together, rich and poor, to uphold the 
unity of the church and its mission so that the reconcilia-
tion to which Christ calls can become visible.

31. Therefore we reject any attempt in the life of the church 
to separate justice and unity.

32. We believe that we are called in the Spirit to account 
for the hope that is within us through Jesus Christ and 
believe that justice shall prevail and peace shall reign. 
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33. We commit ourselves to seek a global covenant for jus-
tice in the economy and the earth in the household of God.

34. We humbly confess this hope, knowing that we, too, 
stand under the judgement of God’s justice.

•  We acknowledge the complicity and guilt of those who 
consciously or unconsciously benefit from the current 
neoliberal economic global system; we recognize that 
this includes both churches and members of our own 
Reformed family and therefore we call for confession of 
sin.

•  We acknowledge that we have become captivated by the 
culture of consumerism and the competitive greed and 
selfishness of the current economic system. This has all 
too often permeated our very spirituality.

•  We confess our sin in misusing creation and failing to 
play our role as stewards and companions of nature.

•  We confess our sin that our disunity within the Reformed 
family has impaired our ability to serve God’s mission in 
fullness.

35.We believe in obedience to Jesus Christ, that the church 
is called to confess, witness and act, even though the 
authorities and human law might forbid them, and pun-
ishment and suffering be the consequence (Acts 4.18ff). 
Jesus is Lord.

36. We join in praise to God, Creator, Redeemer, Spirit, 
who has “brought down the mighty from their thrones, 
lifted up the lowly, filled the hungry with good things and 
sent the rich away with empty hands” (Lk 1.52f ).

Covenanting for Justice

37. By confessing our faith together, we covenant in obe-
dience to God’s will as an act of faithfulness in mutual 
solidarity and in accountable relationships. This binds us 
together to work for justice in the economy and the earth 
both in our common global context as well as our various 
regional and local settings. 

38. On this common journey, some churches have already 
expressed their commitment in a confession of faith. We 
urge them to continue to translate this confession into con-
crete actions both regionally and locally. Other churches 
have already begun to engage in this process, including tak-
ing actions and we urge them to engage further, through 
education, confession and action. To those other churches, 
which are still in the process of recognition, we urge them 

on the basis of our mutual covenanting accountability, 
to deepen their education and move forward towards 
confession.

39. The General Council calls upon member churches, on 
the basis of this covenanting relationship, to undertake the 
difficult and prophetic task of interpreting this confession 
to their local congregations. 

40. The General Council urges member churches to imple-
ment this confession by following up the Public Issues 
Committee’s recommendations on economic justice and 
ecological issues (see Appendix 18). 

41. The General Council commits the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches to work together with other com-
munions, the ecumenical community, the community of 
other faiths, civil movements and people’s movements for 
a just economy and the integrity of creation and calls upon 
our member churches to do the same. 

42. Now we proclaim with passion that we will commit 
ourselves, our time and our energy to changing, renewing 
and restoring the economy and the earth, choosing life, so 
that we and our descendants might live (Deut 30.19).

34. Reclaiming Communication for Life, 
Justice and Peace: Busan Communication 
Statement 

Statement from the International 
Consultation on the Theme of the WCC 
10th Assembly: A Communication 
Perspective, Busan/ Korea, May 2012

The text “Reclaiming Communication for Life, Justice and 
Peace” is only included in the digital version of this reader. 
Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-
Rom included in this book.
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Chapter 6

Theology of Life and Climate Justice

35.  Listening to Creation Groaning:  
Reflection and Notes on Creation 
Theology

  Joint World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches and World Council of Churches 
Consultation, John Knox International 
Reformed Centre, Geneva 2004

Since the early 1970s many attempts have been made in the 
ecumenical movement to recover the Biblical teaching on 
creation and to develop new approaches which reflect on the 
challenges of the ecological crisis. The following memorandum 
is the result of a consultation in Geneva 2004 with leading 
theologians from the ecumenical movement, particularly from 
the three main denominational families of European churches 
(Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Protestant) on a theological 
understanding of the biblical traditions of creation and 
proper Christian responses to the growing ecological crisis. 
The Memorandum was presented to the European Christian 
Environmental Network.

Study Questions

1.  What is the specific significance of the biblical accounts of 
creation and the interrelation between creatio prima and 
creatio continua?

2.  What are the key theological arguments of this text to over-
come an anthropocentric or anthropomonistic view of cre-
ation and the mandate “to subdue the earth”?

3.  Where is the liturgical place in church life to celebrate and 
commemorate the interrelation between God, humankind 
and creation; what theological reasons are given for this 
interrelation and how is this practised in local church life?

Introduction

What do we understand by Creation? How do we see the 
role of human beings in the created world? What is our 
responsibility as Christians with regard to the Creation?

These questions have acquired renewed urgency. In 
order to respond adequately to today’s ecological crisis, it is 
essential for the churches to achieve clarity in their under-
standing of God’s Creation and the destiny and vocation of 
human beings in it.

It is widely held that the Judea-Christian tradition 
bears to a certain degree responsibility for today’s ecologi-
cal destruction. Through the Biblical message, it is said, 
nature has lost its divine character; it has been turned into 
an object and human beings have received the mandate to 
“subdue the earth.” Clearly, as we shall see, these allegations 
are due to a misreading of the Biblical texts. But there can 
be no doubt that Christians have for too long neglected 
the theme of Creation in their theological reflection and 
teaching and have accepted values and perspectives which 
are foreign to the Biblical tradition. They have uncritically 
supported modern domination of nature.

There have always been voices praising God’s Creation 
but the ecological crisis has awakened the churches in par-
ticular ways. They have once more become aware of the 
relevance of the Biblical legacy which has again begun to 
speak in the churches. Since its early days, many Chris-
tians have been active in the ecological movement. Spon-
taneously they felt impelled to resist the suicidal course in 
which humanity is engaged. But it must also be said that 
the commitment to the ecological cause is far from being 
unanimously accepted in the Christian churches. Many 
continue to suspect it to be an intrusion of “green politics” 
or “New Age” perspectives into their midst. They fail to see 
the fundamental connection between the Biblical message 
and ecological responsibility. The debate—sometimes even 
in the form of conflict—continues in the churches and it is 
essential that it be conducted with the utmost determina-
tion and commitment. 

Since the Second World War, and more particularly 
since the 1970s, many attempts have been made by theolo-
gians and Christian thinkers to recover the Biblical teaching 
on Creation and to develop new approaches to the “rest” of 
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Creation. There has been “a flourishing of eco-theologies.” 
A wealth of new insights has been gained in recent decades. 

The following memorandum is the result of a three-
day consultation which convened at the John Knox Inter-
national Reformed Centre in Geneva (March 28—April 
1, 2004). The 25 theologians in attendance represented 
different disciplines, different confessional traditions and 
different parts of Europe. We were asked top respond to the 
following three questions:

•  Creation in the Old and New Testament

•  The contemporary understanding of Creation in the 
three major confessional traditions in Europe—Ortho-
dox, Roman Catholic and Protestant—and new theologi-
cal approaches to the theme, such as eco-feminism

•  How do we respond to the present ecological crisis?

The memorandum which we now share with the 
members of ECEN offers an account of our exchange. We 
hope that it will provide some help in future discussion 
both among members of ECEN and beyond. 

1. Creation in the Old and New Testament

The theme of Creation is prominent in the Old Testament 
and also has much more importance in the New Testament 
than is generally assumed. In the past there has been a ten-
dency to play down the significance of Old Testament texts 
referring to the created world. Especially in the German-
speaking world the Bible was interpreted as the witness to 
God’s great deeds in history. God reveals himself in histori-
cal events, such as the Exodus, the conquest of the land, 
the exile and the return from the exile. The Old Testament, 
it was said, is to be read as the witness to these events. The 
faith in God the creator was regarded as secondary. The 
Creation story, a relatively late text, is to be understood as 
an extension of the faith in JHWH, the Lord of history. 

But the witness to God the creator is, in fact, of pri-
mary importance in the Old Testament. God is the pre-
supposition of all life and praise of the creator belongs to 
the core of the Old Testament witness. Over-emphasis on 
God’s action in history tends to eclipse the importance of 
this fundamental assumption of Old Testament faith.

1. Creatio Prima—Creatio Continua
Attention is normally paid to the first chapter of the 
Bible—the story of God ‘s Creation in seven days. Other 
texts referring to God as creator were read in the light of this 
creatio prima even though many are older than the open-
ing chapter of the Bible and describe God as continuously 

creating (creatio continua). God calls Creation into life and 
renews it day by day. He is the source of life and sus  tains 
and defends it against the attacks of chaotic powers. With-
out his fashioning power the created world could fall back 
into chaos. Creation is therefore an ongoing process. Many 
texts, especially the psalms, praise God’s presence and reli-
ability. The wisdom literature sees Creation as a source of 
knowledge—providing guidance in daily life.

Several texts in the Old Testament deal with the origin 
of the world. The Creation story in Genesis 1 was written 
down in a later period of Israel’s history. It represents a theo-
logical reflection on God, the creator. It. makes clear that 
the God of Israel is a universal God. The whole universe 
owes its existence to him and it is he who has established 
its coherence and order. The first chapter of Genesis must 
be seen as part of the chapters that follow (1-11) which 
also contain elements referring to Creation—the story of 
Adam and Eve, Cam and Abel, the flood, the Noah cov-
enant introducing a revised order of Creation. The opening 
chapter is part of a sequence “Creation, destruction and 
new Creation.”

For a roper understanding of the Old Testament faith 
Creation it is essential to understand that God is continu-
ously at work in his Creation. Exclusive attention on the 
creatio prima in Genesis 1 can easily prevent the adequate 
assessment of other texts referring to Creation. The Old 
Testament does not offer a theory on the origin of the 
world but invites Israel to respond in faith to the creating 
power of God. Creationist theories do not do justice to the 
Genesis 1 story and even less to the entire witness of the 
Old Testament on Creation. 

2. The Vocation of Human Beings in the Community of 
Creatures
Human beings are, on the one hand, unique among God’s 
creatures and have a special mandate to fulfill in Cre-
ation. On the other hand they are also part of the whole 
of Creation. 

The statement in Genesis 1 that human beings—male 
and female—were created in the image and likeness of 
God has at all times invited reflections on the nature and 
vocation of human beings. What is meant by “image”? The 
statement does not offer any additional explanations and is 
therefore open to many interpretations. Recent Old Testa-
ment research has placed particular emphasis on the fact 
that the term “image” was reserved to Oriental kings. Gen-
esis 1 “democratizes” the notion by applying it to all human 
beings—male and female—without gender distinction. 
Just as Oriental kings were considered to be representatives 
of the divinity on earth, all people are created in the Image 
of God and have the daunting task to be God’s vicarii on 
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earth. Kings exercise power—but they have to exercise it 
responsibly. The emphasis lies on the responsibility human 
beings are called to fulfill.

At the same time the Old Testament insists on the fact 
that human beings are part of the whole Creation. Accord-
ing to Genesis 1 God blesses the animals (22) and it is 
significant that animals and human beings were created 
on one and the same—the sixth—day. Both species share 
the same living space; they form a community. According 
to Genesis 9 God establishes a covenant with “all living 
beings which are with you.” In several psalms all creatures, 
animals, and even the sun and the moon, participate in 
the praise of God. The special ministry of human beings is 
exercised within the community of all creatures.

It is also significant that the Creation story recognizes 
the creating power of the earth. “Let the earth bring forth 
plants.” God acts through the soil; he gives to the earth the 
power of growth.

3. Subdue the Earth
The mandate given to human beings in Genesis 1, 28 has 
often been interpreted as an affirmation of human mastery 
over the created world—the earth and all living beings. 
According to the Bible, it is said, humans are called to 
dominate the world. In fact, the mandate actually bestows 
on human beings the vocation of being responsible stew-
ards—locum tenentes of God on earth.

Two considerations are important in this respect. There 
is no doubt that the phrase uses strong terms to describe 
the role of humans in relation to the rest of Creation. 
Attempts to weaken the meaning of the verbs “subduing” 
and “subjecting” have been in vain. But it is important to 
interpret the meaning of the mandate in the context of the 
time when it was formulated. Israel experienced nature as 
hostile and Genesis 1, 28 gives humans the power to estab-
lish their “habitat” in this hostile nature. Today, roles are 
reversed; nature is at the mercy of human domination.

The text must not be read in isolation from the chap-
ters in Genesis which follow. They describe human rebel-
lion and degradation; the soil becomes intractable (Genesis 
3, 18). The Cain story (especially Genesis 4, 17-26) empha-
sizes the devastating impact of violence.

Genesis 1 offers an ideal picture—human beings are 
vegetarians (29), but after the flood a new order is estab-
lished. Human beings are allowed to eat meat though God 
at the same time establishes a covenant with the whole 
earth. The mandate given to human beings must be exercised 
under this covenant.

4. The Gift of the Land
Eventually, God’s covenant finds expression in the gift of 
the land. God’s love and election are inseparable from the 
land which Israel has been given. The land is the place 
where the people are called to give praise to God and to 
obey God with an undivided heart. They have to be aware 
of the fact that the land is God’s gift: through disobedi-
ence it can and will be lost. The commandment to “respect 
father and mother” is therefore accompanied by the phrase 
“that you may have a long time in the land that the Lord 
God has given you” (Exodus 20, 12). Exile- separation 
from the land—was experienced as separation from God 
(Psalm 137).

The close relationship of the people with the soil is 
reflected in many texts of the Old Testament. The land, 
only partially fertile and requiring much care to bring forth 
the harvest necessary for survival, was therefore a constant 
concern of daily life. This also finds expression m many 
Old Testament laws.

The presence of laws which benefit both the land and 
its non-human inhabitants, in addition to the Israelites 
themselves, indicates that the latter were meant to treat the 
land as part of the covenant community with God. This 
covenant was in effect a cosmic covenant. When the people 
of Israel pursued God’s pattern for their society, the land 
would flourish. Correspondingly, when Israel spurned the 
worship of JHWE and neglected the demands of divine 
justice, the effects are not confined to human society but 
impact on the environment as well. The Isaiah narrative 
presents a direct causal relationship between human envi-
ronmental exclusion and ecological degradation.

The earth is mourning, withering; the heavens are 
pining away with the earth. The earth is defiled 
under its inhabitants’ feet, for they have transgressed 
the law, violated the precept, broken the everlasting 
covenant (Is. 24, 1-6; cf also 5, 8-10).

5. Sabbath
The institution and the laws connected with the Sabbath 
are of particular importance in this respect. Whatever the 
origin of the Sabbath, its celebration had implications for 
the relationship of human beings to the rest of Creation. 
On every seventh day rest is granted not only to people 
but also to animals and the soil. Human intervention with 
nature ceases: the celebration of the Sabbath is part of a 
cosmic order. As God rested on the seventh day, his people 
observe the seventh day as a day of rest. The observation of 
the Sabbath is fundamental for the integrity of the people 
of God. No other commandment occurs in so many pas-
sages of the Old Testament.
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The Sabbath and the Jubilees express a deep concern 
both for the restoration of justice among the people and 
the maintenance of the fertility of the soil. Every seventh 
year the land must not be culti  vated. After seven times 
seven years an additional jubilee is celebrated. There is no 
unanimity among scholars whether these commandments 
were actually observed. But even if they represent no more 
than an ideal, they show Israel’s sense of responsibility with 
regard to the land.

6. New Testament
Faith in God the Creator is affirmed in the New Testament. 
For Jesus and his disciples confidence in the presence of 
God’s creating power seems to be self-evident. In the Ser-
mon on the Mount Jesus explicitly refers to God’s care for 
all living beings as proof that the disciples do not need to 
worry about the next day. God the Father, the creator of 
all things, will care for them. He teaches the disciples pray 
for their daily bread—confident that God will provide for 
their material needs. He warns against the accumulation 
of riches which misdirect heart and mind and bring no 
satisfaction.

The message of the Christian church emphasizes the 
fact that the material world is God’s Creation. In Jesus 
Christ God becomes a human being: The primary move-
ment goes from God to the world. Liberation begins with 
God’s identification with the world: The offer of salva-
tion is not exclusively addressed to the human soul but 
to the entire being—both soul and body. This is the deep 
significance of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ and 
eventually of all people. Through Jesus’ incarnation and 
resurrection God overcomes death and people are restored 
to the true image of God which has appeared in Jesus 
Christ. With them, the whole of Creation will be liberated 
but now, it groans in travail—expecting eagerly God’s ulti-
mate intervention (Rom 8, 22).

The early Church consistently affirmed that God the 
Creator and the God who revealed himself in Jesus Christ 
are one and the same as expressed in the doctrine of the 
Trinity; Jesus introduces no new God. The early Church 
firmly rejected teachings like Marcion’s which distin-
guished between a demiourgos and the true God revealed 
in Jesus Christ.

7. New Creation
History as we know it may end. The possibility of an end 
is pre  sent already in the Old Testament. Faced with the 
upheavals of his time, the so-called Isaiah Apocalypse (Is. 
24-27) speaks of an immi  nent catastrophe which will undo 
God’s Creation. In Isaiah 34 we read: “The skies shall roll 
up like a scroll and all their host shall fall, as leaves fall from 

the vine, like leaves falling from the fig tree” (2-4). In the 
eyes of the author of these texts the covenant of Genesis 9 
must not be understood as a guarantee that the world as we 
know it will never end. The author of Isaiah 65 goes even a 
step further and announces that JHWH will create a new 
earth and a new heaven (17). Possibly Genesis 1 depicts the 
vision of a future world—the world intended by God “in 
the beginning” and to be fulfilled in the end.

This expectation is present in the New Testament. 
There is no guarantee of any future of human history; 
the future entirely depends on God’s love and decision. 
Through Christ we have been given the promise that there 
will be a new Creation, and in communion with Christ we 
anticipate this future—we are a new Creation. The old has 
passed, behold it has become new (II Cor 5); God’s creat-
ing power goes beyond the present state of the world.

This understanding of a new Creation, however, is not 
limited to some  imagined future time. Throughout their 
history many Christians have understood that the promise 
of a new Creation is a promise which is already being real-
ized in the present through the gift of the Holy Spirit. And 
just as the Spirit is the agent of the redemptive healing of 
mind and body in the lives of the faithful, he is also the 
agent of renewal and restoration in Creation. It was the 
ecological spirit that inspired many saints to dwell with the 
wild beasts and St Francis to name the sun and moon as 
brother and sister and to preach to the birds. As Christians 
we live in the hope of the final new Creation of all things 
but this hope is also a spur to our own efforts in ecological 
restoration and in our struggle against injustice.

2. Issues and Perspectives in Systematics and 
Christian Ethics

Creation has always been an important theme of theologi-
cal reflection. Wherever the Christian faith is presented in 
a coherent way, the theme of Creation is bound to be dealt 
with. But in recent times new issues and perspectives have 
emerged in theological debate. Partly, they have been raised 
by the challenges of natural science and partly by the expe-
rience of the ecological crisis.

The  confessional traditions—Orthodox, Roman 
Catholic and Protestant—have all faced the same chal-
lenges. In their dialogue with today’s world they have come 
closer to one another. Even if their conclusions may differ 
according to the basic options they have inherited from the 
past, their responses tend to be similar.

At the same time, new approaches have developed in 
theological research and thought. Movements such as pro-
cess theology and eco  feminism have had a strong impact 
on Christian thinking. Their merit is that they introduced 
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new issues into the debate and have become indispensable 
partners in the theological debate on Creation.

1. Evolution and Creation
For a long time, the notion of evolution was regarded by 
Christians as incompatible with belief in the Creator. For 
many, the idea continues to raise difficulties even today. 
In fact, the theory of evolu  tion as the accepted way of 
describing the development of nature is entirely compat-
ible with the Christian understanding of Creation. As we 
have seen above, Creation means a dynamic and steady 
process rather than a single act in the beginning.

There are two ways of looking at Creation. As Chris-
tians we believe in God ‘s creating power; he has called the 
world into existence and we believe in the constant renewal 
of God’s act of Creation. When we speak of nature, we 
mean the state the created world reaches in the course of 
its development. Nature is the Creation as it exists today. 
Christian hope is based on God’s creating power.

On the basis of this fundamental conviction we believe 
that dialogue with the natural sciences can and must be 
sought. Science is capable of enlightening faith but it must 
also be recognized that there are limits to its competence 
to determine the course of its research. Any scientific ini-
tiative is subject to the precautionary principle or more 
broadly to the traditional principle not to do damage.

2. Imago Dei
The concept in Genesis 1, 28 continues to play an impor-
tant role in today’s theological debate. It is generally 
assumed that the notion does not primarily refer to a par-
ticular quality or condition of humanity but its destiny 
and mandate. The emphasis is on the vocation of human 
beings; they are called to make God visible in the world, 
to represent him—and this mandate indisputably includes 
power.

Human beings are given freedom to act; they are called 
to love God and to praise his name. But they can also use 
this freedom in their own name. Instead of remaining in 
communion with God, they can pursue their own ways. 
Human history is the history of human freedom for good 
and for ill.

Today we are faced with the results of this freedom. 
On the one hand, there are the achievements of the arts, 
culture, science and technology, on the other the disorder 
and destruction of the contemporary world. The realm of 
“freedom” has immensely increased; more and more areas 
of life are within human reach. The use and misuse of free-
dom leads progressively to incalculable consequences. Cli-
matic conditions on the planet are changing due to human 
activity. Through the manipulation of the genetic code 

nature can be “changed.” The central question of theologi-
cal anthropology today is therefore the responsible use of 
human freedom. A new reflection is required on the use of 
human ability to “change” the world.

3. The Place of Human Beings in the Whole of Creation
What is the place of human beings in the Creation? Can 
they claim a central role? From many sides, Christianity 
is accused of exaggerated anthropocentrism. Two consider-
ations must be taken into account.

There is no doubt that anthropocentrism in the 
sense of anthropomonism must be rejected. The idea that 
human beings, as the crown of Creation, can dispose of 
all things—animals, plants, mate  rial resources—for their 
own purposes is foreign to the Biblical witness and can-
not be defended. Anthropocentrism in this sense directly 
contradicts the respect due to God’s Creation and is one of 
the important roots of today’s ecological crisis. No doubt, 
according to the Biblical Creation story human beings 
came into existence last. But this does not necessarily imply 
pre-eminence over all other creatures. It also reminds us 
of the fact that the rest of Creation pre  cedes human life, 
which emerges within the communion of creatures.

But if anthropocentrism refers to the fact that human 
beings are called to fulfill a special and specific role in 
world, it must be main  tamed. Human beings have, 
indeed, been given a central role which they are called to 
realize; and in today’s ecological crisis humans have a spe-
cial responsibility to contribute to the reconciliation of all 
things. The mere fact that humanity now wields sufficient 
power to destroy life on the planet imposes a responsibility 
on it which people cannot shun. In that sense already it 
carries a unique burden of responsibility. Many would refer 
to human beings as “priests of Creation.” They are called to 
offer what is “good” to the creator.

In the Christian tradition the outstanding role of 
human beings has been confirmed by the fact that Christ, 
the second person of the Trinity, has become a human 
being and that the future of the whole Creation is depen-
dent on the liberation of the “children of God” (Rom.8).

The debate on this issue is far from concluded. Many 
hold that traditional Christian teaching continues to give 
too much importance to human beings, and that it will, if 
not challenged, strengthen the case of the anthropomonist 
praxis prevailing today. In order to “listen to the groaning 
of Creation,” the central role of human beings needs to 
be radically called into question. The relationship between 
human responsibility and respect for all living beings 
remains an issue for further debate.
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4. Intrinsic Value
Another question demanding further reflection is that of 
the intrinsic value of every creature. What do we mean by 
this term?

According to Christian teaching, the created world 
owes its existence to a cause outside itself, i.e. it does not 
contain in itself the reason of its existence. Being created is 
a gift. The fact that human beings are created at the end of 
the Creation process underlines the truth that they are part 
of Creation and depend on it. They do not exist outside the 
Creation and therefore do not have the capacity to judge 
the worth or usefulness of other creatures. They are placed 
into the world created by God and have to recognize that 
every form of life is worthy to be lived.

But in what do the value and the specific dignity of 
Creation consist? Fundamentally, intrinsic value comes 
from the fact that each living creature is the subject of its 
own existence and that it has been willed into existence 
by God. We can therefore speak of an immanent quality 
given by God, which means that the intrinsic value of each 
creature has its foundation in the relationship that God 
the creator has established with it. Respecting the intrinsic 
value of all creatures is a pre-condition for living in com-
munion with Creation.

5. Environmental Ethics—New Challenges
Clearly, environmental ethics calls into question existing 
modem ethical frames such as utilitarianism or an ethic 
based on rights and duties. These need to be extended 
towards the non-human world so that the suffering of 
animals, for example, becomes morally worthy of con-
sideration alongside human pain. The problem, however, 
is that these structures have been reduced to the human 
world. The term “common good” refers to human society 
and human interaction. The modem self as a moral agent 
increasingly understands the common good in a way that 
detaches it from both God and the cosmos.

Christian accounts of the common good emerge from 
an understanding of God as creator and originator of all 
things. God is the basis of the good order of Creation. Sin 
involves disconnection from God and therefore a rejection 
of God’s ordering of Creation. The resurrection re-affirms 
God’s commitment to the whole of Creation. Creation is 
not only a theme of the first article of the creed but is some-
thing that has been redeemed. Christian ethics therefore 
proceed from the divine intention to heal not only human 
life but the entire earth.

This point of departure has far-reaching implications 
for personal, economic and political ethics: it widens the 
frame of ethical considerations. Christian ethics will always 
include advocacy for the suffering Creation

6. Rights of Future Generations and Rights of Nature
In particular, the ecological crisis directs our ethical con-
sciousness to the needs of future generations. While in the 
past Christian ethics were primarily concerned with rela-
tions among human beings du  ring their lifetime, today’s 
threats to the future have compelled us to extend human 
responsibility to future generations. A behavior is called for 
which ensures that future generations may enjoy the same 
conditions for constructing their life as the present one. 
The Creation is God’s gift not only for our generation but 
is also offered to our children and our children’s children.

It is not enough to insist that the claims of future gen-
erations be protected. Many hold that they need to be pro-
tected in a juridical form. Future generations have a right 
to live. They are entitled to a sufficient amount of natural 
renewable resources. Interference with the environment, 
in particular interference with eco-systems of animals and 
plants and genetic manipulation, requires justification. The 
cultural legacy and as well as other elements of human heri-
tage must be protected by law.

Some go even further and speak of the necessity to rec-
ognize the rights of nature. Several attempts, made in this 
direction, are based on the conviction that the common 
origin of human beings and nature must be heeded. Nature 
also has a right to exist; living beings must be protected and 
their propagation assured.

Our juridical system is based on human subjects 
claiming their rights. People not capable of defending their 
interests by themselves e.g. children or the handicapped, 
can be represented by person acting on their behalf. This 
means in practice that future generations can only be pro-
tected by calling on the sense of responsibility of the pres-
ent generation. But is this sufficient? Future generations 
will need to decide for themselves how to conduct their 
lives. The present generation’s responsibility to preserve 
a future for humanity is not an invitation to impose its 
own rule over future generations. Their own right needs 
to be respected. It will be important to engage in a dia-
logue with lawyers on this issue. How can future genera-
tions and nature enjoy rights of status and not only rights 
of recognition?

7. Creation and Worship
Creation is a gift received from God. A gift exists only in 
communion with its giver. Any gift that exists outside the 
relationship with the person who offers it loses its mean-
ing as a gift; it may continue to exist as a thing but it is no 
longer a gift. It is essential to recognize God as the Giver of 
Creation. Worship is therefore fundamental for the Chris-
tian approach to Creation. Through the liturgy we praise 
God and in return receive his gift anew.



25735: Listening to Creation Groaning

The inherited liturgies of the churches contain many 
elements that refer to Creation. Much has been lost in the 
course of history and needs to be recovered. On the basis 
of today’s experience our ways of worship can be enriched.

The Eucharist is the privileged moment of Christian 
worship. It points powerfully to our dependence on the 
Creator. In the elements we receive the gifts of Creation, 
offer them again to the Giver and share them with one 
another. We regret that this relationship with the Cre-
ator and the whole is often obscured in today’s eucharistic 
celebrations.

The common celebration of the Eucharist is essential 
for a credible witness in face of the ecological crisis. Though 
we are called to wit  ness together to God’s gift, Christians 
continue to be divided at the Lord’s Table. Every possible 
effort must be undertaken to prepare the way toward the 
common celebration of the Eucharist by all Christians.

We support the idea of a special time in the church 
calendar to celebrate God’s gift of Creation, in particular 
ECEN’s proposal to observe a “Time of Creation” from 
September 1st to the beginning of October. At present, 
the church calendar does not include any period explicitly 
referring to the first article of the Creed. A period concen-
trating on God the Creator and the Creation can serve as 
a reminder of the gift of Creation and provide the oppor-
tunity of a common liturgical renewal making fuller use of 
the rich Biblical heritage concerning Creation.

8. The Destiny of Creation
What can we say about the future of Creation? What 
hope can we have, given the threat of progressing ecologi-
cal destruction? There is no unanimous answer to these 
questions.

On the one hand we face the possibility of extinction. 
Humans are in a position to destroy their habitat on the 
planet and it is therefore possible that humanity’s misuse of 
freedom results in death and nothingness. “Only in com-
munion with the Creator can humanity avoid the return 
to nothingness.” How should God not pass judgment on 
human rebellion and bring human history to an end—or 
rather allow it to be brought to an end?

On the other hand, there is God’s promise to be faith-
ful to his Creation. “The Lord will fulfill his purposes with 
me” (Ps.l38, 8): God will not abandon his Creation but 
bring it to its fulfillment. The Bible speaks of a judgment 
(Matthew 25) but also contains the promise of God’s king-
dom with its peace and harmony. It speaks of a new heaven 
and a new earth.

But what does this expectation imply? In what sense 
does the Bible speak of a “new” heaven? Do we expect a 
new world in continuity with the present world? Will it be 

“renewed” rather than “new”? Or will there be discontinu-
ity between the present and the coming age?

The future can be seen in analogy to the events of the 
cross and the resurrection. Jesus, who came into this world, 
was executed and killed: humanity destroyed God ‘s gift to 
humankind. But God’s faithfulness became apparent in the 
resurrection. His gift is stronger than human insensitivity 
and violence. The continuity between the present and the 
future lies entirely in his hands.

Whatever the nature of the new life, the Biblical 
expectation is that it will include the whole Creation.

How can we anticipate and prepare ourselves for the 
fulfillment of God’s kingdom? We are called to bear witness 
of love in this world. In fulfilling this call we are nourished 
by the vision of God’s reign and new Creation. It provides 
a focus to our life style. We have in the assurance that every 
act of love is taken up into God and that nothing is ulti-
mately lost.

3. Witnessing in Today’s Ecological Crisis

We no longer live in the same world as the authors of 
the Biblical texts. Human dominion over the world has 
progressed. Nature has already been deeply affected by 
human intervention ad all Signals indicate that the pro-
cess of destruction will continue in the future. How do we 
respond to today’s situation and prospects?

1. How Do We Assess the Present Situation?
The present situation is characterized by deep contradic-
tion. Information about the threats of the future is available. 
Scientists issue warnings about the deadly consequences of 
the present course and numerous attempts have been made 
to develop alternative scenarios. But the response to this 
information remains inadequate. There is a kind of silent 
agreement to reduce the magnitude of the crisis. Despite all 
warnings, “business as usual” scenarios tend to continue.

Through the Brundtland Report and the UN Earth 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992) the notion of sustain-
able development has been widely publicized; principles to 
guide political decisions have been proposed and areas of 
action have been suggested (Agenda 21). Ten years later the 
Summit of Johannesburg (2002) demonstrated that little 
progress has been made. The debates on the UN conven-
tion on climate change are in an impasse. Even some of 
the principles agreed upon in Rio de Janeiro are once again 
being called into question.

The first contribution of the churches must therefore 
consist in pointing to the true magnitude of the crisis. 
Christians must have the courage openly to face the threats 
and invite society to adopt realistic measures.
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2. Environmental Justice
The causes of the environmental crisis do not simply lie 
with humanity at large. The development which has led 
to the present situation originated in the West—mostly in 
countries claiming the Christian heritage. It is essential for 
Christians in Europe to remind themselves of their role. 
Not only were Western nations the main actors in bring-
ing about the environmental crisis, but they also continue 
today to impose poverty and ecological destruction on the 
poorer countries of the globe.

The “ecological footprint” of Europe is out of propor-
tion. The life style of the industrialised nations is the source 
of much suffering in the world; it amounts, in fact, to a 
new form of exploitation. Climate change provides a good 
illustration. The excessive CO2 emissions of the industrial-
ized nations contribute to the greenhouse effect. The effects 
of climate change primarily affect countries of the South.

The negative role of the industrialized countries is 
often belittled in debates on environmental measures. 
Churches have the responsibility constantly to remind the 
world of the demands of justice and solidarity. 

3. The Economic System
The demand of the ecological crisis raise fundamental 
questions about the validity of the present economic sys-
tem. The commitment to constant economic growth tends 
to exploit resources without realistic consideration of the 
ecological consequences. Environmental measures have 
little impact, as long as the overall course of production 
and consumption continues to be pursued at the present 
rate. The notion of sustainable development must not 
be used (or rather misused) to make the present system 
more acceptable by slight “eco  logical corrections.” The 
ecological crisis demands a radical change of orientation. 
Economic activities must be guided by the recognition of 
“scales” of exploitation. Notions of sustainability must be 
supplemented by notions of sufficiency.

Christians therefore have the responsibility of engag-
ing in a critical analysis of the present system. This also 
involves a critique of the utilitarian considerations govern-
ing environmental debates—as if the crisis could eventu-
ally be overcome on the basis of cost-benefit decisions.

4. Ecological Ethos and Environmental Principles
The essential presupposition for effective environmental 
action is what we could call an ecological ethos. The pri-
mary concern is not a set of moral rules and environmental 
guidelines but an attitude of respect for God’s gift of Cre-
ation. The churches’ main task is there  fore to promote and 
keep alive the faith in the Creator as the source of a resistance 
movement on behalf of the planet. Numerous statements 

of churches and ecumenical bodies have expressed the need 
for this fundamental commitment. For Europe, the most 
representative among these statements is the Charta Oecu-
menica (2000):

Believing in the love of the Creator God, we give 
thanks for the gift of Creation and the great value and 
beauty of nature. However, we are appalled to see natu-
ral resources being exploited without regard for their 
intrinsic value or consideration of their limits, and 
without regard for the well-being of future generations. 
Together we want to help create sustainable living con-
ditions for the whole of Creation.

However, on the basis of such an attitude we can 
affirm the value of certain guiding principles for action. 
Fundamentally, we are called out to act in priority to liber-
ate and strengthen the weakest, the most defenseless, the 
poorest, the bruised (Luke 4, 18; Isaiah 58, 6-7)—a form 
of conduct summed up in the formula of “the preferential 
option for the poor.” This option has been developed in 
the principle of solidarity and in several other principles 
which have been expressed in international instruments, 
in particular:

- Subsidiarity—stipulating that decisions should be 
taken at the closest level possible to citizens or to the prob-
lem. Since this in turn requires that citizens have access to 
the information they need, the flow of information must be 
guaranteed. For Europe, the Aarhus Convention (UNECE 
Convention on access to information, public participation 
in decision-making and access to justice in environ  mental 
matters, Aarhus 25 June 1998) marks an important step for  
ward in this respect.

- Precautionary principle—which can be defined in the 
following way: where there are threats of serious or irre-
versible damage, lack of 11 scientific certainty should not 
be used as a reason for post  poning measures to prevent 
environmental degradation (Bergen Ministerial Declara-
tion, Follow-up to the report of the World Commission on 
Environment and Development, May 1990)

5. Life Styles
We are called to bear a personal witness. What we are say-
ing about the creator and the Creation must find expres-
sion in the way we seek to shape our personal life. Equally 
essential is the life style of Christian communities.

The ecological crisis has made us aware of the fact that 
natural resources are not unlimited. We have to respect 
scales and limits of exploitation. Clearly, the claims of the 
industrialized nations of Europe exceed these limits. The 
call of Charles Birch at the Fifth WCC Assembly is still 
valid, namely, that “the rich must Jive more simply that 
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the poor may simply live.” For industrialized nations it is 
inevitable to recognize a level of sufficiency. Through a life 
style of simplicity, Christian communities can offer models 
which anticipate the society of the future. Christian spiri-
tuality provides inspiration in this respect. Jesus teaches his 
disciples simplicity: he does not demand rigorous asceti-
cism. He enjoys and gives thanks for God’s gift of Creation. 
But prayer and fasting are also features of his life: Jesus vig-
orously rejects the accumulation of goods. The meaning of 
life does not lie in material goods; he warns against the idol 
Mammon. Christian spirituality emphasizes the value of 
communion; Jesus shares meals with people. Though Jesus 
calls into question legalist approach to life the celebration 
of the seventh day remains an important element of Chris-
tian spirituality. The day of rest and praise counteracts the 
power of the idol “time” and restores the true meaning of 
time as God’s gift.

6. Resistance and Hope
Will resistance against the course of destruction succeed? 
Will the present direction of history change? We do not 
know. At first sight, the struggle of individual persons and 
communities has little chance of changing the course of 
events. But we must not be guided by the “realistic” assess-
ment of our chances. The future is in God’s hands and our 
confidence rests in God’s creating power.

The value of resistance does not depend on future suc-
cess. It brings fulfillment and joy because the life styles and 
actions which are required have the potential to make vis-
ible God’s true intentions with his Creation.

36.  Care for God’s Creation: A Dangerously 
Neglected Theme

  Witnessing in the Midst of a Suffering 
Creation, John Knox Series, Geneva, 2007

In preparing for the 2010 centenary of the world mission 
conference in Edinburgh 1910 a group of theologians from the 
ecumenical movement came together in Geneva 2007 under 
the leadership of Prof. Lukas Vischer to issue a passionate 
plea for the churches to overcome the traditional neglect of 
mission statements to pay proper attention to the extent of the 
aggression of humankind against God’s creation. The proposed 
letter to churches, mission agencies and all Christians argues 
that the chronic lack of concern for the whole of the created 
world in the missionary discourse and praxis historically has 
contributed to the ecological crisis and that the churches have 
remained silent for too long in face of the destruction of the 
environment.

Study Questions

1.  What are the reasons for the letter to argue about an analogy 
between the historical complicity of the missions with the 
colonial expansion of the West and the complicity of Chris-
tian mission with the predominant aggressive domination 
of creation by modernity?

2.  What are essential sources of Christian tradition and reli-
gious wisdom to address the need for a fuller witness to God’s 
creation?

3.  In what ways is the ecological crisis understood as a chal-
lenge to the Church universal and what does this imply for 
the concrete witness of local Christian churches?

1. Facing the Ecological Crisis

The evidence can no longer be denied. Human activity 
is causing irreparable damage to God’s Creation. Natu-
ral resources are over-exploited. Air, soil and water suffer 
from pollution. Increasingly, we are becoming aware of 
the destruction and extinction we have brought on much 
of Creation. The consequences are devastating. Climate 
change threatens both humanity and other living beings. 
Scarcity of water calls into question the survival of mil-
lions of people. Agricultural land is turned into deserts. 
Forests, the earth’s lungs, are decimated. Ocean resources 
are plundered and pillaged into oblivion. In the process 
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of ever increasing economic growth, we are destroying the 
life support systems of our own and of future generations.

The pursuit of material growth is coupled with gross 
inequalities both within and between nations. While part 
of the world enjoys increasing wealth, poverty persists in 
most countries. Unjust economic structures lead to exploi-
tation and oppression. In a world that has never been mate-
rially richer, a majority is condemned to live in poverty. As 
a rule, the poor are the first to suffer from environmental 
devastation.

It has taken humankind some time to become aware 
of the environmental crisis. In earlier centuries its world-
view was restricted in scope. Not only was it limited geo-
graphically. But since humankind could not comprehend 
the extent of the earth, it could not imagine that human 
beings might have the capacity to devastate and destroy it. 
While for centuries humankind took pride in the constant 
extension of its mastery over nature, we now realize that 
God’s creation always required respect and restraint.

Throughout its history, the Church has affirmed the 
Biblical belief ‘The earth (gê) is the Lord’s and the fullness 
thereof; the world (oikumene) and all who dwell therein 
(Ps 24.6)’ but, in fact, Christians have participated in the 
exploitation and pollution of the planet. Especially in the 
West, they shared to a large extent the premises of the 
Western civilization. Through the churches’ missionary 
efforts the liberating Gospel message was proclaimed. But 
too often the churches identified their message uncritically 
with the values of the Western nations—the conquest and 
domination of the natural world. Respect for nature was 
often denounced and rejected as paganism. The Church’s 
role was considered to consist in paving the way for moder-
nity. By calling into question the divine nature of the cre-
ated world, the door was opened for dominating nature 
and turning it into an object.

Over the last decades there has been an extensive 
debate on the complicity of the missions with the colonial 
expansion of the West. Equally important is a fresh reflec-
tion on the identification of missions with the civilization 
underlying and guiding the colonial expansion. Today, we 
have to recognize that the churches’ witness lacked dis-
cernment in this respect. They failed to communicate the 
Gospel in its fullness—the Good News for the whole of 
Creation. In many parts of the world precious values of 
indigenous cultures have been destroyed.

How can the situation be redressed? The presupposi-
tions for finding new ways are recognition and repentance. 
We have to recognize that we are participants in creation’s 
degradation, and that we are contributing to climate change 
and the extinction of species. Responsibilities differ. The 
impact of the industrialized countries by far exceeds that of 

other parts of the world. But we all have to recognize that 
a new orientation not only of the Church’s witness but also 
of our own lives is called for. We have to repent. We have 
sinned against God against our brothers and sisters—and 
against creation, the work of God’s own hands.

The ecological crisis addresses a challenge to all of us. 
It invites us to listen anew to God’s voice. In Luke’s Gos-
pel we hear that people reported to Jesus two disasters—a 
political crime and a fatal accident. People had perished. 
‘And Jesus told the crowd around him: Do you think that 
these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Gali-
leans because they suffered thus? I tell you, no; but unless 
you repent you will all likewise perish (13.3’.”

2. How Can We Renew and Develop a Fuller Witness 
to God’s Creation?

In the first place we have to engage in a fresh exploration 
of Scripture. How are we to understand its message? For 
a long time the opinion prevailed—especially in Western 
Christianity—that the theme of the Bible was exclusively 
God’s action with humankind. Its primary emphasis was 
not God’s love for all creation but the destiny and role of 
humankind. The major themes were human power and 
achievement, failure, justification and salvation. Attention 
centered on inter-human justice. But in fact, as we read the 
Bible, especially the Old Testament, we discover that the 
themes of Creation and care for Creation hold a central 
place in its witness. Many dimensions and aspects of the 
Biblical evidence need to be retrieved today. At the same 
time we need 10 be open to other Christian tradition and 
their teaching on creation; they may have preserved Bibli-
cal insights more purely than our own tradition. Ecumeni-
cal encounter will help us to re-discover and revalue the 
genuine content of the Christian message.

Theologically, a dedicated and coherent rending of 
God’s two books needs to be developed: The book of God’s 
word, the Bible, and the book of God’s world, the creation. 
They are inter-related. The book of God’s word opens the 
book of Clod’s world. In his epistle to the Romans, Paul 
teaches us that everyone is left without excuse for not know-
ing God because God’s divinity and everlasting power can 
be perceived in God’s creation (1.20). The consequences of 
learning from both God’s word and God’s work in creation 
are profound. At base, knowledge of God’s word accom-
panied by a coherent knowledge of God’s work- leads us 
to inter-act with the whole of creation wisely. Both books 
must be read and they must be read coherently. Failure to 
do so will disorient people spiritually, morally and physi-
cally, and will ultimately disrupt the wholeness of creation. 
Its capacity to glorify the Creator will be diminished.
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The vision of the whole creation and the place of 
humans in it can be retrieved and renewed by reflecting and 
acting upon God’s love for the world as expressed in John 
3,16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
son/ God loves creation to the point of becoming part of 
it. A creation- conscious mission means nothing else than 
responding to this love. This response requires openness 
and readiness for dialogue with all people—believers and 
non-believers. Insights can be gained from the encounter 
with past and present cultural traditions. People of other 
cultures, especially indigenous cultures, provide precious 
insights and it is therefore imperative to listen to their wis-
dom with respect. The Christian response to the ecological 
crisis requires a consistent dialogue with representatives of 
the scientific community. Christian witness also needs to 
relate to the further development of technology and con-
tribute to the promotion of waste-free technologies that are 
modeled upon the natural flow of energy and materials in 
ecosystems and the biosphere.

Care for creation is no doubt a promising theme for 
inter-religious dialogue. Instead of concentrating on the 
differences between religions, a deliberate effort can be 
made to ‘read’ together the book of God’s work in creation. 
All religions have accumulated insights about the harmony 
with nature. These treasures can be shared. Inter-religious 
dialogue can decisively contribute to resisting brutal ways 
of exploitation and destruction.

3. Characteristics of a Creation-Conscious Witness

a) The Foundational Significance of the Trinity
A creation-conscious witness is grounded in the belief in 
the Holy Trinity; it affirms that God is three-persons in 
inter-relationship, working together both in the creation of 
the universe and the salvation of all things. The early Chris-
tian creeds confess God the Father, Maker of heaven and 
earth. They also affirm that Jesus Christ was and is equally 
engaged in creating the world. He is called the firstborn of 
creation (Col 1.18) and it witnessed to by the Spirit who 
was and is present in creation and brings it to fulfillment.

Creation is itself the first and greatest witness to the 
Creator (Acts 14.17, Rom 1,19fF), speaking a language 
accessible to all people.

The Trinitarian character of God is reflected in the 
universe. The cosmos is a unity composed of networks of 
relationships. Nothing is designed to function in isolation, 
or to relate to God apart from the rest. Creation-conscious 
mission consistently respects and upholds these Trinitarian 
relationships.

Relationships are the mysterious ‘heart’ of God, 
humanity and all of creation. As the divine persons of 

the Holy Trinity abide in eternity in loving community, 
so all human persons, fashioned in God’s image and like-
ness, are called to follow suit at the level of creation. A 
powerful African saying affirms: “I am because you are and 
because we are, I am.” We grow, becoming our truest selves, 
only through healthy community. Authentic relationships 
are life giving as they bear witness to the ‘author of le’..” 
Whenever and wherever humans are exploitative of one 
another and the rest of creation, a life-effacing dynamic is 
introduced.

b) Human History and Creation
Creation-conscious mission points to God creating and 
re-creating all things in Jesus Christ. The significance of 
the missionary message is diminished, if its content is 
reduced to a message of reconciliation addressed solely 
to humankind. Mission theology has often suffered from 
this reduction. The missionary effort was seen as exclu-
sively concerned with the salvation of humankind. As Jesus 
sent his disciples to be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth, the Church is sent 
to communicate the Good News to all nations. The natu-
ral world was seen exclusively as the stage or arena of the 
drama of human history, and the missionary movement as 
seeking to bring it to its fulfillment. But this view does 
not do justice to the Biblical vision which stretches from 
the creation to the fulfillment of all things in Christ. All 
creation has a part in God’s design for salvation and is des-
tined to give glory to his name.

c) Mission—Restoring Relationship with the Whole of 
Creation
Creation-conscious mission is the call to fellow-humans to 
enter into a genuine relationship with God with each other 
and the whole creation. It is a call to become what we are—
created beings capable of responding to God. Adam was 
taken from the earth and is bound to return to the earth. 
His name, derived from adamah the earth, indicates that 
he is part of the material world and depending on it. But 
we are also told that he was made in the image and like-
ness of God and is therefore capable of consciously glorify-
ing God’s name. God bestows on him a privileged status 
among all creatures.

Human beings are appointed to be the link between 
the Creator and creation. ‘By emptying himself, taking the 
form of a servant and being born in the likeness of men 
(Phil 2)’..” Christ united himself through human nature 
with the whole of creation. Humans arc to play their pan in 
God’s plan for all things to be united in Jesus Christ (Eph 
1.10). This is our mission: we are called to bring the whole 
of creation to God. Clearly, this mission involves care and 
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respect for all created things. The special place entrusted 
to us, means that, in the image of our Master, we are in 
the midst of other creatures as the ones who serve (cf Lk 
22.25-26).

To be appointed as a link makes for a vulnerable posi-
tion. Whatever humans do, be it positive or negative, has 
immense implications for creation as a whole. Today’s 
ecological crisis illustrates the catastrophic effects when 
humans fail in their responsibility towards creation.

At no stage of the Biblical accounts are human beings 
isolated from the rest of creation. Adam and Eve are meant 
to live, in Gods garden, in harmony with nature. By mis-
using creation according to their own desires, they stray 
away from God; and this error has not only fatal conse-
quences for themselves but brings disarray to all creation. 
God’s salvation is the reversal of this process. The Good 
News proclaimed by Christ not only means the restoration 
of relationships with one another but with the whole of 
creation.

d) Creation and New Creation
Creation-conscious mission proclaims the hope for the 
new creation. Christ’s coming inaugurates the kingdom of 
God, the transformation of all things. Christ’s transfigura-
tion and resurrection show that the glory of the kingdom 
includes the body and the material world. Christ makes all 
things new; he- does not replace them with new things. 
When we care for creation here and now, we are testify-
ing that God is at work in the world—transforming and 
renewing it by his own power. Our calling is lo work with 
him (11 Cor 6.1; I Cor 3.9) to manifest his saving work 
instead of obscuring it. We show ourselves faithful co this 
casing by genuine transformation, i.e. by renewing the nat-
ural environment in such a way that it is brought into com-
munion with God. In this way the world is transfigured 
and material things are given eternal meaning.

If we understand the care for creation as an expres-
sion of faithfulness to the Creator, we shall always have 
hope even where there are few grounds for optimism. We 
are confident in God’s faithfulness, and acknowledge (hat 
God’s power working in us can do infinitely more than we 
can ask or imagine (Eph 3.20).

e) Genuine Transformation
Creation-conscious mission applies discernment to the 
process of transformation. Human ingenuity has indeed 
transformed the world. Until recently the human con-
quest of nature as such was celebrated as progress. The 
ecological crisis teaches us to be more circumspect. Scien-
tific research, technological innovation and changing the 
patterns of society are part of the vocation of humankind. 

But transformation as such is of no value. Genuine trans-
formation must respect God’s creation and serve the life 
not only of human beings but the whole of creation. Much 
of the destruction we witness today, is the consequence of 
blind transformation. The values of Western civilization 
must therefore be subjected to a thorough re-examination. 
Creation-conscious mission seeks to offer models of alter-
native life-oriented transformation.

f ) Social Justice and Care for Creation
Creation-conscious mission seeks social and economic 
justice in harmony with (he created order. The struggle 
for freedom and social justice is an integral part of the 
Church’s mission. ‘Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose 
the bonds of wickedness, to undo the thongs of the yoke 
(Js 58).’.” The Good News arc primarily addressed to the 
poor of this world (Lk 4.18). Today, the ecological crisis 
has become a major cause of injustice. Creation-conscious 
mission must address this new ‘face’ of poverty. Economy 
and ecology are not two distinct agendas. It is important 
to acknowledge this because it is too often assumed that 
a choice needs to be made between solving environmen-
tal problems and eradicating poverty. Without openly 
admitting it, the debate about social and economic justice 
is broken down into a “green agenda’—Western environ-
mental ism—versus a ‘brown agenda’—the necessity of the 
poor to survive. Christians are bound to advocate an ‘olive 
agenda’, i.e. one that unites both necessities. Within such 
an agenda, our concern for the wellbeing of the people of 
the earth is a commitment to the wellbeing of the earth: 
And our concern for the wellbeing of the earth is a com-
mitment to the wellbeing of the people. God’s covenant 
extends to the earth, and all human beings are challenged 
to live out the implications of his covenant with creation.

Social justice cannot be achieved by general economic 
growth. There are ‘limits to groh”,,” and these limits must 
be respected. Even if technological efficiency may open 
new horizons, industrialized countries must be prepared 
to reduce their consumption of resources. Climate change 
illustrates this necessity. A way forward can only be found 
if the industrialized countries are prepared to reduce drasti-
cally their C02 emissions. Creation-conscious mission will 
therefore consistently promote a life style of responsible 
and sustainable use of the earth’s resources.

g) Life Style as Missionary Witness
Creation-conscious mission requires a responsible and 
sustainable life style. Christian witness today must reflect 
the concern for the environment. Churches must speak 
out and call for political measures, which put a halt to the 
environmental destruction. They must suggest at all levels 
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of society legislation ensuring a more responsible approach 
to the natural environment—respecting sustainable scales 
of exploitation of natural resources, reducing CO- emis-
sions, saving energy, developing alternative energy sources, 
reducing pollution and waste, developing nature-friendly 
technologies, introducing new economic incentives such as 
new taxation systems etc. But Christian witness must in the 
first place find expression in an ecologically responsible life 
style of individuals and Christian communities. To be cred-
ible the Christian Church must anticipate in its own ranks 
the measures it urges society to adopt. A responsible life is 
today an indispensable part of any missionary witness.

Jesus’ words in the Synagogue of Nazareth arc in a cer-
tain sense the summary of a creation-conscious mission. 
It ends with the announcement of a ‘favorable year of the 
Lord’, a reference to the Jubilee year mentioned in Leviti-
cus 25. The commandment of such a year was a challenge 
to restore not only social justice, but also a sound relation-
ship with the earth. This is the message we have to proclaim 
through our words, but above all through the way of life 
we adopt.

h) Violence and Non-Violence
Creation-conscious mission rejects the use of violence; it 
seeks peace and reconciliation. In an increasingly violent 
world it is supremely important to affirm the sanctity of life. 
This call implies listening to people in conflict and seeking 
common ground to meet and exchange. Particular atten-
tion must be given to the suffering and to the excluded, to 
people whose lives have been disrupted by war, especially 
women and children who are the major victims of war. A 
creation-conscious mission establishes a new communion 
across political, ethnic and economic antagonisms.

At the same time we have to be aware of the extreme 
violence humankind is inflicting on the natural world. Vio-
lence does not only affect inter-human relations but also 
the life of creation. Creation suffers from human activ-
ity. It is groaning and anxiously waiting to be liberated by 
God. Violence against nature disrupts human life. When 
creation suffers, we suffer. What has become a war against 
nature causes both our alienation from nature and the 
destabilization of our mental and physical health.

i) Call for Conversion
Creation-conscious mission begins in the heart. Mission 
is not solely ‘task- oriend’..” We cannot engage with the 
outside ecological crisis unless we engage with the crisis 
within ourselves. Otherwise we will not be capable of relat-
ing properly to the world. Being open to grace, remaining 
humble and constantly discerning anew the way indi-
cated to us by Christ’s way of life, are the presuppositions 

for establishing the right relationship with creation. The 
quest for a responsible life style is less about doing than 
about being. ‘This is what the Lord requires from you: to 
act justly, to love tenderly, and to walk humbly with your 
God (Mic 6).’.” Our technological dependence for heating, 
lighting and transport, and our addiction to TV, the com-
puter world, the processed and pre-packaged, all distances 
us from establishing the right relationship with creation.

j) Worship
Worship is central for true witness because it expresses the 
way of being to which we aspire, our stance before God 
and his works. In worship we respond to God and celebrate 
God’s gifts. We praise the presence of the Spirit and pray 
for the coming of God’s kingdom. We are mindful of the 
resources already available in the liturgical tradition of the 
churches, which remind us of God coming to us through 
his creation. In baptism, we are reborn through water, in 
the Eucharist we receive his life through bread and wine, 
fruits of the earth and of human hands. We learn to sec the 
gift of God’s good creation as pointing forward to God’s 
new creation.

Creation-conscious mission is inspired by worship 
based on the early Christian integration of the spiritual and 
material world.

Nature has therefore its place in worship. True wor-
ship of the Creator can help us to overcome the alienation 
from nature and to become aware of God’s goodness.

For some time the suggestion has been made to intro-
duce into the church calendar a special day or time for cre-
ation. Following the proposal of the Ecumenical Patriarch 
Dimitrios I in 1989 more and more churches of all confes-
sional traditions observe the period from September 1 to 
the first Sunday after October 4 as the ‘Time for Creatn’..” 
We strongly support his idea. A special time provides an 
opportunity to deepen the understanding of the relation-
ship between God the Creator, humankind and the whole 
of creation.

4. A Worldwide Communion in Solidarity

The Church is a universal communion sharing the same 
foundation of Jesus Christ and has received the same sum-
mons to proclaim the Good News of a new creation. The 
churches bear witness each in their own context and seek 
to support the churches in other parts of the world in their 
witness. All situations are connected. What one church 
may experience in its context, may have consequences for 
churches in other contexts. The witness of one church can 
confirm the witness of another church, but it can also hin-
der or discredit it.
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The ecological crisis is a challenge to the Church 
Universal at all levels of its life. It must be addressed at 
the international, regional, national and local levels, and 
therefore requires a concerted approach by all churches. 
Every missionary witness counts—the commitment of 
each Christian and every local church not less than the wit-
ness addressed by the churches to society at the regional, 
national and universal levels. The fact that we belong 
together in one and the same church across all boundaries 
offers the churches an opportunity to show solidarity with 
the weakest members of the communion. Together they 
can resist the forces which threaten to destroy life. Together 
they can help to open alternative ways into the future.

There is a need for the missionary movement to 
be committed to the vision of life giving witness and to 
encouraging each member of the Christian family to accept 
its part of responsibility for such witness.

Christians are divided. We project to the world the 
image of brokenness. The ecumenical movement has begun 
the process of overcoming the barriers between the various 
traditions. We now need a fresh impetus. The call to unity 
is a relevant as ever. The ecological crisis gives a fresh impe-
tus summoning the churches to overcome their divisions 
for the benefit of the whole world and all that is in it. It 
provides a most meaningful and crucial missionary chal-
lenge to the churches.

5. Examples, Illustrations and Reflections

A few examples offered by participants in the consultation 
may illustrate what a creation-conscious mission can mean:

Cameroon: Le cercle international pour la promotion de la 
Création (CIPCRE)

CIPCRE was established in 1990 as a non-governmental 
organization promoting ecology and sustainable devel-
opment in the wake of the conciliar process on Justice. 
Peace and the Integrity of Creation. From the beginning, 
it has sought to give expression to the Gospel through a 
programme of social transformation. CIPCRE does not 
reduce ecology to the mere protection of nature and natu-
ral eco-systems. Its concern is wider. It seeks to address the 
issue of the relationship and inter-action of human beings 
with creation. How do people relate and inter-act with 
the Creator, with the invisible world, with the spirits, 
with the dead, with the community to which they belong, 
with future generations, and their expectations? Taking 
into account all these links, ecology becomes a way of life, 
a vision of the world, a programme spelling out the rights 
and duties of society, a quest for a new quality of life 
in the perspective of sustainable development. CIPCRF 

is engaged in two major programmes. The first concerns 
education. CIPCRE organises programmes of informa-
tion and consciousness-raising, in particular through an 
annual effort in the weeks between Easter and Pentecost 
to engage people in a coherent reflection on fundamental 
issues of life. The second programme concerns projects of 
sustainable life in rural and urban settings, an attempt to 
promote models of sustainable life, for example through 
agriculture, by encouraging handicraft, fair trade, urban 
planning, and providing access to drinking-water. In all 
these programmes the driving force is the Gospel which is 
capable of changing minds and transforming the world.

—Jean-Blaise Kenmogne and Kä Mana

The Drama of Indigenous People in Latin America
Since the conquest of the Latin American and the Carib-
bean territories, beginning in the late 15th century, the 
indigenous people, their land and their culture have been 
facing destruction. This tragedy impacted upon their lives 
and the environment. In the place of forests, grasslands 
and settlements, there are now cities, plantations and 
railways. Peoples such as the Guarani, Yanomani, Kulina 
and Kuna managed to survive through their myths, 
which gave them the hope and the power to resist. Chris-
tians now need to seek a new relationship with them and 
listen to their wisdom and perspectives on life, because 
they can teach us a great deal about our relationship to 
the earth in face of today’s ecological crisis. Mission is in 
this case in the first place an effort to listen. Three things 
can be learnt: ecological sensitivity, a sense for the inter-
dependence of all things and the central place of the earth 
which is sacred and cannot therefore be sold or bought. 
Not by chance do some indigenous people call the earth 
their mother, for this term correctly expresses the relation-
ship between the earth and all living things.. The Mbyá-
Guarani vision of the ‘earth without pain’ is a symbol 
of this perspective of life which gives dignity to both the 
earth and humanity.

—Roberto Zwetsch

Crete, Greece: The Orthodox Convent of Chrysopigi
The Convent of Chrysopigi in Chania, Crete seeks to 
continue the long tradition of ascetics who live in peace 
with nature and whose love embraces every living thing. 
Chrysopigi uses without exception organic methods for the 
cultivation of its fruit and vegetable gardens. Some of the 
produce is sold commercially with explanatory labelling. 
The organic agricultural programme aims at providing a 
model both for other monasteries and for local farms. The 
Convent is currently organising “A Centre for Orthodoxy 
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and Ecology” with the intention of holding seminars, 
conferences and courses on environmental education. Stu-
dents also experience nature as they walk the stone paths 
to the cave chapels for the liturgy. Several old buildings 
have been restored, and new ones constructed. Particular 
attention was paid the use of appropriate materials and 
the respect of the harmony with the natural environment. 
This sensitivity reflects the teaching of the saintly Elder 
Porphyrios (+1991) who saw in the beauty of nature “the 
little loves that lead to the great love that is Chst”..” The 
experience of the Chrysopigi’s environmental work has led 
many people to search for the deeper meaning of life, to 
recognize nature as God’s creation and to cooperate with 
people of other cultures to protect the natural world. 

—Sister Theosemni

India: Sparrow’s Nest, an Experiment in Earth-Nurturing 
Mission

A decade ago, my wife and I decided to leave the city of 
Bangalore, the ‘Silicon Valley* of India. We bought four 
acres of land in a remote village. The land was barren. 
With God’s blessing the well we dug produced enough 
water. A thatched hut served as residence. Two of my the-
ology students volunteered to live with us. Our first mis-
sion was to plant as many trees and plants as we could. 
As the trees grew, numerous birds, butterflies, insects, 
moths, bees, rabbits, snakes and the like began visiting 
us on a regular basis. Eventually, many of them became 
permanent members. From the beginning we decided not 
to poison the earth with chemical pesticides and fertil-
izers, so that earthworms could flourish. These humble 
creatures are the best friends of the farmers. They pro-
duce the best fertilizer. They are also the best tillers and 
the best dam builders. We have a cow that gives enough 
milk for the community as well as for the little children of 
the village who come ever>’ evening after school to study, 
play and pray. The cow also provides excellent manure for 
the fields. To care for the earth we need a community. At 
present we have twelve members, belonging to different 
religions, speaking different languages, sharing different 
cultures. Though diverse, the members form a unity. The 
uniting cord is the love for God, for one another and for 
God’s creation. What we produce can only meet part of 
the community’s need. The rest, God provides. God who 
looks after the little sparrows also looks after us in marvel-
lous ways.

—Dr. Joseph Patmury

South Africa; Southern African Faith Communities’ 
Environment Institute (SAFCEI)

Following the World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment (WSSD) which was held in Johannesburg, South 
Africa in 2002, it soon became clear that for many it was 
still “business as ual”,,” in spite of all the information and 
publicity surrounding the Summit. There needed to be a 
new level of awareness of the necessity to live sustainably 
and in harmony with creation. The faith communities 
form the largest network in Africa with more than 90% 
of South Africans in membership. Faith communities 
also have a moral authority which is critically important 
since the environmental crisis is essentially a moral one. 
The Global Environmental Facility (GEF) Small Grants 
Programme provided a grant to hold a national confer-
ence with representatives of all the major religions. This 
took place in March 2005 at Hartbeespoort (near Pre-
toria, South Africa). It was agreed to establish SAFCEI 
with the purpose of raising awareness and encouraging 
the faith communities to become actively involved and 
responsive to environmental issues. The SAFCEI Board 
has representatives from all the major faith communi-
ties. The binding concern is our response to the growing 
environmental crisis. The sacred texts of the respective 
faith communities which refer to the environment are 
enlightening to all of us, while at the same time the dis-
tinctive witness of each community is retained. Not only 
are we bringing together the different religions, we are 
also meeting with environmental organizations who are 
appreciative that faith communities are now beginning to 
recognize their responsibilities. Climate change is making 
many more people aware of the crisis facing humanity 
and the world. It is essential that faith communities rec-
ognize their God given responsibility to care for creation.

—Bishop Geoff Davies

37.  WCC Statements on Climate Change 
(2000-2011)

The WCC statements on climate change are only 
included in the digital version of this reader. Please visit  
www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included 
in this book. 
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Chapter 7

Bible and Hermeneutics

38.  Rereading Biblical Traditions on the 
Promised Land: Bern Perspective, 2008

 International Theological Conference 
“Promised Land,” Bern, 2008

The text “Rereading Biblical Traditions on the Promised Land” 
is part of the WCC’s efforts to adress key issues which are behing 
the conflict in the Middle East, here specifically related to the 
different ways biblical traditions are used, interpreted and often 
also misused in the ongoing political and military conflict. The 
report of the Bern conference 2008 which was planned within 
the framework of the Palestine Israel Ecumenical Forum, and 
co-hosted by the WCC with the Federation of Swiss Protestant 
Churches and the Reformed Churches Bern-Jura-Solothurn, 
addresses biblical and theological issues in the Christian 
discourse about the conflict in Palestine-Israel. The topic of 
“The Promised Land” is one of the most crucial and divisive 
issues in church relationships today and new ways of critically 
engaging biblical texts are vital for any helpful position in 
engaging with the contemporary conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians.

Study Questions

1.  What hermeneutical recommendations are given to avoid 
the Bible being utilized to justify oppression or supply sim-
plistic commentary on contemporary events, thus sacralizing 
the conflict and ignoring its socio-political, economic and 
historical dimensions? 

2.  What kind of safeguards are recommended to ensure that 
biblical interpretation is done in a wider ecumenical fel-
lowship of mutual listening to the victims of violence and 
oppression and at the same time respecting fundamental 
Jewish Christian relations? 

3.  How can traditions and streams like the Jewish-Christian 
dialogue and the global and regional Christian-Muslim 
dialogue be properly related to each other in re-interpeting 
Holy Scriptures and allow contextual interpretation to pro-
mote the values of God’s kingdom: justice, peace, reconcili-
ation, and forgiveness?

The Amman Call, issued in June 2007, as the result of the 
World Council of Churches international peace conference 
in Amman, Jordan, put forth the urgent plea from Pales-
tinian Christians to their brothers and sisters in Christ: 
“Enough is enough. No more words without deeds. It is 
time for action.” Through the Call, the churches were chal-
lenged to not remain silent in the face of suffering.

The “Promised Land” conference was held as an 
international and broadly ecumenical meeting within the 
framework of the Palestine Israel Ecumenical Forum. It 
took place in Bern, Switzerland, co-hosted by the WCC 
with the Federation of Swiss Protestant Churches and the 
Reformed Churches Bern-Jura-Solothurn, being convened 
to help different parts of the body of Christ to join together 
in the work of addressing biblical and theological issues in  
Christian discourse about the conflict in Palestine-Israel.

The 85 participants in the conference discerned the 
need to spend time and energy attending to the diversity 
of perspectives within the Christian family. The early plan-
ning process determined that a significant proportion of 
participants would be invited from Palestine-Israel and the 
Middle East. One aspect of this was the opportunity to 
hear Palestinian Christians speak of their experience as well 
as their theological understandings of land and the prom-
ises of God.

The Message from the Bern Conference 

After decades of dispossession, discrimination, illegal 
occupation, violence and bloodshed in Palestine-Israel, 
Christians are challenged to continue to study, critique 
and re-vision theologies of land in order to promote life-
affirming Christian visions and responses to the conflict. 
This process explores both the contexts in which our the-
ologies were created and their consequences for millions of 
human lives. 

This conference gave preferential option to the voices 
of Palestinian and Middle Eastern Christian theologians. 
At several points, participants were made painfully aware 
that because Christians worldwide have differing vocations, 
situations, perspectives, interests and solidarities, they also 
hold to different views of land. Because of our shared hope 
in the risen Lord, we are confident that these differences do 
not preclude mutual transformation.
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During the conference Christian scholars from diverse 
perspectives presented papers for discussion on a variety of 
topics, including land and God’s promises, the Abraham 
paradigm, the Church and Israel, and the “people of God.” 
Together we have witnessed the transformative potential 
of the encounter among Christians holding vastly different 
views.

A central issue for the conference was how the Bible 
is read. We are called to acknowledge the context of our 
interpretations and to recognize distinctions between bibli-
cal history and biblical story as well as distinctions between 
the Israel of the Bible and the modern State of Israel. In 
these distinctions, we are challenged to comprehend the 
philosophical underpinnings of our interpretations and 
their ethical implications. The contemporary conflict in 
Palestine-Israel resounds with biblical metaphors. How-
ever, there was significant consensus in the conference that 
the Bible must not be utilized to justify oppression or sup-
ply simplistic commentary on contemporary events, thus 
sacralizing the conflict and ignoring its socio-political, eco-
nomic and historical dimensions. We are called not only to 
expose manipulations of Scripture that ignore context and 
complexity, but to offer readings of the text that promote 
the values of God’s kingdom: justice, peace, reconciliation, 
and forgiveness.

Throughout the conference, we were made aware of the 
significant contribution of European and North American 
theologies for Jewish-Christian healing, and their opening 
of new horizons for Christian theology. It is our hope that 
these theologies would be enriched by on-going dialogue 
with the realities of the situation in Palestine–Israel and 
dialogue with Muslims worldwide. Christians from within 
the context of Palestine–Israel, who also have their own 
relationship with Jews, must be welcomed as companions 
in theological reflection on these matters as we discern 
together, in a spirit of mutual enrichment, the mission to 
which we are called.

+ + +

As with many ambitious conferences, we sought to accom-
plish too much in too short a time. There was more infor-
mation than transformation. 

Let us continue, then, to build trusting relationships 
that will allow for transformation which can come about 
only through continued dialogue and constructive con-
frontation in the spirit of Christian unity.

Let us continue in developing a theological discourse 
about land, life on the land and living together in the land 
that is sensitive, promotes respect among ourselves and 
with others within both intra-Christian and inter-religious 

contexts, particularly in dialogue with Jews and Muslims, 
and which avoids any kind of teaching of contempt. One 
important focus of this development will be theological 
reflection on international law and human rights. 

Let us affirm that a new discourse on these issues 
develops as a new generation emerges. Therefore, our 
churches should commit themselves to ecumenical and 
inter-religious formation.

Let us continue to critically and creatively examine 
notions of the “Promised Land,” rediscovering in the Bible 
and in our traditions life-giving metaphors for promoting 
justice, peace, reconciliation and forgiveness for the full-
ness of the earth and all its inhabitants.

Let us open this dialogue to include approaches to 
reading the Bible and doing theology that have emerged 
from other contexts of conflict, landlessness, dispossession, 
oppression and exclusion so that we might more rigorously 
analyze the conflict, interrogate ideologies like anti-Semi-
tism and Christian Zionism, and contribute toward peace 
making and peace building in Palestine-Israel.
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39.  Rereading Biblical Traditions on Violence 
in the Name of God: Hofgeismar 
Message, 2012

  International Conference on “Violence 
in the Name of God? Joshua in changing 
contexts,” Hofgeismar, 2012

The message from the consultation of Christians and Jews 
in Hofgeismar, Germany, in February 2012, organized 
by the Palestine-Israel Ecumenical Forum (PIEF) of the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) in cooperation with 
the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) continued the 
ecumenical reflection on theological aspects of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. How to critically read a Biblical tradition 
like the occupation of the land as accounted for in the Book 
of Joshua? The mythic descriptions of intended genocide, 
mass slaughter, ethnic cleansing, forced servitude and ethnic 
separation, which is part of the biblical canon and used 
in church services and in preaching can be an extremely 
provocative text and also—applied without reflection—can 
lead to dangerous conclusions.

Study Questions

1.  How do we read biblical accounts or prayers (Psalms) which 
refer to explicit violence?

2.  How can we understand these texts within the Biblical tra-
dition and in its historical context?

3.  How can we promote a critical reading of biblical traditions 
and de-legitimize the misuse of certain traditions (like the 
Book of Joshua) by powerful groups to justify the continuing 
occupation of Palestinian territories and the settlement poli-
cies of the State of Israel?

Violence in the Name of God?

“As for me and my household, we will serve the 
Lord.” (Joshua 24)

The world is filled with violence. Too often, the violent 
narratives contained in the Bible are used to perpetuate 
rather than limit worldly violence. We are called, there-
fore, to confront the violence in the biblical texts and work 
through them toward a world of peace. As Christians, we 

respond to pain with empathy, looking to love and respect 
even those who would be our enemies.

Christians and Jews from around the world gathered 
in Hofgeismar, Germany, on February 23-27, 2012, in a 
conference organized by the Palestine-Israel Ecumenical 
Forum (PIEF) of the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
in cooperation with the Evangelical Church in Germany 
(EKD) and the Evangelical Church of Kurhessen-Waldeck. 
Framed by daily experiences of liturgy and prayer that 
opened the spiritual dimensions of the texts, the confer-
ence aimed to intensify ecumenical reflection on theo-
logical aspects of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Following 
three previous conferences organized in Amman, Bern, 
and Balamand, the Hofgeismar gathering was intended 
to promote ecumenical awareness of the various contexts 
influencing biblical interpretations and theologies along 
with the challenges inherent to contextual approaches. The 
Book of Joshua was deliberately chosen as the foundation 
of the gathering because of its obvious references to land 
claims, its linkage of religion and violence, and its frequent 
use by certain Jewish and Christian movements to justify 
the occupation and settlement policies of the modern State 
of Israel.

In Bern, we affirmed that “the Bible must not be uti-
lized to justify oppression or supply simplistic commentary 
on contemporary events, thus sacralizing the [Israeli-Pales-
tinian] conflict and ignoring its socio-political, economic 
and historical dimensions.” The Book of Joshua, with its 
mythic descriptions of intended genocide, mass slaughter, 
ethnic cleansing, forced servitude and ethnic separation, 
is an extremely provocative text. Certain readings of the 
book—especially those taking the text as prescriptive—
can lead to dangerous conclusions. With this awareness, 
the conference structure was grounded in intentional Bible 
study in plenary and in working groups, as well as in lec-
tures addressing exegetical, historical, and contemporary 
aspects of the Book of Joshua, as well as violence in other 
biblical narratives.

Our gathering was blessed with global participation 
and perspective. Previous conferences in this series have 
benefited from robust engagement between the contextual 
perspectives of Palestinian Christians and western Chris-
tian practitioners of western forms of Jewish-Christian 
dialogue. The gathering in Hofgeismar broadened the con-
versation by inviting Jewish participation and welcoming 
global perspective. Expanding beyond the Middle East 
and the Global North, the conference included presenta-
tions from Latin America, Africa, and eastern Asia. Our 
time together showed that open discussions between peo-
ple with very different contexts are possible and fruitful, 
especially when listening to scriptures held in common. 
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Beyond the shared concern for biblical interpretation, this 
broad participation demonstrated that what happens in the 
Middle East affects not only the people in that region, but 
peoples throughout the world.

The broad diversity of participation in Hofgeismar 
resulted in a variety of perspectives being shared. Through-
out the conference, it was clear that many valid interpre-
tations of biblical texts are possible and that each of us 
approaches the Bible from our own context. Within Chris-
tian communities, for instance, it is helpful to provide both 
Christological readings of the Old Testament and read-
ings in which the Old Testament interprets itself. In both 
approaches, the Old Testament is affirmed as an essential 
part of our living Christian Bible. 

There are many problematic ways of approaching 
the biblical witness. In the mainline western churches we 
can find many examples where scholars and pastors pro-
duce good exegesis but ignore the consequences of their 
interpretation for people living today. On the other hand, 
literalistic, flat readings are disrespectful to the text itself 
and can lead to even more harmful implications for human 
dignity and life.

The Book of Joshua continues to inspire and sanction 
violence by some Christians and Jews. Given the variety 
of available hermeneutical approaches and the possibility 
of multiple cogent interpretations, there are several ways 
to approach the text. We have agreed, therefore, on the 
hermeneutical key of justice. Justice includes a variety of 
other topics, including ethics, human rights, and socio-
economic realities, including greed. Justice itself is a con-
tested category, making the concept a fruitful area for 
intra-Christian and interreligious engagement. Central to 
a justice-oriented interpretation of the Bible will be the 
nature of responsibility. Before God and our communities, 
we are responsible to Jews for the historical and ongoing 
realities of anti-Semitism, to Palestinians since the Nakba, 
to Muslim neighbors in light of Islamophobia, to persons 
who are vulnerable, and to victims of colonial conquest, 
among others.

It was suggested several times during the conference 
that the Book of Joshua and similar biblical texts are poten-
tially extremely harmful when used to sanction political 
and military power. Palestinian Christians present at the 
conference shared how such uses of Joshua have implica-
tions politically as well as for their lives of faith. Several 
narratives in the Old Testament, especially the Book of 
Joshua, have been used by powerful groups to justify the 
continuing occupation of Palestinian territories and the 
settlement policies of the State of Israel. One result of these 
political realities is that Palestinian Christians have been 
alienated not only from their land but from the bulk of 

their Christian scriptural canon. We heard how Palestinian 
Christians are seeking to reclaim readings of the Old Testa-
ment in ways that affirm the whole of the canon while not 
sanctioning the historical and political processes that have 
supported their suffering.

The text of the Book of Joshua is filled with violence, 
which is found throughout the Bible. In the Bible and in 
our world today, killing is not the only form of violence. 
Subjugation and exclusion, including unequal systems of 
rights and privileges, are forms of systemic violence. Gender 
analysis is an insightful tool for interpreting both biblical 
texts and political realities. At the same time, we recog-
nize that creative peaceful means of resistance to violence 
and oppression should be supported and encouraged. We 
were reminded of German theologian Dietrich Bonhoef-
fer’s hard-won insight of reading the Bible “from below.” 
The biblical narratives empower those who are oppressed to 
become active agents of their own emancipation.

The Book of Joshua is about creating meaning. It is 
a project of national memory-making. We recognize that 
it can be an act of violence to deny the memories of other 
communities; such intentional amnesia can be a prelude to 
denying the right of communities to exist. 

The Book of Joshua has been a source that has justified 
the colonization of Africa, Latin America, North America, 
Australia and the Middle East itself. This history has left 
a heritage of violence throughout formerly colonized ter-
ritories. Where those ideologies are informed by religious 
commitment, the church has work to do. When reli-
giously-motivated violence is condemned by the church, 
we must not forget that this sensitivity has developed only 
in a time when the church’s own power is declining, even 
as we recognize prophetic voices in all ages of the church. 
Until relatively recently, religious violence was a feature of 
European life. One lesson from the confessional wars is the 
desirability of political frameworks for society that allow 
for religious difference and in which all are treated equally 
under civil law. Self-critical perspectives from western/
northern contexts can be very helpful as we consider the 
current ideologies, structures and systems of power at work 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and other contexts.

Our call is clear: no more violence in the name of God!

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of 
God.” (Matthew 5)
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40.  Rereading Biblical Traditions on Crisis 
and Catastrophes as Used in Christian 
Zionism, Climate Change and HIV/ AIDS 

  Report from WCC Global Platform on 
Theological Reflection and Analysis (2008)

The text “Rereading Biblical Traditions on crisis and catas-
trophes” is only included in the digital version of this 
reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the 
CD-Rom included in this book. 

41. A Treasure in Earthen Vessels: Study 
Document on Ecumenical Hermeneutics, Faith 
and Order, 1998

The text “A Treasure in Earthen Vessels” is only included in 
the digital version of this reader. Please visit www.globeth-
ics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
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Chapter 8

Migration and Inclusive Communities

42.  The “Other” Is My Neighbour: Developing 
an Ecumenical Response to Migration

  Conference of the Global Ecumenical 
Network on Migration, Beirut/Geneva, 
2013

This text is part of a broader effort to develop some common 
ecumenical theological and ethical responses to migration 
issues from various regional contexts. It was produced as a 
result of a conference in Beirut, Lebanon, organized by the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) as a regional conference 
of the Global Ecumenical Network on Migration (GEM) and 
carried out in partnership with the All Africa Conference of 
Churches (AACC), the Churches’ Commission for Migrants in 
Europe (CCME) and the Middle East Council of Churches 
(MECC). The conference aimed at “assist[ing] the churches 
and the ecumenical organisations in their calling to be the 
church amidst the phenomenon of increasing diversity of 
people, language, cultures, ethnicity and religions.”

Study Questions

1.  What are the different facets and disctinct groups contribut-
ing to the phenomen of global migration today? What are the 
key reasons and mechanism of the “othering” of migrants?

2.  What is the impact of global and regional migration on 
ecclesial landscapes?

3.  What biblical and theological perspectives are offered by the 
paper to contribute to a new understanding of the relation-
ships between the church as inclusive community and the 
“others”?

Background 

Throughout 2011 and 2012, representatives from churches 
and church-related organizations as well as several migra-
tion networks met to consider the theme “Who is my 
neighbour? Migration and the ecclesial landscape—an 

ecumenical response to migration.” For this purpose, three 
consultations were held: in Beirut, Lebanon (5-7 Decem-
ber 2011), Geneva, Switzerland (7-9 May 2012) and 
Manila, the Philippines (4-11 November 2012). 

The consultations were organized by the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC) as a regional and global meeting of 
the Global Ecumenical Network on Migration (GEM). The 
GEM meeting is always carried out in partnership with one 
of the members of the network comprising the All Africa 
Conference of Churches (AACC), the Churches’ Com-
mission for Migrants in Europe (CCME) and the Middle 
East Council of Churches (MECC), Pacific Conference of 
Churches (PCC), Christian Conference of Asia (CCA), 
Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI), National 
Council of Churches in Australia (NACC) and the Ecu-
menical Initiative for Justice (KAIROS). These consulta-
tions aim at “assist[ing] the churches and the ecumenical 
organizations in their calling to be the church amidst the 
phenomenon of increasing diversity of people, language, 
cultures, ethnicity and religions.”1

At each consultation, responses to migration issues 
from regional contexts from all over the world were 
explored. Each was followed by a second smaller gather-
ing of the Theological Working Group, which dealt specifi-
cally with the theological and ecclesiological consequences 
of the findings of the various regions. Issues that provided 
structure and focus for our theological debate included:

the ways in which we view or understand ourselves 
and “others”; the moral imperative of holding pow-
ers accountable for the present economic policies that 
thrive on the abuse of human beings and the creation; 
and practical steps to encourage and equip congrega-
tions to become just and inclusive communities.2

This document is the result of the deliberations at all 
the meetings. It is written from the joint perspective of 
migrant churches and established historic congregations.

1. “Who is my neighbour?” Migration and the ecclesial landscape: An 
ecumenical response to migration, WCC concept paper, 2012, 1.
2. “Who is my neighbour?” Migration and the ecclesial landscape: An 
ecumenical response to migration, WCC concept paper, 2012, 2.
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Rationale
The Central Committee of the World Council of Churches 
on September 22, 1995 unanimously adopted a statement 
on uprooted people, “A moment to choose: Risking to be 
with uprooted people.” The issues they grappled with are 
as relevant today as they were at that time. Some excerpts 
from this statement are reproduced below.

As Christians, We Hold These Convictions

1. We affirm the sacredness of all human life and the 
sanctity of creation 

“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the 
earth … And God saw that it was good … So God created 
humankind in his image …”

All people are made in the image of God. Respect for the 
human dignity and the worth of every person regardless of 
age, abilities, ethnicity, gender, class, nationality, race and 
religion is foundational to our faith. Our faith compels us 
to ensure that human life, physical security and personal 
safety are upheld in law and institutions.

2. The biblical values of love, justice and peace compel 
us to renew Christian response to the marginalized and 
excluded.

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the 
greatest and first commandment. And the second is like 
it: You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” (Matthew 
22:37-39)

The realm of God is a vision of a just and united world. The 
challenge of prophesy and of Jesus’ teaching is to liberate 
and equip Christians to have the courage to work for alter-
native community, to work for peace and justice, which is 
to address the causes which uproot people… There is no 
peace without justice or full justice without peace. (Amos 
5:24) Our faith compels us to struggle for justice and 
peace for all; to work for a world where economic, political 
and social institutions serve people rather than the other 
way around.

3. The biblical challenge to build inclusive community 
requires us to accompany the uprooted in service and 
witness.

“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 
you are citizens with the saints and also members of the 
household of God.” (Ephesians 2:19)

Christians are called to be with the oppressed, the 
marginalized and the excluded in their suffering, their 
struggles and their hopes. A ministry of accompaniment 
and advocacy with uprooted people upholds the principles 
of prophetic witness and service—diaconia. We cannot 
desert the “needy,” nor set boundaries to compassion. 
(Hebrews 13:2, Luke 10:25-37, Jeremiah 5-7)

Challenges and Opportunities 
Migration poses a number of challenges and opportuni-
ties for Christian communities looking to God to lead 
them towards justice and peace today. How will migra-
tion change the relationship we have with our neighbours, 
and indeed, who do we see as our neighbours? How can 
churches overcome the tendency of “othering” the outsid-
ers? What is the nature of the global and local communi-
ties that we as Christians want to bring into being? What 
are the principles that will guide us to justice, peace and 
the integrity of creation as we face the challenges of migra-
tion? How can the “other” be fully included? How might 
we understand and re-imagine the very nature and mission 
of the church in the light of the migration context we have 
outlined? What does the Christian tradition offer in terms 
of ethical guidelines and experiences with migration?

Sold for 300 Dollars

It has been quite a journey from being just an Overseas 
Filipino Worker [OFW] in Korea to what I am now: a firm 
advocate/activist for migrants’ rights. It was in June, 1991 
when I embarked on a new chapter of my life as an OFW 
in Korea.

I am the ninth of 13 children, thus it was difficult for my 
parents to send us all to school. I couldn’t get a job that 
would pay decent wages so I planned to go abroad. I 
found a recruiter who found me a job in South Korea. 
When my passport was handed to me, the information 
regarding my age, address and date of birth had been 
changed. Since I had paid the recruiter a huge amount of 
money (Php 45,000 or $2,400) which I had borrowed, I 
kept silent. I was 20 years old at that time.

We were ordered to proceed to Window 5 at the immi-
gration line, where we were waved through without any 
questions straight to boarding the plane. It was the same 
thing when we arrived in South Korea: to go through a 
specific immigration booth, where we were just waved 
through and immediately whisked to our hotel. There was a 
selection process going on and for every man selected, an 
envelope of money was given to the recruiter as payment.

On the very first day of work, we were forced to work for 
12-14 hours without any rest or sufficient food. I received 
a salary much smaller than what was promised. I had no 
overtime pay and we worked seven days a week with 14-
hour shifts. I realized that I was an undocumented worker, 
and as such, could not complain as we were not legal. 
Because of this, I confronted my employer only to find out 
that he bought me from my recruiter for $300.

At the embassy, I discovered that there were so many of 
us Filipino workers who were undocumented and were 
being exploited and maltreated. Some were even physically 
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abused. The response of the embassy officials angered 
and horrified me: these officials called us “stupid” and a 
“shame” to our country.

I was able to become a migrants’ rights advocate when 
I became involved in my church. I started feeling like a 
human again and not a machine. It was also my work with 
the church where I saw the magnitude of the problem of 
migrants, particularly undocumented migrant workers, I 
saw how they were being hunted like animals, and some 
died while trying to escape immigration authorities.

After 12 years in South Korea, I was found out by immigra-
tion police and was deported.

A. Some Helpful Biblical and Theological Insights

1. The previous paragraph identified key questions that 
churches should grapple with in the contemporary migra-
tion context. We will now explore the biblical themes con-
cerning migration, the “other” and the church. 

“Strangers”on the Move 
2. The biblical writings, partly going back to times of exile 
and migration, are ambivalent about the migratory experi-
ence. The biblical stories and ethical guidelines reflect that 
leaving one’s country can be a road either to freedom (Exo-
dus 14:19ff) or to slavery (Genesis 37:28). The Scriptures 
speak of both hardships and new chances, of injustice as 
well as restored life. They show the migration experience in 
its complexity and ambiguity: it can be a blessing or a curse, 
a right to enjoy or an injustice too harsh to endure. There-
fore, the biblical witness does not categorically denounce 
or affirm migration. Rather, it provides narratives that 
inform our conversation on the biblical texts, indicating 
that all peoples created in the image of God deserve to be 
treated with dignity and as recipients of justice. 

3. The book of Genesis highlights a range of archetypal 
human migratory experiences. Cain became a displaced 
person, and people migrated to the cities as the centres of 
power. Noah and his family were forced to leave the place 
of their origin due to a natural disaster. Abraham and 
Sarah, ancestors of the faith, are described as people who 
are “called out.” They left their home for a new unknown 
place that God claimed he would show them in time (Gen-
esis 12:1), while Abraham and Lot realized that the land 
they lived on was insufficient to meet the needs of different 
extended families (Genesis 13:1-18). Neighbouring coun-
tries became a destination for survival in periods of crop 
failure and famine (e.g., Genesis 12:10; 26:1; 41:57).

4. Foundational stories of faith, such as the story about the 
Israelites who escaped slavery in Egypt, worshipped God 
in a portable sanctuary (Exodus 26) and travelled to the 
Promised Land, refer to experiences of migration (Exodus 
12ff.). While the experience of leaving Egypt and nomadic 
life in the desert marked the identity of the people of God, 
the Scriptures also recognize that people on the move need 
something more permanent. The people of Israel fostered 
hope to have land and to enjoy the fruits of their labour 
(Leviticus 25:38, Isaiah 65:22). 

5. The Mosaic laws for life in the Promised Land were 
intended to create a safe place for all (Leviticus 25:18). 
The laws provided protection for widows and orphans, 
for those who lost their land and were therefore forced 
to migrate. Leviticus 25 introduces the Year of Jubilee, 
in which all properties should be returned to the original 
owners. Proprietors are admonished to keep in mind that 
God is the sole proprietor of land and that people are aliens 
and guests in God’s country (Leviticus 25:23). The circle 
of poverty and forced migration and internal displacement 
was thereby to be broken, so that life could be affirmed. 

Violent Expelling from the Land: Colombia

In Colombia, communities formed by indigenous, African 
descent and campesino (farmer) groups in the Uraba 
region were violently expelled from their ancestral territory 
by a transnational economic project for the production of 
agro-fuel.

Today, these communities are returning to their territory 
thanks to the intervention of Christian and human rights 
organizations that accompanied them in order to rebuild 
their lives and their indigenous culture. In this way, they 
are also recovering the biodiversity of their territories that 
was being destroyed by large palm oil plantations.

6. Turning to the New Testament, movement, travel and 
exile are shown to be central aspects of the life of Jesus. 
Jesus is often referred to as an outsider—for example, the 
one for whom there is no room in the inn (Luke 2:7), the 
refugee and immigrant in Egypt (Matthew 2:13), the man 
who has “nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). As the word 
incarnate, God in human flesh, Jesus can be described as 
a divine migrant who crossed borders between heaven and 
earth. During his life, while travelling from town to town, 
he challenged the validity of ethnic and cultural barriers, 
as is visible in his encounters with Samaritans. Movement 
from one place to the other also characterized the life of 
Jesus’ disciples. They were called to leave their homes (e.g., 
Matthew 4:19) and according to tradition, they travelled to 
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distant lands to proclaim the gospel. In light of the Book 
of Acts, it is not perhaps surprising that the early Chris-
tians are referred to as those on/of the way (Acts 9:2) and 
that movement and concepts of exile also featured promi-
nently in the emerging church. Christians are described by 
the author of 1 Peter as “aliens and exiles” (1 Peter 2:11). 
Alienation and migration thus are identity marks of God’s 
chosen people (1 Peter 2:9). 

7. Theologically speaking, migration as being dispersed 
(diaspora) and alienated is therefore a mark of the church 
(nota ecclesiae). This culminates in the Letter to the 
Hebrews, which underlines that believers are pilgrims who 
“have no lasting city but are looking for the city that is to 
come” (Hebrews 13:14). From this perspective, all human 
beings, residents with or without a migration background, 
are “foreigners.” Our identities are constructed in an in-
between: in-between paradise lost and the heavenly Jerusa-
lem, in-between cross, resurrection and the second coming 
of Christ, in-between ethnic or gender identity and the 
larger body of Christ, in-between despair and hope. In 
the local Christian communities, pilgrims find temporary 
residence, a home for the homeless, where they experience 
comfort, share hope and struggle together while trusting in 
the promise of a new creation. Thus, a primary metaphor 
the Bible uses throughout describes the relationship of the 
people of God to the world they live in as resident aliens. 
This means that Christians throughout the centuries have 
lived in tension with the socio-political context, causing 
them not to remain inward-focused, but rather outwardly-
seeking to faithfully live out the gospel.

The “Other” as the Image of God 
8. That the Scriptures refer to followers of Jesus as “aliens 
and exiles” implies that migration in itself is not viewed as 
an experience to be aspired to. Much rather, it calls us to 
justly and inclusively relate to others who equally experi-
ence alienation. It thus provides an ethical mandate for the 
way we perceive and respond to the presence of the other. It 
invites us to faithfully align ourselves with the eschatologi-
cal perspective of journeying with the nations (“others”) to 
the Messianic banquet in the heavenly Jerusalem (Isaiah 
25:6). It is with the nations that we sojourn and will sit at 
the banquet table. It is also with the other that we hope for 
justice and deliverance from forces of death (Isaiah 25:8; 
26:9). The other is included in the eschatological perspec-
tive and in the cry that God will raise the hand against the 
power of violent and unjust oppressors. 

9. While disconcerting expressions of exclusion and rac-
ism can be found in biblical narratives, especially in the 

stories of the land conquest and the exilic period, many 
passages call upon the Israelite people to care for and sup-
port the “alien.” The alien should not just be tolerated but 
loved (Leviticus 19:34). Food and clothing should be pro-
vided, wages of the poor and needy should not be withheld 
(Deuteronomy 24:14). Religious leaders were summoned 
to uphold justice, especially in relation to those who were 
vulnerable—widows, foreigners, orphans (Jeremiah 7:6, cf. 
Exodus 23:9 and Deuteronomy 24:18). Psalm 146:9, writ-
ten during the exilic period, exemplifies that God watches 
over the foreigners. The reference to a God who supports 
migrants in their plight and who sees to an end of their 
exploitation became the very core of the covenant relation 
(Exodus 3:7-8; 22:21). 

10. The ethical mandate “love your neighbour as yourself ” 
(Leviticus 19:18, Matthew 19:19) reflects that all were cre-
ated in God’s image. Being the image of God is a relational 
issue, particularly so in the light of the Trinity. Human 
beings and the world are God’s (Genesis 1:26). We are 
related to God, but also to others. All of us mirror God’s 
being. In the context of migration, this notion of imago Dei 
affirms the unbreakable interrelatedness of God, human 
beings and the world. Theologically, it is generally used 
to emphasize the essential equality, value and unbreakable 
relationship between human beings, other human beings 
and God. On the other hand, it points to the richness, 
the unity and the diversity of God’s creation and, conse-
quently, the respect required for it. The notion of being 
in the image of God thus empowers us to relate respect-
fully and in an embracing manner to all sojourners, to all 
people who migrate. Christianity’s claim that all were equal 
before God and all equally precious to him impacted the 
formation of the early church and Greco-Roman society. 
Christian communities became a harbour to women, who 
had always been kept in the shadows, and to slaves, who 
had never before been recognized as having social dignity 
or political importance.

11. The “Golden Rule”—“Do to others as you would 
have them do to you” (Luke 6:31)—implies that we need 
to uphold each and every person’s dignity. Furthermore, 
the divine command “Love your neighbour as yourself ” 
reminds us of the fact that the inclusive kingdom of God 
knows no human-made barriers, no foreigners and no “oth-
ers.” It provides a place for people who are “neighbours” 
to one another, equally part of the kingdom-community, 
equally gifted with talents. 
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The “Other” and the Community 
12. As Christians, we affirm that the church, the commu-
nion of believers, is one through the redemptive work of 
Christ (Galatians 3:28). Therefore, those who are baptized 
are joined together as brothers and sisters. We acknowledge 
that no part of the body can be rejected and no part can 
claim to be the most important. As the apostle Paul wrote 
to the multi-ethnic congregation in the city of Corinth: 
“For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to 
drink of one Spirit.” (1 Corinthians 12:13). The one con-
stant and unchangeable reality for the church is the one-
ness of the body of Christ of whom all followers of Christ 
are members. 

13. While we affirm this unity of the church, we also rec-
ognize its great diversity. Though the church is grounded 
in the one word of God, it has become manifest in diverse 
ways.3 It is indeed fair to say that cultural and theologi-
cal diversity has been a characteristic of Christ’s church 
from its very inception. Thus, “There is no longer Jew or 
Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” 
(Galatians 3:28) does not mean that the church rejects or 
denies distinct religious or ethnic identities as members 
of the wider society. Rather, it embodies them within the 
vision of a new creation in which diversity is celebrated and 
unity experienced, while mutuality and interdependence of 
life is affirmed. In other words, the church is the promise 
of a new eschatological community, sojourning with the 
nations to the heavenly Jerusalem for the Messianic ban-
quet (Isaiah 2:2; 25:6). It lives by Paul’s word, “For he is 
our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one 
and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 
between us” (Ephesians 2: 14). 

14. Cultural differences may be experienced as a threat 
to one’s own values. Indeed, the presence of the “other” 
questions our way of living and our worldview. Yet we may 
remember that the “other” also defines us. It is in relation 
to the other that we clarify our identity and value as well 
as evaluate our convictions. Christians, as pilgrims on the 
way to the Messianic banquet, view identity and otherness 
in the light of the kingdom that is to come. Our identity 
is determined by our communion with Christ and being 
part of the kingdom-community. This identity embraces 
diversity as much as it celebrates unity.4

3. The Nature and Mission of the Church. A Stage on the Way to a 
Common Statement, Faith and Order Paper 198, WCC, Geneva, 
2005, 4.
4. “The dialogue between faith and culture,” talk given by John 
Paul II at Sogang University, Soul, South Korea, May 5, 1985. Text 

15. Unity and diversity are not only visible in the church, 
but they can also be found in God, in God’s trinitarian 
way of being and interacting. The Father is different from 
the Son, as much as the Son is different from the Father 
and the Spirit, and yet they are united in a life-enhancing 
difference and in loving relationship. As a pilgrim com-
munity, we “believe in the Triune God who is the creator, 
redeemer and sustainer of life. God created the whole oik-
oumene in his image and constantly works in the world to 
affirm and safeguard life. We believe in Jesus Christ, the life 
of the world, the incarnation of God’s love for the world 
(John 3:16). Affirming life in all its fullness is Jesus Christ’s 
ultimate concern and mission (John 10:10). We believe 
in God, the Holy Spirit, the life-giver, who sustains and 
empowers life and renews the whole creation (Genesis 2:7; 
John 3:8).”5

The “Other” and God-Given Resources 
16. While we hold that God empowers life and renews cre-
ation, we acknowledge that the earth pays the price of the 
sinfulness of people (Romans 8:22, Isaiah 24:4-13). Instead 
of the renewal of creation, the earth that was entrusted to 
us is often misused and human beings are exploited. We 
need to recognize that the God-given resources of the earth 
are to be used for the benefit of all. God’s gift is not exclu-
sively meant for a privileged minority; the earth is God’s 
creation and treasured “possession.” All that exists was cre-
ated by God and it was good (Genesis 1:31, Psalm 24:1). 
God blessed human beings to enjoy the earth and to care 
for her (Genesis 1:28). This calls us to acknowledge that 
we live in interdependence with creation. Stewardship of 
the earth and concrete steps towards eco-justice are noth-
ing less than the recognition that creation is God’s and the 
resources are for all to be enjoyed. 

The “Other” as a Member
17. The “other” is not just tolerated in the kingdom of 
God, but has an active role to play and a unique contri-
bution to make. In the prophetic writings, we find that 
the nations are drawn to Zion by God’s light and bring 
their wealth as a tribute to God’s reign (Isaiah 60: 5-11). 
Foreigners will rebuild the city walls; their kings will serve 
the new kingdom (Isaiah 60:10). In the description of the 
future of Zion, the tribute by the nations is mentioned in 
parallel with peace that flows to the city (Isaiah 66:10). All 
nations and all tongues will come to see God’s glory (Isaiah 
66:18), not just the children of Abraham. 

in Origins Vol. 14, No. 2, 21. 
5. Together towards life: Mission and Evangelism in changing 
landscapes, WCC Commission on World Mission and Evangelism, 
2012, par. 1.
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18. The gospels remind us as well that the “other” contrib-
utes. In Luke’s account of the people who were cured of 
leprosy, it was the excluded Samaritan who came back to 
bring tribute to Jesus and who was saved by his faith (Luke 
17:16-19). The Syro-Phoenician woman challenged Jesus to 
reckon with the Gentiles and include them in his ministry 
(John 4). The Roman soldier, a foreigner who understood 
that Jesus did not have to travel in order to heal his slave, 
contributed greatly by becoming an exemplary believer who 
was almost “obviously” included in the Kingdom of Heaven 
and the eschatological meal (Matthew 8:8-11). Recognizing 
the contributions of the “other” to the life of the commu-
nity creates space for inclusion and mutuality. 

The United Church of Christ in the Philippines:  
A Pilgrim Community

The United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP) is 
a pilgrim community. The UCCP in its statement of faith 
declares that: We believe… In the church, the one body of 
Christ the community of those reconciled to God through 
Jesus Christ and entrusted with Jesus’ own ministry.

We believe… Man is created in the image of God, sinful 
and destined to live in the community with God, en-
trusted with God’s creation and called to participate in 
the establishment of a meaningful and just social order. 
Our statement of faith has guided us in our giving worth, 
honour and respect to persons and people as they are cre-
ated in the image of God, whoever they are and wherever 
they come from. It is on this premise that the UCCP opens 
its door through the programme of caring and ministering 
to the Indonesian individuals and families who have come 
to our land. They were Christian Indonesian farmers and 
fishermen who have come to our shore in the Balot and 
Sarangani islands. They were landless in their own country, 
searching for greener pastures. In the late 70’s, they 
were just few, but as the years went on, they increased 
in numbers and local churches have been organized in 
their committees so that in 1986, they were recognized 
as legitimate participants and members of the UCCP and 
integrated with the South Cotabato-Sarangani District 
Conference.

These Indonesian churches continue to grow. Last 
April during the Annual Conference in session of South 
Cotabato-Sarangani District Conference, 23 Indonesian 
local churches participated. With our faith journey as a 
church, we work together irrespective of colour, age, gen-
der, profession and nationality. We appreciate everyone’s 
contribution in their participation in building the Kingdom 
of God where love, justice and peace prevail.

B. Ecclesiological Implications

Migration and the Ecclesial Landscape 
19. Migration is greatly impacting all major religions 
throughout the world. Of the total number of global 
migrants, an estimated 106 million (49 percent) are Chris-
tian and almost 60 million (27percent) are Muslims. The 
remaining quarter is a mix of Hindus (5 percent), Bud-
dhists (3 percent), Jews (2 percent), other faiths (4 per-
cent) or the religiously unaffiliated (9 percent).6 Christian 
migrants’ main region of origin is Europe (44 percent) 
followed by Latin and Central America (30 percent) and 
Asia-Pacific (13 percent). The largest single movement 
involves over 12 million Christians from Mexico, mostly 
migrating to the United States. The major destination 
regions for Christian emigrants are Europe (38 percent), 
North America (34 percent) and Asia-Pacific (11 percent).7 
These large movements of people across the globe alter the 
ecclesial landscapes in a number of ways—such as increas-
ing local denominational numbers and ethnic diversity in 
membership, the formation of “migrant-churches” and 
introducing challenges related to theological hermeneutics 
and ecclesiology. 

20. Migration leads to increasing cultural, theological and 
linguistic pluralism within Christian practice. While many 
Middle East Christians recently emigrated to other parts of 
the world, some 2,350,000 Christians mostly from India, 
the Philippines, North America and Europe immigrated 
into the region. These Christians settled as migrant work-
ers in the six Gulf Cooperation Council countries (Bah-
rain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates), and worship in multicultural congregations.8 
Inhabitants of the Sarangani Islands in the Philippines have 
witnessed the growth of 23 local Indonesian churches, fol-
lowing the immigration of Indonesian farmers since the 
seventies. Geneva (Switzerland) had over 90 worshipping 
communities of foreign origin, usually small Pentecostal 
churches, African Independent churches, Charismatic and 
Evangelical communities by the end of 2007. By the end of 
2008, Ireland had 361 migrant-led churches and chaplain-
cies. The largest group, the Redeemed Christian Church of 
God, operated 70 different centres for worship. The plat-
form of migrant churches in Rotterdam (the Netherlands) 
recorded over 110 migrant churches in 2007. The major-
ity of these worshipped in a language other than Dutch 
and ranged in membership from 40 groups with less than 

6. Faith on the Move, Pew Research Centre, 8 March 2012. 
7. Faith on the Move, Pew Research Centre, 8 March 2012.
8. Faith on the Move, Pew Research Centre, 8 March 2012.
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50 members to five groups with over 500 members.9 In 
2006, a slowing rate of decline in church attendance in 
the United Kingdom was largely attributed to the influx 
of Christians from Africa and Europe, while in Norwich’s 
Catholic Cathedral, hundreds of people from the Philip-
pines, India and Africa have boosted the average weekend 
attendance from 800 up to 1200.10

21. Migrant newcomers can play a significant role to chal-
lenge a mono-cultural denomination long established in 
a particular nation-state to interact with and sometimes 
adopt different ways of being church, expressing faith, 
worshipping, praying and relating to one another. For 
example, in many parts of the world, members of “national 
churches” and mainline denominations now worship 
alongside migrant Christians who have established multi-
cultural or ethnic-majority congregations. In these newly 
emerging churches, many languages are used, often dif-
ferent from the languages used by established (“national”) 
churches. A German Lutheran could find herself alongside 
a Korean Lutheran, or a Latin American Catholic along-
side an Irish Catholic. The situation of these churches is 
fluid as is the process of migration itself: churches may 
grow through new mission activity, or merge as well as 
separate. These changes are an indication of the mission of 
God working itself out as Christians seek to be faithful wit-
nesses to the gospel. Indeed, increasing oscillation between 
“national” identities and internationalism is challenged, 
and re-denominationalism and post-denominational 
Christian globalism occur. Nevertheless, the fact remains 
that human beings desire community to express religious 
beliefs through worship, fellowship and shared commu-
nion. This indicates that migrant newcomers create capac-
ity for new and shared expressions of their Christian faith.

Nature and Mission of the Church
22. The Faith and Order Paper The Nature and Mission of 
the Church (2005), affirms that: 

It is God’s design, to gather all creation under the 
Lordship of Christ (cf. Ephesians 1:10) and to bring 
humanity and all creation into all communion [...] As 
persons who acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord and sav-
ior, Christians are called to proclaim the gospel in word 
and deed [...] They are called to live the values of the 
reign of God and to be a foretaste of the reign in the 
world. Mission thus belongs to the very being of the 

9. R. Calvert, Gids voor Christelijke Migranten Gemeenschappen in 
Rotterdam, Rotterdam, 2007.
10. Archbishop Silvano M. Tomasi, Apostolic Nuncio, Permanent 
Observer of the Holy See to the United Nations and Other 
International Organisations in Geneva, appears in Thinking 
Migration No. 1, 2011, 16. 

church [...] In exercising its mission, the church can-
not be true to itself without giving witness (Martyria) 
to God’s will for the salvation and transformation of 
the world.11

23. Thus, mission constitutes a “response in love to the call 
of the Triune God for a journey in faith and hope for a new 
world of justice, peace and life for all.”12 It is about “the 
church embodying God’s salvation in this world.”13 Mis-
sion is transformative, inclusive and justice-oriented and 
is grounded in the Trinity. The prime actors in mission are 
not human beings, the church or a missionary organiza-
tion, but the Triune God. God in God’s own self is a life 
of communion, and God’s mission draws humanity and 
creation into communion with God’s life (cf. John 21).14 
God’s mission is aimed at communion, at a life of full-
ness, justice and peace in conjunction with the source of 
all creation. 

24. Migration profoundly impacts both the nature and the 
mission of the church, given that nature and mission are 
inextricably bound together. We believe that the role of the 
church is to strive to be a place for all and a welcoming 
community for all peoples and nations. This has been the 
nature of the ecclesia since its very inception. This is part 
and parcel of the missio Dei. 

25. The following paragraphs will take up essential notions 
from the previous section such as “pilgrim community,” 
“kingdom community” and “inclusive community.” They 
will define the nature as well as the mission of the church 
in the light of migration and will highlight the implications 
for a missio Dei that takes its lead from a saviour who was 
once considered a refugee in Egypt.

The Church as a Pilgrim Community: Called to Transgress 
Boundaries
26. The early church, living in a multireligious and multi-
cultural context, clearly defined itself as a “pilgrim church” 
by nature. Clement, bishop of Rome, used this definition 
in his famous letter to the congregation in Corinth.15 It 
is the journey of faith that all pilgrims have in common. 
Pilgrims are en route, are sojourners and pilgrims (1 Peter 
2:11). Those who seek to follow Christ are on the move, as 
the incarnated Christ himself had no place to lay his head 

11. The Nature and Mission of the Church, WCC, Geneva, 9-10.
12. Together towards life: Mission and Evangelism in changing 
landscapes, Geneva: CWME, 2012, par. 107.
13. Together towards life, par. 103.
14. Together towards life, par. 19.
15. K.M. George, The early church. Defending the faith, witness and 
proclamation: patristic perspectives. Geneva 1996, 23-24.
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(Matthew 8:20). They have their citizenship in heaven 
(Philippians 3:20), knowing that their true treasure is not 
to be found on earth (Luke 18:22). Being en route as a 
pilgrim, realizing the resident yet alien status of Christians 
and Christian communities, lies at the heart of Christian 
faith from the very inception of the church. Becoming a 
pilgrim therefore is the calling of each individual Chris-
tian. Becoming a pilgrim community is the calling of the 
church.

27. In our times, this notion that the one church is by 
nature a pilgrim community needs to be rediscovered in 
order to gain new self-understanding of Christian (com-
munal) identity. The ecclesial landscape, especially in 
migrant-receiving countries, has changed rapidly. The 
co-existence of migration-shaped congregations and local 
churches challenges the church to rethink its nature in the 
light of migration and pilgrimage. The church is one, yet 
diverse; it is local yet in pilgrimage; it provides comfort 
for those who seek shelter yet it moves people to act pro-
phetically. A church that is in pilgrimage is not static, but 
dynamic and “becoming” in nature. 

28. The notion of being a pilgrim community in nature 
has implications for the contextual mission of the church 
as well. The boundaries of the church need to be reframed 
with regard to nationhood, language, ethnicity, status and 
leadership. A church in pilgrimage is, for example, aware 
of fellow travellers who have an equal right to finding shel-
ter, justice, job opportunities, participation rights, access 
to places of worship, education, residence and contextual 
identity. It points towards “an active partnership with God 
in speaking truth to powers, confronting and transform-
ing unjust, inhuman, discriminatory ideologies, cultures 
and realities, so that the world may be what God always 
wanted it to be.”16 Although the apostle Paul insisted on 
his rights as a Roman citizen, he nevertheless worked out 
his missiology (2 Cor 6: 3-10) as a citizen of the world, 
recognizing a borderless kingdom of God. His concern was 
for the welfare of all people. As churches, we are called to 
overcome those elemental forces that are life-destroying 
and harm migrants by identifying them as the other. We 
remind ourselves that our mission is spiritual, grounded in 
Christ who transcends all boundaries. 

29. While we affirm that the mission is God’s, we under-
stand that it is God who calls us, pilgrims in this world, to 
participate in mission. We do so by announcing the com-
ing of the kingdom, by inviting all peoples, regardless of 
16. Global Platform for Theological Reflection 2010. Unity and 
Mission Today: Voices and Visions from the Margins. Bucharest, 
Romania, October 4-10, 2010, 13.

who they are, to come and follow Christ and by seeking 
koinonia (fellowship) with others. Authentic mission looks 
for “partners in pilgrimage,” not “objects” of mission.

A Church Bridging between the US and Mexico

“El Faro: The Border Church” meets right on the border 
between the US and Mexico. This border is clearly marked 
by an impudent fence. The congregation from both sides of 
the fence meets weekly on Sundays to pray, preach, share 
and celebrate communion, led by two pastors from the 
United Methodist Church.

The elements of Eucharist cross borders as they are shared 
across the fence, to celebrate the miracle of communion 
with this extraordinary congregation. This church ministers 
to families in both countries. It also serves as a space for 
migrant families that have been separated by immigration 
and national security policies and by a government-built 
fence.

The Church as a Kingdom Community: Called to Challenge 
Injustice
30. The kingdom of God is a space beyond any human-
made geographical boundaries where justice and peace flow 
like a never-ending stream, where kinship of the whole oik-
oumene is lived and where the cross of the incarnate Christ 
encourages a life in mutual relationships on a vertical as 
well as on a horizontal level. Kingdom communities are 
communities in which there are “no longer strangers and 
aliens, but … members of the household of God” (Ephe-
sians 2:19).

31. In the New Testament, Jesus shared the table and its 
gifts with the marginalized. God’s kingdom provides a 
space that is larger than any national, ethnic or gender 
confines. It is a spiritual space, symbolized in the image 
of the New Jerusalem with its emphasis on God’s dwelling 
among the people. It is a relational space as well, a kin-
dom, in which all people are related to each other. As a 
kingdom community, the church aims at the humanization 
of society by transforming the cosmos in all its dimensions, 
structures and manifestations. Our common concern is to 
affirm life, overcome those elemental forces that are life-
destroying, and to strive together towards the development 
of human dignity and well-being in the name of Christ. 

32. The church is called to imagine and develop a migra-
tion-shaped mission, which is the essential being of the 
church. As migration is intrinsically linked to issues of 
injustice, missional work of the churches needs to involve 
itself in the struggle against social injustice. Our missiology 
needs to express itself as a deep commitment to the truth 
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of the biblical message, practiced as good news to all peo-
ples, through our active obedience to confront injustices 
within our contexts. The pilgrim church is, both in nature 
and mission, revolutionary and reconciliatory. It calls for 
conversion and repentance; it invites to discipleship and 
calls to worship. It goes beyond the programmes of aid and 
relief and challenges structures of societies that perpetuate 
injustice, oppression and alienation. In the midst of human 
suffering and unjust socio-political orders, the church is 
called to exercise the revolution of Christ: to replace the 
power of the world with the vulnerable power of the cross.

33. Migration-shaped mission needs to take its ecclesio-
logical starting point “from below.” If it fails to do so, 
the nature of the church—being a pilgrim church and an 
inclusive community—is not taken seriously. Migration-
shaped mission therefore seeks to embrace people at the 
margins as fellow travellers. In that perspective, it is not 
the inherited identities of nationalism, language and tradi-
tion, but the inclusive vision of God’s reign that brings the 
church into being. It is the commitment to the values of 
justice, reconciliation, peace and compassion, dignity and 
life for all that gives the church its distinct identity as a 
called community. It was essentially this commitment that 
brought the Jesus community into being. 

The Church as an Inclusive Community: Called to be 
“Neighours” to the Other
34. As Christians hold that the church is one in nature, it 
has been at the heart of the World Council of Churches 
“to proclaim the oneness of the church of Jesus Christ and 
to call the churches to the goal of visible unity in one faith 
and one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and 
in common life in Christ, in order that the world may 
believe.”17 

35. This oneness of the body of Christ does not imply 
absence of difference in the church, but much rather 
maintaining and celebrating it. Diversity characterized 
the inception of the church, with inclusive practices being 
devised at an early stage. For example, throughout the 
Book of Acts, the multicultural and multilingual nature of 
God’s people is clearly shown (Acts 6; 10:35-36; 15:16-
17). Diversity was understood as a fact of life, and was 
theologically embraced as an enriching gift. As sojourn-
ers who follow Christ, we respect that we are called from 
many nations and constitute a diverse multi-ethnic com-
munion, a safe space for encounter of fellow travellers, for 
mutual enrichment and critique where gifts to the ministry 
can flourish. The church forever shapes local contextual 

17. The Nature and Mission of the Church, 1.

faith communities with members from all nations and all 
peoples and in that diversity, it offers worship, fellowship 
(koinonia) and witness (mission and diakonia). In doing so, 
it responds eschatologically to issues of injustice, exclusion 
and ethnic divisions. 

36. The Christian pilgrim community of Christ values the 
crossing of boundaries, openness to cultural encounters, 
courage to face inevitable complexities and appreciation 
of differences as sources of strength. This makes hospital-
ity, solidarity and humility central characteristics of being 
church and undertaking ministry. 

37. The local congregation, where pilgrims are gathered 
around word and sacrament, is the place and space where 
people from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds meet 
in the name of Christ and where burdens and challenges 
are shared. Migration-shaped mission and ministry, to all 
who are in need of Gods promises of life in fullness, can be 
developed in these ecclesial spaces. 

38. In this context, a new ecclesial space is needed that 
provides a framework for inclusive and collaborative multi- 
and intercultural partnership.18 This place should aim to 
further the growth of a migration-shaped mission that 
lays the foundations for a common understanding of the 
context and content of multicultural mission. It should 
address where and in what ways migrants have a voice in 
a migration-shaped church and in its mission; what their 
role should be in shaping a new ecclesial landscape that 
transcends traditional patterns of ecumenical cooperation 
of well-established local churches. 

39. Ecclesial identities are important sources of faith and 
ministry. However, these identities should also be subject 
to transformation in the light of Christ who migrated from 
heaven to earth and who crossed human divides. In car-
rying out its migration-shaped mission, the church has 
no choice but to transcend its confessional, national and 
cultural boundaries. The church as a pilgrim community 
knows that failing to humbly transcend given boundaries 
and divides will result in a failure to shape a welcoming 
space for all sojourners. 

40. As a divine migrant, the incarnate Christ crossed 
the boundary from eternity into the “broken territory 
of human life.”19 During his life on earth, he constantly 

18. See the report of the WCC consultation on the mission 
and ecclesiology of migrant/multicultural churches, Utrecht, 
November 2010, in: IRM, April 2011, 100.1 (392), 104-107.
19. D.G. Groody, Crossing the divide, 651.
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crossed boundaries and called people to cross boundaries 
in order to have a foretaste of the reign of God and to over-
come otherness. He called every human to partake in the 
celebration of love, affirmation of dignity and realization of 
justice. This is God’s call to the church as well. Pilgrims—
local residents and migrants alike—share responsibility to 
partake in this mission to shape inclusive communities that 
can transform human lives into God’s restored image.

C. Ecumenical Response

Koinonia, Leitourgia, Martyria and Diakonia: Ecclesial 
Steps on the Journey Toward Justice and Transformation
Being the church in different geographical, socio-political, 
cultural and economic settings requires a critical analysis 
of the situation the migrant church finds itself in so that 
ecclesial responses can be developed that are context- and 
justice-sensitive. The following suggestions for ecclesial 
responses are therefore of a rather general character, are 
inconclusive and incomplete in nature and more in the 
form of an invitation to develop specific regional responses. 
They are laid out utilizing the classical notion of the church 
unfolding its nature and mission in Koinonia, Martyria, 
Leitourgia and diakonia.

Koinonia: The Church in Communion
Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 picture the church as a 
tapestry of diversity—“we, who are many, are one body in 
Christ” (Romans 12:5), in relationship with God and in 
relationship with one another. The church as a diverse com-
munity is inclusive and welcoming in nature and mission. 
The oikonomia, the household of God, is all-embracing and 
draws us into a committed communion, transcending geo-
graphical and human-made barriers so that none of us is 
any longer “a stranger or an alien, but [we] are citizens with 
the saints and also members of the household of God, built 
upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with 
Christ Jesus himself as a cornerstone” (Ephesians 2:19f.).

We acknowledge and we confess that many of our 
church communities are far from being inclusive commu-
nities, reflecting the one diverse Body of Christ, as quite 
a number of our structures, practices and teachings are 
themselves excluding, marginalizing and “othering,” and 
are thus tearing the very Body of Christ apart.

Witnessing to the hope that is within us (1 Peter 
3:15), we strive towards justice and transformation within 
our church communities and within society and the world 
at large. Living out unity and diversity as an inclusive com-
munity calls for:

–  congregations to strive towards the larger unity as the one 
Body of Christ;

–  churches to become culturally, socially and ethnically 
inclusive communities, embracing people of diverse cul-
tural, social, economic and ethnic backgrounds;

–  parishes or congregations that are safe places and inclu-
sive, justice-oriented communities;

–  increased intercultural and interreligious dialogue;

–  the realization of a deeper ecumenism that refrains from 
“othering” and seeks mutuality, justice and shalom;

–  a commitment to a migration-, justice- and transforma-
tion-oriented ecumenism that can give shape to inclu-
sive, participatory and equal communities.

Leitourgia: The Church in Service
45. A church as a celebrating community on the way, as 
sojourners on earth, seeks to serve God, humanity and cre-
ation, is called in for worship and sent out to perform the 
“liturgy after the liturgy.”

46. We acknowledge and we confess that many of our 
church communities are far from being inclusive church 
in service and celebration with and for all of humanity and 
creation. Our Leitourgia is often merely vertically oriented, 
leaving aside issues of justice and transformation as well as 
the experiences of suffering of so many, especially in the 
context of migration. 

47. Witnessing to the hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15), 
we strive towards justice and transformation within our 
church communities and within society and the world at 
large. Being an inclusive church in service calls for:

–  a move beyond the mono-cultural paradigm that often 
characterizes worship services;

–  an understanding of worship that exceeds a Sunday-cel-
ebration gathering;

–  a liturgy that is aware of being the church on the way as 
well as sensitive to the experiences, sufferings, hopes and 
aspirations of people in situations of migration;

–  texts, sermons, Bible studies and prayers that address 
migration-related issues of justice and transformation;

–  days of prayer and action related to people in migrant 
situations, refugees and internally displaced people; 

–  special memorial services for the victims of national and 
transnational migration, e.g., recalling those who died 
during sea transfers and crossings.
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covering the basic needs related to food security, basic 
housing and clothing. Amongst migrant groups, Roma 
families are particularly vulnerable to eviction and expul-
sion by landlords and landladies. Roma families are often 
seen as “beggars” and “criminal elements,” and especially 
children and youth frequently face physical and verbal acts 
of violence in the streets. 

To improve the living conditions as well as the integration 
of families of Roma background in Berlin’s intercultural 
Neukoelln borough, the local Methodist congregation has 
embarked on a programme that offers:

•  a safe place for children with migration background, ac-
cessible five days a week; language courses on the prem-
ises of the church as well as at the local primary school; 
language courses for parents, particularly mothers; 

•  homework supervision and support in coping with 
the school curricula; accompaniment and support for 
negotiations e.g., with social services, regional offices of 
home affairs, schools or landlords and landladies;

•  general advocacy to foster awareness of the special 
situation migrant families and their children, particularly 
of a Roma background, find themselves in, and space for 
interreligious and intercultural encounter and support in 
the process of inclusion. 

The activities of the congregation are based on the 
Methodist social creed. The congregation is part of larger 
networks of NGOs and faith-based organizations.

51. The church as a diaconal community is characterized by 
transformative action. The model for our diaconal ministry 
is Jesus Christ who holistically and in challenging ways met 
the needs and the quests for inclusion, justice and life in 
its fullness of those he encountered. Feeding the hungry, 
quenching the thirst of the thirsty, receiving the “stranger,” 
clothing the naked, taking care of the sick and visiting the 
prisoner (Matthew 25:35-40) are as much part and par-
cel of the diaconal work of the church as is the search for 
structures and practices in which justice prevails, human 
potential can be developed, and where human, individual 
and communitarian rights, mutuality and equality are 
essentially grounded.

52. We acknowledge and we confess that many of our 
church communities are far from a consistent involvement 
in transformative action that seeks justice wherever indi-
vidual deeds and socio-economic structures and practices 
mar and harm the human being, particularly in the context 
of migration. We have fed the hungry, sheltered the home-
less, dressed the wounds of the violated, but often failed to 
question the structures and practices causing violation and 
harm, in migration as well as in socio-economic issues at 

Martyria: The Church in Witness
48. The church as a witnessing community is testifying to 
the challenging character of the inclusive kingdom of God. 
In word and deed, it announces the good news to the poor, 
liberty to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind and 
freedom to the oppressed (Luke 4:18-19).

49. We acknowledge and we confess that many of our 
church communities are far from practising Martyria as 
a public witness that draws attention to issues of oppres-
sion, destruction, death and human rights violations in the 
context of migration or in other areas, such as the global 
economic (dis)order, that threaten the life and livelihood of 
the majority population on this globe. 

50. Witnessing to the hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15), 
we strive towards justice and transformation within our 
church communities and within society and the world at 
large. Witnessing to the challenging character of the king-
dom of God calls for:

–  being a migrant church at the margins and of the mar-
gins, based on Jesus’ holistic mission that was placing 
those who had been marginalized for ethnic, cultural, 
health, economic or socio-political reasons at the centre-
stage of his kingdom and mission; 

–  a stronger involvement in advocacy on migration issues;

–  an affirmation of migrant agency;

–  a public critique of structures and practices that further 
and contribute to the “othering,” the discrimination and 
the violation of human beings, particularly of those on 
the move;

–  a strengthening of pastoral as well as political responses 
with regard to migration, justice and human rights;

–  intensive training in migrant and intercultural ministries 
as part of the theological education and formation of 
pastors.

Roma in Germany

The situation of individuals and families with Roma 
background is, in many countries, a very challenging and 
volatile one. For example, in the German context, the 
level of anti-Roma in the general population is extremely 
high, leading to unequal and disadvantaging treatment 
in basically all relevant aspects of life, ranging from social 
support services to education. 

Migrants with a Roma background often live in conditions 
of extreme poverty, with job opportunities mostly limited 
to the 3D-sector. Payment received is poor, often not even 
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− Learn to know each other by visiting each other;

−  Organize regular meetings and discussions for the 
mutual enrichment of the communities;

− Lead joint activities.

Currently more than half of the “historic” Protestant 
Churches in Geneva are sharing their buildings and facili-
ties with one or more migrant communities.

55. Justice and transformation are at the heart of quite a 
number of prophetic writings and of the ministry of Jesus. 
Working and walking towards justice and transformation 
has been an ongoing challenge and a continuous journey 
for the church throughout the centuries and is a particular 
challenge for the church amidst migration today. 

56. On a number of occasions in history, the church has 
halted and taken time to reflect upon its biblical points of 
departure, the routes and directions it has pursued and the 
cul-de-sacs it has ventured into, deviating from its origi-
nal pursuit. The current realities of migration challenge 
the church to come to a halt once again and to reflect on 
what being a just, inclusive and transformative community 
implies within the community of believers as well as with 
regard to the world at large. 

57. While some of our church communities have lived up 
to the challenge of being just, inclusive and transformative 
communities in word and deed, other church communi-
ties find themselves still at the very beginning of the road, 
indecisive at major intersections or lost in detours and thus 
manifesting the status quo of a dividing and marginaliz-
ing world. We give thanks for the courage of those church 
communities fearlessly leading the way towards justice 
and transformation, and we acknowledge and confess the 
shortcomings and failures of many others of our church 
communities.

58. We confess that

–  as church communities. we have often been complacent 
in exclusion and injustice through structures, practices, 
services and worship;

–  we have been slow to get started to make our church and 
municipal communities inclusive and participatory ones;

–  “othering” has been part of our theological heritage and 
rationale;

large. Our diaconal outreach was often based on a chari-
table rather than on a justice paradigm. 

53. Witnessing to the hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15), 
we strive toward justice and transformation within our 
church communities and within society and the world at 
large. Being a church in transformative action calls for:

–  joining hands with civil, societal and faith-based organi-
zations in addressing the root causes of migration—war, 
poverty and climate change;

–  redressing structures and practices that disadvantage, 
exclude and endanger people’s lives;

–  together with people of all faiths, setting up structures of 
an international diakonia that is strongly geared towards 
issues of migration and justice;

–  fostering local social action and support for migrants;

–  expressing special solidarity with the migrants whose sta-
tus is “unauthorized” by a nation-state.

54. Koinonia, Leitourgia, Martyria and diakonia are pub-
lic expressions of the faith and the hope of the one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic church, the diverse and yet united 
body of Christ. The hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15) 
drives us on our way toward becoming just and inclusive 
communities, the migrant church at large.

“Witnessing Together” Geneva

Churches stemming from migration have been in Geneva 
since the early days of the Reformation. Over the last 
decades, their number has grown, and today they hold 
a significant place in Geneva Protestantism. About ten 
years ago, Lukas Vischer initiated the intercultural move-
ment “Witnessing together,” hoping that diverse church 
communities would join hands and forge links with one 
another. After a number of meetings, the first joint service 
in Geneva took place in 2003 at St Peter’s cathedral. Joint 
services have since united communities that share the 
same place of worship or that are active in the same area. 

“Witnessing together” brings together about a hundred 
communities of every geographical origin and all trends of 
Protestantism ,including some of the Orthodox churches, 
with the “historic” Protestant Church of Geneva (EPG), of 
which many members have links with the movement. The 
coordinator of this movement, Reverend Roswitha Golder, 
honorary pastor of the Protestant Church of Geneva who 
served the Latin-American community of Onex for twelve 
years, identifies three aims of this movement:
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The Story of the Mission for Migrant Workers and the 
Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants

In the late 1970’s amidst the intensifying socio-economic, 
political and cultural crisis gripping the Philippines, the 
government started a vigorous deployment of its people 
abroad both for the financial returns from labour export 
as well as to stave off the potential social upheaval due 
to widespread poverty, unemployment and landlessness. 
The Labour Export Programme (LEP) was instituted by 
then-Pres. Ferdinand Marcos. It paved the way for more 
semi-skilled and unskilled workers to be deployed to coun-
tries in need of the cheap, flexible and docile labour that 
foreign workers can provide in their booming industries 
and in their service sector, particularly domestic work. 
Hong Kong was one of the areas where workers were 
rapidly deployed as it opened its doors to foreign domestic 
workers, mostly women.

This development did not escape the notice of church lead-
ers. In coordination with the Resource Center for Philippine 
Concerns (RCPC), a church-backed NGO in Hong Kong at 
that time, the National Council of Churches in the Philip-
pines (NCCP) and the Anglican Holy Carpenter Church 
(HCC) arranged for a lay missionary to come to Hong Kong 
in 1980 to research the condition of migrant workers and 
explore the possibility of creating a service ministry organi-
zation. Based on the investigation and recommendations 
of the lay missionary, a series of consultations were con-
ducted on how an ecumenical centre for migrants could 
be established. Finally in March 1981, a proposal drawn 
up by the NCCP as an endorsing institution in the Philip-
pines and the HCC as a sponsor to establish a Mission for 
Filipino Migrant Workers (MFWM) was realized.

The MFMW immediately began its work of delivering 
assistance to migrants in crisis together with programmes 
that aim to empower migrant workers in Hong Kong. By 
1983, in the face of the intensified LEP, the MFMW recom-
mended that the NCCP study the possibility of replicating 
the MFMW experience in other Asia-Pacific countries. The 
NCCP took up the recommendation and set up the Asia-
Pacific Mission for Migrant Filipinos (APMMF) to operate 
in countries in the region, including the Middle East. The 
APMMF started its work in 1984.

Later on, the MFMW and the APMMF were renamed Mis-
sion for Migrant Workers and the Asia Pacific Mission for 
Migrants, respectively, to denote the expansion of its work 
among migrants of different nationalities.

60. Nation-states are becoming increasingly diverse. 
National and regional immigration policies often tend to 
label and criminalize migrants as “problems” and popu-
list media debates exacerbate such notions of superior-
ity and inferiority. Simply labeling a person “migrant,” 

–  our understanding of being the church was more 
impacted by ethnic and cultural issues than the notion 
of the migrant church at large or the migrant and refugee 
Jesus Christ;

–  mission has often been understood in mere terms of spir-
itual conversion, with the wider holistic transformative 
aspects of missio Dei being largely ignored;

–  issues of migration, justice, inclusivity and transforma-
tion have frequently been relegated to so-called “non-
theological issues,” therefore scarcely impacting our 
practices, teachings and outreach;

–  we were often fearful in our advocacy, reluctant in jus-
tice-oriented action and failing to speak truth to power.

59. For these and for many other failures and shortcom-
ings, we ask for God’s forgiveness. We commit ourselves 
to the whole gospel pathway of justice, reconciliation and 
transformation, and we ask for God’s guidance as, renewed 
and strengthened, we once again embark on the journey 
towards practicing justice and transformation. Witness-
ing to the hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15), we strive 
towards justice and transformation within our church 
communities and within society and the world at large. We 
do so as followers of the migrant Christ who said: “I am 
the way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6) and who came 
“so that all may have life and have it in abundance” (John 
10:10). 

Appendix 1. Migration Today 

Migration: Constant and Changing 
1.  Responding to the impact of migration is urgent. To the 

privileged few, migration may be a “good experience,” 
but to most migrants, the realities imply hardships: 
being uprooted, detained, trafficked or even dying on 
the journey. While migration has always been a feature 
of human existence, the migration phenomenon over 
the last 60 years is one of the most influential forces 
impacting the demographic, social, cultural, religious 
and economic landscapes of nations throughout the 
world. Today, the movement of people occurs in mul-
tiple directions across the globe. It is a complex phenom-
enon: each person on the move has their own story and 
journey filled with sorrow, hope and aspirations. The 
purpose of this paper is to call churches to realize the 
urgency and to act accordingly within their context by 
framing adequate responses.
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“asylum-seeker” or “displaced” creates harmful categories 
that this paper seeks to overcome. Migrant groups are 
divided into those who are “wanted” and those who are 
not, and sophisticated and complex mechanisms of inclu-
sion and exclusion have been developed. In other words, 
notions of “us” versus “them” and “we” versus “others” are 
frequently implied in migration-related debates and pol-
icy-making, which are not helpful in the conversation. 

61. Governments of sending and receiving countries rec-
ognize the strategic importance, economic benefit, and 
complexities of global migration and have intensified their 
resolve to find appropriate political responses. These poli-
cies tend to protect the economic and social impact on 
the receiving country while relegating the migrant to the 
margins of society. The UN, while recognizing that migra-
tion continues to increase, provides a platform for strategic 
analysis and strategizing. It aims to promote respect for the 
human rights of migrants, and to contribute to peaceful 
integration of migrants in society. In doing so, it wants to 
“build a better migration experience” and to ensure that 
“people move in a way that is safe and legal, and which 
protects their rights.”20 

62. Churches are therefore not alone in their efforts to 
respond to the impact of migration. With many others who 
affirm life and who strive for justice and peace, churches are 
involved in many local, national and international activi-
ties. Churches are involved in lobbying and advocacy, they 
speak up for migrants held in detention, they participate in 
the debate on migration and they establish multicultural 
congregations for those who have migrated. Challenges 
involve both ethical and ecclesial issues, such as claiming 
justice for migrants and creating ample space for emerg-
ing migrant churches in local ecumenical structures. We 
believe that in order to act and respond in a just and life-
affirming way to the challenges we face in our contexts, it 
is vital to start by affirming that human beings are created 
in the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26). Every indi-
vidual—whether on the move or settled—is deserving of 
life, love and dignity. 

63. This paper is divided into three sections. In the first sec-
tion, we introduce the migration phenomenon and discuss 
its facets and ambivalences. The second section explores 
biblical and theological perspectives, while the third sec-
tion identifies the subsequent implications for the nature 
and mission of the church. The document concludes with a 
call for a renewed ecumenical response to migration in the 

20. UN General-Secretary Bang-Ki Moon, at the Global Forum 
on Migration and Development, July 10, 2007.

light of the WCC 2013 Assembly theme, “God of life lead 
us to Justice and Peace.”
Who Is on the Move?
64. Migration is a global phenomenon involving an 
increasing array of ethnic and cultural groups. The term 
“migrant” comprises categories such as migrant workers 
and their families, professionals, international students, 
refugees, asylum-seekers, internally displaced persons and 
victims of human trafficking.

65. There are many reasons why people migrate. For some, 
the decision to migrate is made voluntarily, while horrific 
events often compel others to move. Some migrants may 
feel their motivation lies somewhere between these two 
points. For example, severe environmental factors such as 
drought create great uncertainty about remaining in their 
home countries. Others may feel that their decision is made 
voluntarily but may be strongly motivated to move rather 
than remain and endure intolerable conditions. The term 
“economic migrants” is often used to distinguish between 
forced and voluntary movement. In contrast to refugees, 
economic migrants can normally return home if they 
choose to, enjoying freedom from the threat of persecu-
tion, and can generally seek the protection of their national 
government. Others face disparities in living conditions 
between nations that impact their decision to migrate. 
These factors include a range of both positive and nega-
tive aspects concerning the decision to leave and the choice 
of destination. Often when migration flows have started, 
there is a tendency for the movement to continue. 

66. Today, more than 215 million people live outside their 
countries of origin or citizenship. The majority of inter-
national migrants (about 90 percent) are migrant workers 
and their families.21 Of the total number of international 
migrants, 72 percent are of working age (20 to 64) and 
around half (49 percent) are women22; 105 million men 
and women are economically active and a similar number 
are children and other dependents accompanying work-
ing migrants.23 The majority (96 million) of working age 
international migrants reside in developed countries. For 
migrants seeking employment, strong demand encourages 
many (especially from labour-exporting countries such 
as Mexico, India, China and the Philippines) to migrate 
to places with a growing economy. This can be mutually 

21. International Labour Migration: A Rights Based Approach. 
International Labour Organization, 2010 Geneva, p. 4.
22. Population Facts 6, 1UN Department of Economics and Social 
Affairs, Population Division 2010.
23. International Labour Migration: A Rights Based Approach. 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 2010, Geneva, p. 4.
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beneficial as some countries, struggling with populations, 
require highly skilled workers and international students. 
Meanwhile, other countries seek migrant labour to meet 
the growing demand in their labour, manufacturing, con-
struction, and service industries. International migrants 
comprise 3 percent of the global population and this trend 
is expected to continue, meaning that migrant numbers 
will increase as the world population increases.

A Displaced Family in Haiti

Marie Nicole is 34, a mother of three children. Until 
recently she, together with her three children, lived in a 
tent made of scraps of bed sheets. “After the earthquake, 
I thought life was over and I would never own a decent 
place to live with my children,” Marie Nicole said. “I had 
no choice and settled in my little tent of sheets supported 
by wood sticks. We had to squeeze like fish at the market 
to sleep at night.”

Living in the tent was tough. It was extremely hot during 
the day and cold at night. When the rains and the wind 
came, Marie Nicole and her children were forced to stay 
awake at night to hold up the supports of their flimsy 
shelter. They suffered through many sleepless nights. 

Marie Nicole’s new upgradable shelter was constructed by 
Habitat for Humanity with support from United Methodist 
Committee On Relief (UMCOR) and partners. “Now I’m not 
worried about the wind and rains. I can sleep with both 
eyes closed and my children will grow in a better environ-
ment, cleaner and safer,” Marie Nicole said. 

She now earns a living as a merchant and holds her head 
up high with dignity.

67. The United Nations stated that in 2008, 20 million 
people worldwide were forced to migrate due to extreme 
climate-related weather events, environmental deteriora-
tion, natural disasters, rising sea levels, and severe weather 
patterns such as drought.24 Several reports predict that ris-
ing sea levels, desertification, soil erosion and shrinking 
freshwater supplies—all made worse by climate change—
could displace up to 50 million people within the next ten 
years. Although these migrants may be forced permanently 
from their homelands, they do not meet the criteria for 
refugee status established by the 1951 UN Convention on 
Refugees and are not recognized under any other interna-
tional agreement. For the indigenous people who share 
a special connection to their homeland, the impact of 

24. Monitoring disaster displacement in the context of climate change. 
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) 2009, Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
(IDMC), Geneva, p. 12.

environmental degradation is devastating. When they are 
expelled from the land of their ancestors, they lose their 
sacred places and many are condemned to the margins 
of society, often living in slums, without the structures to 
improve their conditions.

68. Many people are compelled to migrate for mere sur-
vival or to obtain sufficient living conditions for survival 
elsewhere. They are forced to leave their homes due to 
state or group violence, war and conflict, political insta-
bility, poverty, human rights violations, gender violence, 
lack of freedom (including religious freedom) and rights 
of participation. According to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there are cur-
rently approximately 15 million refugees worldwide, and 
almost one million asylum-seekers are awaiting the out-
come of their claim for refugee status. A refugee is some-
one, according to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees, 
who “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to 
such fear is unwilling to, avail himself of the protection of 
that country.”25

69. In addition to the 215 million international migrants, 
a further 12 million people are stateless and another 26.4 
million are displaced internally due to conflict.26 Unlike 
refugees, IDPs have not crossed an international border to 
find sanctuary but have remained inside their home coun-
tries. Statelessness refers to the condition of an individual 
who is not considered as a national by any state. Stateless 
people face numerous difficulties in their daily lives: they 
can lack access to health care, education, property rights 
and the ability to move freely.

As the following graph indicates, migrants are often cat-
egorized. Categories cannot capture all the complexities 
of a constantly evolving phenomenon and the unique 
nature of each migrant experience, yet we neverthe-
less make use of them. While we cannot reduce suffer-
ing experienced by migrants to categories, figure 1 below 
nevertheless helps us to deduce the impact of migration. 

25. Article 1A(2) of the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
(1951).
26. Global Trends 2011. United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), Geneva, pp. 2-5.
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Fig 1: 2010 Global Total Number of Migrants by Category

Data Source: ILO International Labour Migration: A Rights Based Approach 2010, 
UNHCR Global Trends 2011. *UNOCHA 2009 Estimate for 2008. **Stateless people 
are not necessarily migrants.

1. The migration phenomenon has increased exponentially in the 
last 60 years, not only due to technological advances supporting 
transport and communication, but primarily because it has been 
vastly fueled by a shift in economic hegemony. The West, that 
was once the world’s workshop, has now become the world’s 
consumer while the East has become the world’s workshop. Most 
migrants reach their destination in full accordance with the laws 
and regulations of the origin and destination countries and make 
their journey safely and easily. The journeys of other migrants will 
be much more perilous. Often people on the move will switch 
categories from regular to irregular status and vice versa as they 
juggle the demands of international movement and the necessi-
ties of life. Below we mention three more types of migration.

2. Irregular migration takes place outside the norms and proce-
dures established by nation-states to manage the orderly flow 
of migrants into, through and out of their territories. Those who 
gain access into a country of their choice often begin their new 
life indebted and face a life of inhospitality, uncertainty and 
inhumane conditions. The vast majority of migrants with irregular 
status often get detained on arrival and deported after a short 
asylum procedure.

Trafficking in human beings is active and wilful “recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a 
position of vulnerability or of the giving of payments or benefits 
to achieve the consent of a person having control over another 
person for the purpose of exploitation.”27 The majority of traf-
ficked migrants are exposed to violence and abuse along their 
journey. Victims of trafficking are prone to exploitation, particu-
larly sexual and labour exploitation. Female migrants and migrant 
children are particularly vulnerable.

27. Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the 
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime.

People-smuggling is a form of cross-border movement 
that is facilitated with the agreement of the migrant who 
usually pays for the smuggling services. Smuggling can be 
exploitative and dangerous, and sometimes fatal, but it 
has been chosen rather than coerced. The Palermo Proto-
cols which govern international law on people-smuggling 
define these services as felonious when organized criminal 
groups are taking a leading role. 

Migration and Economic Emancipation 
71. Poverty has become a leading factor in the decision 
to migrate and also allows for the sending of remittances 
which can raise living standards of family members left 
at home. Some governments such as those of the Philip-
pines and India actively promote labour migration; these 
countries benefit from huge economic benefits through 
remittances which have become an important part of the 
national income. On the other hand, migration separates 
many families, leading to the breakdown of family struc-
tures. In addition, many sending countries experience what 
is termed as “brain drain,” with some of their brightest and 
best citizens opting to leave and never returning.

72. However, this paper does not contend that migration 
itself is the problem but rather the inequality of wealth and 
power under which migration practices unfold. This has 
led to exploitation and marginalization of many groups.28 
The underlying issue for the church is the ability of all 
humans to live in dignity; an unattained goal in the face 
of extreme poverty. In all probability, greater equality 
achieved through development will make the option to 
migrate more available as a voluntary instead of a forced or 
compelled choice. 

78. The growth of capitalism and globalization has raised 
the living standards of many people while at the same time 
increasing inequality and the number of working poor. 
Greater equality can be achieved through concerted migra-
tion policies which do not exclude the poor and low-skilled 
workers. As new labour markets open up, the participation 
of the poor can lead to higher incomes and higher remit-
tances sent back to poorer sending countries. In 2010, 
the World Bank estimated the value of remittances to be 
around $US440 billion dollars, of which $US325 billions 
went directly to developing nations.29 However, for more 

28. S. Castles, Understanding Global Migration: A Social 
Transformation Perspective. Conference on Theories of Migration 
and Social Change, St Anne»s College, Woodstock Road, Oxford, 
July 1-3, 2008.
29. World Bank’s Migration and Remittances Factbook 2011, 
http://go.worldbank.org/QGUCPJTOR0.
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liberal labour markets which include the poor to actu-
ally translate into greater equality, it is essential that the 
worker rights of immigrants be guaranteed, and protected 
by destination countries. Dangerous working conditions, 
lax safety and health protection continue to result in death 
and injury of migrants. Too often, companies choosing 
to manufacture their products in lax environments have 
increased the profitability for shareholders while driving 
down salaries and creating hardships for migrant workers.

Family Concerns 
79. The migration regime poses multiple challenges to the 
family as the core cultural, social and economic unit in 
society. Families prepare the next generations for the world 
of work, but they experience that migration impacts the 
spiritual condition of all involved in a harmful way. Many 
migrant workers have to leave husbands or wives and chil-
dren behind in order to work abroad to provide for them. 
In some cases, both parents must go abroad to work and 
have no choice but to leave the care of their children in the 
hands of others. Many families start their respective jour-
neys by selling belongings and property or by taking out 
loans, leading them into considerable debt. Intergenera-
tional tension between older and younger family members 
can occur. In the process of adapting to the new cultural 
context, they have to mark new identity boundaries, while 
having to cope with issues like the use of the native or a 
new language, different views of religion, authority struc-
tures, education, gender issues and the like.

Racism

Racism can range from cultural superiority/inferiority 
debates to hate speech, physical attacks and sociocides 
or genocides. Structural racism bars equal access to work, 
education and services and hinders equal participation, 
involvement in decision-making and freedom of expression 
in pluralistic societies.

“Othering” of migrants happens when we emphasize 
differences negatively over and above valuing commonali-
ties or mutuality positively. “Othering” or stereotyping 
is a process in which mental, psychological and physical 
fences are constructed to keep out what and whoever ap-
pears to be “strange.” The “other” is seen as a “non-fit,” 
as “strange(r)” and as not meeting the requirements or 
nature of the “in-group.” In a search for clear-cut identi-
ties, “othering” excludes, inferiorizes and very often hurts 
and violates those who are not admitted to the “in-group” 
and into the dominant players’culture(s) and discourses. As 
such, “othering” can pave the way towards racist attitudes 
and practices.

Tension and Exclusion 
80. When migrants begin to settle in a new environment, 
emerging identity differences—national, religious, ethnic 
or cultural—can become serious causes of tensions between 
migrants and receiving communities. Migrant communi-
ties often express their own practices, languages, dress and 
moral codes in a desire to hold on to what is important to 
them from home. Sometimes, in response, receiving com-
munities resist or mistreat outsiders for the fear that the 
other’s identity poses a threat to their own identities or cul-
ture. Above all, religious and national identities have been 
the source of tensions and xenophobia in many contexts. 
Some right-wing groups, aspiring to intimidate and con-
trol migrant communities, employ xenophobic arguments 
to create an environment of hatred, suspicion and division 
between communities. 

Exploitation 
81. Migrants can be vulnerable to exploitation in receiving 
countries whenever they are perceived as “other” or of lesser 
value, and where such attitudes have been structurally 
embedded through lack of labour/employment and other 
laws to protect those with or without authorization to be 
there. In their search for better living conditions, migrants 
are often treated and traded as commodities, for example 
in individual homes as domestic workers or in factories. 
Trafficking for labour or sexual exploitation and for human 
organ removal is perhaps the most extreme violation of the 
dignity of the person and sanctity of life given by God.

In July 2010, the GEM Regional Meeting in Bangkok 
reported: 

Having heard stories of blatant exploitation and abuse 
of migrant workers in many of our regions and coun-
tries and also by making ourselves aware of such situ-
ations around the world, we reflected on the human 
tendency to exploit the vulnerability of the weak and 
the disempowered that goes on at various levels. Gov-
ernments, structures, systems, communities, families 
and persons are tainted by this tendency which unfor-
tunately stands out as the most shameful trait of our 
human civilization. Abuse, rape, trafficking and new 
forms of slavery, etc. all have their roots in this trait 
and we as churches must recognize that we are a part of 
this sinful ethos and must seek forgiveness from God 
for our complicity and begin to rectify it by standing in 
solidarity with those who are thus denied of the oppor-
tunity of life with dignity and basic necessities. 

[Text edited by Drea Froechtling, Joe Moloney, Gerrit Noort,  
6 February 2013]
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43.  Just and Inclusive Communities: 
Theological Reflections

  Report of the Theological Consultation,  
La Paz, 2007

This study report presented the beginning of a new programme 
in WCC after the Porto Alegre assembly 2007 in bringing 
together concerns of Overcoming Racism, Indigenous Peoples, 
Dalit Solidarity and the Ecumenical Disabilities into one 
common stream of activities. The paper emphasizes the need 
to foster solidarity among excluded people as they struggle to 
dismantle structures and cultures that exclude and deny and 
as they strive to realize the vision of more just and inclusive 
communities.

Study Questions

1.  What are common factors in the experience of victimization 
and common elements in the cultures of resistance and hope 
which are emerging?

2.  Why are these groups of groups which are victimized 
brought together and how about other groups referred to in 
the paper, but not yet always included? 

3.  What are theological perspectives of the “anatomy of exclu-
sion” and the “anatomy of hope” which are identified in the 
paper?

Introduction

This report attempts to outline a theological framework for 
WCC’s new programme: Just and Inclusive Communities 
that has been put in place by integrating four areas of its 
ongoing work: Overcoming Racism, Indigenous Peoples, 
Dalit Solidarity and the Ecumenical Disabilities Advocates 
Network. It reflects a consultative process of sharing and 
conversation among persons impacted by these and other 
concerns. This is the first step towards identifying a process 
to enable and accompany the churches through theological 
reflection to discover ways in which they might become 
more just and inclusive communities. As such it is by no 
means a finished product. The issues raised in this account 
of the conversation will give shape to the programme. 

At the outset it needs to be mentioned that this paper 
emerges out of a struggle for many reasons. To begin 
with, it was an attempt to develop a common theologi-
cal vision based on the distinct vantage points, experiences 

and visions of four excluded groups—Indigenous Peoples, 
Dalits, people with disabilities and those who resist and are 
also victimised by racism—groups that have historic con-
nections to the work of the World Council of Churches. 
It acknowledges the complexity of the issues facing these 
groups in varying contexts, understanding the importance 
of each, as well as the common longing for inclusion. How-
ever, it soon became evident that a theological reflection 
aiming at a more holistic understanding of inclusivity and 
one that is based on life experiences in concrete histori-
cal contexts, could not remain focused on the four specific 
forms of exclusion alone. It kept wandering through the 
life-world of migrants, asylum seekers, political detainees, 
ethnic and religious minorities, elderly people, children, 
sexual minorities, people living with HIV/AIDS, etc., 
pointing to the reality of the interconnections among social 
identities and locations and the consequent vulnerabilities 
and disempowerment. It points to the need to address other 
forms of exclusion for a holistic theological understanding 
of inclusivity. Recognising that it is often a combination 
of various forms of exclusion that are at work, this paper 
emphasises the need to foster solidarity among excluded 
people as they struggle to dismantle structures and cultures 
that exclude and deny and as they strive to realize the vision 
of more just and inclusive communities. It is also conscious 
of the absence of the perspectives of those who experience 
other forms of exclusion. In spite of its limitations, it must 
be said that this is an attempt towards articulating the con-
tours of a theology from within the church, from a legiti-
mate part of the church who are excluded within and who 
yearn for its transformation so that the church is able to 
holds itself forth as a sign, as an alternative to the unjust, 
discriminatory and oppressive world and its institutions.

This document is also shaped not only by the reali-
sation that all excluded groups have certain experiences 
of pathos in common such as: poverty, marginalization, 
oppression, victimization, rejection and discrimination but 
also of hope—in the form of resistance, celebration, soli-
darity and a vision of a new society. It is these experiences 
of hope that inform this exercise of discerning the direc-
tions for the pursuit of just and inclusive communities. 

Theological Vision

With all wisdom and insight he has made known 
to us the mystery of his will according to his good 
pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for 
the fullness of times, to gather up all things in him, 
things in heaven and things on earth.
(Ephesians 1: 9, 10 NRSV)
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Attempts were made initially to develop one theological 
approach that spoke of the common experience of the four 
diverse groups of people. It was quickly acknowledged, 
however, that such a project would not be authentic, for 
each group had developed different approaches to under-
standing God and different visions of what a just and inclu-
sive community would be like. It is thus acknowledged (at 
the beginning of this document) that multiple theological 
perspectives based on diversity of perspectives, experiences 
and contexts on just and inclusive communities are inevi-
table. What this theological vision attempts to do, there-
fore, is to honour these differences by weaving a tapestry of 
perspectives together in one document, each thread, creat-
ing its own distinct picture and in turn contributing to 
the whole. The theological understandings that have devel-
oped here are not intended to be the last word either, but 
a part of a process towards developing a theological vision 
that underpins the strategies that Christian communities 
can adopt in fostering just and inclusive communities. The 
silence of the other voices means that this tapestry contains 
gaps which in time may be filled in as representatives of 
other excluded groups make their contributions.

One other challenge in discussions has been the area 
of Christology. It was felt that the dominant Christologies 
in our churches often contribute to the exclusion of the 
socially disempowered sections. It was felt that it is impor-
tant to formulate Christologies based on concrete experi-
ences of exclusion, emphasising the broken Jesus on the 
cross and the Christ who articulates and integrates the bro-
ken creation in the resurrection. This may include using a 
language which speaks of a Jesus, the sinless and incarnated 
son of God, who takes upon himself the identities of those 
who are exploited and excluded, such as those with dis-
abilities, of colour, of despised caste identities, of the mar-
ginalised Indigenous Peoples, abused women and children, 
the aged, those of different sexual orientation, etc., in order 
to expose the life-denying tendencies of certain cultures 
and structures that govern human relationships. Such a 
pluralistic understanding of Christ enables the church—
the body of Christ to be an inclusive community. The body 
of Christ suffers and longs for restitution and healing of 
the creation with childbirth pains because of the multiform 
ways that people exclude one another (Romans 8:18-25). 
It is acknowledged that each of the focus groups underlines 
other Christological aspects converging into the basic affir-
mation that Jesus is the truest image of an inclusive God 
(Col. 1. 15-20). 

In the spirit of respecting differences, it is again 
affirmed that any theological formulation is part of an 
ongoing process that is dynamic and should resist the 

historical theological categories of dualism. The theological 
vision presented here considers the following:

A framework for:

• understanding exclusion

• presenting approaches to inclusion

•  a future that is birthed in the hope of just and inclu-
sive communities.

In discussing these three areas, each part of the discus-
sion is supported by stories from representatives of excluded 
groups. This allows space here for theology to be developed 
through both argument and narrative. It also provides a 
space for the voices of excluded peoples to be heard.

I. Anatomy of Exclusion

But God has so arranged the body, giving the 
greater honour to the inferior member, that there 
may be no dissension within the body, but the 
members may have the same care for one another. 
If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if 
one member is honoured, all rejoice together with 
it. (I Cor. 12: 22-26 NRSV)

In the conversations that took place in La Paz concern-
ing excluded groups, it was quickly recognized that such 
groups have a number of experiences in common. These 
include experiences of violence, physical, psychological 
and emotional suffering, demonisation, humiliation, rejec-
tion, the experience of being made to feel that oppression 
is the result of personal or inherited sin, a religiosity that 
is considered liberal, and the experience of having their 
voices silenced in oppression. It also became clear that a 
variety of means and ways are employed to oppress and 
exclude and that these also operate at various levels. The 
most prominent and pervasive are those cultures of exclu-
sion that manifest themselves in the form of racism, cas-
teism, sexism, and other derisive anthropological notions, 
which operate to consolidate and strengthen the power-
ful through the subjugation of the weak and vulnerable, 
manipulation of their minds as well as of common sense, 
and the consequent exploitation. These ideologies operate 
together in combination of forms of exclusion as they make 
and keep people in perpetual state of disempowerment and 
vulnerability. For example, a person may be oppressed 
because he/she is black, but triply oppressed if a person is 
black, a woman and also poor. 
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Perhaps this is where sin comes into the discourse as 
it causes and justifies rupture of relationships—between 
persons and with creation. In other words, actions—words 
and gestures of exclusion here are to be seen as sin. Since 
these patterns of human behaviour emanate from and find 
legitimacy in institutions, be they civil or religious, the sys-
temic/structural nature of sin also needs to be recognised. 
This is important because many actions of exclusion tend 
to find fault with those who are excluded than with the 
ethos—of structures, culture, norms, beliefs, superstitions, 
etc., which creates the space for such views. For example, 
victims of rape are subjected to subtle forms of exclusion 
in spite of the verbal condemnations about the offenders. 
Indigenous people are marginalised within the Church in 
spite of the various affirmations made about their identity. 

Many stories of exclusion were shared and forms of 
exclusion and their combinations too were identified. Here 
are a few stories to help to illustrate some of the theological 
issues and questions thus far raised:

Illustrative Stories:
An African Descendent Woman from Brazil
To understand the violence that African descendent 

women in Brazil suffer today, first of all, we have to speak 
about our history—the history of colonialism, oppression, 
harsh discrimination and racism. Violence for us has its 
beginning with the slave trade. It began when we were 
taken away from Africa, our mother land, and forced into 
slave dungeons and boats that brought us to the Ameri-
cas and to Brazil. Violence was there in the way we were 
uprooted from our land, taken away from our African cul-
tures, separated from our families and relatives. Violence 
was there when in the crossing we were beaten, suffered 
harsh treatment, starvation and death. Thousands of our 
ancestors died in the crossing of the Atlantic Ocean.

Once in Brazil, violence continued—the violence of 
forced labour, and of working in the plantations, of separa-
tion from anyone that would speak the same language, or 
practice the same rituals; the violence against our integrity 
and dignity through rape and unwanted pregnancies. Vio-
lence of isolation and alienation has been our daily experi-
ence ever since.

Life did not get better for us, especially African 
descendent women, when abolition of slavery was declared 
in Brazil in 1888. Nothing was put into place to guarantee 
the minimal material conditions for our survival. We were 
left to ourselves to face the new situation. From one day to 
the other we were free. What kind of freedom was that? We 
had nowhere to go, no land, no houses, no education. Our 
only professions were those learned under slavery. 

That injustice is lived even today by the African 
descendent women. We are affected by systemic forms 
of violence. We suffer racism, racial discrimination and 
domestic violence in our daily lives. These are barriers to 
our development, to equal economic opportunities, to 
access to education, to access to positions of power and 
decision making. African descendent women and children 
in Brazil are the poorest of the poor, we are the majority of 
those living in slums, in the periphery of the cities, of the 
ones that do menial jobs and work as domestic servants. 

Despite these realities of violence and exclusion, we, 
the African descendent women in Brazil, together with our 
communities are living expressions of life, endurance and 
resistance. We have resisted slavery by forming our com-
munities of resistance, the “Quilombos.” We have found 
strength and courage to keep going in our diverse forms of 
spirituality. We are survivors of today and tomorrow! 

An African-American Perspective:
Peoples of African descent have been demonized in 

the stern psyche as a result of its need to justify their bru-
talization and enslavement that began during the eras of 
the Protestant Reformation and Europe’s Age of Discov-
ery wherein those conquered, colonized, and enslaved by 
Europeans also became the objects of Christian missions. 
Integral to this process were modes of biblical interpreta-
tion that reified wholeness as normative for what it meant 
to be Christian and human. The Black Community was 
signified within this scheme in threatening and perverse 
images of irrationality, idolatry, immorality and inferior-
ity. Thus, the enslavement and colonization of Africans 
became an essential component of the church’s civilizing 
and Christianising project that presupposed an inherent 
deficiency in Black humanity.

A Person with a Disability from Cuba:
The history of the concept of disability as a sin which 

emerged from religious traditions, has survived until today 
in most cultures. It is the interpretation of the projection of 
one’s own or inherited sin. The non-acceptance of persons 
with disability comes from different sources, sin being one. 
In the religious practice of some Christian communities in 
Cuba, people pray to God for healing, they insist that God 
take away the sin as the curse of the disability. On some 
occasions the person with a disability is required to do 
penitence or to be involved in other religious practices. In 
many cultures, persons with disabilities are hidden by their 
families to avoid criticism and condemnation as it often 
implies making one’s sin visible. In some cultures, a child 
with a disability is eliminated before it is born. However, 
what Jesus preaches (John 9:31) is contrary to this concept.
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II. Anatomy of Inclusion 

“Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit 
the kingdom prepared for you from the founda-
tion of the world; for I was hungry and you gave 
me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something 
to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 
I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick 
and you took care of me, I was in prison and you 
visited me.” (Matthew 25: 34 –36 NRSV)

The reality of the sinful exclusion of many sections of 
people becomes an important matter of concern for the 
churches as they begin to pursue the vision of just and 
inclusive communities. At the outset, it is important to ask 
to what and with whom are excluded peoples to be included 
into? The theological vision of inclusivity does not present 
the need of excluded peoples being included into existing 
structures and practices. Rather, inclusion is here defined as 
the realisation of communities in which those who exclude 
and are excluded, oppress and are oppressed move towards 
each other in love and compassion so that both are trans-
formed through an encounter with one another and create 
new communities which are truly just and inclusive. In the 
encounter of Jesus with the Canaanite woman in Matthew 
15.22-28, Jesus is transformed by the encounter with the 
Gentile he compares to a dog (v.26) and both come to a 
new understanding and recognition of the other. From 
the various theological perspectives of the excluded groups 
contributing here the following components provide a 
theological framework for working towards such just and 
inclusive communities. There are different nuances of the 
theological concepts presented here, yet, it is believed that 
these are some of the first threads that need to be woven in 
as we work towards completing our tapestry. 

1. Imago Dei
There is a need for a hermeneutic of suspicion concern-
ing traditional images of God and it is affirmed that God’s 
image is not that of an exclusively white, stern, able-bod-
ied, upper class male. Traditional perspectives of God also 
describe God in terms of perfection, burdening human 
beings with the need to strive for that perfection and in 
so doing, encourage excluded groups to negate all that is 
good within them and within the creation. Images of God 
should help individuals and communities to understand 
what is happening in the here and now rather than striving 
for something that is beyond our reality and reach. The 
image of God has to be seen in the way the whole cre-
ation expresses God’s love, generosity and wisdom. There-
fore hierarchical social structures and values that privilege 
some over others contradict this understanding of God’s 

image. There is thus a need for a multiplicity of images of 
God that resonate with the yearnings of every marginalised 
group. Such a method expresses continuity with the tradi-
tion of plurality in the Godhead articulated in the doctrine 
of the Trinity. Below are two stories that illustrate differing 
understandings of God from two distinct communities. 
The first describes an image of God from the experience of 
being in community, the second draws on stories from an 
indigenous community that talks about God on the basis 
of what God does. 

Illustrative Stories:
From the Dalits in Rural India:
“I don’t want to go to church and worship God along 

with those who are not willing to share even a small piece 
of tamarind fruit. It is better to stay away from the church 
than to pretend to love somebody. If I do that, God will 
not be there.” This statement from a Christian from a rural 
community encapsulates the way that God is perceived and 
understood by that particular community. God is realized 
primarily through their daily life experiences. It has a very 
personal, participatory and “real” dimension to it. Most 
importantly, God is conceived to be with them and not as 
an isolated and distant reality, which gives them the free-
dom to interact with that divine presence, get angry and 
swear at God when things are not going right and pour all 
praises when things are fine. In other words the worship-
pers have an ‘ownership’ of God and place a corporate and 
communal emphasis on God while explaining the signifi-
cance of worship without hypocrisy in this context. 

From the Indigenous Peoples in Mexico:
Nanahuatzin is the name of a god from the religious 

traditions of the Mexican Indigenous People. This god was 
excluded from the other gods because he was sick. He was 
covered with pimples, constantly suffering. For the sun to 
heat more, the gods said that one of them had to immolate 
himself. Among all the gods, precisely the excluded and sick 
god courageously sacrificed his life and immolated himself 
for the sun to be stronger, warmer and reach a better repro-
duction of the whole creation. The re-creating God was the 
excluded despised, sick God—he gave the supreme good, 
his life to the world.

2. Concept of What It Means to Be Human
There are a variety of ways in which the value of the 
human being is conceived. For example, dominant philo-
sophical notions emphasise on the human ability to think 
and rationalise—“I think therefore I am.” The Protestant 
work ethic suggests a person’s humanity and worth in his/
her capacity to work. In some contexts, such as that of 
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the Dalit community, one’s status determined by birth/
descent, defines one’s worth as a human being. People with 
disabilities, among others, are often told that they are dis-
abled because of either personal or inherited sin. Women 
and children are perceived to be weak, inferior or depen-
dant and therefore discriminated or abused. On account of 
these notions, the dehumanisation, experiences of violence 
and abuse of the disempowered sections are either ignored 
or legitimised. 

New approaches are needed to describe what it means 
to be human and the following is proposed as a starting 
point:

•  Each human person is of value because they are a creation 
of a loving God (Gen 1.27).

•  The capacity to love is crucial to our humanity and what 
it means to be truly alive (Luke 10.27-28). All humans 
have the capacity to give and receive love though this 
potential is not always realized in the churches and in 
personal relationships. How this love is expressed will 
vary in each context.

•  Community is the context for the expression of this love 
(Col.3:12-17).

A Story from the Mother of an Adult Son with Severe 
Learning Disabilities in the UK:

Frances Young speaks of how Arthur, her severely intel-
lectually disabled son, had ‘been the catalyst of sig-
nificant discoveries about human relationships.” She 
remarked ‘he has helped us all to a greater maturity.” 
She writes of the benefit received from her weekly visit 
to the hospital for mentally disabled adults: ‘Just to go 
and be with people for whom life was basic and simple, 
for some of whom verbal communication was diffi-
cult or impossible, became profoundly important. It 
was a sharing of peace and friendship and simplicity, 
entering a community in which there was a remarkable 
atmosphere of simple gratitude, a capacity to receive, 
a delight in little treasures.” (Young, F. (1990) Face to 
Face, p. 81)

3. Holistic View of Creation—The Importance of 
Understanding Interdependence 
A holistic view of creation recognizes the interdependence 
of human beings, animals, vegetation, spirits and the eco-
system. This vision is broken by the sin that causes separa-
tion within—the complex web of life. This is illustrated 
in the struggle of indigenous peoples to reclaim the land 
that was taken and exploited by colonial powers, the loss of 

connectedness to the land of the African Diaspora exploited 
through slavery, and the experience of Dalits whose basic 
humanity is denied by being deprived of access to land, 
water and a basic livelihood. The denial of property and the 
exploitation of land and resources by the powerful is also 
part of the larger global reality for many other excluded 
peoples, resulting in them being among the world’s poor-
est people. Globalisation has often promised transforma-
tion of such realities but in practice has resulted in further 
exploitation of marginalised peoples, displacing them from 
their lands and depriving them of the basic necessities of 
water, food, shelter and even clean air. 

A Story from India:
Palghat is a district in Kerala, South India, which is 

popularly known as Kerala’s “rice bowl.” Compared to 
other parts of Kerala, Palghat is drought –prone. And Pla-
chimada is a tiny hamlet in Palghat. It is to Plachimada 
that a multi-national corporation had decided to come 
and set up a manufacturing plant. The company opened 
its plant having secured the permission of the local govern-
ment, the Panchayat, to use motorized pumps to dig water 
for its project. However, the company went beyond the 
limits of the permit, went ahead and drilled six wells and 
illegally installed high pored electric pumps and extracted 
millions of liters of pure water (“the harlot sitting on many 
waters” Rev. 17:1-3). 

The company also violated the existing Kerala Land 
Utilization Act and cleared several hectares of paddy fields 
to establish the plant in Plachimada. The annual rainfall in 
the region is 1200 mm. Water that can be rain harvested, at 
the rate of 60% of rainwater, is about 10.94 million litres. 
Water that was consumed by the company was 24 million 
litres per annum. As a result, the communities that were 
living in and around the plant started experiencing severe 
droughts and water shortage because their own wells had 
gone dry. The extraction of underground water by the plant 
also resulted in the pollution of water with minerals. High 
levels of Chloride and Fluoride were found in nearby wells. 
Due to acute shortage of water, women in the community 
were forced to walk about 5 km to fetch water. 

For the indigenous people, the integral (comprehen-
sive) creation is considered a living and interrelated body, 
composed as a cosmic community, a universal house (Oik-
oumene) inside which every being has its own specific place 
and function. This vision is cosmo-centric and not anthro-
pocentric, and as such the human being is not the owner 
but the guardian of the non-human world. Each dualistic 
separation violates the balance and harmony of the cosmic 
order which is the picture of an inclusive world.
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From the Indigenous Peoples in Bolivia:
For the Indigenous groups, religious practices are plu-

ralistic and syncretistic. There are combinations of Indig-
enous and Christian (stern Christianity) elements in the 
rites which include the need to be thankful for the life and 
work of the land, animals and persons. The church cel-
ebrations include symbolic elements, music, and images 
of God from the indigenous traditions. Such practices are 
considered unorthodox by traditional churches which in 
turn indulge in exclusion, satanisation, and oppression of 
the native peoples. This perspective ignores that Christian-
ity is a religion that is embodied in different cultures from 
its origin. 

4. Justice
Justice in its essence is about right relationships. Isaiah 
writes of the need to “learn to do good; seek justice, rescue 
the oppressed, defend the orphan and plead for the widow” 
(Isaiah 1.17) Micah also reminds us of the need to do jus-
tice (6.8). Justice is not an intellectual ideology but a reality 
achieved through radical action. The articulation of justice 
has often been expressed among the excluded communities 
contributing to this report both as the equitable distribu-
tion of opportunities and resources as well as respect and 
acceptance in a spirit of mutual love between persons and 
communities. The clamour of the excluded people for jus-
tice is often a clamour for acceptance and freedom to be. 
Justice is when every human person is aware that they have 
a right to sit down at the table without needing to be asked 
or to seek permission. 

III. Anatomy of Hope

1. Keeping Hope Alive Despite Ambiguities 
Every human being lives in the ambiguity of God’s 

creation. Human life is constantly touched both by its 
goodness (Gen. 1.31) as well as suffering. However, amidst 
this ambiguity, hope is found in acts of resistance, experi-
ences and expressions of spirituality and the discovery of 
grace. 

A Testimony from a Woman with a Disability from Brazil:
I am a woman with a disability. I believe God has cre-

ated me like other people who are without a disability. I 
feel loved and precious. My disability was not God’s desire 
but it happened because of the way we live in this world 
where sickness appears and then is controlled. But many 
people and God see me as good creation. God wants me to 
be a part of the main life of the world. At the same time, 
some people reject me because of my appearance and I suf-
fer marginalization, prejudice and exclusion. I live in this 

ambiguity of acceptance and rejection, of being a whole 
person with a disability and at the same time excluded. 
But I believe that God is a God of both wholeness and 
brokenness. 

2. Spirituality of Resistance
Traditionally spirituality is always understood and inter-
preted in terms of piety and sobriety. On the contrary, 
excluded people believe that resistance to injustice, exclu-
sion, discrimination and derision—through affirmations, 
attitudes and actions—is also a valid form of spirituality. 
Resistance may take the form of either subversive action in 
opposition to powers that oppress as well as celebration of 
life in spite of the oppressors. South American indigenous 
peoples have always lived out celebration as a symbol of 
their resistance to marginalisation and negation of their 
dignity for more than five hundred years. Community val-
ues of solidarity and encounter are lived out and the same 
values are also proclaimed from the point of view of their 
Christian faith. The spirituality of excluded people resists 
and condemns the systemic/structured sins of exclusion 
and depravation—of racism, casteism, colonialism, neo-
colonialism, patriarchy, homophobia, xenophobia, sup-
pression of indigenous groups, marginalization of people 
with disabilities, and materialism that dehumanises people 
and destroys the creation. Such resistance is not based on 
the objective conditions of oppression but also on the 
eschatological hope through which excluded communities 
have imagined a new creation of just and inclusive struc-
tures and communities within which all humanity have a 
place to be and to flourish: ‘I came that they may have life 
and have it abundantly’ (John 10.10). Grace is understood 
as the experience of God’s love that inspires, directs and 
empowers the excluded communities to envision, work 
towards and experience individual and social transforma-
tion. There is life, new possibilities for life, for transforma-
tion of both the offended and the offender in spirituality 
that is grounded in resistance to life negation. 

A Testimony from the Dalits in India:
Even though resistance to derision and discrimina-

tion that can make a difference is still a distant reality, the 
Dalits do resist in spite of the violence that follows. My 
neighbours belonged to the upper caste, and as landlords 
they hired Dalit men and women to work in their farms. 
One day the upper caste landlady scolded her own chil-
dren calling her children’s inappropriate behaviour as the 
‘Dalit way’ and using demeaning words that would insult 
the Dalits. The Dalit men and women who were working 
there sharply reacted to their humiliation and resisted the 
landlady’s words by refusing to work for the family and 
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also influenced others in the community to do so. The 
landlord, understanding his dire need and his dependency 
on them, had to apologise to the community and urged 
them to come back to work. I see the resistance of Dalits 
in this story as an expression of their spirituality through 
which they were able to assert and recover the fullness of 
their humanity. The spirituality of Dalits here comes from 
honouring themselves and the fullness of the image of God 
in them. 

Summary 

The discussions attempted to verbalise and clarify the vari-
ous threads of the experiences of the excluded communities 
and to distil the common themes related to the experi-
ences. These are:

1. Poverty, Disenfranchisement and Resistance;  
2. Stigma, Physical Appearance, Alienation, Exclusion, 
Oppression, Violence and Discrimination (sub-Themes: 
Oppression and Violence); 3. Collective Memory, Vision 
of a New Society, Celebration and Hope; and 4. Solidarity, 
Dialogue, Theology in Context.

On the basis of these a number of themes have been 
identified during this time of theological reflection to 
inform further plans to develop future programmatic work 
on just and inclusive communities. (In considering these 
themes, it is important to acknowledge the complexity of 
their expressions.) Those identified include the following:

•  Imago Dei—The need of talking about God using lan-
guage and images that refer not to perfection but to human 
capacities for goodness, justice, compassion and love. 

•  Sin—as the rupture of relationships and to acknowledge 
where such sin is actualised by persons, cultures and 
structures.

•  Elaborating on what it means to be human (questions 
around wholeness and normality).

•  The tension arising out of the accents on Christocentricity, 
Theocentricity and Cosmocentricity in a theological reflec-
tion based on the specific contexts and experiences of 
those who are subjected to various forms of exclusion. 

•  Justice as accepting and affirming the humanity and dig-
nity of the other. 

•  The need for Churches to respond to systemic/structural 
forms of exclusion in themselves and in society more 
widely

 A Framework for the Process

This theological reflection began with the image of a tap-
estry, an image introduced to us by our partners from the 
indigenous peoples. The cloth woven by us with rich and 
vibrant patterns was in front of us right through in La Paz, 
enhancing our worship, and inspiring us to live together 
as an inclusive community. The empty spaces in the image 
reflected the incompleteness of the tapestry pointing to 
the need for our theological reflection on inclusivity to be 
informed by including those voices that are yet to be heard. 
It was, however, seen as a small contribution towards effect-
ing truly just and inclusive communities. Some of the sug-
gested strategies beyond this report provide concrete ideas 
as to how this might happen.

In keeping with the theme of tapestry, the program-
matic framework towards an authentic vision of just 
and inclusive communities must reflect a multi-faceted 
dynamic approach which demonstrates an understanding 
of the complexity of the issues and responses needed. In the 
light of this the WCC must resist any attempt to develop 
a “one size fits all” approach and process for its program-
ming in this initiative of just and inclusive communities. 
All programmes must recognize and respect the dynamic 
multi-level complex system of the whole spectrum of com-
munities and groups. The WCC needs to develop with its 
member churches kenotic practices that (a) seek to resource 
the assets of marginalized peoples, (b) build partnership 
with marginalized groups as well as facilitate partnerships 
among them, and (c) respond to the systemic/structural 
nature of marginalization. Excluded peoples reveal the 
human face of God and call us to work for more just and 
inclusive communities. 

The programmes must grow out of strategies that 
address both the formal work of the WCC and the work of 
the member churches. It must be rooted in and shaped by 
the stories and lived experiences of excluded peoples, who 
must be invited to participate in the programmes by giving 
leadership and by accompanying the process. Programmes 
must essentially be about transformation. 

In order for this to take place there are two key pro-
cesses that must precede any development of programmes; 
(a) The WCC must commit itself to a process of train-
ing its staff and leadership to the issues. As the programme 
team moves towards actualising the strategies outlined 
below, the WCC should consider, building on the model 
of the consultation in La Paz, organising training sessions 
for Council staff, facilitated by excluded peoples, and also 
building a workshop time for member church leaders 
when they gather, also facilitated by excluded peoples. (b) 
As the process moves towards more holistic understand-
ing of inclusivity, there need to be conscious attempts to 
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recognise other forms of exclusion, to draw in those experi-
ences and perspectives, and to recognise the interconnect-
edness of issues faced by all excluded peoples/persons.

The following are some strategies that can begin to 
shape the process:

1.  To provide space within the context of the Church/
Community for people to tell their stories as has begun 
here in La Paz. These narratives may include experiences, 
hopes, aspirations, dreams, challenges, self-definition 
etc. Attention must be paid to developing methodolo-
gies and systematic procedures for collecting and han-
dling stories. As an example the WCC could help to 
facilitate local gatherings to explore theology related to 
their experience of exclusion and help to network local 
groups with each other around the globe. 

2.  To create facilities for receiving, documenting and shar-
ing these stories among marginalised people and at a 
number of levels including communities, churches, 
theological colleges, community organizations and 
people’s movements. This should be shared across local, 
national, regional and international levels. These Stories 
could be published and sold to help fund local initiatives 
of some of the marginalized communities. 

3.  To initiate an Annual International Community Building 
Core Programme of 12-15 young (18-35) people from 
diverse communities, regions, ethnicities, genders, peo-
ple living with disabilities, to live, work and theologize 
together for 3-6 months in a community setting. This 
event could serve to create a context for understanding 
the dynamic of exclusion and the challenges of inclu-
sion and will benefit: (i)I ndividuals who attend the 
programme, (ii) the receiving communities, and (iii) the 
wider ecumenical community.

4.  To continue to raise awareness of the sins inherent in our 
structures and cultures that continue to oppress people 
today as they have in the past and to call on the churches 
to recognition, repentance and transformation. 

5.  To encourage the churches to move beyond recognition 
and repentance to restitution and justice and to join 
hands with social and political movements to pressurize 
governments and other national and international jus-
tice delivery mechanisms such as the UN and the Inter-
national Courts to do the same. We recommend that 
mechanisms and processes in collaboration with social 
and political movements be initiated to ensure that this 
process of sensitization, recognition, repentance, restitu-
tion and justice takes place.

6.  To initiate a study on mission from the perspective of 
Just and Inclusive communities and to enable excluded 
people not only to participate in major conferences and 
events of the WCC but to ensure and enable mecha-
nisms and processes by which excluded people are able 
to set the agenda. We recommend that there should be 
a consultative body which is constituted of representa-
tives of the diversity of excluded/marginalized people to 
help in identifying the people who would be responsible 
for setting the agenda and participating in events. Moni-
toring and evaluation mechanisms, perhaps through a 
report card system, whereby the WCC and its member 
churches are evaluated annually about how they are 
doing with the vision of becoming more inclusive com-
munities, may be attempted.

7.  To ensure participation and involvement in the follow-
ing events:

•  Plenary Commission of the Faith and Order in 2009;

•  The 2010 International Conference to commemorate 
Edinburgh 1910;

•  International Ecumenical Peace Convocation in 2011;

•  WCC “mission pre-assembly event” 2012.

•  A plenary session on Just and Inclusive communities 
in one of the forthcoming meetings of the WCC Cen-
tral Committee. 

•  A concerted process of integration of the concerns of 
the marginalised and the excluded communities in all 
the programmes of the WCC.

•  Training sessions for Council staff, facilitated by 
excluded peoples, and also workshops for leaders of 
the member churches. 

8.  To encourage the WCC to continue in its ongoing work 
on the issues of human sexuality and of inclusion. 

9.  To encourage the WCC to affirm and join the celebra-
tion of hope through actions of resistance in the context 
of the institutionalization of injustice in a globalised 
world. 

10.  To overcome violence, particularly the violence of the 
powerful, the violence of structures, cultures and insti-
tutions that exclude and dehumanise people.

11.  To form a core group to accompany this process besides 
evaluating and monitoring the progress. 
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Conclusion

In the struggle to formulate a theological vision it was 
quickly realized that the participants were not alone. The 
historical memory of each group tells the story of violence, 
oppression, resistance and hope. The way forward requires 
of us to learn from both specific historical memories as well 
as by adding new memories, in order that we are able to 
effect larger expressions of just and inclusive communities. 

The theological conversation as this report summarises 
was difficult at times, but in a context of open, honest 
and respectful dialogue here begins the development of a 
framework for moving towards just and inclusive commu-
nities. Stories played a fundamental role in developing this 
framework. Stories also provided windows to understand 
and appreciate each others’ experiences and perspectives 
and gave many insights about language and structure. 

The process of the La Paz consultation should be seen 
as a first step in building understanding and partnerships; 
recognising that the relationships that were built will go 
a long way to developing the reality of just and inclusive 
communities, the impact of which cannot be quantified 
at this point in time. In that spirit it is acknowledged that 
our time together in La Paz was indeed a divine moment.
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Chapter 9

HIV/ AIDS, Health and Healing

44.  Expanding and Expounding Resilience: 
Theological Institutions Responding to HIV

Ezra Chitando, The Ecumenical Review,  
Dec 2011

This article, published in The Ecumenical Review on “HIV: 
Ecumenical and Interfaith Responses” (Dec. 2011) seeks to draw 
attention to the role of theological institutions in responding to 
HIV. In the first section, the author summarizes the challenges 
that church leaders and theologians faced during the early phase 
of trying to respond to HIV. In the second section, he describes the 
role of theological institutions in motivating their communities to 
counter HIV. The third section focuses on enhancing the impact 
of theological institutions in responding to HIV. The underlying 
assumption throughout is that faith is what has prompted 
theological institutions and the communities they serve to succeed 
in facing HIV. Ezra Chitando serves as Theology Consultant for 
the Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa (EHAIA) 
and is Associate Professor of History and Phenomenology of 
Religion at University of Zimbabwe. 

Study Questions

1.  What was the dominant theology after the discovery of HIV 
in the early 1980’s and why?

2.  What faciliated the engagement of theological institutions 
with HIV?

3.  How does the author describe the setting in life (“Sitz im 
Leben”) of theological institutions in Africa in terms of their 
involvement in community life if they were to strengthen 
resilience  against HIV and AIDS?

Introduction
Among theological educators, on the one hand, there are 
those who feel that mission does not require educated 
minds; fired up preachers are enough. On the other hand 
are those who maintain that sharp minds are vital to the 
well-being of churches. With the coming of HIV, the sec-
ond school of thought has been vindicated completely. It 

has become increasingly clear that graduates of theologi-
cal institutions who are “equipped and ready to serve”1 are 
central to the overall response to HIV. These graduates have 
the mandate to galvanise their churches and communities 
to mitigate the impact of HIV and contribute ultimately 
towards its defeat. Theological institutions have played a 
major role in increasing the resilience of their communities 
in the face of HIV. This is consistent with the observation 
by Michael Kelly that education offers the greatest hope in 
the response to HIV.2

Panic and Paralysis: Earlier Responses to HIV 

The story of earlier responses to HIV by religious lead-
ers is more extensive than can be told here. Here I seek 
to highlight some of the key limitations that characterised 
religious responses to HIV in the earlier phase. 

Efforts have been made to map out the histori-
cal phases of the religious response to HIV. These phases 
have roughly been identified as the denial phase (1980s-
1993); the breaking the silence phase (1994-1999) and the 
acknowledgement phase (1999-2009).3 These distinctions 
largely do justice to the religious response to HIV, and 
include responses of different religions to HIV.

During the early phase, it was quite difficult for reli-
gious leaders to provide leadership in responding to HIV. 
In the first instance, there was a lot of emphasis on the 
medical aspects of HIV. The net effect of this was to silence 
the non-medical experts, including most religious leaders. 
In the second instance, there was a general fear and lack of 
a full understanding of what HIV entailed. Thirdly, stigma 
was a major factor. Haron expounds further:

1. Ezra Chitando, “Equipped and Ready to Serve? Transforming 
Theology and Religious Studies in Africa,” Missionalia 38:2 (2010), 
197-210.
2. Michael F. Kelly, Education for an Africa without AIDS, Paulines 
Publications, Nairobi (2008).
3. Muhammed Haron, “Religious NGOs and their Jihad against 
HIV and AIDS: The Muslim Factor in (and beyond) Southern 
Africa,” in Lovemore Togarasei, Sana K. Mmolai and Fidelis 
Nkomazana, eds., The Faith Sector and HIV/AIDS in Botswana: 
Responses and Challenges, Cambridge, Newcastle upon Tyne (2011), 
p. 142.
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When the HIV and AIDS pandemic reared its ugly 
head in the beginning of the 1980s, religious com-
munities adopted an intransigent attitude towards the 
pandemic that was gradually making inroads among 
their adherents and affecting everyone…This deafen-
ing silence on the part of the religious leadership may 
be attributed to their theological understanding of this 
pandemic’s spread. As the pandemic gained momen-
tum and when it was disclosed that it emerged within 
the ranks of homosexuals, the general religious response 
was that HIV and AIDS was caused by the immoral, 
lewd, unnatural and wayward activities of this group 
of individuals who have been regarded as an “accursed 
lot” by the extant sacred texts.4

The earlier response to HIV by the faith community 
frustrated many activists. They felt that instead of making a 
positive contribution, religious people were allowing their 
dogmas to stifle their vision. During this period, theo-
logical institutions were equally caught up in the paralysis. 
Theologians did not realise that HIV was asking very seri-
ous questions about every aspect of their discipline. Even as 
the effects of HIV were beginning to be felt in the 1990s, 
theologians and the institutions they represented were not 
ready to provide insights. A number of factors were respon-
sible for this unfortunate situation.

First, the curricula of most theological institutions 
were not attuned to addressing these emerging matters. 
They were efficient in dealing with matters already on 
the agenda. In other words, theological institutions were 
caught up in conservatism. They were accustomed to 
doing “business as usual” and ill-equipped to do “business 
unusual.” Second, theological rigidity prevented theologi-
cal institutions from realising that HIV was a fundamental 
turning point that required a new theological approach. 
Thus, “Despite the shattering magnitude of the epidemic, 
written theological reflections on HIV and AIDS had a 
rather slow start; there were no resources to turn to and 
theological thinking had to start from ‘scratch.””5

Therefore, one can therefore summarise the responses 
of church leaders and theological institutions during the 
first phase as being characterised by timidity. Whereas 
theologians were expected to demonstrate contextual rel-
evance by tackling a pressing existential issue, they too 
were caught up in the general hesitancy and institutional 
paralysis. While churches undertook quality care work, the 
dominant theology was one of death. The World Council 
of Churches challenged this general apathy by challenging 
churches to develop a theology of life and to recognise the 

4. Ibid., pp. 140-141.
5. Martha T. Frederiks, “HIV and Aids: Mapping Theological 
Responses in Africa,” Exchange 37 (2008), p. 6.

impact of poverty, exclusion and gender injustice on HIV.6 
This was consistent with the World Council of Churches’ 
liberation theology that places emphasis on dismantling 
oppressive ideologies such as apartheid, as well as challeng-
ing death-dealing economic systems.

Internal Resilience: Theological Institutions 
Responding Positively to HIV

Since the early 1990s, there has been a steady growth in 
theological literature on HIV.7 From the turn of the new 
millennium, this literature has been closely related to 
efforts to mainstream HIV in the curricula of theological 
institutions. At this juncture, it is vital to acknowledge the 
leadership of African theologians and theological institu-
tions in the quest to ensure that religious communities 
become actively involved in the overall response to HIV. In 
particular, the Circle of Concerned African Women Theo-
logians has been outstanding in reminding communities 
that religion is primarily to promote life, not to negate it.8 

The story of the mainstreaming of HIV in theological 
education, especially in Africa, has been narrated already,9 
so I will not retell it here. Instead, I will provide an overview 
of some of the notable achievements in this field. With the 
Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa (EHAIA) 
playing a facilitating role alongside other actors,10 there 
has been a profound shift in the attitude towards HIV by 
theologians in Africa. The indefatigable Musa W. Dube led 
the way by challenging lecturers in all disciplines to reflect 
on how they could contribute towards the struggle against 
HIV.11

6. World Council of Churches, Facing AIDS: The Challenge—The 
Churches’ Response, (Geneva: WCC, 1997).
7. Frederiks, p. 6.
8. See for example, Musa W. Dube, “‘In the Circle of Life’: African 
Women Theologians’ Engagement with HIV and AIDS,” in Ezra 
Chitando and Nontando Hadebe, ed., Compassionate Circles: 
African Women Theologians and HIV, (Geneva: WCC, 2009), 
197-236.
9. See for example, Ezra Chitando, ed., Mainstreaming HIV and 
AIDS in Theological Education: Experiences and Explorations, 
(Geneva: WCC, 2008). For a country-specific approach, see 
also, Ezra Chitando, “Theological Institutions and HIV/AIDS: 
A Zimbabwean Perspective,” Ministerial Formation 102 (2004), 
13-18.
10. For descriptions of the Medical Assistance Programme (MAP) 
International, see for example, Peter Okaalet (with Agatha 
Verdadero), Bridge Builder: Uniting Faith and Science Towards 
an AIDS-free Generation in Africa, (Nairobi: WordAlive, 2009), 
121-131.
11. See for example, Musa W. Dube, ed., HIV/AIDS and the 
Curriculum: Methods of Integrating HIV/AIDS in Theological 
Programmes, (Geneva: WCC, 2003).
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A number of factors have been responsible for the 
transformation of teaching and publication in the fields 
of theology and religious studies, particularly in Africa. I 
should hasten to add that curriculum transformation in 
the face of HIV has also been taken up in other places, 
such as India12 and the Caribbean. First, the sheer scale of 
HIV has meant that theological educators and their insti-
tutions could not remain indifferent. If previously there 
was the notion that HIV was only “out there” and for 
“those others,” gradually it became clear that in fact, HIV 
was “right here” and “for us.” This existential factor, per-
haps more than any other, led to profound soul-searching 
within theological institutions and instigated theological 
reflections on HIV. By virtue of being in an HIV- posi-
tive world, theological institutions have had to embrace an 
HIV-positive curricula.13

The setting in life (sitz im leben) of theological insti-
tutions in Africa has meant that HIV is a lived reality. If 
theological institutions elsewhere could afford to ignore 
HIV, there was a lot of pressure on theological institutions 
in Africa to reflect its reality in their teaching and research 
activities. It soon became clear that theological institutions 
had the responsibility to transform theologies of death into 
theologies of life. Theologians operating within these insti-
tutions began to question the shame, silence, stigma and 
death that were dominant. 

Outstanding individuals such as Canon Gideon 
Byamugisha began to mobilise other religious leaders to 
become proponents of theologies of life.14 Byamugisha’s 
ministry is particularly instructive. His theological educa-
tion enabled him to couch his message in an intelligent and 
convincing way. This enabled him to influence the wider 
community.

Secondly, theological institutions are actively involved 
in the lives of their communities. Although some critics 
charge that theological institutions are far removed from 
the daily struggles of their communities, a critical analysis 
shows that this is an unfair critique. Lecturers and students 
come from and return to the community after serving at 
theological institutions. By having firm roots within the 
community, theological institutions are both influenced 
by, and can influence events in the community. HIV pre-
vention messages, strategies to respond to HIV and other 
programmes became available to lecturers, administrators 

12. See for example, “HIV/AIDS and Theological Curriculum: 
UBS (Union Biblical Seminary) Journal 4:2 (Sept. 2006). 
13. This is not to imply that all theological institutions have 
mainstreamed HIV in their curricula, which remains “work in 
progress.”
14. See for example, BOLESWA: Journal of Theology, Religion and 
Philosophy (BJTRP) 3:2 (2010). This volume is a special issue in 
honour of Canon Gideon Byamugisha.

and students at the same time (sometimes earlier) that the 
wider community accessed the information. 

Thirdly, the role of EHAIA in bringing together a crit-
ical mass of theological educators for community resilience 
and transformation needs to be acknowledged. EHAIA has 
made available quality theological literature on HIV and 
has empowered theological educators to put HIV firmly 
on their agenda. In particular, women and younger male 
academics have been keen to join the team that is fighting 
back.15 Drawing upon their faith, these lecturers have been 
unsung heroes in the overall response to HIV. They have 
mobilised their students to become change agents in their 
communities. In different countries, women’s and youth 
groups initiated by graduates of theological institutions 
have emerged to respond to HIV. 

A theological educator from Nigeria and an active par-
ticipant in EHAIA workshops, Ukachukwu Chris Manus, 
argues as follows:

Therefore, our theological education cannot by-
pass the realities involved in educating “from this place,” 
namely, from our socialization processes as individual 
educators/learners and from our own societies. We must 
consciously grapple with the problems raised by the HIV/
AIDS determinants in our [march] towards a contextually 
relevant theological education.16

Signs of Internal Buoyancy 

The internal resilience that has been demonstrated by 
theological institutions in responding to HIV must be cel-
ebrated. Indeed, given the usual pessimistic stories about 
African institutions, some think these theological institu-
tions are collapsing. Without downplaying the economic 
and sometimes administrative challenges that threaten the 
vibrancy of theological institutions, we need to acknowl-
edge that most of these institutions are in fact thriving. 
Many even have evolved to become faculties of theology in 
church-related universities. Although for historical reasons, 
theologians in publicly-funded departments of religious 
studies and theology tend to be more visible in countries 
such as Kenya, Nigeria, Botswana, South Africa, Malawi 
and others, it is clear that theologians in theological insti-
tutions have increased their profile. At any rate, the debate 

15. Danny McCain, Fighting Back: Winning the Battled Against 
HIV and AIDS with a Faith Perspective, (Nigeria, Bukuru: Africa 
Christian Textbooks, 2008).
16. Ukachukwu Chris Manus, “HIV/AIDS Pandemic and 
Theological Education,” in Ferdinand Nwaigbo et al, The Church 
and HIV/AIDS in West African Context, (Nigeria, Port Harcourt: 
CIWA [Catholic Institute of West Africa], 2005), 14.
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over public university versus private theological institution 
is no longer as relevant, due to constant movements across 
these spheres.

HIV has precipitated a transformation in the teaching, 
research and community engagement agenda of theologi-
cal institutions. Many institutions have ensured that their 
students receive quality information on HIV in specially 
designated courses. Curriculum review has been under-
taken in the face of HIV, with other institutions requir-
ing lecturers to ensure that their individual courses reflect 
the reality of HIV. Urgent topics such as human sexualities 
are receiving attention. Furthermore, advanced research 
degrees focusing on HIV and theology have and are being 
awarded across the region. Books assessing the achieve-
ments and gaps in this area have been published.17

The resilience of theological institutions in facing HIV 
is also confirmed by seminars, conferences and workshops 
that are held within and beyond these institutions. EHAIA 
has been actively involved in this process. The central goal 
is to ensure that institutions create internal consciousness 
about their responsibility to contribute towards the overall 
response to HIV. Lecturers and students get the opportu-
nity to present findings and engage in reflections on the 
interface between the various aspects of theology and HIV. 
In particular, women theologians have played a major role 
in ensuring that theological institutions focus on HIV. 

HIV has prompted remarkable creativity and new 
ways of engagement within theological institutions. Due 
to men’s increasing awareness of the role of masculinity in 
the epidemic, some institutions have formed men’s groups 
that seek to promote gender justice. This is a remarkable 
development that bodes well for the overall struggle against 
HIV. Such gender-equitable men are a powerful resource in 
meeting the challenge of HIV. Below I shall return to this 
theme when highlighting the impact such graduates have 
within their communities.

Alongside the vibrant academic culture that is detect-
able in how many theological institutions are responding 
to HIV, country-wide networks of theological institutions 
meeting the challenge of HIV have been formed. These 
have been complemented by regional networks that serve 
a similar function. These networks have enabled the 
exchange of ideas, course and resource material, staff and 
students. Again, EHAIA has been actively involved in these 
processes. This has enabled staff and students across the 
region to access relevant material on theology and HIV.

17. See for example, Beverley Haddad, ed., Religion and HIV and 
AIDS: Charting the Terrain, (Pietermaritzburg, South Africa: 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, 2011).

Theological Institutions and the Resilience of 
Communities in Facing HIV

I have stressed that theological institutions are deeply 
embedded in the lives of their communities. They do not 
occupy some sacred space removed from the daily struggles 
of the members of the community. By virtue of their social 
location and their faith commitment, theological insti-
tutions have the responsibility to accompany their com-
munities in the journey of life. Many have been willing 
to do so and have played a major role in tapping into the 
available resources to counter the negative effects of HIV. 
This dimension has not received attention in most of the 
literature on HIV. Narratives have tended to concentrate 
on fragmentation, death and dying. However, I am argu-
ing that the story of HIV is more the story of resistance, 
responsibility and life. 

In fulfilling the requirement for community involve-
ment, a number of theological institutions have worked 
with their communities to initiate or strengthen networks 
of people living with HIV. Whereas during the early phase 
people living with HIV were looked upon as objects of pity, 
since then there has been a very strong emphasis on ensur-
ing that people living with HIV are at the very heart of 
the response to HIV. Theological reflections on HIV have 
made it clear that it is more than just numbers that are at 
stake.18 The experience of HIV is not that of percentages 
and numbers. It is about living human beings, with all the 
resources they bring to the response.

Theological institutions have played a major role in 
enabling communities to become aware of the resources 
they have for responding to HIV. This has had the effect 
of questioning accounts of poverty and paralysis. Com-
munities living with HIV have demonstrated striking lev-
els of resilience. They bear testimony to the indomitable 
nature of the human spirit. Blow after blow by HIV and 
its accomplices have been endured and turned into oppor-
tunities. Lecturers from theological institutions have been 
instrumental in mobilising communities and faith-based 
organisations to work with what they have, instead of 
mourning about what they do not have. 

According to James N. Amanze, a theologian actively 
involved in the community response to HIV:

Faith Based Organisations have adopted different 
strategies in the fight against HIV and AIDS. These 
include prayer, education of the masses on HIV and 
AIDS issues through workshops and seminars, the 
establishment of day care centres for orphans, hospices, 

18. Donald Messer, Names, Not Just Numbers: Facing Global AIDS 
and Hunger, (Golden, Colo.: Speaker’s Corner, 2010).
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insistence on behavior change, provision of counseling 
services, conferences, youth initiatives…19 

The mobilisation of church women’s, youth and men’s 
groups has been a notable feature of theological institu-
tions’ engagement with HIV. These different groups are 
playing an effective role in addressing HIV. In particular, 
“Contextual Bible Studies on Transformative Masculinity,” 
initiated by the Ujamaa Centre in South Africa and pop-
ularised by EHAIA throughout the region, has been cre-
ative in getting men to be actively involved in the struggle 
against HIV. There is now a growing awareness that men 
can, must and are strategically placed to contribute to the 
response to HIV. Theological reflections on men as part-
ners have been central to this endeavour.20

What actively involved theological institutions21 have 
done is to be willing to “get their hands dirty.” In their 
various programmes, they have sought to ensure that their 
teaching, research, publication and community engage-
ment are all contextually relevant. Whereas the trend has 
been to produce abstract theological reflections, the reality 
of HIV and sexual and gender-based violence has led to 
more concrete and practical interventions that are informed 
by liberation theology. These interventions are rooted in 
communities and follow the dictum that “understanding 
the world is important; changing it is better!” In these 
theological programmes that seek to change the world, 
theological institutions have made an indelible impression 
on their communities.

By linking up with the struggles of the community 
and bringing their assets22 to bear in the response to HIV, 
theological institutions have shown that academic insti-
tutions can contribute to the well-being of communities. 
Their willingness to leave study desks and offices to journey 

19. James N. Amanze, “Faith Based Organizations’ Approaches 
in the Fight Against HIV and AIDS in Botswana: 1985-2009,” 
in Lovemore Togarasei, Sana K. Mmolai and Fidelis Nkomazana, 
eds., The Faith Sector and HIV/AIDS in Botswana: Responses and 
Challenges, Cambridge, Newcastle upon Tyne ( 2011), p. 190.
20. See for example, Patricia Sheeratan-Bisnauth and Philip 
Vinod Peacock, eds., Created in God’s Image: From Hegemony 
to Partnership: A Church Manual on Men as Partners: Promoting 
Positive Masculinities, (Geneva: World Communion of Reformed 
Churches [WCRC], 2010).
21. Some of the more prominent examples include (but are not 
limited to): St Paul’s University in Kenya; the Faculty of Theology 
at the Protestant University in Cameroon; the United Theological 
College in Zimbabwe; the School of Religion and Theology at the 
University of KwaZulu Natal in South Africa; the Department of 
Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Botswana and 
the Catholic Institute of West Africa in Nigeria. 
22. See for the example, the African Religious Health Assets 
Programme (ARHAP) that has operated from the University of 
Cape Town, South Africa.

alongside communities battling HIV confirms their com-
mitment and awareness of their responsibility. They have 
encouraged their communities to refuse to allow death to 
have the final word. Instead, they have tapped into their 
communities’ rugged determination and have seen positive 
results.

Strengthening Resilience: Some Suggestions

In the foregoing sections, I have drawn attention to the ster-
ling work that theological institutions have done in build-
ing up on their communities’ resilience as they respond to 
HIV. In this section, I suggest how theological institutions 
could strengthen the resilience of their communities, sug-
gestions that are not meant to downplay the remarkable 
contributions they have been making already. 

Theological institutions will need to invest more in 
the area of leadership development. Although Africa has 
produced towering leaders such as Julius Nyerere of Tanza-
nia, Thomas Sankara of Burkina Faso, Nelson Mandela of 
South Africa and others, there has not been a multitude of 
similarly competent leaders. They have been isolated. The 
resilience that has been witnessed in the time of HIV sug-
gests that there are millions of unsung leaders in Africa. 
However, there needs to be more purposeful nurturing of a 
new generation of leaders. Theological institutions can play 
an important role in this regard. They can influence their 
communities through leadership training opportunities in 
order to cultivate new leaders.

By investing in leadership training, theological insti-
tutions will be preparing their communities to increase 
their level of resilience. This will equip them to face HIV 
and other challenges in the future. As the story of HIV has 
demonstrated, leadership makes all the difference. Women 
have demonstrated significant leadership skills in facing 
HIV. Theological institutions will therefore need to ensure 
that women’s leadership potential is enhanced, as this will 
contribute towards thriving communities. Women lead-
ers are a powerful resource for communal solidarity and 
progress.

Currently, leadership does not feature prominently 
in programmes to address HIV at theological institutions. 
Yet, by retrieving the memory of selfless and effective lead-
ers such as Sankara, theological institutions can contrib-
ute towards social transformation. The values that Sankara 
espoused and the projects that he initiated enhanced his 
country’s resilience. 

That Sankara’s revolutionary madness was able to 
accomplish so much within his brief tenure confirms that 
Africa needs revolutionaries like Thomas Sankara far more 
than technocrats. Africa needs leaders who are able to 
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clearly understand its unique challenges as well as imag-
ine new possibilities, who are mad enough to try to shape 
the present according to future possibilities, who have the 
courage to resist the pull of old formulas, who are selfless 
enough to mobilize and invite others into dreams beyond 
themselves, and who are willing to sacrifice for that revolu-
tionary commitment. Such leaders stand in sharp contrast 
with the neocolonial elite of modern nation-state politics.23

Communities have been able to withstand the devas-
tation wrought by HIV due to their solidarity. Theological 
institutions need to build on this remarkable strength by 
showing how solidarity ensures the survival of communi-
ties and nations. Reflections on ethics in the time of HIV 
can enhance this process.24 This solidarity should never be 
assumed or taken for granted, as the massive assault by glo-
balization has led some to question its relevance. Theologi-
cal institutions have the mandate to remind communities 
of the importance of solidarity for the survival and progress 
of families, communities and nations.

Solidarity has empowered communities to look after 
orphans and vulnerable children. It has enabled individu-
als and families working in urban areas and in the diaspora 
to remit money and goods to families affected by HIV in 
rural areas. It is solidarity that has led women to provide 
quality care to people living with HIV in times of need. 
It challenges traditional leaders to lead the transforma-
tion of harmful cultural practices in the face of HIV. It 
is solidarity that motivates many individuals to pay fees 
for children who have no fighting chance in harsh eco-
nomic settings. This solidarity has seen communities defy-
ing death and celebrating life. Theological institutions are 
challenged to tease out, highlight and enhance solidarity 
in the face of HIV.

Finally, theological institutions have a critical role to 
play in reading sacred texts with communities. In the first 
section, I outlined the panic and paralysis that gripped 
communities when HIV was discovered. The Bible in 
particular was read in ways that promoted stigma and dis-
crimination. Inadvertently, the Bible was used to promote 
theologies of death. Faulty interpretations led to gender 
injustice and the marginalisation of women and youth 
from leadership. However, EHAIA has promoted contex-
tual Bible study in order to recover the liberating dimen-
sion within the biblical texts. Theological institutions will 

23. Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political 
Theology for Africa, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011), p. 94.
24. See for example, Musa W. Dube, “‘I Am Because We Are’: 
Giving Primacy to African Indigenous Values in HIV & AIDS 
Prevention,” in Munyaradzi Felix Murove, ed., African Ethics: 
An Anthology of Comparative and Applied Ethics, University of 
KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg (2009), pp. 188-217.

be required to contribute towards this process by engaging 
with their communities in a more deliberate way.

Conclusion
Faith has fired up communities. Faith has allowed dry 
bones to live! Faith has snatched individuals from the jaws 
of death. Faith has energised individuals, communities and 
nations to respond effectively to HIV. Faced with hope-
lessness and despair, faith has refused to succumb. Faith 
has stirred theological institutions to move into their com-
munities and sing new songs. Faith has motivated weary 
grandmothers to press on with their caring attitudes in the 
face of HIV. Faith has triggered the gushing of compassion 
in the face of the tide of HIV. It is faith that has led EHAIA 
staff to dream of another world—one where, through rel-
evant theological education and community engagement, 
the peace and justice of God will be enjoyed by one and all.
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45. Mission as Ministry of Reconciliation
 World Mission Conference, Athens, 2005 

This paper offers reflections on mission as ministry of 
reconciliation from an ecumenical point of view and was 
shared by the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism 
(CWME) of the World Council of Churches as a document 
for reflection and study in preparation for the world mission 
conference in Athens in May 2005. It takes into account 
suggestions and reactions received from many places, as well as 
the results of the discussions held at the CWME Commission 
meeting itself last October. Together with the document on 
the healing mission of the church (see No. 46), it provides a 
summary of the state of discussion on mission as ministry of 
reconciliation and healing in the WCC. None of these two 
papers do however represent an official position of the WCC. 
They have not been adopted by one of its governing bodies. 
They are offered as resources for reflection and study on the 
significance and importance of mission in the beginning of the 
21st century.

Study Questions

1.  What is meant by the term “mission as ministry of 
reconciliation”?

2.  What contributions does Pentecostal and charismatic 
thinking and experience make to mission theology of 
reconciliation?

3.  How does a renewed focus on pneumatology transform 
humankind’s relation with creation?

1. Mission and Reconciliation: An Emerging Paradigm

1. Mission is understood in different ways in various times 
and places, also among actors in the ecumenical movement. 
From time to time, there is an attempt at a more holistic 
interpretation of Christian witness. In 1982, the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) reached such a balanced 
understanding of mission, in its Ecumenical Affirmation 
on Mission and Evangelism.1 Responding to the challenge 
of the gospel and the request of the time, that declaration 
combined the focus on sharing the gospel with the concern 
for the liberation of the poor. It remains until now the basic 
WCC text on mission and evangelism. Since the late 1980s 
new aspects emerged and mission has been increasingly 
connected with reconciliation and healing. The language 

1. Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical Affirmation (Geneva: 
WCC, 1982). Approved by the Central Committee of the WCC. 

of reconciliation has come to the fore in many different 
contexts and catches the imagination of people inside and 
outside the churches. In this situation we have come to 
discern anew that reconciliation is at the heart of Christian 
faith. This takes place both in ecumenical and evangelical 
mission thinking. The reconciling love of God shown in 
Jesus Christ is an important biblical theme and a central 
element in the life and ministry of the church. We affirm 
thus now that the Holy Spirit calls us to a ministry of rec-
onciliation and to express this in both the spirituality and 
strategies of our mission and evangelism. 

2. There are a number of other reasons why reconciliation 
has become so prominent in the world today. These are 
related to the contemporary trends of globalisation, post-
modernity and fragmentation as identified in the CWME 
study document “Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today” 
(2000).2 Globalisation has brought different communities 
of the world into closer contact than ever before and has 
highlighted human commonality. At the same time it has 
exposed the diversity of interests and worldviews among 
different groups. On the one hand, there are new ways to 
express unity and cross the boundaries that have divided 
us. On the other hand, there are also clashes of cultures, 
religions, economic interests and genders, which leave a 
legacy of hurt and grievances. The heightened enmity that 
has resulted from globalisation and the imbalance of power 
in today’s world has been strikingly confirmed in the ter-
rorist acts of September 11, 2001 and the subsequent “war 
on terror.” In this context also, a number of initiatives, 
both by civil society and by churches, have contributed to 
the reconstruction of societies after conflict through pro-
cesses of truth and reconciliation. Christian witnesses are 
called upon to help bring peace with justice in situations 
of tension, violence, and conflict. As the churches seek rec-
onciliation and peace, the World Council of Churches has 
launched the Decade to Overcome Violence (2001-2010). 

3. The dominance and pervasiveness of global market 
forces have led to enormous changes in the way people live 
and work, yet economic globalisation is highly ambiguous. 
While free trade and competition have led to economic 
growth and increased prosperity in some countries, par-
ticularly in Asia, the economic policies of the richer nations 
have had tremendous and often highly damaging effects on 
poorer nations. More are victims rather than beneficiaries. 
Unfair trade laws protect the richer nations and exclude 
and exploit the poorer ones. Many of the poorer countries 
are saddled with debt and its repayment is an intolerable 
2. Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today: Preparatory Paper No 
1. At: www.oikoumene.org. The statement was adopted as a study 
document by the CWME Commission in the year 2000. 
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burden. Structural adjustment programmes imposed by 
global bodies pay little regard to local wisdom and it is the 
poor who suffer most under them. In this situation, the 
Jubilee Debt Campaign has had a significant effect in rais-
ing awareness of trade imbalance and influencing G8 deci-
sions. True reconciliation that involves the repentance of 
the rich and brings justice for the poor is urgently needed. 

4. The network of global communications also brings 
benefit to some and excludes others. In some respects, by 
increasing the possibilities of dialogue and cooperation, it 
is beneficial in widening fellowship and facilitating alterna-
tive movements for change. However the mass culture of 
post-modernity spread in this way is often experienced as 
a threat to personal and national identities and contributes 
to the increasing fragmentation of societies. As a result of 
globalisation, many have lost their family and local roots, 
many have been displaced by migration, and exclusion is 
widely experienced. Many are longing for the embrace of 
others and sense a need for belonging and community. In 
this situation, we are called to be reconciling and healing 
communities. 

5. We look to the Holy Spirit, who in the Bible is related 
with communion (II Cor 13:13), to lead us and all creation 
in integrity and wholeness towards reconciliation with God 
and one another. However, exposed to the strength and 
vicissitudes of global forces, the difficulties of discerning 
the Holy Spirit among the complexities of the world have 
never been greater as we are faced with difficult personal 
and strategic choices in mission. In 1996, at the last WCC 
conference on mission and evangelism, we were reminded 
in Salvador, Bahía, Brazil how the perpetrators of economic 
injustice denied the rights of indigenous populations and 
plundered resources given by the creator for all. We asked 
for forgiveness for this and sought reconciliation.3 Affirm-
ing that “the Spirit poured out on the day of Pentecost 
makes all cultures worthy vehicles of God’s love” and 
“enables a real awakening of the image of God” in persons 
in oppressed groups, we committed ourselves at Salvador 
to “the search for alternative models of community, more 
equitable economic systems, fair trade practices, respon-
sible use of the media, and just environmental practice.”4

3. During the Salvador conference, a particularly important and mov-
ing celebration took place at the Solar do Unhão dock , the place 
where the ships loaded with slaves and coming from Africa landed. 
Representatives from both European and African origin expressed 
repentance from participation in the sin of slavery and asked for 
forgiveness. See Jean S. Stromberg, “From Each Culture, with One 
Voice. Worship at Salvador” in: Christopher Duraisingh (ed.). Called 
to One Hope: The Gospel in Diverse Cultures (Geneva: WCC, 1998): 
166-176. 
4. Christopher Duraisingh (ed), Called to One Hope: The Gospel 

6. All over the world, we are experiencing a thirst for spiri-
tual experience, a renewal within religions, a resurgence of 
fundamentalist forms of religiosity, as well as a prolifera-
tion of new religious movements. All this is linked to the 
influence of globalisation and post-modernity. On the one 
hand, the variety of spiritualities to which we are exposed 
raises our spiritual awareness, enriches our perception of 
God’s mystery and broadens our horizons. On the other, 
we also discern increasing tensions between religions which 
are due to many internal and external factors, in particular 
religious reinforcement of closed identities, justification of 
violence and aggressive methods of religious propagation. 
These trends make it even more urgent for us to seek a 
reconciliatory spirituality for mission. 

7. Within the Christian faith, while some churches con-
tinue to decline, many are experiencing rapid numerical 
growth. The centre of gravity of Christianity has deci-
sively shifted towards the poorer nations of the world and 
the faith is widely expressed in a Pentecostal-charismatic 
form. The rapid growth of the Pentecostal and charismatic 
churches is a noticeable fact of our time. The positive 
impact of charismatic experience gives great encourage-
ment and hope for the future of Christian faith. It calls 
our attention to the theology of the Holy Spirit and the 
way in which the Spirit repeatedly renews the church for 
its mission in every age. At the same time, the potential for 
tension and disunity reminds us of the Spirit’s close associa-
tion with reconciliation and peace. It is important that this 
pneumatological orientation should never take the form of 
a “pneumatomonism,” as in the past when a hidden “chris-
tomonism” relegated the Holy Spirit into an ancillary role. 
In the mission of the church the understanding of Chris-
tology should always be conditioned in a constitutive way 
by pneumatology. 

8. Since Pentecost the Holy Spirit has inspired the church 
to proclaim Jesus Christ as the Lord and Saviour and we 
continue to be obedient to the command to preach the 
gospel in all the world. The Holy Spirit anointed the Son 
of God to “preach good news to the poor, heal the broken-
hearted, proclaim liberty to captives, recovery of sight to 
the blind and set at liberty those who are oppressed” (Luke 
4:18). We seek to continue his liberating and healing mis-
sion. This involves bold proclamation of the liberating gos-
pel to people bound by sin, a healing ministry to the sick 
and suffering, and the struggle for justice on the side of the 
oppressed and marginalized. Recognising that the Spirit of 
God has been present in creation since the beginning and 
in Diverse Cultures (Geneva: WCC, 1998), 27-28. Acts of 
commitment of the 1996 world mission conference in Salvador da 
Bahía, Brazil.
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goes before us in our mission and evangelism, we have also 
affirmed the Spirit’s creativity expressed in diverse cultures 
and we have entered into dialogue with people of other 
faiths. Now, confronted with the world situation we have 
described, we are rediscovering the ministry of the Spirit to 
reconcile and to heal.

2. The Triune God, Source and Initiator of 
Reconciliation: Biblical, Theological and Liturgical 
Perspectives 

9. Reconciliation is the work of the triune God bringing 
fulfilment to God’s eternal purposes of creation and salva-
tion through Jesus Christ: “For in him all the fullness of 
God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to 
himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making 
peace by the blood of his cross … For in Him the whole 
fullness of deity dwells bodily” (Col. 1: 19-20; 2:9). In the 
person of Jesus Christ the divine nature and the human 
nature were reconciled, united forever. This is the starting 
point for our reconciliation with God. We have to actual-
ize by God’s grace and our efforts, what we already have in 
Christ, through the Holy Spirit. 

The Godhead, the Three-in-One, expresses the very nature 
of community, the reconciliation we hope for: “The Trinity, 
the source and image of our existence, shows the impor-
tance of diversity, otherness and intrinsic relationships in 
constituting a community.”5 

Reconciliation from a biblical perspective
10. The Bible is full of stories of reconciliation. The Old 
Testament tells a number of stories of conflict and strife 
between brothers, family members, peoples; some of 
these end in reconciliation and others are unresolved. It 
acknowledges and bemoans the dimension of violence and 
underlines the need for and the power of reconciliation. 
The family stories of Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:19-33:20), 
or of Joseph and his brothers (Gen. 37-45) are examples 
for interpersonal—and perhaps also communal—conflicts. 
They also illustrate the power of reconciling attitudes of 
people who try to solve strife, enmity, and experiences or 
perceptions of injustice through negotiations, repentance, 
forgiveness, and searching for a common basis and a shared 
future. The Old Testament addresses again and again the 
estrangement between God and God’s people and God’s 
desire and urge for reconciliation and restoration of a rela-
tionship that was broken and fragmented through human 
pride and various forms of rebellion against the God of 
life and justice. Reconciliation is thus very much a theme 
5. Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today, § 39.

in the biblical narratives and in the liturgical language of 
Israel—such as the Psalms, even though the Hebrew lan-
guage does not know the specific term “reconciliation.” In 
the books of the lament tradition, such as Lamentations 
and Job, human longing for reconciliation with God is poi-
gnantly expressed. 

11. Similarly in the New Testament, though the actual 
term “reconciliation” does not appear very prominently, the 
matter itself is prevalent throughout. John’s Gospel shows 
a particular concern for truth and peace; in the Gospel of 
Luke salvation is closely linked to the healing ministry of 
Jesus. The Book of Acts tells how Jews and Gentiles were 
reconciled in one new community. And throughout his 
letters, Paul is greatly concerned that those whom Christ 
has reconciled in his body should not be divided and that 
community life should be the first expression of God’s plan 
to reconcile all things. He envisages the unity of not only 
Jew and Gentile but also of slave and free, male and female 
in Christ (Gal. 3:28). 

12. Apart from Matthew 5:24, where it relates to the recon-
ciliation of individuals, we find the terms “reconciliation” 
and “to reconcile”—the Greek words are katallage and 
katallassein—only in the letters of the Apostle Paul (2 Cor. 
5:17-20; Rom. 5:10-11; 11:15; 1 Cor. 7:11, and then Eph. 
2:16 and Col. 1:20-22). However, the apostle expresses the 
theme so forcefully that it emerges as a key notion in the 
Christian identity as a whole. Paul uses the term recon-
ciliation in exploring the nature of God, to illumine the 
content of the gospel as good news, and to explain the 
ministry and mission of the apostle and the church in the 
world. The term “reconciliation” thus becomes an almost 
all-embracing term to articulate what is at the heart of the 
Christian faith. 

There are several features of reconciliation as used by Paul 
to note briefly: 

13. The very notion of reconciliation presupposes the 
experience of broken communion. This may be in the 
form of estrangement, separation, enmity, hatred, exclu-
sion, fragmentation, distorted relationships. It usually also 
encompasses a certain degree of injustice, harm and suffer-
ing. Reconciliation, in biblical as well as secular language, 
is understood as the effort towards and engagement for 
mending this broken and distorted relationship and build-
ing up community and relationships afresh. 

14. Paul applies the notion of reconciliation to three differ-
ent though overlapping realms of brokenness and hostility, 



306 Chapter 9: HIV/AIDS, Health and Healing

in which healing of relationship occurs: reconciliation 
between God and human beings; reconciliation of different 
groups of human beings; and reconciliation of the cosmos. 

15. Reconciliation is much more than simply a superficial 
fixing of distortions, the arrival of a status quo of coex-
istence. Reconciliation looks at a transformation of the 
present, a very deep-rooted renewal. The “peace” which 
Paul speaks about is first and foremost peace with God 
(cf. Rom. 5:1,11). It is also in a prominent way the trans-
formation of human relationships and the building of a 
community. It is the radical new peace between Jews and 
Gentiles that results from Christ breaking down the wall of 
hostility (Eph. 2:14). It is even the transformation of the 
whole creation towards peace as it is expressed in Colos-
sians 1:20, where Paul speaks of Christ as reconciling “all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the 
blood of his cross.” The last reference indicates that recon-
ciliation indeed envisions a new creation as Paul expresses 
so vividly in 2 Corinthians 5:17. The category of “new cre-
ation” shows that there is even more in view than a mend-
ing of brokenness. Reconciliation is a totally new quality of 
being, as expressed in the hymn celebrating the gathering 
of all things in Christ (Eph. 1:10). 

16. According to Paul, it is God who takes the initiative 
towards reconciliation. Furthermore, God has already 
achieved reconciliation for the world: “In Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself ” (2 Cor. 5:19). Human 
beings may seek for reconciliation and minister reconcili-
ation but the initiative and the effectiveness of reconcilia-
tion lies with God. Human beings are only recipients of the 
gift of reconciliation. It is therefore essential to affirm that 
Christian life and attitude is grounded in the experience of 
reconciliation through Godself. Christians discover what 
God has already done in Christ. 

17. The human predicament that creates the need for rec-
onciliation with God is the alienation from God that is due 
to human sin, disobedience to and break of communion 
with God, resulting in guilt and death, both spiritually and 
physically (Rom. 3:23; Eph. 2:1-3) This enmity between 
God and human beings was overcome through the death 
of Jesus on the cross. “When we were enemies we were 
reconciled to God through the death of his Son” (Rom. 
5:10). On the cross the Son of God freely gave his life as an 
atoning sacrifice for the sins and guilt of the whole world. 
He is the lamb of God who carries the sins of the world 
(John 1:29), who himself “bore our sins in his own body 
on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24). Through Christ’s substitutionary 
death “for us” (Rom. 5:8; Gal. 1:4) reconciliation has been 

achieved once for all leading to forgiveness of sins, com-
munion with God and new life in God’s kingdom. This is 
all by the grace and love of God. 

18. The Christian narrative of reconciliation is thus based 
on and centred in the story of the incarnation, passion, 
death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. The mes-
sianic ministry of Jesus of Nazareth links his suffering with 
the suffering of all humanity, and is therefore an expres-
sion of the deep solidarity of God with an agonized, frag-
mented and tortured world. The cross is, at the same time, 
an expression of the divine protest against this suffering, 
for Jesus of Nazareth suffered as the innocent victim. He 
refused to take refuge in violence, he persisted in the love of 
his enemies and he made love towards God and his fellow-
human beings the central concern of his life. The gruesome 
act of throwing “the one who was just” out of this world 
is in itself the judgment of a world in which the powerful 
seem to prevail over the victims. In Christ, through whose 
wounds we are healed (1 Pet. 2:24), we also experience 
God seeking to rectify the wrongs of this world through 
the power of love with which God, in his Son, gave him-
self up for others, even for the perpetrators of violence and 
injustice. 

19. The cross of Christ, and the obligation of the Chris-
tians to participate in the suffering of the people and their 
struggle for a better life, which results from it, is not the 
only criterion for the mission of the church. It is through 
the resurrection that the death of Christ receives its true 
meaning. The resurrection means that God himself rec-
ognised Jesus and his cross; it was a liberating judgement 
making the cross an instrument of salvation and reconcili-
ation. The resurrection is even more, however, being itself 
an integral part of God’s reconciling work in Christ. For 
Christians resurrection is not understood as just an histori-
cal event of the past, nor just an article of faith, but also a 
mystically lived present day reality. In missiology, cross and 
resurrection form an indissoluble unity. The church exists 
not only because Christ died on the cross, but also and 
primarily because he is risen from the dead, thus becom-
ing the first fruit of all humanity (cf. 1 Cor. 15:20). The 
centrality of resurrection in both the N.T. and the life of 
the church not only gives “the hope that is in us” (1 Pet. 
3:15), but it inevitably leads to the primary importance of 
eschatology. 

20. It is through the Holy Spirit that human beings are 
empowered to share in the narrative of God reconciling the 
world in Jesus Christ. In Romans 5, where Paul explores the 
way God reconciles sinners and even God’s enemies and the 
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ungodly with Godself, Paul says that the love of God has 
been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit. 
In Jesus Christ, who was raised and ascended into heaven, 
we not only enjoy the gift of reconciliation, we are also sent 
in service and ministry into the world. This is expressed, 
for example, in the ethical teaching of Paul where he urged 
individuals and communities to be signs and expressions of 
the reconciliation they had experienced (cf. Rom. 12:9-21). 
It is also expressed in the way Paul talks about his own mis-
sion as a “ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18). To share 
in this ministry of reconciliation—that is to participate in 
the Holy Spirit’s work of reconciliation and communicate 
God’s reconciling activity to all of humanity—is the Chris-
tian calling today as much as in Paul’s day. 

21. This means that God’s work of reconciliation with 
human beings was not finished on the cross and in the res-
urrection; it goes on through history in the ministry of rec-
onciliation that has been entrusted to the church. Based on 
the reconciliation effected in Christ’s death and resurrec-
tion and on God’s behalf, the church challenges and invites 
all people to be reconciled with God. “Now all things are 
of God, who has reconciled us to himself and given us the 
ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18-21) This offer of 
reconciliation is received and becomes a personal reality 
through faith (Eph. 2:8).

The Holy Spirit and reconciliation
22. The Holy Spirit empowers the church to participate in 
this work of reconciliation as the document “Mission and 
Evangelism in Unity” states: “The mission of God (mis-
sio Dei) is the source of and basis for the mission of the 
church, the body of Christ. Through Christ in the Holy 
Spirit, God indwells the church, empowering and energiz-
ing its members.”6 The ministry of the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:8) is 
a ministry of reconciliation, made possible through Christ 
and entrusted to us (2 Cor. 5:18-19). 

23. In the power of the Spirit, the church as koinonia—the 
communion of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 13:13)—continu-
ally grows into a healing and reconciling community that 
shares the joys and sorrows of her members and reaches out 
to those in need of forgiveness and reconciliation. Accord-
ing to the Book of Acts (2:44-45; 4:32-37), the early church, 
having been born on the day of Pentecost, shared her goods 
among her members, pointing to the interrelatedness of 
“spiritual” and “material” concerns in Christian mission 
and church life. One aspect of the empowering ministry 
of the Holy Spirit is to endow Christians and Christian 
communities with charismatic gifts, which include healing 
(1 Cor. 12:9; Acts 3). 

6. Ibid., § 13.

24. The church herself is in need of continuing renewal by 
the Spirit to be able to discern the mind of Christ as well as 
be convicted by the Spirit of division and sin within (John 
16:8-11). This repentance within the church of Christ is 
itself part of the ministry and witness of reconciliation to 
the world. 

25. The Holy Spirit blows where the Spirit wills (cf. John 
3:8). Thus, the Spirit knows no limits and reaches out to 
people of all faiths as well as those without any religious 
commitment—a growing number in this time of secu-
larisation. The church is called to discern the signs of the 
Spirit in the world and witness to Christ in the power of 
the Spirit (Acts 1:8) as well as be engaged in all forms of 
liberation and reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18-19). 

26. In the sufferings of the present time, the Spirit shares 
our “groans” and the childbirth pains of the whole of cre-
ation subjected to “bondage under decay” (Rom. 8:26, 
21-22). Therefore, we are looking forward to the redemp-
tion of our bodies (Rom. 8:23) with hope and joy. The 
same Spirit of God that “swept over the face of the waters” 
(Gen. 1:2) in creation now indwells the church and works 
in the world often in mysterious and unknown ways. The 
Spirit will participate in the ushering in of the new creation 
when God finally will be all in all. 

27. Since the time of the New Testament, two understand-
ings of pneumatology can be discerned. One emphasises 
the Holy Spirit as fully dependant on Christ, as being the 
agent of Christ to fulfill the task of mission, and has led to 
a missiology focussing on sending and going forth. The other 
understands the Holy Spirit as the source of Christ, and the 
church as the eschatological synaxis (coming together) of 
the people of God in God’s kingdom. In that second per-
spective, mission as going forth is the outcome, not the ori-
gin of the church. Mission is the liturgy after the Liturgy. 
Because reconciliation is a prerequisite of the eucharist (the 
act that actually constitutes the church) it becomes a pri-
mary of mission in that perspective. 

Liturgical perspectives on reconciliation 
28. The church’s mission, in the power of the Spirit, derives 
from the teaching, life and work of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
This is to be understood in reference to the expectations 
of Judaism. The core of this was the idea of the coming of 
a Messiah, who in the “last days” of history would estab-
lish his kingdom (Joel 3:1; Isa. 2:2, 59:21; Ezek. 36:24, 
etc.) by calling all the dispersed and afflicted people of God 
into one place, reconciled to God and becoming one body 
united around him (Mic. 4:1-4; Isa. 2:2-4; Psa. 147:2-3). 
In the Gospel of John it is clearly stated that the high priest 
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“prophesied that Jesus should die...not for the nation only, 
but to gather into one the children of God who are scattered 
abroad” (John 11:51-52). 

29. This reconciliation was experienced in the liturgical, 
more precisely “eucharistic” (in the wider sense), life of the 
early church. The early Christian community suffered from 
factions and divisions but, reconciled through the grace of 
our Lord to God, felt obliged to extend horizontally this 
reconciliation to one another by being incorporated into 
the one people of God through the eucharist, a significant 
act of identity, which was celebrated as a manifestation 
(more precisely a foretaste) of the coming kingdom. It is 
not accidental that the condition for participating in the 
Lord’s table was, and still often is, an act of reconciliation 
with one’s sisters and brothers which bears profound sym-
bolic value and is remindful of the core of the gospel (Matt. 
5:23-24 ). By sharing the “kiss of love,” church members 
give each other a sign of reconciliation and commit them-
selves to the healing of relationships in the community. In 
a related manner, Paul challenges the Corinthians to take 
seriously the fact that their failure to share could jeopardise 
the very celebration of the Lord’s supper (1 Cor. 11:20-21). 
30. This eucharistic act is not the only liturgical rite of 
reconciliation in the healing process. Baptism, which pre-
supposes an act of repentance, is a common sign of incorpo-
ration through the Spirit into the one body (1 Cor. 12:13; 
Eph. 4:4-5). The act of confession, which has sacramental 
significance for some churches, was originally meant as the 
necessary reconciling process with the community—a sac-
rament of reconciliation. There is also the act—or sacra-
ment—of anointment for healing. For many churches the 
Lord’s supper itself also has therapeutic meaning. These 
examples draw our attention to the importance of recon-
ciliation and healing in the life and mission of the church. 

31. These manifestations of the kingdom in the com-
munity were the starting point of Christian mission, the 
springboard of the church’s witnessing exodus to the world. 
The missiological imperatives of the church stem exactly 
from this awareness of the church as a dynamic and corpo-
rate body of reconciled believers commissioned to witness 
to the coming kingdom of God. In striving to manifest the 
ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18 ff) to the world, 
we become a reconciling community. This ministry to be 
“ambassadors for Christ” includes a commitment to the 
proclamation of the gospel: “We entreat you on behalf of 
Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to 
be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:20—21) 

In ecumenical perspective such evangelism “aims to build 
up a reconciling and reconciled community (cf. 2 Cor. 
5:19) that will point to the fullness of God’s reign, which is 
‘righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 
14:17).” This affirmation of the preparatory document for 
Salvador finds an echo in the recent WCC mission state-
ment: “To speak of evangelism means to emphasise the 
proclamation of God’s offer of freedom and reconcilia-
tion, together with the invitation to join those who follow 
Christ and work for the reign of God.”7 

3. Reconciliation as an Imperative for Mission

32. The powerful convergence of a new interest in recon-
ciliation and healing within the churches, and a parallel 
new quest for healing and reconciliation in many societ-
ies around the world, have prompted us to rethink what 
God is calling us to in mission today. Remembering that 
the reconciliation we have received in Jesus Christ is to be 
shared in the world, we have come to see reconciliation as 
part of mission. 

33. Mission as ministry of reconciliation involves the obli-
gation to share the gospel of Jesus Christ in all its fullness, 
the good news of him who through his incarnation, death 
and resurrection has once for all provided the basis for rec-
onciliation with God, forgiveness of sins and new life in 
the power of the Holy Spirit. This ministry invites people 
to accept God’s offer of reconciliation in Christ, and to 
become his disciples in the communion of his church. It 
promises the hope of fullness of life in God, both in this 
age and in God’s future, eternal kingdom. 

34. The ministry of reconciliation also involves the work 
for reconciliation among persons and societies. In order 
to understand what this participation in God’s mission of 
reconciliation may mean, we will focus upon the goals and 
processes of reconciliation and healing. This involves both 
some general thoughts and reflections upon the dynamics 
of how reconciliation and healing come about. 
35. Reconciliation is and results from a process leading 
to peace with justice. The vision is to establish commu-
nity, where brokenness and sectarianism are overcome and 
people live together with mutual respect and tolerance. 
Reconciliation results in communication with one another 
without fear. It implies tolerance of others, inclusion and 
consideration of them. Reconciled community is where 

7. WCC Unit II, Churches in Mission: Education, Health, Witness. 
Preparatory Papers for Section Work, Conference on World Mission and 
Evangelism, Salvador da Bahía (Geneva: WCC, 1996), 19. Also in 
Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today, § 62.
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differences can be resolved through dialogue and without 
resort to violence. 

36. Reconciliation is sought between individuals, in order 
to overcome divisions, enmity and conflicts from the past. 
Here the internal dynamics for both parties, for victims 
and wrongdoers must be explored. Reconciliation also 
needs to occur between groups or communities. In these 
instances social and structural relations will need special 
attention. And reconciliation sometimes needs to happen 
within and among nations, in which the whole structures 
of societies will need examination. In the first instance, 
between individuals, reconciliation is often about restoring 
dignity and a sense of humanity. In the second instance, 
reconciliation focuses upon how to live together, both as 
human beings and in the whole of creation. In the third 
instance, on national levels, the institutions of society itself 
will need attention for reconstruction to be possible. 

37. Reconciliation is both a goal and a process. As individu-
als and societies we need a vision to keep us moving toward 
a future state of peace and well-being. But without under-
standing the process we can lose heart and sense of direc-
tion in our work. In actual practice, we will find ourselves 
moving back and forth between goal and process, since we 
need both in reconciliation and healing. 

Dynamics of reconciliation processes
38. Attention needs to be given both to initiating the pro-
cess of reconciliation and to sustaining it. The participants 
in this process are often divided into victims and wrongdo-
ers. Sometimes the two parties are easily distinguished and 
identified, as for example in many cases of victims of rape 
and those who perpetrate the act. But in extended con-
flicts, victims may, at a later date, become wrongdoers, and 
wrongdoers become victims. This makes clear-cut catego-
ries less helpful. While Christian practice has special regard 
for the plight of victims, reconciliation and healing require 
restoration and healing both of the victim and repentance 
and transformation of the wrongdoer. These things do not 
always happen in a clear sequence, but becoming a “new 
creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) requires change in both. 

39. Six aspects of the reconciliation and healing process 
need special attention. They are: truth, memory, repentance, 
justice, forgiveness and love. 

Establishing the truth about the past is often difficult 
because abuses and atrocities have been shrouded in 
silence. Healing requires that the silence be broken and the 

truth be allowed to come to light. It allows for recognition 
of what has been hidden. 

40. At other times, under a repressive regime for instance, 
there has been a systematic distortion of the truth. Lies 
prevail where truth should dwell. In such cases, the truth 
needs to be asserted. This is especially true when the lan-
guage of reconciliation itself is misused. There have been 
instances where wrongdoers have called for “reconcili-
ation” when they really mean that victims should ignore 
the wrongdoing done, and life should continue as though 
nothing happened. In such cases, the meaning of the word 
“reconciliation” has been so poisoned that it cannot even be 
used. In other cases, wrongdoers urge hasty “reconciliation” 
so that the claims of the victims will not even be consid-
ered. They may do this by making Christians feel guilty for 
not being able to forgive quickly. Such false uses of the idea 
of reconciliation must be resisted. 

41. At a national level, after prolonged conflict and strug-
gle, Truth and Reconciliation Commissions have been 
established to seek out the truth about the past. The Com-
mission in South Africa is perhaps the most well-known. 
The need for such commissions underscores how difficult 
it is to establish the truth, and how important it is for rec-
onciliation and healing. 

42. The Christian understanding of truth can help in such 
situations. The Spirit of God is the Spirit of truth (John 
14:17), and Jesus “who is the way, and the truth, and 
the life” (John 14: 6), prayed that his disciples be sancti-
fied by the Spirit of truth (John 17:17). Establishing the 
truth, especially after situations of conflict, can be difficult. 
Respect for the truth comes from knowing God wants the 
truth to be told (cf. the prophetic tradition). 

43. Memory is closely linked to truth. How will the past be 
remembered, how shall we speak of it? Authentic memory 
should yield the truth about the past. Traumatic memories 
of acts of wrongdoing or atrocity often will need healing 
if they are to be the building blocks of a different kind of 
future. To heal memories means that they lose their toxic 
quality. When that happens, memories do not hold us hos-
tage to the past, but empower us to create a future where 
the wrongdoing of the past cannot happen again. 
44. Memories are not just about the past. They are the 
basis for identity. How we remember the past is both the 
basis for how we will live and relate to one another in the 
present, and how we will envision the future. For that rea-
son, memory is central to the process of reconciliation and 
healing. 
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45. Memories that do not heal can inhibit reconciliation. 
Sometimes the healing takes more than a generation. In 
some instances victims are so submerged in their memo-
ries that they need help in coming free of them. This may 
imply to provide a space for the victims to express their 
anger. In a few instances, victims do not want to be healed, 
and use their memories to keep any progress from hap-
pening. Accompanying victims so that they can come free 
from traumatic memories is an important task of those 
who work for reconciliation. 

46. Projects of recovering memory that has been suppressed 
or distorted are often important for building a different 
future together, Publishing the results of Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commissions,8 or collecting recollections of what 
happened9 are examples of this. Recovering memory can 
also be a threat to the wrongdoers who still hold power.10 

47. Recovering memory and allowing it to help us live 
in the present, as well as imagine the future, is central to 
Christian practice and witness. We celebrate the eucharist 
to remember what happened to Jesus: his betrayal, suffer-
ing and death, and how he was raised from the dead. It is 
the memory of what God has done in the story of Jesus that 
gives us hope and the Spirit of Christ who empowers us in 
our work of reconciliation. 

48. In many cases of conflict there is a need for repentance 
(metanoia) before reconciliation can take place. Because 
there may be a situation of wrongdoing and guilt, personal 
or collective, that has caused the enmity or estrangement, 
true reconciliation cannot take place until the guilty part 
has repented of sin and wrongdoing. Jesus’ proclamation of 
the kingdom of God was accompanied by a call for repen-
tance and faith in the gospel (Mark 1:15). It is noteworthy 
that Jesus’ call for repentance is motivated by the new time 
of salvation that is inaugurated by his coming. True repen-
tance cannot be the result of threats and fear, but has to 
come from a realisation of guilt and a wish and hope for a 
new reconciled relationship based on forgiveness (cf. Acts 
2:38). 

49. Justice is essential to the work of reconciliation. Three 
kinds of justice are needed. First, there is retributive justice, 
where wrongdoers are held accountable for their actions. 
This is important both for acknowledging that wrong has 

8. As in South Africa.
9. As in Guatemala. 
10. The murder of Bishop Gerardi in Guatemala after he 
announced the results of such a report is a chilling reminder of 
this.

been done, and as a statement that such wrongdoing will 
not be tolerated in the future. Retributive justice should be 
the task of the legally constituted state. Punishment out-
side that forum can be renegade action or sheer revenge, 
and should be avoided. If the state itself is implicated in the 
corruption, it may be possible to achieve retributive justice 
by means of non-violent protest.11 This will require great 
personal sacrifice. 

50. Second, there is restorative justice, in which what has 
been taken wrongfully from victims is restored, either 
directly or in some symbolic way. This may be by repara-
tion or compensation. In Luke’s gospel, the story of Zac-
chaeus’s encounter with Jesus (19: 1-10) shows how an 
authentic repentance resulting from meeting Christ can 
lead to a radical form of restitution . In other cases, for 
example when the perpetrator or victim has died, some 
other statement of reconciliation may need to be found—
such as a public memorial. 

51. And finally, there is structural justice, whereby the 
institutions of society are reformed to prevent instances 
of injustice from happening in the future. Dimensions of 
restorative and structural justice often need special atten-
tion. For example, to achieve economic justice, reform 
of global trade laws and the mechanisms of trade will be 
necessary. Gender justice will require attending to the spe-
cial contributions of women to overcoming injustice and 
retaining right relations. To overcome sexism and racism 
structural reform will be necessary. In recent years, the 
need for ecological justice has come to the fore as well. 

52. The Holy Spirit spoke through the prophets of old 
against injustice and anointed Jesus Christ to bring free-
dom to the oppressed (Luke 4:18-19). The Spirit gives gifts 
of prophecy and boldness today as Christians struggle espe-
cially to aid in the process of restorative justice, and work 
toward the reforms that structural justice require. Bibli-
cal images of covenant—care for all, and right relations 
between God and humanity—support efforts for these 
reforms of society. These are illustrated by the collection 
from the churches taken up by the Apostle Paul to Jerusa-
lem so that there might be “equality” between the churches 
in the mutual meeting of one another’s needs (2 Cor. 8:14). 

53. Forgiveness is often considered a specifically religious 
dimension of reconciling and healing. It is important to 
realize that forgiveness does not mean condoning past 
wrongdoing, or even foregoing punishment. Forgiveness 
acknowledges what has happened in the past, but seeks 

11. As for example the “mothers of the disappeared” in Argentina.
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a different relationship both to the wrongdoer and to the 
deed. Without forgiveness, we remain locked in our rela-
tionships to the past and cannot have a different kind of 
future. 

54. Along with having a Christian vision of the whole, 
seeking reconciliation for the human community today 
requires interaction with the different communities of 
faith. For us as Christians, this will call for some knowledge 
of how the other great religious traditions envision heal-
ing and wholeness, since many situations will require our 
acting together. In those situations also, we as Christians 
must be able to communicate our own contribution to the 
common task. Many cultures have their own spiritual and 
ritual resources for bringing about reconciliation and heal-
ing. Whenever possible, these need to be incorporated into 
our work toward reconciliation. 

55. Forgiveness has special import for Christians. We 
believe that it is God who forgives sin (Mark 2:7-12). Jesus 
came among us preaching the forgiveness of sins (Luke 
24:47), pointing to the graciousness of God and the pos-
sibility of overcoming the past for the sake of a different 
kind of future. Personal experience of acceptance and grace 
can be life-changing, inspiring individuals to reach out in 
love to others and transform society, as the story of Zac-
chaeus illustrates. After his resurrection, when he breathed 
the Holy Spirit into his disciples, Jesus sent them out with 
a ministry of forgiveness (John 20:21-23). 

56. Forgiveness by God is bound up with our willingness 
to forgive others (see Matt. 6:12,14-15). Because of this, 
Christians often say that we should “forgive and forget.” 
We can never forget wrongdoing, as though it never hap-
pened. To ask victims to do this would be to demean them 
once again. We can never forget, but we can remember in a 
different way—a way that allows for a different relationship 
to the past and to the wrongdoer. That is what we are called 
to as Christians. 

57. Love (agape) is the most characteristic feature of Chris-
tianity. The triune God, the Three-in -One expresses the 
perfect union of distinct persons, the supreme love, which 
encompasses everything. God reveals and manifests God-
self as love, because God is love (John 3: 16; 1 John 4:7-
21). Being created according to God’s image and recreated 
through baptism, God’s love “has been poured into our 
hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us” 
(Rom. 5:5; cf. Gal. 5: 22). That is why the commandment 
to love our enemies (Matt. 5: 44) is not a commandment 
that is impossible to fulfill. God never asks from us what 

God did not give already. To love the enemies is simulta-
neously God’s gift and the human personal contribution, 
“the more excellent way” (I Cor. 12:31; 13: 1-8) which 
brings us to a holy life, to conformity with Christ, our 
model (Gal. 4:19), to his way of being and thinking: “We 
have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16). Love encompasses 
the whole process of reconciliation as the very sign of its 
authenticity. 

58. Truth, memory, repentance, justice, forgiveness and 
love are important and essential elements for holistic 
complete and true reconciliation. Experience has however 
shown that reconciliation is not always complete. Most of 
the stories told in the Bible are not stories of full reconcili-
ation. The well-known stories of Sarah and Hagar, Jacob 
and Esau, Rachel and Leah, leave us wondering whether 
the characters were truly reconciled. Even the parable of 
the prodigal son makes no mention of the reconciliation 
between the two brothers. Most situations of intense con-
flict result in some reservations on either side that hinder 
complete acceptance and reconciliation. This is not to sug-
gest that true reconciliation cannot take place, but rather to 
acknowledge that the reconciliatory process can take long, 
perhaps even a life time or longer for the eradication of 
hurt, suspicion and anger. 

59. Another dimension of this is that the perpetrator of 
conflict may never repent, or seek forgiveness even after 
the period of conflict. Stories from South Africa and several 
other parts of the world attest to this fact. In such instances, 
victims may have to find ways to cope with the situation by 
moving away from the site of oppression, a form of resis-
tance. The victim then often realises that forgiveness may 
have to be given even when repentance is not forthcoming 
nor forgiveness sought by the perpetrator. The victim how-
ever must become able to live on and cope with the situa-
tion. Carrying around feelings of anger, hurt and bitterness 
is detrimental to the self and growth of the individual or 
community. There are other situations where the perpetra-
tor is really seeking forgiveness, but does not receive it. In 
such cases, the perpetrator is the one who must find other 
ways to resolve his or her guilt. In can also happen that the 
victim needs to forgive him- or herself for having allowed 
something to happen and for having shown complicity in 
systems of oppression. It is important that such dimensions 
of the perpetrator’s or victim’s experience be duly consid-
ered in the dynamics of reconciliation. 

60. Whether at social, community or personal level recon-
ciliation and healing are goals we seek within the ambiva-
lence and brokenness of human existence. These goals are 
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inspired by the biblical vision of the eschatological resto-
ration of the original shalom, the promised final realisation 
of the kingdom of God, when all will have been healed, 
made whole again and united in God. In contemporary 
human history, we may hope to reach levels of reconcilia-
tion or healing, or justice, peace, and the integrity of cre-
ation. Whereas the vision of full reconciliation and healing 
embraces the totality of God’s creation, our contribution 
is limited as is our vision. But we are called to give corpo-
rate signs of God’s reconciliation, for in so doing we renew 
hope. Indeed, seeking reconciliation and healing in our 
world requires a constant moving back and forth between 
imagining reconciliation within human life, society and 
creation as a goal and as the process of reaching that goal. 
This may be a long and difficult struggle and it cannot be 
carried through unless it is in a spirit of love that “bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things” (1 Cor. 13:7). In the process we do not lose hope 
and, at the same time, focus our participation in the rec-
onciling and healing work of the Holy Spirit in the whole 
creation.

4. The Reconciling Mission of the Church

61. The Holy Spirit transforms the church and empow-
ers it to be missional: “The Holy Spirit transforms Chris-
tians into living, courageous and bold witnesses (cf. Acts 
1:8).”12 Therefore, for the church, mission is not an option 
but an imperative: “Mission is central to Christian faith 
and theology. It is not an option but is rather an existential 
calling and vocation. Mission is constitutive of and condi-
tions the very being of the church and of all Christians.” 
The church is by nature called to participate in God’s mis-
sion: “Through Christ in the Holy Spirit … participating 
in God’s mission … should be natural for all Christians 
and all churches” (cf. the reference to the priestly ministry 
of the community in I Peter 2:2-12).13

62. The church’s mission in the power of the Spirit is to work 
for reconciliation and healing in the context of brokenness. 
Reconciliation constitutes an important focus and charac-
teristic of the mission of God which bears consequences for 
the church’s mission: “The church is sent into the world to 
reconcile humanity and renew creation by calling people 
and nations to repentance, announcing forgiveness of sin 
and a new beginning in relations with God and with neigh-
bours through Jesus Christ.”14 We expect full reconciliation 
as the establishment of shalom by God at the end of time 

12. Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today, § 13.
13. Ibid., §§ 9 and 13 
14. Ibid., §14.

that is the creation—or re-creation—of harmonious and 
just relationships. It is a holistic process, initiated by God 
and extended to the whole creation, both human and non-
human. As we and all creation struggle for freedom from 
our bondage to decay, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness 
… [and] intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words” 
(Rom. 8:22-26). In a context of broken relationships in 
the world today, the specific challenge for the church is to 
grasp more deeply the gift of God’s reconciliation in its life 
and ministry on behalf of the whole created order.

Reconciliation in the context of brokenness
63. The primary broken relationship is between God and 
humanity. The gospel of reconciliation is a call to turn to 
God, to be converted to God and to renew our faith in 
the One who constantly invites us to be in communion 
with Godself, with one another and with the whole cre-
ation. We rejoice that through our Saviour Jesus Christ, 
this reconciliation has been made possible: “Through our 
Lord Jesus Christ we have now received our reconciliation” 
(Rom. 5:11). We are called to extend this reconciliation to 
the rest of the world in mission and to join our energies 
with that of the Spirit of God in creation. 

64. At the heart of the brokenness today is the distortion 
and destruction of the integral bond that existed in the 
divine order, between humanity and the rest of creation. 
The human-centred separation of human and non-human 
creation has led to a tendency of some parts of humanity to 
conquer and destroy nature. Much of the ecological crisis 
we face today may be attributed to a lack of respect for 
life and the integrity of creation. An ecological healing—or 
“ecociliation”—is what Christians envisage: The reconcili-
ation of “all things, whether on earth or in heaven” (Col. 
1:20). In the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed we confess 
the Holy Spirit as the lord and the giver of life. Mission 
in the Spirit warrants a new perspective—a life-centred 
approach that will cause the earth to flourish and sustain 
human communities. This model of cosmic reconciliation 
and healing provides a powerful basis for reconciliation 
among humanity. 
65. Brokenness is also felt in the area of human relation-
ships. The image of God is distorted in estrangement and 
enmity, which is often related to power structures. These are 
manifested concretely in manyfold forms of discrimination 
in the world at large on the bases of caste, race, gender, reli-
gion, sexual orientation, and socio-economic status. Mis-
sion in terms of reconciliation and healing in this context 
is about going beyond and transcending such frontiers and 
thereby restoring the consciousness of the image of God 
in humanity. In real terms, the mission of the churches is 
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to strive to work in common for the dismantling of divi-
sive walls—those within the church as well as outside. This 
means taking part in ecumenical attempts at reconciliation 
within and among churches and in people’s struggles for 
reconstruction of society on the basis of justice and human 
rights, as well as providing a space for dialogue and debate 
where society or the churches remain profoundly divided. 
The body of Christ is endowed with various spiritual gifts 
(1 Cor. 12:8-10; see also Rom. 12:6-8). Exercised in the 
spirit of love (1 Cor. 13:1-3; Rom. 12:9-10), these build up 
the community and express its reconciled unity in diversity. 
66. In a context where there are victims and perpetrators 
of injustice and exploitation, the church has a particular 
missionary role to play, namely that of a bridge-builder, 
between the poor and the rich, women and men, black 
and white, and so on. The Holy Spirit has been described 
as “the Go-Between God”15 because of the Spirit’s role in 
creating and sustaining communion (Eph. 2:18, 4:3). The 
“go-between” or “in between” position is not be construed 
as a value-neutral position but acknowledged as a rather 
risky and costly position to be in. While taking the sides of 
the victims, the church also has the mission of reaching out 
to the victimizers with the challenges of the gospel. Mission 
at the point of “in betweenness” is simultaneously a mis-
sion of empowering the powerless by accompanying them 
and also of challenging the perpetrators of hurt to repent. 
In this way it becomes a mission of mutual life-giving. 

67. Brokenness is also sadly a mark of today’s church. 
The divisions among churches, both doctrinal and non-
theological, are a challenge to the mission of reconcilia-
tion and healing. A divided church is an aberration of the 
body of Christ (1 Cor. 1:13) and grieves the Holy Spirit 
(Eph. 4:25-32). If churches are not able to reconcile one 
with the other, they are failing the gospel call and will lack 
credibility in witness. “Sent to a world in need of unity 
and greater interdependence amidst the competition and 
fragmentation of the human community, the Church 
is called to be sign and instrument of God’s reconciling 
love... Divisions among Christians are a counter-witness 
to Christ and contradict their witness to reconciliation in 
Christ.”16 There has been a particular tendency of churches 
and Christian movements to split in and over mission 
work during the last century. Competition and conflict 
in mission, in development or inter-church aid, as well as 
proselytism, have proved to be a serious counter-witness 

15. Reference to John V. Taylor, The Go-Between God: The Holy 
Spirit and Christian Mission (London: SCM, 1972).
16. “The Challenge of Proselytism and the Calling to Common 
Witness: Appendix C” of the 7th Report of the Joint Working Group 
between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of 
Churches (Geneva-Rome: WCC, 1998): 45, §§ 8 and 9.

to Christ’s reconciling work. Christians and churches are 
called to undertake or strengthen reconciliation processes 
among themselves. There are signs of some theological con-
vergence between opposed mission movements in recent 
years. And churches themselves have made significant 
progress towards shared baptism, eucharist and ministry 
and also toward common witness. We hope that these will 
lead to renewed relationships. The gospel of reconciliation 
is shared with integrity if the church is a reconciled and 
healing community. 

68. If the goal and process of mission is to be reconcili-
ation, it is imperative that the church revisit its past and 
engages in some introspection and self-examination about 
its mission in the world. Any credible mission by the church 
has to begin with the confession that not all of her mis-
sion has been a reflection of the mission which God has 
intended and which Godself carries out (missio Dei). If we 
have declared the love of God while hating our brother 
or sister, we are liars (1 John 4:20). Where Christian mis-
sionary enterprise was—and still is—complicit in an impe-
rialistic project involving violence, causing destruction of 
indigenous cultures, fragmentation of communities and 
even division among Christians, it calls for repentance 
(metanoia). Repentance requires the confession of the sin 
of violent colonization in the name of the gospel. This is 
important for the “healing of memories,” which is an inte-
gral part of the mission of reconciliation and healing. The 
church must take care to dress the wounds of the past (cf. 
Jer. 6:14 f ). 

69. While we confess these sins, we also acknowledge the 
fact that there has been, and is, much genuine Christian 
mission in the spirit of peace and reconciliation. Such 
mission results in peace with God, healed lives, restored 
communities and the socio-economic liberation of margin-
alized peoples.

Spirituality of reconciliation
70. Mission in terms of reconciliation and healing calls for 
a corresponding spirituality: one that is healing, transform-
ing, liberating, and builds relationships of mutual respect. 
A genuine spirituality for reconciliation and healing reflects 
the interaction of faith and praxis that constitutes witness 
(Martyria). Witness presupposes a spirituality of self-exam-
ination and confession of sins (metanoia), leading to proc-
lamation (kerygma) of the gospel of reconciliation, service 
(diakonia) in love, worship (leiturgia) in truth, and teach-
ing of justice. The exercise of these spiritual gifts builds up 
reconciled communities (koinonia).17 

17. Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today, §7.
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71. The spirituality of reconciliation is one of humility and 
self-emptying (kenosis; Phil. 2:7), and at the same time an 
experience of the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying and transform-
ing power. In his struggle to reconcile Jews and Gentiles 
and other factions, the Apostle Paul declared that God’s 
power is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor. 12:9; 1 Cor. 
2:3-5). The spirituality of reconciliation is the spiritual-
ity of passion, resurrection as well as of Pentecost. In the 
global context of the return of imperialism—especially in 
the form of the hegemonic power of globalisation—this 
self-emptying spirituality is a challenge both to the victims 
and perpetrators of systemic violence and injustice. The 
treasure we have is “in earthen vessels, to show that the 
transcendent power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Cor. 
4:7). The church’s mission in this context is once again to 
be in the “in betweenness”—between the wielders of power 
and the powerless—to empower the powerless and also 
challenge the powerful to empty themselves of their power 
and privileges for the sake of the dis-empowered. The spiri-
tuality of reconciliation challenges the power structures of 
local communities, including the churches, in particular 
where traditional majority or folk churches act in a hege-
monious way. 

72. A self-emptying spirituality is also a spirituality of 
cross-bearing. The church is called to bear the cross of Jesus 
Christ, by being with the suffering.18 A spirituality of non-
violent resistance is an integral aspect of reconciliation and 
healing in an age of continuing exploitation of the poor 
and the marginalized. In situations of oppression, discrimi-
nation and hurt, the cross of Christ is the power of God for 
salvation (1 Cor. 1:18). 

73. The sacraments and liturgical life of the church should 
express the mission of reconciliation and healing. Baptism 
is an act of sharing in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. It is symbolic of the spirituality of cross-bearing, 
which is both a dying to self (Mark 8:34 and parallels) 
and a raising up to life (John 3:14, etc.). The eucharist is 
a sacramental act of healing, an act of remembrance, and 
a re-enactment of the breaking of the body of Christ for 
the sake of cosmic reconciliation. The bread of God, which 
comes down from heaven, gives life to the world (John 
6:33). The sharing out of the bread and the wine among 
all calls for redistribution of wealth and the equality of 
the kingdom that Jesus Christ proclaimed. In prayer, the 
church intercedes with God for the world, standing in the 

18. For example, the “Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in 
Palestine and Israel” aims to be with Palestinians and Israelis in 
their non-violent actions and concerted advocacy efforts to end the 
occupation. 

“in betweenness” in faith that God will bring reconcilia-
tion and healing. In preaching the word, the church brings 
comfort to the downtrodden, proclaims truth and justice, 
and calls all to repentance and forgiveness. The church’s 
worship is itself a witness to the world of reconciliation in 
Christ, and in the power of the Spirit the church lives out 
this eucharistic witness in daily life. 

74. Spiritual resources for reconciliation and healing are 
not confined to Christian faith traditions. This challenges 
us to take the inter faith dimensions of mission seriously, 
for reconciliation and healing in the holistic sense cannot 
be achieved without reconciliation amongst various faiths 
and cultures. One way of doing this is to appreciate and 
learn from the spiritual resources available in other faiths 
and cultures. Other traditions and experiences of healing 
and reconciliation, including those of indigenous commu-
nities, are of great value. 

75. The recent ecumenical statement on dialogue reminds 
us that “interreligious dialogue is not an instrument to 
resolve problems instantly in emergency situations.”19 
However, in times of conflict the relationships built up by 
patient dialogue during peacetime may prevent religion 
from being used as a weapon and, in many cases, pave the 
way for mediation and reconciliation initiatives. Dialogue 
presupposes mutual recognition, it signifies a willingness to 
reconcile and desire to live together. A process of dialogue 
can build up trust and allow for mutual witness, in this 
way it may be a means of healing. However, while dialogue 
is important, issues of truth, memory, repentance, justice, 
forgiveness and love may need to be addressed before dia-
logue is possible. The “in betweenness” of the missionary 
praxis means that in some situations what is called for is 
the prophetic power of the gospel to critique religious prac-
tices and beliefs that promote injustice and to bring about 
repentance. 

76. The ministry of the Holy Spirit—in which the church 
is privileged to share—is to heal and reconcile a broken 
world. In order to exercise this mission with integrity, the 
church must be a community that is experiencing healing 
and reconciliation in Christ. The spirituality of reconcili-
ation is self-emptying and cross-bearing in order that the 
saving power of God may be demonstrated. The Holy 
Spirit endows the church with gifts and resources for this 
ministry and, in the spirit of dialogue, Christians are open 
to appreciate the resources that people of other faiths bring 
to it. The mission of the church involves going between 

19. Ecumenical Considerations for Dialogue and Relations with 
People of Other Religions: Taking Stock of 30 Years of Dialogue and 
Revisiting the 1979 Guidelines (Geneva: WCC, 2003), §28.
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the parties that are estranged or in conflict. This means 
accompanying them in their struggles and at the same time 
challenging the powers of injustice and violence to bring 
about reconciliation. The goal is to build up reconciled and 
healing communities which are again missional in commit-
ment and practical ministry.

5. Equipping for Reconciliation: Pedagogy, Pastoralia 
and Vision

77. In the mission of reconciliation we are inspired by the 
gospel vision of peace on earth (Luke 2:14). In his preach-
ing of the kingdom of God in both word and deed, our 
lord Jesus Christ showed us what the kingdom of God 
is like. It is the kingdom of truth and justice, repentance 
and forgiveness, in which the first are last and the lead-
ers are servants of all. In the epistles, the apostles taught 
the churches how to be communities of reconciliation. 
These bring forth the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control (Gal. 5:22-23). Members are called to love one 
another, live at peace with one another, and bless those who 
persecute them, leaving vengeance to God (Rom. 12:9-21). 
78. However, many have proclaimed peace where there is 
no peace and only superficially treated the deep wounds 
caused by broken relationships and injustice (Jer. 6:14). 
Any pedagogical and pastoral approach to mission has to 
acknowledge the fact that the ministry of healing and rec-
onciliation is a profound and often lengthy process that 
therefore requires long-term strategies (Rom. 8:25). Once 
the church believes that mission belongs to God, and that 
it is not a frenzied activity initiated by the church, then 
the church’s mission will be oriented towards the long-term 
goal of creating communities of reconciliation and healing. 
The realization of our hope requires patience, pastoral sen-
sitivity and an appropriate educational method. 

79. Our sense of being human is key to this educational 
process. Human beings are essentially relational beings, 
linked together and active in the web of life. For our sur-
vival, we depend on one another and therefore we need to 
live in just relationships of trust and build communities 
of reconciliation and healing. From a Christian anthropo-
logical perspective, human beings are also forgiven beings, 
forgiven by God. Forgiveness as a theological category has 
ethical ramifications. The ministry of reconciliation and 
healing through forgiveness involves truth telling and jus-
tice. In other words, the pedagogy of justice is what makes 
forgiveness a radical concept. Forgiveness that undermines 
justice is not Christian forgiveness. Costly discipleship, 

which is integral to the ministry of healing and reconcilia-
tion, has to be justice oriented. 

80. Compassion for the broken and concern for life in all 
its fullness are the pastoral modes of Christian mission. 
One of the most important sources for learning about this 
ministry is the immense wealth of people’s day-to-day life 
experience, especially that of the poor and the vulnerable. 
The church’s involvement in people’s life experiences, in 
their struggles to affirm life wherever it is denied, is per-
haps the best learning process. Through this pedagogy of 
shared memories, the church will be enabled to carry out 
its mission effectively. 

81. Whereas the emphasis is being put in this document 
on social reconciliation processes, insights can be drawn 
for renewing and strengthening the pastoral approach to 
conflicts between individual persons in family, work place 
and church. Reconciliation between persons also needs to 
address questions of truth, healing of memories, repen-
tance, justice, forgiveness and love. Pastors, priests as well 
as lay members of the community have the most impor-
tant and difficult task to find ways to journey with persons 
who suffer from deep wounds left by the hardship of life 
or inter-personal conflicts, to offer them a safe space for 
expressing their vulnerability, anger, helplessness, suffering 
and yearning. At personal level, too, to follow Christ’s call 
to reconciliation may entail a long journey or process, need-
ing time and the capacity to cope with success and failures, 
moments of hope and of despair, putting faith to the test. 
Not all churches have kept the tradition of the sacrament 
of confession and reconciliation, but all are encouraged to 
find a way to envisage their pastoral ministry in terms of 
the understanding of mission described in this document. 

82. This pastoral healing ministry must be embedded in a 
community life where people find a home and a safe space 
in which joys and pains can be shared openly, where those 
feeling vulnerable find enough security to express what 
burdens them, a community in which love overcomes fear 
and judgement. Such communities, nourished by the cel-
ebration of the eucharist, become then as such missionary 
entities, because the gospel which is preached is also lived 
and experienced. That such communities also have a role 
to play in society and be welcoming even to those who 
are not regular members was forcefully described by Paul 
in Romans 12. That passage also reminds us that a recon-
ciling and healing mission may lead to suffer persecution. 
Since Christ, many missionary persons and communities 
have also been victims of violence and discrimination. But 
even in such cases, the commandment to love is to be the 
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overarching characteristic of Christian witness to God’s 
reconciliation. 

83. Equipping for mission in a paradigm of reconciliation 
has significant implications for existing models of theo-
logical and mission education and training. Imbuing the 
church with a pedagogy of justice and a compassionate pas-
toral theology brings challenges for both the content and 
the mode of instruction. As Christians engaging in a minis-
try of reconciliation we will continue to require the knowl-
edge of language, culture and religious traditions that will 
help us enter into the experience of others and serve them. 
However, equally importantly, we will need a theology and 
spirituality of reconciliation. We should together develop 
a theological understanding of how God effects reconcili-
ation in the world and Christians’ part in it. The church 
needs to learn and teach the dynamics and processes of 
reconciliation and the importance of the different dimen-
sions of reconciliation ministry: establishing the truth, 
healing the memory, doing justice, receiving forgiveness 
and forgiving others. In order to overcome the contempo-
rary culture of violence and counter the myth of redemp-
tive violence, the church must demonstrate in its life and 
witness that justice and redemption is achieved through a 
non-violent resistance. This requires a spirituality of rec-
onciliation that is self-emptying and cross-bearing for the 
sake of justice. We also have a responsibility to use and 
develop the spiritual gifts that, used in the spirit of love, 
build up community and overcome disunity and enmity  
(1 Cor. 12:8-10, 13:1-3; see also Rom. 12:6-10). 

84. The main theme of the 2005 Conference on World 
Mission and Evangelism, “Come, Holy Spirit, heal and 
reconcile” calls our attention to the mission of the Spirit. 
According to St John’s Gospel, the Holy Spirit who pro-
ceeds from the Father, is the parakletos, who accompanies 
us in our brokenness. The Spirit, the intercessor, is in the 
“in betweenness,” going between the Father, the Son and 
all creation. The parakletos is the Spirit of truth who leads 
us into all truth and interprets to us the teaching of Jesus. 
The Holy Spirit unites us to God the Father and the Son 
and makes us part of the missio Dei to bring life to the 
world. The Spirit teaches us to abide in Christ and to love 
one another, thus witnessing to the love of Christ. In a situ-
ation of enmity, the Spirit comforts us and gives us cour-
age to speak and declare the word of God. The parakletos 
consoles the suffering and convinces the world of sin and 
righteousness and God’s judgement. The Spirit, who is our 
counsellor, is the Spirit of peace in a violent world (John 
14:15-16:15). 

85. The parakletos provides a model and the medium for the 
church’s ministry of reconciliation. The Holy Spirit heals 
and reconciles by coming alongside to inspire, enlighten 
and empower. In the Spirit, we are enabled to affirm what 
is true and at the same time to discern what is false and 
evil. The Spirit binds us together and in the Spirit we enjoy 
true communion and fellowship (2 Cor. 13:13). Though 
for a little while we, and all creation, groan like a woman 
in childbirth, the Spirit is our midwife and when the mis-
sion is accomplished we believe that our sorrow will turn to 
joy at the new life of reconciliation (John 16:20-22; Rom. 
8:18-25).

The final vision
86. At the very end of the Bible, in the Book of Revelation, 
St John set down the vision given to him of the new heaven 
and new earth, the new creation that is the result of God’s 
reconciling work in Christ (Rev. 21:1,5; cf. 2 Cor. 5:17-
18). The New Jerusalem is the reconciled city where God 
dwells with God’s people. In this city there is no longer any 
mourning or crying or pain because justice has been done; 
nor is there any darkness because everything is in the light 
of the glory of God. Through the centre of the city runs the 
river of life for the healing of the nations (Rev. 21:1-22:5). 
In the field of world mission we can, therefore, speak of 
the “oekoumene which is to come” (Heb. 2:5 cf. 13:14ff.), 
as an open society, where an honest dialogue between the 
existing living cultures can take place. The world today can 
and must become a household (oikoı), where everyone is 
open to the «other» (as they are open to the Ultimate Other, 
i.e. God), and where all can share a common life, despite 
the plurality and difference of their identity. Reconciliation 
as a new mission paradigm results in a new understand-
ing of the term oekoumene and its derivatives (ecumenism 
etc.). These terms no longer exclusively refer to an abstract 
universality, such as the entire inhabited world, or the 
whole human race, or even a united universal church. In 
other words they no longer describe a given situation, but 
substantial—and at the same time threatened—relations 
between churches, between cultures, between people and 
human societies, and at the same time between humanity 
and the rest of God’s creation.
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6. Questions for Further Study and Discussion

87. This attempt toward a theology of mission as reconcili-
ation raises a number of questions that will need further 
and more detailed attention. These include: 

What are the practical implications of the call for economic 
reconciliation? What are the processes that can bring Mus-
lim-Christian reconciliation in the present context? In 
what ways can the theology of the Holy Spirit (pneumatol-
ogy) further aid the practice of and reflection on reconcili-
ation? What changes does mission as reconciliation suggest 
to existing paradigms of mission? In particular, what does 
it mean for the understanding of conversion? How can 
the importance of the spirit of reconciliation in mission 
be effectively communicated to those using aggressive 
missionary methods? How can we resource and develop 
appropriate ways to equip local churches to become rec-
onciling and healing communities? How can the churches 
support those specially called and gifted in the ministry of 
reconciliation?

46. The Healing Mission of the Church
   World Mission Conference, Athens, 2005 

This study paper is the result of an intensive reflection on 
health, healing and mission before the WCC world missions 
conference in Athens in 2005 which took place under the 
theme: “Come Holy Spirit, heal and reconcile—Called in 
Christ to be reconciling and healing communities.” The paper 
highlights health and healing as a challenge in its global 
context, in the history of the ecumenical movement and in 
its biblical and theological perspectives. The present document 
does not pretend to make any final statement on healing or 
mission, but hopes to enrich the debate and enable Christians 
and churches to better respond to their calling.

Study Questions

1.  What are the biblical sources which point to a stronger inte-
gration and relatedness between health, faith and healing as 
identified by the study-text?

2.  What are ongoing controversies and differences in under-
standing concerning the perception of spiritual powers and 
their impact on health and healing?

3.  What are essential features, current challenges and conse-
quences of viewing the church as “healing community”?

Introductory Remarks

1. The present document has been prepared by a multi-
cultural and interdenominational group of missiologists, 
medical doctors and health professionals. It builds upon 
the tradition of the WCC’s Christian Medical Commis-
sion (CMC) and its most fruitful contribution to an 
understanding of the healing ministry of the church. This 
document does not repeat what remains well formulated 
in earlier texts of the World Council of Churches, such 
as the document “Healing and Wholeness. The churches’ 
Role in Health,” adopted in 1990 by the Central Com-
mittee. That text situates the healing ministry within the 
struggle for justice, peace and the integrity of creation, and 
remains an essential contribution, the urgency of which 
has even grown in a now globalised world. The present 
study document concentrates mainly on some medical and 
theological-spiritual aspects of the healing ministry and 
their link with a recent ecumenical understanding of mis-
sion. It is offered as a background document to the 2005 
Athens Conference on World Mission and Evangelism 
(CWME) and an important contribution to a dialogue 
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on the relevance of its theme “Come Holy Spirit, heal and 
reconcile—Called in Christ to be reconciling and heal-
ing communities.” It is to be read together with the study 
document recommended by the CWME Commission on 
“mission as ministry of reconciliation.”1

1. THE CONTEXT

The Global Context of Health and Disease at the Beginning 
of the 21st Century
2. Global statistics on the incidence and prevalence of 
diseases, on the burden of diseases for communities and 
societies, and on mortality rates, are based on a scientific 
concept of disease and epidemiological methods for mea-
suring disease and its impact.2 In medical science, disease 
refers to identifiable dysfunction of human physiology .We 
have to acknowledge that this approach is inherently dif-
ferent from a more holistic interpretation of health and 
diseases used in WCC circles3 and that is not quantifiable 
with current methods and therefore not easily suitable for 
statistical analyses. 

3. It may anyhow be misleading to describe a global con-
text because the situation is extremely complex and varies 
enormously between continents and societies, and increas-
ingly also within societies and even within local commu-
nities, depending on economic resources which influence 
living conditions, lifestyle behaviour and access to health 
care. Any overview will be grossly misleading if taken as an 
accurate description of local or regional situations. 

4. Nevertheless some trends can be discerned. One can 
speak of a worldwide improvement in health if measured 
in terms of premature mortality and disability adjusted life 
years, except for those regions heavily affected by HIV/
AIDS. Infant mortality which is a sensitive indicator for 
general living conditions and access to basic health care has 
reached very low levels in Europe and North America and 
is going down particularly in East and Southeast Asia as 
well as Latin America and the Caribbean. It is still very 
high or even increasing in a number of countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa. 
5. Other major trends include the global increase in chronic 
disease, particularly mental diseases and diseases affect-
ing the elderly. Even in low-income countries there is an 

1. Mission of Ministry and Reconciliation: Preparatory Paper No. 10. 
At: www.oikoumene.org.
2. See Christina de Vries, “The Global Health Situation: Priorities 
for the Churches’ Health Ministry beyond AD 2000” International 
Review of Mission (IRM) Vol XC, Nos. 356/357, 149ff.
3. For the WCC definition, see § 31 below.

increasing number of adults suffering e.g. from coronary 
heart disease, cancer or diabetes which are the most com-
mon causes of morbidity and mortality in industrialized 
countries.4 What is most disturbing is the general trend 
for a long-term increase in the number of people suffer-
ing from psychiatric diseases, particularly depression, both 
in countries of the North and the South. Accelerated and 
aggravated experiences of crisis and threat following rapid 
globalisation processes seem to put excessive pressure on 
the human psychic system. 

6. Currently the international community is engaged in a 
major review of the global health status as part of the pro-
cess to assess progress toward the achievement of the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDG). Three of the eight 
MDGs are directly referring to health.5 

7. The impact of human-made climate change and deterio-
ration of the natural environment on the global health situ-
ation cannot yet be sufficiently mapped and measured, but 
raises serious concerns as to its potential devastating effects, 
not only locally, but worldwide. Deforestation e.g. contrib-
utes to building up the greenhouse gases in the atmosphere 
which results in the depletion of the stratospheric ozone 
and increases ultraviolet radiation. This induces the sup-
pression of immune systems and permit the emergence of 
cancers and certain infectious diseases that depend on cell 
mediated immune responses. Global warming leading to 
a rise of the surface water levels of oceans occasions the 
flooding of human dwelling places thereby increasing the 
incident of waterborne diseases. Global warming also leads 
to the resurgence of malaria and other infectious diseases 
in temperate countries and increases the danger of cardio-
vascular illnesses. 

8. Despite the advanced technology, the health state of the 
world is still preoccupying as shown in the 2004 World 
Health Organization report.6 

It has therefore be pointed out that health and healing are 
not just medical issues. They embrace political, social, eco-
nomical, cultural and spiritual dimensions. As it is stated 
in the WCC document “Healing and Wholeness, the 
Churches’ role in Health”: “…although the “health industry” 

4. World Health Organisation (WHO), The World Health Report: 
Changing History (Geneva: WHO, 2004).
5. United Nations, Report on Millennium Development Goals. At: 
www.un.org/millenniumgoals/ Reference is made here to #4: 
Reduce child mortality rate; #5A: Reduce by three-quarters the 
maternal mortality ratio; # 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and 
other diseases.
6. WHO, The World Health Report: Changing History, 2004.
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is producing and using progressively sophisticated and expen-
sive technology, the increasingly obvious fact is that most of the 
world’s health problems cannot be best addressed in this way…
It is an acknowledged fact that the number one cause of disease 
in the world is poverty, which is ultimately the result of oppres-
sion, exploitation and war. Providing immunizations, medi-
cines, and even health education by standard methods cannot 
significantly ameliorate illness due to poverty…”7 

Unequal Access to Health Services—Health and Justice as 
Ethical Challenges
9. The fact remains that in large parts of the world people 
have no access to essential health services. The question of 
affordable access to health care provisions and the commer-
cialization of health constitute yet other very complex and 
sensitive issues.

On the one hand scientifically based health care becomes 
ever more expensive with increased levels of diagnostic 
and therapeutic sophistication widening the gap between 
those who can afford it and those who can’t. This gets most 
pronounced in low-income countries but becomes increas-
ingly visible also in high-income countries with reduced 
public expenditure on health. Christians have to be con-
stantly reminded that access to health care is an essential 
human right and not a commodity that should be available 
only for those with sufficient financial resources. 

10. On the other hand there is an increased interest in 
addressing diseases of poverty, in particular the major 
infectious diseases HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. 
The creation of “The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuber-
culosis & Malaria” by the United Nations is a case in point. 
Christians have advocated strongly for increased attention 
to and financial resources for diseases of poverty to achieve 
greater equity in the distribution of resources. Several 
global campaigns or initiatives testify to this concern, such 
as the “Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance” and the “Ecumeni-
cal HIV/AIDS Initiative in Afri”. On such global health 
questions, there are also increasing efforts at co-operation 
between various Faith-Based Communities. 

11. Even if in some instances, good health care services 
help to alleviate poverty, health and healing cannot be dis-
connected from structural organization of our societies, the 
quality of relationship among people and the life style. 

7. Healing and Wholeness: The Churches’ Role in Health: The report 
of a study by the Christian Medical Commission (Geneva: WCC, 
1990), 1.

Increasingly widespread unhealthy life-style patterns8 are a 
consequence of standards and interests of the food industry 
and of changing cultural behaviours promoted among oth-
ers by media and the advertisement industry. 

12. The present state could be summarised in terms such 
as: 

Today, in our globalised and highly commercial world, 
people are far from being all healthy, neither as individuals 
nor as communities, and this despite the many advances in 
preventive medicine and therapeutic skills. 

Many people don’t have access to affordable medical care. 
While preventable diseases are still a major problem in 
many parts of the world, chronic illnesses often related to 
life style and behaviour are on the rise, causing much suf-
fering all over the world. A growing number of people with 
mental illnesses are being recognised today. The costs of 
medical care have risen to prohibitive levels, making the 
technology unavailable to many and leading to medical 
systems becoming unsustainable. High technology has an 
inhuman face leading to people feeling isolated, and frag-
mented. Death in modern medicine is seen as failure and 
is aggressively fought to such an extent that people are not 
able to die with dignity. 

13. People disenchanted with the established medical sys-
tem are looking for more than treatment of a sick liver or 
heart. They want to be seen and treated as persons. Their 
diseases often lead them to ask spiritual questions and there 
is a growing search for the spiritual dimension of healing.. 
The importance of the role of the community in creating 
and maintaining health is being rediscovered in many of 
the affluent countries. 

14. Scientific researchers have started to map what they call 
the “religious health assets” in order to provide basic data 
on potential material infrastructure and spiritual contribu-
tions by religious communities to national and interna-
tional health policy. 

A number of epidemiological studies carried out by medi-
cal professionals, mainly in the USA, highlighting the posi-
tive effect of religion and spirituality on health are enabling 
a new dialogue between the medical and theological disci-
plines.9 Scientific medicine itself has become increasingly 
interested in the spiritual dimension of the human person.
8. Such as fast-food and other consumption trends leading to 
overweight of children and adults in affluent societies, addiction to 
drugs, overconsumption of TV and video, etc. 
9. See Harold G. Koeching, Michael E. Muccullogh, and David B. 
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Healing and Culture—Different Worldviews, Cultural 
Conditions and Their Impact on Understanding Health and 
Healing
15. The way health and healing are defined, sickness and 
illness explained, depends largely on culture and conven-
tions. In ecumenical mission circles, culture is usually 
understood in a wide sense, including not only literature, 
music and arts, but values, structures, worldview, ethics, as 
well as religion.10 

16. It is in particular the combination of religion, world-
view and values that impacts people’s specific understand-
ing of and approach to healing. Since culture varies from 
continent to continent and from country to country or even 
within countries and groups of people, there is no immedi-
ate universal common understanding of the main causes of 
sickness and illness or of any evil affecting humans. 

17. There are cultures in which supernatural beings are 
seen as the real ultimate causative agents for ill health, par-
ticularly on mental disorders. In such worldviews, people 
go to traditional healers and religious specialists for exor-
cism and deliverance from evil spirits and demons. Only 
then can they have the guarantee that the ultimate cause of 
their suffering has been dealt with. This would not exclude 
parallel treatments of symptoms with herbs, traditional or 
industrially manufactured drugs. 

18. Masses of people integrate popular religious beliefs 
and culture in their understanding of health and healing. 
We may call this popular religiosity and belief in health. 
This belief may involve veneration of saints, pilgrimages to 
shrines, and use of religious symbols such as oil and amu-
lets to protect people from evil spirits or evil intentions that 
harm people. 

19. Other, in particular Asian cultures also point to the 
importance of harmony within the human body as the 
necessary pre-condition for a person’s health, well-being 
and healing. Shibashi, e.g., an ancient Chinese practice of 
nature-oriented movements attune the body to the rhythm 
of nature producing an energizing effect. The traditional 
belief is that healing and health are actual effects of bal-
ance in the flow of energy that are affected from within 
and outside the human body. The clogging of centers of 
energy (chakras) or obstruction in the flow of energy causes 
Lason (eds.), Handbook of Religion and Health (New York, Oxford: 
University Press, 2001).
10. The question of the relation between gospel and cultures was 
seriously addressed at the world mission conference in Salvador in 
1996. See Christopher Duraising (ed.), Called to One Hope: The 
Gospel in Diverse Cultures (Geneva: WCC, 1998). 

illness. Acupuncture or finger pressure are other modalities 
of balancing the flow of energy. 

20. Out of different worldviews culture-specific medical 
sciences and systems developed in some of the major civili-
sations of the world. In particular since the Enlightenment, 
these were disregarded by the Western medical establish-
ment, but are now again increasingly considered worthy 
alternatives for the treatment of specific illnesses. 

21. As a result of advances in medical science and of inter-
cultural exchanges, some people, in particular in Western 
contexts, develop new life-styles emphasising walking, jog-
ging, aerobic exercise, healthy diet, yoga and other forms of 
meditation, massage and going to sauna and spa as a way to 
achieve wellness, health and healing. These may well bring 
relief from stressful situation and some chronic illnesses 
like cardiovascular diseases and diabetes mellitus. 

22. Certain forms of nature-centered religiosity and indig-
enous and emerging secular cultures also point to the rela-
tionship between cosmology or ecology and health and 
healing. There is a growing, however still insufficient aware-
ness of the importance of linking ecology and health. The 
determinants of health are clean water and air and a safe 
space for all living creatures. Deforestation has profoundly 
damaged the water supply, polluted the air, and destroyed 
the habitats of many living creatures turning them into 
“pests” and creating ill health among human beings and 
other elements of creation. Very close associations of ani-
mals and human beings are now the cause of new forms 
of epidemics such as the emergence of Avian Flu, a severe 
and potentially fatal viral infection that is transferred from 
ducks and chickens to human beings. The tsunami event 
and post tsunami situation highlights the importance of 
taking care not only of human beings but of the whole of 
creation and of attuning oneself to the rhythm of nature.

2. Health and Healing and the Ecumenical Movement

23. In ancient times, the art of healing belonged to priests. 
They were consulted in the case of disease and often were 
regarded as mediators of healing. The unity of body, mind 
and spirit was understood and accepted. 

The Centrality of Healing in the Mission of the Early Church
24. It is worth recalling that the growth of the early church 
in the 2nd and 3rd century was—among other factors—
also due to the fact that Christianity presented itself as a 
healing movement to the early Mediterranean societies. 
The importance of the different healing ministries within 
the church is reflected by the early accounts of mission in 
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the New Testament. Many writings of the early church 
fathers also affirm the centrality of the church as a healing 
community and proclaim Christ as the healer of the world 
over against Hellenistic religiosity. 

25. In affirming that God himself in the life of his Son has 
lived through experiences of weakness unto even experienc-
ing death himself, Christianity revolutionized the under-
standing of God and profoundly transformed the basic 
attitudes of the faith community to the sick, the aged and 
the dying. It contributed decisively to break up the conven-
tional strategies and mechanisms of exclusion, of discrimi-
nation and of religious stigmatization of the sick and the 
fragile. It put an end to the association of the divine with 
ideals of a perfect, sane, beautiful, and un-passionate exis-
tence. The different attitude to the sick, to the widows and 
to the poor proved to be a vital source for the missionary 
success and vitality of the early church. 

The monasteries continued to be islands of hope by caring 
for the sick.

Medical Science and Medical Missions
26. Over the centuries the development of science and 
technology, and especially since the Enlightenment, have 
led to a change in the understanding of the human being 
and of health. Instead of being regarded as an indivisible 
unity, the human being was fragmented into body, mind 
and soul. Medical professionals tend to view a disease as 
a malfunction of a wonderful and complicated machine 
to be repaired with the help of medical skills, neglecting 
the fact that human beings have a soul and a mind. The 
rise of the disciplines of psychology and psychiatry accen-
tuated this divide taking over the care of the mind. As a 
result, there was loss of the understanding of the concept 
of wholeness, as well as of the role of the community and 
of spirituality in health. 

27. Medical missions came about some time later, i.e. in 
the 19th century, leading to the setting up of church related 
health care systems in many parts of the world where mis-
sionaries were active. Health care was seen by some as an 
essential part of the mission of the sending church or mis-
sionary organisation. Though these mission hospitals pro-
vided compassionate care of high quality at low cost, the 
western medical model of health care was often superim-
posed on indigenous local cultures with their own thera-
peutic and healing traditions. However, many medical 
missionaries engaged in training indigenous people in the 
art of healing and nursing from the very start of their medi-
cal mission.

A Holistic and Balanced Understanding of the Christian 
Ministry of Healing
28. A carefully designed, most comprehensive study pro-
cess initiated by the World Council of Churches’ Christian 
Medical Commission (CMC) in the seventies and eighties 
showed that many factors or influences are responsible for 
forms of illness andbroken relationships; growing feelings 
of void and lack of spiritual orientation in people’s lives; 
weaken the natural defences of the body to cope or defend 
oneself from infections or bio-chemical disturbances in 
bodily functions or other forms of physical, emotional, or 
mental disorders; cause imbalance in the flow of energy 
leading to obstruction and manifestation of dis-ease; pro-
voque enslavement or addiction from evil desires or influ-
ences that hinder the person’s response to God’s saving 
grace. 

29. According to an anthropology rooted in the biblical-
theological tradition of the church, the human being is 
seen as “multidimensional unity”http://www.oikoumene.
org/resources/documents/wcc-commissions/mission-and-
evangelism/cwme-world-conference-athens-2005/pre-
paratory-paper-n-11-the-healing-mission-of-the-church.
html—sdfootnote11sym.11 Body, soul and mind are not 
separate entities, but inter-related and inter-dependant. 
Therefore, health has physical, psychological and spiritual 
dimensions. The individual being is also part of the com-
munity, health has also a social dimension. And because 
of the interaction between the natural environment (bio-
sphere) and persons or communities, health has even an 
ecological dimension. 

30. This has led the World Council of Churches to offer 
the following definition of health: 

Health is a dynamic state of well-being of the indi-
vidual and society, of physical, mental, spiritual, eco-
nomic, political, and social well-being—of being in 
harmony with each other, with the material environ-
ment and with God.12 

Such a holistic view underlines that health is not a static 
concept in which clear distinction lines are drawn between 
those who are healthy and those who are not . Every human 

11. A conception developed in particular by Paul Tillich. See 
Paul Tillich, “The meaning of health” (1961) in M. Plamer (ed.), 
Writings in the Philosophy of Culture/Kulturphilosophische Schriften: 
Main works/Hauptwerke Vol 2 (Berlin-New York: De Gruyter: 
1990): 342-52. Paul Tillich, “The relation of religion and health: 
Historical considerations and theoretical questions” (1946), in: 
Ibid., 209-38. Id., Systematic Theology III: Life and the Spirit, 
History and the Kingdom of God. (Chicago, 1963): 275-82. 
12. Healing and Wholeness, CMC, p. 6.
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being is constantly moving between different degrees of 
staying healthy and of struggling with infections and dis-
eases. Such an understanding of health is close to the one 
emerging in the more recent debate and research on health 
promoting factors.13 

Such a holistic view has also consequences on the under-
standing of the church’s mission: 

The Christian ministry of healing includes both the 
practice of medicine (addressing both physical and 
mental health) as well as caring and counseling disci-
plines and spiritual practices. Repentance, prayer and/
or laying on of hands, divine healing, rituals involv-
ing touch and tenderness, forgiveness and the sharing 
of the eucharist can have important and at times even 
dramatic effects in the physical as well as social realm of 
human beings. All the different means are part of God’s 
work in creation and presence in the church. Contem-
porary scientific medicine as well as other medical 
approaches make use of what is available in the world 
God has created. Healing through ‚medical means‘ is 
not to be thought of as inferior (or even unnecessary) 
to healing through other or by ‘spiritual’ means. 

31. There are churches and social contexts (particularly 
in western post-Enlightenment and modern societies ) in 
which a one-sided emphasis and attention was given to the 
achievements of contemporary scientific medicine and the 
physical aspects of health and healing. Here a new open-
ness and attention is needed for the spiritual dimensions in 
the Christian ministries of healing. There are other contexts 
and churches in which—due to a different world view and 
the non-availability of modern western medical systems—
the importance of spiritual healing is highly valued. Here 
also a new dialogue between spiritual healing practices and 
approaches in modern medicine is essential.

Recent Attempts to Deepen the Understanding of the Healing 
Mission of the Church
32. One of the most thorough recent studies was con-
ducted on behalf of the Church of England by a Working 
Party commissioned by the House of Bishops. It produced 
a remarkably encompassing report developing a definition 
of healing as a “process towards health and wholeness…. 
It embraces what God has achieved for human beings 
through the incarnation of Jesus Christ…. God’s gifts of 
13. One example are the discussions around the conception 
of “salutogenesis” developed by the medical sociologist Aaron 
Antonowsky, focusing on what helps maintaining health and well-
being in body and soul, instead of focussing on factors producing 
illness. 

healing are occasionally experienced instantly or rapidly 
but in most cases healing is a gradual process taking time to 
bring deep restoration to health at more than one level.”14

33. It is both significant that at the beginning of the 21st 
century several important ecumenical church meetings 
such as the Lutheran World Federation’s (LWF) assembly 
in Winnipeg, Canada ; the assembly of the Conference 
of European Churches (CEC) in Trondheim, Norway; 
the General Council of the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches (WARC) in Accra, Ghana, have focussed directly 
or indirectly on the healing ministry of the church in a 
world torn by suffering and violence. The following extract 
from the most recent mission document of the LWF shall 
stand for many of those efforts: 

According to the scriptures, God is the source of all 
healing. In the Old Testament, healing and salvation 
are interrelated and in many instances mean the same 
thing: “Heal me, o Lord, and I shall be healed; save 
me, and I shall be saved” (Jeremiah 17:14). The New 
Testament, however, does not equate being cured from 
an ailment with being saved. The New Testament also 
makes a distinction between curing and healing. Some 
may be cured but not healed (Luke 17:15-19), while 
others are not cured but healed (2 Corinthians 12:7-9). 
“Cure” denotes restoring lost health and thus carries a 
protological view. Healing refers to the eschatological 
reality of abundant life that breaks in through the event 
of Jesus Christ, the wounded healer, who participates 
in all aspects of human suffering, dying, and living, and 
overcomes violation, suffering, and death by his resur-
rection. In this sense, healing and salvation point to the 
same eschatological reality.15

Recent dialogue of worldviews re. the reality of spiritual 
powers. 
34. In recent years, largely because of the rapid growth of 
Pentecostal-charismatic movements and their influence 
across the ecumenical spectrum, terms such as “power 
encounter,” “demon[ology],” and “principalities and pow-
ers,” have become topics of missiological interest and 
research today as has the question of divine healing in 
particular. Exorcism, casting out evil spirits, and “witchde-
monology” are also terms more frequently used in certain 
Christian circles today.16 
14. A Time to Heal: A Report for the House of Bishops of the General 
Synod of the Church of England on the Healing Ministry (London: 
Church House Publishing, 2000). 
15. Mission in Context: Transformation—Reconciliation—
Empowerment: An LWF Contribution to the Understanding and 
Practice of Mission (Geneva: LWF, 2004), 39-40.
16. See IRM Vol. 93, Nos 370/71, July/October 2004 on “Divine 
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Talk about demons and evil spirits is, of course, not a new 
phenomenon either in Christian theology nor church life. 
The Christian church, throughout her history—especially 
during the first centuries and later, more often among 
enthusiastic, charismatic renewal movements—has either 
appointed specially gifted/graced persons to tackle evil 
forces (exorcists) or at least acknowledged the reality of 
spiritual powers. 

35. The rapid proliferation of Christian churches among 
the cultures outside of the West, has also contributed to the 
rise to prominence of the theme of demonology. Christians 
in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Pacific tend to be 
much more open to the idea of the reality of these forces. In 
many of those cultures, there is a widespread involvement 
with spiritual powers even apart from Christian faith. 

One of the main reasons why the Western churches—espe-
cially the mainline Protestant churches—eschewed the 
whole topic of spiritual powers for several centuries has to 
do with the specific nature of their worldview going back 
to the influence of the Enlightenment. Christian theology 
and the way clergy was trained did not only ignore the 
topic but often also helped “demythologize” even the bibli-
cal talk about demons and spiritual powers. Earlier docu-
ments of WCC on healing and health have not tackled the 
issue adequately either.17 Currently, a paradigm shift is tak-
ing place in Western culture—often referred to as “post-
modernity”- which is challenging a narrow rationalistic 
world-view and theology.

3. Health and Healing in Biblical and Theological 
Perspective

God’s Healing Mission
36. God Father, Son and Spirit leads creation and human-
ity towards the full realisation of God’s kingdom, which 
the prophets announce and expect as reconciled and 
healed relationships between creation and God, human-
ity and God, humanity and creation, between humans as 
persons and as groups or societies (healing in the fullest 
sense as “shom”,,” Isaiah 65:17-25). This is what in missiol-
ogy is referred to as missio Dei. In a trinitarian perspective, 
the creational, social-relational and spiritual-energetical 
dimensions of healing are interdependant, interwoven. 

While affirming the dynamic reality of God’s mission in 
world and creation, we also acknowledge its profound mys-
tery which is beyond the grasp of human knowledge (Job 

Healing, Pentecostalism and Mission.”
17. For an example, see Healing and Wholeness, CMC, 1990.

38 f ). We rejoice whenever God’s presence manifests itself 
in miraculous and liberating, healing, changes in human 
life and history, enabling life in dignity. We also cry out 
with the Psalmist and Job to challenge the Creator when 
evil and unexplainable suffering scandalise us and seem to 
indicate the absence of a merciful and just God: “Why, o 
God? Why me, Lord? How long?” It is in a profoundly 
ambivalent and paradoxical world that we affirm our belief 
and hope in a God who heals and cares. 

37. As Christians, we acknowledge the perfect image 
of God as manifest in Jesus Christ, who came to wit-
ness through his life, deeds and words how God cares for 
humanity and creation. The incarnation of God in Christ 
affirms that God’s healing power is not saving us from this 
world or above all material and bodily matters but is taking 
place in the midst of this world and all its pain, broken-
ness and fragmentation and that healing encompasses all 
of human existence. 

Jesus Christ is the core and center of God’s mission, the per-
sonalisation of God’s kingdom. In the power of the Holy 
Spirit, Jesus of Nazareth was a healer, exorcist, teacher, 
prophet, guide and inspirator. He brought and offered free-
dom from sin, evil, suffering, illness, sickness, brokenness, 
hatred and disunity (Luke 4: 16ff, Matthew 11:2-6). Hall-
marks of the healings of Jesus Christ were his sensitivity to 
needs of people, especially the vulnerable, the fact that he 
was ‘touched’ and responded by healing (Luke 8: 42b- 48), 
his willingness to listen and openness to change (Mark 7: 
24b-30), his unwillingness to accept delay in alleviation of 
suffering (Luke 13: 10-13) and his authority over tradi-
tions and evil spirits. Jesus’ healings always brought about 
a complete restoration of body and mind unlike what we 
normally experience in healings. 

38. He inaugurated the new creation, the “end of time” 
(eschaton) through signs and wonders which do point to 
the fullness of life, the abolition of suffering and death, 
promised by God as announced by the prophets. But these 
miraculous actions were not more than signs or signposts. 
Christ healed those who came or were brought to him. He 
did not however heal all the sick of his time. The kingdom 
of God, already present, is still expected. “Healing is a jour-
ney into perfection of the final hope, but this perfection is 
not always fully realised in the present (Rom. 8:22).”18 
39. Jesus’ healing and exorcist activity points in particu-
lar to the accomplishment of his ministry at the cross: he 
came to offer salvation, the healing of relationship with 
18. Group report from a consultation with Pentecostals in Ghana 
in 2002, published in IRM Vol. 93, Nos 370/71 (July/October 
2004), 371.
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God, what Paul later described as “reconciliation” (II 
Cor. 5). This he did through service and sacrifice, fulfill-
ing the ministry of the “wounded healer” prophesised by 
Isaiah (52:13—53:12). Christ’s death on the cross is thus 
both protest against all suffering (Mark 15:34) and victory 
over sin and evil. By resurrecting Christ, God vindicated 
his ministry and gave it lasting significance. The cross and 
resurrection of Christ affirms that God’s healing power is 
not staying apart and above the reality of pain, broken-
ness and dying but is reaching down to the very depth of 
human and creational suffering bringing light and hope in 
the uttermost depth of darkness and despair. The image of 
the resurrected Christ may be encountered among people 
who suffer (Matt. 25:31-46) as well as among vulnerable 
and wounded healers (Matt. 28: 20 and 10:16, II Cor. 12: 
9, John 15:20). 

40. In ecumenical missiology, the Holy Spirit, Lord and 
life-giving, is believed to be active in church and world. The 
ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the whole of creation 
initiating signs and foretastes of the new creation (2 Cor. 
5:17) affirms that the healing power of God transcends all 
limits of places and times and is at work inside as well as 
outside the Christian church transforming humanity and 
creation in the perspective of the world to come. 

God the Holy Spirit is the fountain of life for Christian 
individual and community life (John 7:37-39). The Spirit 
enables the church for mission and equips her with mani-
fold charisms, including (e.g.) the one to heal (cure) by 
prayer and imposition of hands, the gift of consolation and 
pastoral care for those whose suffering seems without end, 
the charism of exorcism to cast out evil spirits, the author-
ity of prophecy to denounce the structural sins responsible 
for injustice and death, and the charism of wisdom and 
knowledge essential to scientific research and the exer-
cise of medical professions. But God the Holy Spirit also 
empowers the Christian community to forgive, share, heal 
wounds, overcome divisions and so journey towards full 
communion. The Spirit pursues thus, widens and univer-
salises Christ’s healing and reconciling mission. 
Groaning in church and creation (Rom. 8), the Spirit also 
actualises Christ’s solidarity with the suffering and so wit-
nesses to the power of God’s grace that may also manifest 
itself paradoxically in weakness or illness (II Cor. 12:9). 

41. The Spirit fills the church with the transforming 
authority of the resurrected Lord who heals and liberates 
from evil, and with the compassion of the suffering Servant 
who dies for the world’s sin and consoles the downtrodden. 

A Spirit-led healing mission encompasses both bold wit-
ness and humble presence.
Health, Healing and the Concept of Spiritual Powers
42. One of the dominant traits in which the healing min-
istry of Jesus is presented in the NT is that of ultimate 
authority over all life deforming and life destroying powers 
including death (Luke 7:11-17; John 11:11; Mark 5:35-
43). Biblical worldview takes for granted the reality of the 
unseen world and attributes power and authority to spirits 
and the spiritual world. 

43. In Jesus Christ the kingdom of God was at hand 
(Matt.4:17, Luke 11:20) making demons “shudder” 
(James 2:19) because they realized that Christ had come 
to “destroy the works of the devil.” (1 John 3:8; see Col. 
2:15). Since numerous biblical healing narratives refer to 
demons and evil spirits as the cause of disease, exorcism 
becomes—consequently—one of the most common rem-
edies (Mark 1: 23-28; 5:9; 7:32-35; Luke 4:33-37; Matt. 
8:16; John 5:1-8) for diagnosis rules therapy. There is thus 
indeed a form of healing which in the Bible is presented 
as a power encounter between Christ and the evil forces, 
a specific form of the healing mission particularly high-
lighted in several churches today, especially those with Pen-
tecostal and Charismatic background. 

44. Through resurrection and ascension, Christ has over-
come all evil powers. In the liturgy, the church celebrates 
this victory. Through its witness and mission, the church 
manifests that the powers—all the powers—have been 
defeated and so stripped of their binding influence on 
human lives. Those who follow Christ dare in his name 
to denounce and challenge all other powers, thus bringing 
good news: “Go, preach, saying, the kingdom of heaven is 
at hand! Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, 
cast out demons!” (Matt.10:7, cf. Mark 16: 9-20). 

45. This implies that the churches’ ministry of proclaiming 
the gospel has to consciously address and name the powers, 
taking up the struggle with evil in whatever way it presents 
itself. These powers are not to be tampered with but recog-
nized, because their reality rests in the hold they have over 
people who relate to them as the vital coordinates in life. 
This issue of relationship between demonology/powers and 
healing needs careful study. How to interpret the reality 
and influence of powers in contemporary contexts and cul-
tures is one of the urgent ecumenical debates.19

19. See below, chapter 5.
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Illness, Healing and Sin: The “Already and Not Yet” of the 
Kingdom
46.Whereas in Christ evil and sin have been overcome, 
there are still many disasters, illnesses, deficiencies and 
diseases (physical, moral, spiritual and social) that seem to 
deny the arrival of the kingdom of God. The Bible knows 
the tradition saying that disease or disaster can be divine 
answer to sin, individual or collective. The prophets have 
repeatedly challenged God’s people to repent from its dis-
obedience to God’s word. The New Testament knows of 
the potential relation between sin and sickness (1 Cor. 11: 
28-34). There is however a strong insistence by Jesus on 
denying any direct relationship between personal sin and 
sickness: “Who sinned? This man or his parents?... this is 
to manifest the power of God.” (John 9:2). Similarly, in 
his answers to questions related to disasters, Jesus leaves 
open the question of their origin (Luke 13:1-5) and instead 
points to the urgency of turning back to God and follow 
the life he offers. 

47. Suffering continues in the period between Easter and 
the end of history. The gospels do not explain this mystery. 
But the Spirit strengthens the church for its healing and 
reconciling mission and enables people to cope with con-
tinuing suffering and illness in the light of Christ’s redemp-
tion. Because Christ has paid the price for all sin and brings 
salvation, no power has final damaging influence on those 
who put their confidence in God’s love manifested in 
Christ (Rom. 8 : 31—39). 

48. In the end, Christ will hand over the kingdom to his 
Father (1 Cor. 15 : 24), free of illness, suffering and death. 
In this kingdom healing will be complete. There is found the 
common root of healing and salvation (salus).”He will wipe 
every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more: mourning 
and crying and pain will be no more” (Rev. 21: 4).

4. The Church as a Healing Community

Church, Community and Mission
49. The nature and mission of the church proceeds from 
the Triune God’s own identity and mission with its empha-
sis on community in which there is sharing in a dynamics 
of interdependence. It belongs to the very essence of the 
church—understood as the body of Christ created by the 
Holy Spirit- to live as a healing community, to recognise 
and nurture healing charisms and to maintain ministries 
of healing as visible signs of the presence of the kingdom 
of God.20

20. This refers to congregations, as well as church-related health 
care institutions and specialised diaconical services.

50. To be a reconciling and healing community is an essen-
tial expression of the mission of the church to create and 
renew relationships in the perspective of the kingdom of 
God. This means to proclaim Christ’s grace and forgive-
ness, to heal bodies, minds, souls and to reconcile broken 
communities in the perspective of fullness of life (John 
10:10). 

51. It has to be reaffirmed what the document Mission 
and Evangelism in Unity today21http://www.oikoumene.
org/resources/documents/wcc-commissions/mission-and-
evangelism/cwme-world-conference-athens-2005/pre-
paratory-paper-n-11-the-healing-mission-of-the-church.
html—sdfootnote21sym stated, i.e. that “mission carries a 
holistic understanding: The proclamation and sharing of 
the good news of the gospel, by word (kerygma), deed (dia-
konia), prayer and worship (leiturgia) and the everyday wit-
ness of the Christian life (Martyria); teaching as building 
up and strengthening people in their relationship with God 
and each other; and healing as wholeness and reconcilia-
tion into koinonia—communion with God, communion 
with people, and communion with creation as a ole.”

Healing the Wounds of Church and Mission History 
52. When Christian churches speak of the healing minis-
try as an indispensable element of the body of Christ they 
must also face their own past and present, sharing a long 
and often conflictual history with each other. Church splits, 
rivalry in mission and evangelism, proselytism, exclusions 
of persons or whole churches for dogmatic reasons, con-
demnations of different church traditions anathematised as 
heretical movements, but also inappropriate collaboration 
between churches and political movements or economic 
and political powers, have left deep marks and wounds in 
many parts of the one body of Christ and continue to have 
a harmful impact on interdenominational relationships. 

Christians and churches are still in deep need of healing 
and reconciliation with each other. The agenda of church 
unity remains an essential part of the healing ministry. The 
ecumenical movement has indeed been and still is one of 
the most promising and hope giving instruments for the 
necessary processes of healing and reconciliation within 
Christianity. What such processes mean and imply has 
been described in the document “Mission and the ministry 
of reconciliation” recommended by the CWME commis-
sion in 2004.22

21. Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today: Preparatory Paper No 1. 
At: www.oikoumene.org.
22. Mission of Ministry and Reconciliation: Preparatory Paper No. 
10. At: www.oikoumene.org.
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The Local Christian Community as a Primary Place for the 
Healing Ministry
53. The Tübingen consultations in 1964 and 196723 

affirmed that the local congregation or Christian com-
munity is the primary agent for healing. With all the 
need and legitimacy of specialized Christian institutions 
like hospitals, primary health services and special healing 
homes it was emphasized that every Christian community 
as such—as the body of Christ—has a healing significance 
and relevance. The way people are received, welcomed and 
treated in a local community has a deep impact on its heal-
ing function. The way a network of mutual support, of 
listening and of mutual care is maintained and nurtured 
in a local congregation expresses the healing power of the 
church as a whole. All basic functions of the local church 
have a healing dimension also for the wider community: 
The proclamation of the word of God as a message of hope 
and comfort, the celebration of the Eucharist as a sign of 
reconciliation and restoration, the pastoral ministry of each 
believer, individual or community intercessory prayer for 
all members and the sick in particular.24 Each individual 
member in a local congregation has a unique gift to con-
tribute to the overall healing ministry of the church.

The Charismatic Gifts of Healing 
54. According to the biblical tradition the Christian com-
munity is entrusted by the Holy Spirit with a great vari-
ety of spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12) in which charisms relevant 
to the healing ministry have a prominent role. All gifts of 
healing within a given community need deliberate encour-
agement, spiritual nurture, education and enrichment 
but also a proper ministry of pastoral accompaniment 
and ecclesial oversight. Charisms are not restricted to the 
so-called “supernatural” gifts which are beyond common 
understanding and/or personal world view, but hold to a 
wider understanding in which both talents and approaches 
of modern medicine, alternative medical approaches as 
well as gifts of traditional healing and spiritual forms of 
healing have their own right. Among the most important 
means and approaches to healing within Christian tradi-
tion mention should be made of the gift of praying for 
the sick and the bereaved the gift of laying on of hands 
the gift of blessing the gift of anointing with oil the gift of 

23. Two consultations held at the German Institute for Medical 
Mission (Difäm) in Tübingen, Germany, who were at the 
origin of the creation of the Christian Medical Commission 
and the health work of the WCC. See The Healing Church: The 
Tübingen Consultation 1964 (Geneva: WCC, 1965). And James 
C. McGilvray, The Quest for Health and Wholeness. (Tübingen: 
Difäm, 1981). 
24. See the excellent chapter on healing community in Healing 
and Wholeness, CMC, 1990, 31ff.

confession and repentance the gift of consolation the gift of 
forgiveness the gift of healing wounded memories the gift 
of healing broken relationships and/or the family tree the 
gift of meditative prayer the gift of silent presence the gift 
of listening to each other the gift of opposing and casting 
out evil spirits (ministry of deliverance) the gift of proph-
ecy (in the personal and socio-political realms).

The Eucharist as the Christian Healing Event Par Excellence
55. The celebration of the eucharist is considered by the 
majority of Christians as the most prominent healing gift 
and unique healing act in the church in all her dimensions. 
While the essential contribution of the eucharist for heal-
ing is not understood in the same manner by all denomi-
national traditions, the sacramental aspect of Christian 
healing is more deeply appreciated and expressed in many 
churches today. In the eucharist Christians experience what 
it means to be brought together and to be made one, con-
stituted again as the body of Christ across social, linguistic 
and cultural barriers, however not yet across denomina-
tional divides. The remaining division between churches, 
which prevent a common celebration at the Lord’s table is 
the reason why many Christians have difficulties in grasp-
ing and experiencing the eucharist as the healing event par 
excellence. 

56. The eucharistic liturgy provides however the setting 
and visible expression for God’s healing presence in the 
midst of the church and through her in mission to this 
broken world. The healing dimension of the eucharist is 
underscored by the tradition reaching back to the early 
church requesting reconciliation with the brother or sister 
prior to sharing the sacrament. It is expressed also through 
the mutual sharing of the peace and forgiveness of sins 
between God and the believers in the liturgy of confession. 
Very early evidence is also there for the Christian practice 
to share the eucharist with the sick and to bring it to homes 
and hospitals. The body of Christ broken for the suffering 
world is received as the central gift of God’s healing grace. 
Every eucharistic celebration restores both the community 
of the church and renews the healing gifts and charisms. 
According to ancient sources the liturgical tradition of 
anointing the sick with oil is rooted in the eucharistic cele-
bration. In both Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions 
the oil used for anointing the sick25 is sanctified by the local 
bishop in the liturgy of benediction of the oil during Holy 
Week (chrismation mass), thereby rooting the healing min-
istry of the church both in the eucharist and in the cross 
and resurrection of Christ.

25. It was only in the middle ages that they were narrowed down 
to a sacramental sign reserved to the dying as “extreme unction.”
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The Healing Dimension of Worship in General and Special 
Healing Services
57. For all Christian denominations and church traditions 
it holds true that the worshipping community and the 
worship itself can have a deep healing dimension. Opening 
oneself in praise and lament to God, joining the others as 
a community of believers, being liberated from guilt and 
burdens of life, experiencing even unbelievable cures, being 
enflamed by the experience of singing and of praise are a 
tremendously healing experience. It must however also be 
acknowledged that this can never be taken for granted. 
Inappropriate forms of Christian worship including tri-
umphalistic “healing services” in which the healer is glori-
fied at the expense of God and where false expectations are 
raised, can deeply hurt and harm people. In many places, 
still, special monthly or weekly services are experienced as 
authentic witness to God’s healing power and care. Indeed, 
in such worship, explicit recognition is given to the needs 
of those seeking healing from experiences of loss, of frag-
mentation, of despair or physical illness. In many church 
traditions worship events combine the eucharist with the 
ritual of personal prayer for the sick and the laying on of 
hands and are an appropriate response both to the mandate 
of the church and the longing for healing within the popu-
lation. The contribution of Pentecostalism and the char-
ismatic movement both within and outside the historical 
churches to the contemporary renewal of the understand-
ing of the healing dimension of worship and of mission in 
general has to be acknowledged in this context. 

Deepening a Common Understanding of a Christian 
Healing Spirituality
58. It is clear for all Christian traditions that Christian 
healing ministries cannot be seen as mere techniques and 
professional skills or certain rituals. All of them depend on 
a Christian spirituality and discipline which influences all 
spheres of personal as well as professional life. Such spiritu-
ality depends on faith in God, following Christ’s footsteps, 
on how the body is treated, how the limitations of space 
and time are dealt with, how pain and sickness are coped 
with , how one eats and fasts, prays and meditates visits 
the sick, helps the needy and keeps silence in openness to 
God’s Spirit. 

There is a need for discernment as to what constitutes 
authentic Christian spirituality. There exist theologies 
and forms of Christian practice that do not contribute to 
healing. Distorted forms of spirituality or piety can lead 
to unhealthy lives and questionable relationship with God 
and fellow human beings.

The Ordained and the Laity in the Healing Ministry 
59. In many congregations it can be observed that only 
ordained people are allowed to extend signs of blessing and 
prayers of healing for people who are in need. Biblical evi-
dence reminds us however that the Spirit and the Spirit’s 
gifts have been promised to all members of the people of 
God (Acts 2:17, 1 Cor. 12:3 ff) and that every member of 
the church is called to participate in the healing ministry. 
Churches are encouraged to support the gifts and poten-
tials particularly of lay people both in local congregations 
as well as in health care institutions. Empowering people 
to act as ambassadors of the healing ministry is an essen-
tial task of both the ordained ministers and deacons in the 
church as well as the Christian professionals working in 
various health related institutions. 

60. How each church can best recognise the mandate of the 
local community, express the responsibility of the ordained 
ministry and of lay people in the healing ministry, depends 
on its own tradition and structure. The Church of Eng-
land has e.g. appointed in many places a healing advisor 
on the level of the diocese. This minister is responsible for 
encouragement, education and also spiritual and pastoral 
advice for emerging healing ministries in cooperation with 
the regional bishop. The healing ministry of the church 
thereby receives a visible recognition and support in the 
church as a whole instead of just being delegated to special-
ized institutions or restricted to the local situation.

The Need for Educating Christians for the Healing Ministry: 
Integration versus Compartmentalization 
61. There is a growing consensus that education for the 
different forms of Christian healing ministry is not as wide-
spread and developed as it ought to be in the various sectors 
of church life. Explicit teaching on a Christian understand-
ing of healing in many programmes of theological educa-
tion is absent or still underdeveloped. However recently 
efforts have been made to include HIV/AIDS in the cur-
ricula of institutions of theological education in Africa. 
But many training and educational programmes are taking 
place only within the different fields of specialized com-
petence. Nurses, doctors, diaconical workers are educated 
within their own professional fields. There is no interac-
tion between different education programmes and fields 
of competencies, and there is a lack to introduce issues 
and basic themes of Christian healing within the mainline 
stream of ministerial and adult education in general.
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The Healing Ministry of the Community and Healing 
Professions
62. The deliberations of the consultations at Tübingen in 
1964 and 1967 and the setting up of the CMC in 1968, 
with the development of the concept of Primary Health 
Care (PHC) in the 1980s created a PHC movement that 
began with great hope for change, but has not been sus-
tained. The divide created between high technology based 
medicine on the one hand and primary health care on the 
other has been detrimental to the struggle for a better and 
healthier world. While committed Christian professionals 
developed outstanding programmes in primary health care, 
the congregational involvement in the PHC movement 
was patchy and minimal. Though the access and justice 
issues were addressed to some extent in that movement, 
the spiritual aspects were not addressed appropriately. Tra-
ditional systems of medicine in many countries have been 
unnecessarily condemned by the modern allopathic system 
of medicine and have developed in isolation and in compe-
tition to it, creating problems of relation between Christian 
communities and traditional health specialists. 

63. Additional dramatic changes in society and health sys-
tems have brought increased tensions in recent years for 
many of those who are working within the established 
medical systems, in particular in industrialised countries 
and centers. Increasing pressures to rationalise health care, 
to reduce costs and medical personnel tend to prevent doc-
tors, nurses and assistants to relate to a holistic approach in 
health and healing. At the same time, the need for address-
ing the whole person in health care has become more than 
obvious in many parts of the world. How medical person-
nel will be able to respond to these contradictory requests 
remains an open question. It is encouraging to discern 
signs and signals of a new quest and openness for coop-
eration with religious organizations, particularly Christian 
churches, in many secular institutions of the established 
health system. 

64. Christian churches should be open and receptive to 
listen and learn from the situation of those facing the ever 
more growing contradictions and shortcomings within the 
established medical systems. 

The health professionals on their part should recognise that 
health issues move beyond the individual to the commu-
nity which is a social network with many resources and 
skills that can promote health. Health professionals are 
challenged to see themselves as part of a broader network 
of healing disciplines that include the medical, technical, 
social and psychological sciences, as well as religions and 

traditional approaches to healing. This wider view will help 
the professionals to integrate suffering into the concept of 
health and enable people with incurable physical prob-
lems to be healed persons. It will also encourage the health 
professionals to share information with and empower the 
patient to feel responsible and take decisions for their own 
health. 

65. The primary health care approach in the community 
should be backed by adequate secondary and tertiary care 
facilities. The referral system should be reciprocal and 
mutually supportive. 

Healing Ministry and Advocacy
66. While this document concentrates on the medical and 
spiritual aspects of the healing ministry, it acknowledges 
that there exists a wider definition of healing which includes 
efforts of persons, movements, societies and churches for 
fundamental transformation of structures which produce 
poverty, exploitation, harm and sickness or illness. The ear-
lier CMC study of 199026 is still considered a valid guide-
line for that wider aspect of the healing ministry, which 
gained even more urgency with the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 
The 1990 document considers health to be a justice issue, 
an issue of peace, and an issue related to the integrity of 
creation. Consequently it requests a healing congregation 
to “take the healing ministry into the political, social and 
economic arenas: 

advocating the elimination of oppression, racism and 
injustice, supporting peoples’ struggle for liberation 
joining others of goodwill in growing together in social 
awareness, creating public opinion in support of the 
struggle for justice in health.”27

67. All Christians, especially those active in healing min-
istries and in medical professions, those gifted with the 
charisms of prophecy, are called to be advocates for such 
a holistic approach on national and international political 
scenes. Because of their specific competence and experi-
ence, they bear a special responsibility to speak with and 
on behalf of the marginalised and the underprivileged 
and contribute to strengthen advocacy networks and cam-
paigns to put pressure on international organisations, gov-
ernments, industries and research institutions, so that the 
present scandalous handling of resources be fundamentally 
challenged and modified. 

26. See Healing and Wholeness, CMC, 1990.
27. Ibid., p. 32. 
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Training
68. Because of all these aspects of the church’s mission in 
terms of health and care, training for medical and health 
professionals will be a key area for appropriate action. Con-
gregations and those who work in the pastoral areas too 
need training on the holistic approaches to health and the 
specific contributions they can make as alluded to in this 
document. 

69. The challenge is for Christians to continue to engage 
communities- in such a way as to incorporate the pedagogy 
of healing in the church, so as to Motivate and mobilise 
communities to identify the core issues of ill health, to 
own the issues and to take effective action Identify with 
the holistic understanding of the healing ministry in the 
gospel Work with wider societies to bring about difference 
in peoples health and life

5. Open Questions and Necessary Debates

70. This chapter contains items on which there is ongo-
ing debate among Christians from different denomina-
tional traditions and/or cultural backgrounds. This does 
not mean that all affirmations below are contested. But the 
scope and consequences of some are subject of debate.

All Healing Comes from God: Christian Healing Spirituality 
and Non-Christian Healing Practices
71. That all healing comes from God is a conviction shared 
by most if not all Christian traditions.28 There is however 
a debate as to the consequence of such an affirmation for 
the approach of people and traditions or healing practices 
of other religions. 

72. Affirming the presence of God’s healing energies at 
work in the whole of creation, thanks and praise should 
be given for all different means, approaches and traditions 
which contribute to the healing of human persons, com-
munities as well as creation, by reinforcing their healing 
potentials. 

73. In many contexts where a strong longing for healing is 
felt both within as well as outside the Christian churches 
the question of Christian openness towards and reliance on 
healing practices rooted in other religions (such as various 
traditional religious medicinal approaches, but also Yoga, 
Reiki, Shiatsu, Zen-Meditation etc.) is however much 
28. See IRM Vol. 93, Nos 370/71 (July/October 2004). See also 
Mission in Context. LWF, 2004, 39. The affirmation that all 
healing comes from God is already to be found in the documents 
resulting from the Tübingen consultation of 1964, cf. The Healing 
Church. WCC, 1965, 36.

debated within churches and Christian health related insti-
tutions. To what extent is Christian healing spirituality 
compatible with healing practices from other religions? Are 
those reconcilable and in harmony with basic principles of 
Christian spirituality? 

74. Christian spirituality should show openness to all 
means of healing offered as part of God’s ongoing creation. 
At the same time there are healing practices which associ-
ate themselves with a religious worldview which can be in 
contrast to basic Christian principles, and some Christians 
are particularly attentive to such dangers. For other Chris-
tians still, caution is requested, because evil spiritual pow-
ers might disguise their destroying effect behind apparently 
beneficial healing practices. 

75. No healing practice is just neutral. It needs critical 
theological assessment. This is not to say that any Yoga or 
Reiki practices e.g. have no place in Christian parish cen-
tres. They can be practised, many Christians in the West 
believe, in ways which do not lead to a dissolution or fun-
damental distortion of Christian faith and the Christian 
community. The church has always been aware that God 
can reveal aspects of how creation works and contributes 
to healing through peoples of other languages, cultures and 
even religious traditions and this also applies to the realm 
of medical treatment, alternative medicine and alternative 
healing practices. 

76. But caution or even explicit rejection are recommended 
wherever religious dependency is created on the healer or 
Guru, absolute spiritual, social or economic obedience is 
demanded, human beings are kept in a spirit of threat, 
anxiety or bondage due to healing practices, the success of 
a healing is made dependant on fundamental changes in 
the religious worldview of Christians.

77. As the biblical tradition shows, Christians are invited 
and commissioned to test everything, hold on to the good 
and abstain from every kind of evil (1 Thessalonians 5: 
21-22). When encountering practices of healing and ener-
getic therapeutic work rooted in other religions, Christians 
should always first of all feel encouraged to rediscover the 
rich diversity and ancient spiritual traditions of healing 
within the Christian church itself.

Debate on the Concepts of Demonology and Power Encounter
78. Traditionally, the term “demonology” in Christian the-
ology has been part of the doctrine of angels (angelology). 
Demons/demonic powers denote the “dark” side of the 
spiritual reality. 
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The term “power[s]” in theological and ecumenical dis-
course is used in more than one way. Often and in particu-
lar in ecumenical circles it is used in relation to political 
violence and oppressive social structures 

79. Among Pentecostal-Charismatic Christians—but also 
beyond, among those who continue in the tradition of clas-
sical Christianity—the term “powers” usually mean spiri-
tual powers, evil spirits, demons. Consequently “power 
encounter” is understood as an encounter between the 
(spiritual) power of God and other gods/spiritual realities. 
These Christians believe that the true God will show off 
God’s power over others. While it is important that such 
dialogue does not simplify the complex intricacies of spirit 
worlds thriving in—and alongside—the age of post-mod-
ernism it should at the same time resist any attempt to turn 
the Holy Spirit into a powerful means to an end as if the 
church had to vindicate God.29 The church is to witness for 
the living God. She has not to prove God right. 

80. An ecumenical challenge to the churches is to acknowl-
edge the various meanings assigned to the talk about pow-
ers and try to resist reductionism. While the traditional 
way of relating “powers” to spiritual forces seems to be the 
primary biblical connotation, the understanding of powers 
in terms of social and political realities is also present in 
the Bible (cf. e.g. the temptation story in Matt. 4:1-11 and 
Luke 4: 1-13) and can be seen as a legitimate interpretation 
of the Christian message. 

81. The Pentecostal-Charismatic interest in power encoun-
ter poses serious challenges and can be subject to theologi-
cal and pastoral concerns . The idea of “power encounter” 
as explained above may lead to a triumphalistic, aggres-
sive presentation of the gospel. In some cases, “spirits” are 
attributed influence and power beyond what appear to be 
appropriate theologically, blurring the meaning of individ-
ual and collective responsibility. 

82. This being the case demonology and exorcisms pres-
ent cognitive and spiritual challenges to those churches 
whose frame of reference and theology is shaped by a post 
Enlightenment scientific rationality as is that world-view 
to the one explaining events through referring to spiritual 
beings. An appropriate intercultural and ecumenical dia-
logue for the sake of the churches’ ministry of healing as a 
whole seems urgent.

29. God vindicates the church instead. Mt. 10:19-20; Lk. 21:15; 
Mk. 13:11.

Sharing resources and insights in Christian healing within 
the ecumenical fellowship 
83. Many church traditions have their own rich insights 
and liturgical as well as theological treasures and can con-
tribute to a holistic understanding and new appreciation 
of the Christian ministry of health and healing today. The 
Anglican, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic traditions offer 
distinct and different healing liturgies. It is encouraged to 
make these known among other denominations and tradi-
tions and to share such formulas which exist within the 
ecumenical community of churches.

Study and dialogue on demonology
84. It would be a worthwhile task for the WCC mission 
desk to initiate a wide scale study process on the topic of 
demonology and powers since, as mentioned, it is a topic 
that Christians and Christian communities are tackling in 
their everyday life. One part of the study task would be to 
consider the issue of rehabilitating the office of exorcist as 
Christian ministry in those church traditions where it does 
not exist. 

Ecumenical Initiative on healing spirituality
85. It could be well considered whether for the years to 
come an ecumenical initiative is needed to deepen the 
Christian healing spirituality and to encourage related for-
mation courses for voluntary workers, professional health 
care workers and ordained ministers. 

The Need for Round Tables on the Future of Health, 
Spirituality and Healing
86. Established institutions of health care in many coun-
tries are in a process of transformation and institutional 
crisis, partly due to economic factors and financial insta-
bility, lack of proper management and leadership, rising 
costs of high technology medicine, changed patterns in the 
behaviour of patients, lack of compliance of the patients 
and the demographic imbalances in many Western societ-
ies. Historically speaking Christian mission had played a 
pioneering role in bringing about and shaping the health 
systems in many countries of the South. It also has a 
responsibility in contributing to overcoming the crisis of 
the established institutions of health care at the beginning 
of the 21st century. In accordance with the tradition of the 
Christian Medical Commission and recent proposals30 it 
is recommended that the various Christian medical com-
missions and associations existent in the different regions 
of the world join hands and establish interdisciplinary 

30. See results of the consultation held in Hamburg in 2000, 
published in IRM, Vol. XC, Nos 356/357 (January/April 2001), on 
the theme “Health, Faith and Healing.”
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dialogue forums on the future of health care and health 
systems both in the West as well as in the South. Ways of 
exchanging and strengthening the collaboration between 
the various regional Christian medical associations should 
be sought in order to give new profile to the Christian 
ministry of healing and make it more visible and effective 
before the eyes of the world. 
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Chapter 10

Interreligious Dialogue

47.  Ecumenical Considerations for Dialogue 
and Relations with People of Other 
Religions

 Interreligious Relations, 2004

This paper is part of an effort to revisit the “Guidelines on 
Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies” from 
1979 (Chiang Mai). The paper reviews major trends in 
Inter-religious relations and dialogue today and theological 
perspecvites to understand religious plurality. 

Study Questions

1.  What are new trends and challenges with regard to the 
actual relationships between different religious traditions 
today as described by the paper?

2.  How is the work and activity of the Holy Spirit viewed with 
regard to the realities of religious dialogue and plurality?

3.  What are practical suggestions for proper interfaith dia-
logue and which are the factors which hinder an honest and 
mutually open dialogue as viewed by the paper?

1. From its beginning, the Church has confessed that 
God is reconciling the world to Godself through Christ 
Jesus. Throughout history, the Church has been seeking to 
understand and apply the fundamentals of its faith to con-
crete situations in which it found itself. The early Church 
continuously had to rethink its self-understanding when it 
moved from being part of the Jewish tradition to becom-
ing a church of Jews and Gentiles, and beyond its Greco-
Roman setting into other cultures and regions of the world. 
Today the church is continually called upon to enable its 
members to relate to persons of other faith traditions and 
to live as witnesses with others.
 
2. True to this vision, the World Council of Churches devel-
oped the “Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living 
Faiths and Ideologies” in Chiang Mai in 1979. We affirm 
the values of these guidelines, which were widely shared 
and received by the churches. However, we now have thirty 

years of experience in interreligious relations and dialogue, 
making it possible to move forward by drawing on what we 
have achieved or attempted. Since the 1979 guidelines, the 
ecumenical movement has taken significant steps toward 
facilitating interreligious relations and dialogue, but expec-
tations for the fruits of our efforts have also risen. 

3. In recent years, member churches have requested guide-
lines on interreligious relations and dialogue that address 
today’s context. More than ever, we sense a growing need 
not just for dialogue with people of other faiths but for 
genuine relationships with them. Increased awareness of 
religious plurality, the potential role of religion in conflict, 
and the growing place of religion in public life present 
urgent challenges that require greater understanding and 
cooperation among people of diverse faiths. 

4. From a global perspective, we speak as Christians of 
diverse traditions to the member churches. We hope local 
churches will study, discuss, and adapt these ecumenical 
considerations to address their own contexts. In this effort, 
Christians should seek to go further to produce, in col-
laboration with neighbours of other religious traditions, 
commonly agreed guidelines for relations and dialogue that 
would inform, instruct, and enable all to embrace the way 
of trust and community building. 

Interreligious Relations and Dialogue Today

5. Greater awareness of religious plurality has heightened 
the need for improved relations and dialogue among 
people of different faiths. Increased mobility, large-scale 
movement of refugees, and economic migrations have 
resulted in more people of diverse faiths living side-by-side. 
Where mechanisms for dialogue and encounter exist, there 
are opportunities to foster greater knowledge and aware-
ness among people of different religions. Unfortunately, 
increased relations between communities have sometimes 
been marred by tension and fear. For many communities, 
this tension confirms the need to protect their individual 
identities and distinctiveness. Sometimes the difference 
between the legitimate search for identity and hostil-
ity towards neighbours of other religions and cultures is 
blurred. Throughout the world and among the followers of 
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involved. An interreligious engagement in one place may 
in fact be an essential contribution to peace building and 
reconciliation in another place. 

9. There is in many countries a growing role of religion in 
public life that requires greater understanding and cooper-
ation among religions. Religious leaders are being called by 
governmental and non-governmental agencies to address 
public issues of moral concern. However to speak collec-
tively and with moral authority, religious communities 
must discern their common values, decide to what extent 
they can express themselves with one voice, and discuss 
how they can avoid being manipulated by political forces. 

Approaching Religious Plurality

10. In their encounters with neighbours of other religious 
traditions, many Christians have come to experience the 
meaning of a “common humanity” before God. This expe-
rience is rooted in the biblical affirmation that God is the 
creator and sustainer of all creation. “The earth is the Lord’s 
and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it” 
(Ps.24.1). God called the people of Israel to be witnesses 
among the nations while, at the same time, affirming that 
God is the God of all nations (Ex.19: 5-6). The eschato-
logical visions in the Bible anticipate all nations coming 
together and the creation being restored to the fullness that 
God intends for all. This conviction is reflected in the affir-
mation that God is not without witness among any people 
or at any time (Acts 14.17). 

11. When relating to people of other faiths, Christians must 
be aware of the ambiguities of religious expressions. While 
religious traditions reflect wisdom, love, compassion, and 
saintly lives, they are not immune to folly, wickedness and 
sin. Religious traditions and institutions sometimes sup-
port, or function as, systems of oppression and exclusion. 
Any adequate assessment of religious traditions must deal 
with their failure to live in accordance with their highest 
ideals. Christians are particularly aware that history testifies 
that our own religious tradition has sometimes been used 
to distort the very meaning of the gospel we are called to 
proclaim. 

12. As witnesses, we approach interreligious relations 
and dialogue in commitment to our faith. At the heart of 
Christian belief is faith in the triune God. We affirm that 
God, the Father, is creator and sustainer of all creation. We 
hold the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as the 
centre of God’s redeeming work for us and for the world. 

major religious traditions, there has been a rise in influence 
of movements and leaders mobilising their believers in the 
name of preserving a perceived threatened distinctive iden-
tity. Often such an understanding of identity is made into 
the exclusive basis for the creation of a new societal order, 
shaped by a selective retrieval of doctrines, beliefs and prac-
tises from a sacralized past. 

6. Whenever religious plurality gives rise to communal 
tensions there is a possibility of religious sentiments being 
misused. Religion speaks for some of the deepest feelings 
and sensitivities of individuals and communities; it carries 
profound historical memories and often appeals to uncriti-
cal confessional solidarities. Religion is sometimes seen as 
the cause of conflict, while it is in fact more likely to be an 
intensifier of conflict. Interreligious relations and dialogue 
are meant to help free religion from such misuse, and to 
present opportunities for religious people to serve together 
as agents of healing and reconciliation. 

7. Too often religious identities are drawn into conflict and 
violence. In some parts of the world, religion is increasingly 
identified with ethnicity, giving religious overtones to eth-
nic conflict. In other situations, religious identity becomes 
so closely related to power that the communities without 
power, or who are discriminated against, look to their reli-
gion as the force of mobilization of their dissent and pro-
test. These conflicts tend to appear as, or are represented 
to be, conflict between religious communities, polarizing 
them along communal lines. Religious communities often 
inherit deep divisions, hatreds and enmities that are, in 
most cases, passed down through generations of conflict. 
When communities identify themselves or are identified 
exclusively by their religion, the situation becomes explo-
sive, even able to tear apart communities that have lived in 
peace for centuries. It is the task of interreligious relations 
and dialogue to help prevent religion from becoming the 
fault line between communities. 

8. Efforts to prevent polarization between religious com-
munities at the world level are more important than ever. 
Through media, people tend to perceive conflict in one 
place as part of a conflict in another causing enmities in 
one part of the world to spill over into other regions. An act 
of violence in one place is used to confirm the stereotype of 
the “enemy” in another place, or even to provoke revenge 
attacks elsewhere in the world. There is a need therefore 
to de-globalise situations of conflict and to analyse each 
one within its own context. The emphasis on the specific-
ity of every context should not prevent people of faith in 
other parts of the world from being both concerned and 
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The Holy Spirit confirms us in this faith, renewing our lives 
and leading us into all truth. 

13. We are convinced that we have been called to witness in 
the world to God’s healing and reconciling work in Christ. 
We do this humbly acknowledging that we are not fully 
aware of the ways in which God’s redeeming work will be 
brought to its completion. We now see only dimly, as in 
a mirror, for we now know only in part and do not have 
the full knowledge of what God has in store (cf. 1 Cor. 
13.12-13). 

14. Many Christians have found it difficult to make sense 
of, or relate creatively to, the reality of other religious tradi-
tions. However, as Christians we believe that the Spirit of 
God is at work in ways beyond our understanding (cf. John 
3. 8). The activity of the Spirit is beyond our definitions, 
descriptions and limitations. We should seek to discern the 
Spirit’s presence where there is “love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-con-
trol” (Gal. 5. 22-23). The Spirit of God is groaning with 
our spirit. The Spirit is at work to bring about the redemp-
tion of the whole created order (Rom. 8. 18—27). 

15. We are witnesses in a world where God has not been 
absent and to people who do have something to say about 
God. We meet people who already live by faiths that rule 
their lives and with which they are at home. We witness 
among them in a spirit and spirituality informed by our 
Christian faith. Christians need to open themselves to the 
witness of others, which is made not just in words but also 
in faithful deeds, in devotion to God, in selfless service and 
in commitment to love and non-violence. 

16. Our witness is marked by repentance, humility, integ-
rity and hope. We know how easily we misconstrue God’s 
revelation in Jesus Christ, betraying it in our actions and 
posturing as owners of God’s truth rather than as undeserv-
ing recipients of grace. The spirituality, dedication, com-
passion and wisdom we see in others leave us little room 
for claiming moral superiority. A waiting the freedom God 
wills for all creation (Rom. 8. 19-21), we cannot but make 
known to others our own experience and witness and at the 
same time listen to them expressing their deepest convic-
tions and insights. 

17. In dialogue and relationships with people of other 
faiths, we have come to recognize that the mystery of God’s 
salvation is not exhausted by our theological affirmations. 
Salvation belongs to God. We therefore dare not stand 
in judgement of others. While witnessing to our own 

faith, we seek to understand the ways in which God 
intends to bring God’s purposes to their fulfilment.  
Salvation belongs to God. We therefore feel able to assure 
our partners in dialogue that we are sincere and open in 
our wish to walk together towards the fullness of truth. 
Salvation belongs to God. We therefore claim this hope 
with confidence, always prepared to give reason for it, as 
we struggle and work together with others in a world tom 
apart by rivalries and wars, social disparities and economic 
injustices. 

Guiding Principles 

18. Dialogue must be a process of mutual empowerment, 
not a negotiation between parties who have conflicting 
interests and claims. Rather than being bound by the con-
straints of power relations, partners in dialogue should be 
empowered to join in a common pursuit of justice, peace 
and constructive action for the good of all people. 

19. In dialogue we grow in faith. For Christians, involve-
ment in dialogue produces constant reappraisal of our 
understanding of the Biblical and theological tradition. 
Dialogue drives all communities to self-criticism and to 
re-thinking the ways in which they have interpreted their 
faith traditions. Dialogue brings about change in the expe-
rience of faith, helping people to deepen and grow in their 
faith in unexpected ways. 

20. In dialogue we affirm hope. In the midst of the many 
divisions, conflicts and violence there is hope that it is pos-
sible to create a human community that lives in justice and 
peace. Dialogue is not an end in itself. It is a means of 
building bridges of respect and understanding. It is a joyful 
affirmation of life for all. 

21. In dialogue we nurture relations. Building bonds of 
relationship with those considered “the other” is the goal 
of all dialogues. Such bonds however are not built easily or 
quickly. Therefore patience and perseverance are crucial in 
the practice of dialogue. The tenacity to go on, even when 
the fruits are not obvious, is one of the basic disciplines of 
dialogue. 

22. In dialogue we must be informed by the context. Dia-
logue takes place in concrete settings. Awareness of such 
realities as historical experience, economic background 
and political ideologies is essential. Further, differences in 
culture, gender, generation, race, and ethnicity also have 
an important impact on the nature and style of interac-
tion. The purpose of dialogue, once the context is taken 
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seriously, is not to remove or run away from differences but 
to build confidence and trust across them. 

23. In dialogue we strive towards mutual respect. Dialogue 
partners are responsible for hearing and listening to the 
self-understanding of each other’s faith. Trust and confi-
dence comes from allowing partners to define themselves, 
refraining from proselytism, and providing an opportunity 
for mutual questioning, and if appropriate justified criti-
cism. Such practices promote an informed understand-
ing of each other, which becomes the basis for all other 
relationships. 

24. In dialogue it is important to respect the integrity of 
religious traditions in the variety of their structures and 
organisations. Equally important is to recognise the way 
that participants in dialogue define their relation with 
their community. Some affirm their right and obligation to 
speak for their community. Others would choose to speak 
from their own experience. 

25. Dialogue is a co-operative and collaborative activity. 
All partners involved need to be included in the planning 
process from the very beginning. The strength of setting 
the agenda together lies in the fact that all partners own 
the agenda and become committed to making it work. For 
the conduct of dialogue clear objectives and commonly 
agreed criteria for participation and regular assessment are 
essential. 

26. In dialogue we strive to be inclusive, since dialogue 
can easily become an elitist activity and be confined to cer-
tain strata of society. Care should be taken to ensure that 
dialogue takes place at different levels, between different 
groups and on subjects that affect the lives of all sections of 
the community. 

Some Practicical Considerations

27. Individuals and communities may, even with the best 
of intentions, encounter problems and difficulties in inter-
religious relations and dialogue. Sometimes the call for 
dialogue is met with hesitation, suspicion, indifference or 
opposition both from within one’s own community and 
from other religious communities. Sometimes interreli-
gious relations communicate attitudes that contrast with 
the values upheld by the culture and ethics of dialogue. 
Sometimes the possible outcome of dialogue does not 
seem enough to really justify participation. In addition, 
other problems invite careful consideration, some of them 
emerging in recent discussions. 

28. There are often expectations that dialogue can signifi-
cantly contribute towards resolving political or communal 
conflicts and restoring peace, in situations where religion 
seems to be implicated. In a number of countries there 
are dialogue partners who are able to cooperate, across the 
religious divide, in concrete efforts of peace making. There 
are also cases where religious leaders are invited to playa 
visible role in state-sponsored peace initiatives. The impact 
of dialogue in the context of conflicts may disappoint high 
expectations. When it is unable to quell conflict, its rel-
evance is questioned. However, by its very nature, inter-
religious dialogue is not an instrument to instantly resolve 
problems in emergency situations. Contacts and relations 
of precious trust and friendship between people of different 
religions, built quietly by patient dialogue during peace-
time, may in times of conflict prevent religion from being 
used as a weapon. In many cases, such relations may pave 
the way for mediation and reconciliation initiatives. At 
times of communal tension or at the peak of a crisis, con-
tacts across the communal divide may prove to be invalu-
able in the construction of peace. 

29. Although dialogue by its very nature is direct encoun-
ter, there are invisible participants on each side in every 
dialogue. Our dialogue partners will every so often hold 
us responsible for what fellow Christians have done or 
neglected to do, said or not said. While this in some ways is 
inevitable and even sometimes understandable, we are well 
aware of deep disagreements within religions and we know 
that the dividing lines do not always go between religious 
communities but often within religious communities. The 
differences may be not only theological, but relate to social, 
political, and moral issues. We may for various reasons find 
ourselves in opposition to some of those with whom we 
share a common faith. We learn that religious communities 
are not monolithic blocks confronting each other. Plurality 
of positions on each side should not be ignored or sup-
pressed while defending what is perceived to be the inter-
est of one’s community. Commitment to a faith does not 
entail identification with what is done or not done in its 
name. Therefore, we should not be defensive, but remain 
confident of the potential of dialogue to changing deeply 
held opinions or prejudices. 

30. Among many religious communities, we come across 
people who seem to be primarily interested in the growth 
of their own community through various forms of mission 
including proselytism. They seem to have little interest in 
dialogue or may make use of it to further their mission-
ary design. Such situations can be discouraging for people 
willing to engage in dialogue. Their disappointment often 
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overshadows the possibility of identifying partners criti-
cal of those attitudes in their community. It is essential 
that we intentionally seek such partners and explore ways 
of rebuilding the credibility of dialogue enabling people 
of divergent positions to enter a relationship of mutual 
respect and openness in discussing divisive issues. 

31. There are several expressions of dialogue, reflecting the 
various aspects of life itself. There is not one expression 
better than the other and our engagement therein should 
not conform to any pre-set model or hierarchy of dialogue 
but respond to the need, doing what is possible. In some 
contexts, we may discuss “cultural” differences more read-
ily than “religious” ones, even as issues of religious concern 
and practice are considered in such a discussion. Similarly, 
co-operation about “social” concerns may be possible and 
even strongly supported, where there is hesitancy to con-
sider dialogue on theological issues. 

32. Motivations for dialogue can sometimes be condi-
tioned by power relations between religious communi-
ties and by the importance, objective and subjective, of 
numerical disparities. In many countries, these communi-
ties share the same language and often the same culture. 
Often their members are said to be granted by law equal 
civil and political rights. But discriminatory practices exac-
erbate distrust and division. The intermingling of state 
policies and confessional identities rooted in communal 
traditions may lead communities to look at each other as 
a threat. This is particularly true in times of uncertainty or 
political and constitutional changes involving a redefini-
tion of state-religion relationships. Interreligious dialogue 
cannot shy away from recognising the effects of uneven 
power relations and the impact of mutual perceptions, no 
matter how distorted they are. The relevance of dialogue 
initiatives depends largely on their intentional and concen-
trated effort to dispel fears and suspicions between those 
who are seen to represent religious communities. Equally, 
it is essential that interreligious dialogue creates an oppor-
tunity for strengthening cross-confessional loyalties, always 
upholding, in discussion and joint action, the centrality of 
the common good and inclusive political participation. 

33. Participation in multireligious prayer has become 
increasingly common among a large number of Chris-
tians. Concrete situations of everyday life provide oppor-
tunities for encounter with people of different religions. 
These include interreligious marriages, personal friendship, 
praying together for a common purpose, for peace or in a 
particular crisis situation. But the occasion can also be a 
national holiday, a religious festival, a school assembly, and 

other gatherings in the context of interreligious relations 
and dialogue. There are various forms of prayer among 
people of different religions. Christians may be invited to 
other places of worship, where they should be respectful of 
the practices of that tradition. Christians may invite guests 
of another religion to a church service and should ensure 
a welcoming hospitality. Multi-religious prayer juxtaposes 
the prayer of different traditions. The advantage is that the 
variety and integrity of each tradition is honoured and that 
we are praying in the presence of each other. The disadvan-
tage may be that one remains a bystander. United inter-
religious prayer is an occasion where people of different 
religions plan, prepare and participate together in a com-
mon prayer. There are those who feel that this risks reduc-
ing prayer to the lowest common denominator and that it 
can take away from the unique spirituality of prayer of each 
religion. For others such prayer is not at all possible. Yet 
for some, praying together could be a spiritually enriching 
occasion. All these different responses indicate that serene 
conversations among Christians on this issue are not a fin-
ished task. 

Conclusion 

34. In the many pluralist societies where they live, Chris-
tians and people of other religions are bound together in 
a dialogue of life, with all its difficulties but also its riches 
and promises. They gain new insights about their own faith 
and that of others. They discover afresh resources, which 
will help them become more humane and make the world 
a better place for living together. They learn how to be 
more sensitive to the needs and aspirations of others and 
more obedient to God’s will for all creation.
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48.  Christian Self-Understanding in Relation 
to Islam

   International Intra-Christian Consultation, 
Geneva, 2008 

The following paper is result of a consultation in Geneva in 
2008 jointly prepared by the WCC programme on Interreligious 
Dialogue and Cooperation and the programme on Church 
and Ecumenical Relations, involving experts from both WCC, 
Roman Catholic Church and World Evangelical Alliance. It is 
in the context of the open letter entitled “A Common Word” in 
which 138 Muslim scholars and leaders emphasized the need 
for interfaith understanding and respect between Christians 
and Muslims that also a renewed theological exploration with 
regard to Christian-Muslim relations was emerging within the 
community of Christian churches (intra-faith dialogue).

Study Questions

1.  What are characteristic differences between Orthodox, Prot-
estant, Evangelical and Roman Catholic experiences and 
approaches with regard to Christian-Muslim dialogue?

2.  What are characteristic regional and contextual differences 
in approaches of Christian churches to Islam (Middle East, 
Asia, Africa etc.)?

3.  What are the most urgent open questions and theological key 
issues identified for further internal Christian dialogue and 
clarification on experiences in Christian-Muslim dialogue?

The Ecumenical (Theological) Reflection on Dialogue 
with Islam

Christian-Muslim relations have been an issue since the 
historical rise of Islam, more than fourteen centuries ago. 
Their complex history was in many cases characterized by 
constructive living together, but sometimes also marked by 
rivalry or war. Both the practical living together of indi-
viduals and communities of the two faiths, and the theo-
logical challenges, including the questions of Christian 
self-identity and self-expression in relation to Islam, have 
engaged Christians through the centuries. It is observed 
that the type and level of the relationship between the two 
communities have been paralleled at the level of their theo-
logical thinking.

From the beginning of the life of the WCC there 
has been an awareness of people of other faiths, and a 
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continuous ecumenical process of reflection on inter-
religious relations and their meaning for Christian iden-
tity and self-understanding. In 1966 a group of Christian 
theologians met for the first time in Broumana, Lebanon, 
to discuss and reflect on relationships with Muslims. A 
series of Christian-Muslim dialogue encounters began offi-
cially in 1969 in Cartigny, Switzerland—two years before 
a WCC sub-unit for Dialogue with People of Living Faiths 
and Ideologies (DFI) was established in 1971. Since then, 
ecumenical reflection among Christians on dialogue with 
Islam has continued to raise many theological and pasto-
ral questions for the member churches. Various member 
churches and ecumenical partners have set up syllabi/curri-
cula, study centres and commissions for Christian-Muslim 
relationships to encourage theological and practical com-
mitment to dialogue on the basis of sound knowledge and 
sensitive understanding of Islam.

Reflection on Christian self-understanding and the 
theological approach to religious plurality has been on 
the agenda of the WCC many times, reaching a certain 
consensus in 19891 and 19902 but in recent years it has 
been felt that this difficult and controversial issue needed to 
be revisited. The Porto Alegre Assembly of WCC in 2006 
brought this issue into focus again when member churches 
agreed to strengthen their common efforts in the area of 
inter-religious dialogue and cooperation, and strengthen 
their ecumenical theological reflection on what it means to 
be a Christian in a world of many religions.

The Context of the WCC-CWCs Consultation

This renewed focus came at the right time when new ini-
tiatives for dialogue from the Muslim world offered sig-
nificant opportunities for the WCC member churches to 
deepen their ecumenical Christian theological understand-
ing of dialogue with Islam and to work together in pro-
moting dialogue and cooperation between Christians and 
Muslims. One such initiative took place in October, 2007 
when 138 Muslim scholars and leaders authored an open 
letter entitled “A Common Word” on the need for interfaith 
understanding and respect between Christians and Mus-
lims, calling for renewed theological exploration in Chris-
tian-Muslim relations. The letter was addressed to a wide 
variety of churches and Christian leaders and generated 

1. The world mission conference of 1989, cf. F.R.Wilson ed., The 
San Antonio Report, WCC, 1990, in particular pp. 31-33.
2. Baar Statement: Theological Perspectives on Plurality, available 
at: www.oikoumene.org/gr/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/
interreligious-dialogue-and- cooperation/christian-identity-in-
pluralistic-societies/baar-statement-theological-perspectives-on-
plurality.html.
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lively and deep discussions between Christians and Mus-
lims around the world about the “Love of God” and “Love 
of Neighbour.” This was followed in 2008 and 2009 by the 
Global Initiative for Dialogue, initiated by the Custodian 
of the two Holy Mosques, King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz 
of Saudi Arabia in Madrid, New York and Geneva, which 
also introduced new opportunities for deepening and 
strengthening dialogue and cooperation between Chris-
tians and Muslims.

In response to the invitation of A Common Word, the 
World Council of Churches (WCC), instructed by its Cen-
tral Committee in February 2008, initiated an ecumenical 
process of response which began by producing a commen-
tary entitled “Learning to Explore Love Together,” whose 
aim is to assist the churches in their reflection on the letter 
and in sharing their experience of the love of God and love 
of neighbour in their respective contexts.

Several responses to the Open Letter from churches, 
councils of churches, Christian World Communions 
(CWCs) and the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) have 
identified some of the theological issues of common con-
cerns that Christians and Muslims should reflect upon 
together during the years ahead.

The ecumenical process of response was reinforced by 
the joint initiative of CWCs and the WCC to continue the 
journey of reflection and dialogue together. The Joint Con-
sultative Commission (JCC) between WCC and CWCs, 
during its meeting in May 2008, proposed to sponsor a 
consultation that would further explore questions related 
to Christian self-understanding and self- expression in rela-
tion to Islam within the ecumenical family and its implica-
tions for Christian- Muslim Dialogue today, underlining 
the importance for people in both faith communities to 
learn more about each other and from each other.

Rather than producing a written response to the let-
ter by the Muslim scholars, the goal of the consultation 
was to provide a space for churches and communions of 
churches to share their initiatives and theological resources 
for engaging with Muslims, and to identify substantial 
issues for Christian theology in relation to Christian-Mus-
lim dialogue.

The main goals of the consultation—as identified by the 
steering committee were:

1. To seek mutual enrichment and commitment by provid-
ing space for churches and communions to share their ini-
tiatives, perspectives and specific theological resources for 
engaging with Muslims.

2. To identify and discuss substantial issues concerning 
Christian self-understanding in relation to Islam.

3. To discern how best to respond to a new era in Chris-
tian-Muslim dialogue and opportunities for cooperation.

The goals were reflected practically in a number of 
expected outcomes that would be achieved by the end of the 
consultation:

a. List theological issues that are pertinent to Christian 
self-understanding in relation to Islam and that are best 
approached ecumenically by Christians.

b. Consider ways for articulating a Christian theological 
understanding of dialogue with

Islam and relationship with Muslims.

c. Propose ways and means to work cooperatively as 
churches, councils and communions in responding to the 
new opportunities for Christian-Muslim dialogue.

d. Popularize resources that help churches to deepen their 
self- understanding and their self-expression in relation to 
Islam.

The Methodology of the Consultation

The methodology used for achieving the objectives of the 
consultation involved panel presentations and group dis-
cussions in order to encourage dialogue between church 
representatives and experts. The panel presentations offered 
the possibility of considering and learning from a variety 
of Christian theological approaches to Islam, as they were 
developed by various Christian traditions, while also taking 
into account different contextual perspectives where Chris-
tians and Muslims live together.

A group of listeners accompanied the presentations 
and the discussions. Their listening is summed up in a 
reflective report that could serve as a springboard for ongo-
ing ecumenical cooperation. Although the listeners’ report 
was not adopted by the participants as a final statement of 
the consultation since it needed further development, it is 
indicative of where the ecumenical family stands today in 
the process of asking questions and finding answers in rela-
tion to the subject matter.

The Programme of the Consultation

The two-day programme began on Saturday 18 Octo-
ber, with a keynote address by His Holiness Catholicos 
Aram I of Cilicia, on “Living as a Community with Muslims: 
Concerns, Challenges and Promises.” The keynote lecture fol-
lowed two welcoming speeches by Rev. Dr Robert Welsh 
on behalf of CWCs, and Rev. Dr Shanta Premawardhana 
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on behalf of WCC, and introductory remarks by the facili-
tators of the consultation: Doug Chial and Rima Barsoum.

An ecumenical prayer service on Sunday morning, 
19 October, provided a space for a deep spiritual sharing, 
reflecting on the icon of “Christ is Our Reconciliation” and 
the biblical story of Jacob and Esau. The ecumenical service 
was prepared and led by Mrs. Clare Amos and Rev. Simone 
Sinn.

Four panel presentations, on Sunday 19th and Mon-
day 20th , dealt with the theme of the consultation from 
two perspectives: The confessional and the contextual, and 
in many cases these two approaches were found to be 
interwoven.

The first two panels explored “various Christian 
approaches to Islam” including: Orthodox, Catholic, Angli-
can, Reformed, Lutheran and Evangelical approaches. A 
third panel on the “Contextual approaches to Islam” offered 
inputs by Christian theologians living in Islamic contexts. 
A fourth panel presented the contextual approaches by 
theologians living in pluralistic contexts. The panels were 
followed by group discussion and accompanied by a group 
of listeners who presented their reflective report in a ple-
nary session on Monday afternoon, focusing the discussion 
on substantial issues for Christian theology in relation to Islam 
and their implications for Christian-Muslim dialogue in the 
21st century as they were identified during the consultation.

The programme concluded with a discussion and 
comments on the listeners’ report, an evaluation session, 
and a closing prayer. The participants agreed on the need 
for further ecumenical exploration of theological issues 
pertaining to Muslim-Christian dialogue and invited the 
organizers to facilitate the process.

Summary of Presentations and Theological Inputs

Keynote Lecture:
“Living as a Community with Muslims: Concerns, 

Challenges and Promises” by His Holiness Catholicos 
Aram I, head of the Armenian Apostolic Church  

(See of Cilicia)

In his opening address Catholicos Aram I identified 
four interrelated trends associated with the present predica-
ment of Christian-Muslim relations, including: The ambig-
uous perception of religion; the misconception about Islam 
and Christianity; the collision of values that govern human 
life and provide the basis for self-understanding; and the 
narrow self-contained perception of identity that contra-
dicts the proactive self-understanding which is marked by 
creative openness and dynamic interaction with the Other. 
His Holiness argued that the prevailing misperceptions, 

ambiguities, polarizations, tensions and collision, hijacked 
and sharpened by politico-ideological agendas and geo-
political strategies, can be transformed only through a 
shared life in community. Therefore, “living-in-commu-
nity must become the real objective of a frank and serious 
Christian-Muslim dialogue,” which deals not with symp-
toms but with deeply rooted wounds through a careful 
diagnosis and in the spirit of mutual respect and trust.

He then explained the urgent necessity for commu-
nity building with Islam, on the basis of equal rights and 
obligations, as well as full and active participation in all 
aspects of the life of society, including decision-making, 
listing a number of decisive issues and crucial questions 
that require frank discussion and a comprehensive analysis 
by Christians and Muslims.

Among issues to be addressed, Catholicos Aram I 
elaborated on the relationship between faith and reason as 
a critical area that needs deeper investigation; the response 
to secularism and how both religions articulate their reac-
tions in different ways; the tension between human rights 
and Islamic law; and ways in which both religions link mis-
sion, witness and conversion, encouraging his audience to 
think and to “develop a Logos-centred, not church-cen-
tred, theology of mission that embraces the Other without 
jeopardizing the ‘otherness’ of the Other.”

He continued by re-affirming that “living together 
in community must take the centre stage of Christian-
Muslim dialogue” and that the solid foundation of such a 
community is laid in a local context where Christians and 
Muslims can build a shared life that encompasses and tran-
scends differences at the local level. This can be achieved, 
in his opinion, by: A) moving from isolation to integra-
tion, since unconditional love of neighbour and hospital-
ity towards the stranger are essential features of the two 
faiths; b) moving from exclusion to participation, where 
values interact and identities are integrated to build a com-
munity of reconciled diversities; c) moving from reaction 
to interaction, when the self-understanding of identity is 
marked by creative openness and dynamic interaction with 
the Other: creative interaction of perspectives, concerns, 
values and expectations that enables us to move towards 
building a common life.

Catholicos Aram I concluded his lecture by making 
a few suggestions for the future work of the WCC, and 
affirmed that religious plurality and Christian self-under-
standing must remain a major item on the agenda of the 
ecumenical movement, which needs to be tackled with an 
interdisciplinary approach and a holistic perspective. He 
also emphasized the urgent need for a critical evaluation 
of Christian-Muslim dialogue today, and called for a more 
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focused agenda of Christian-Muslim dialogue touching 
issues that pertain to the life of people.

Panel—I & II Various Christian Approaches to Islam
Panel one included presentations from Orthodox, Catholic 
and Lutheran approaches to Islam, and was moderated by 
Rev. Dr Setri Nyomi, General Secretary of the World Alli-
ance of Reformed Churches.

Panel two included presentations from Reformed, 
Anglican and Evangelical approaches to Islam, and was 
moderated by OKR. Dr Martin Affolderbach, Secretary for 
Interfaith Relations of the Lutheran Evangelical Church in 
Germany EKD.

The panels tried to respond to the following questions:
•   What is the theological approach of your church /or 

communion toward Islam?

•   What resources has your church/communion developed 
about the issue?

•   How has this approach been expressed in the church/ or 
communion’s response to A Common Word?

An Orthodox View
The first panellist, Fr. Dr. Emanuel Clapsis from the 
Holy Cross Orthodox School of Theology, representing the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate, presented a paper on Orthodox 
theology in relation to Islam.

In his paper, Fr. Clapsis observed a shift in focus in 
recent years for Orthodox churches in their dialogue with 
Muslims. This has moved from giving primacy to their 
substantial differences that justify their rejection of one 
another, to a broad acknowledgement of affinity between 
them, in search for a common ground that Islam and 
Christianity share. They have a common framework of 
principles and values that allows them to peacefully coex-
ist, respecting each other’s distinct religious tradition and 
symbols and contributing to the up-building of a culture of 
peace and justice based on God’s love.

Moreover, he suggested that “Christian-Muslim dia-
logue today should not be limited only to practical matters 
and civil virtues but it should have the freedom to explore 
theological truths that inform and shape civil virtues.” 
That is to say, the cooperation in the public space must 
not be simply grounded on political or pragmatic factors 
but it must also reflect the essential matters of faith and be 
firmly grounded in theology. A challenging question for 
the Orthodox churches today remains how to explore their 
identity as it relates to religious plurality? How to develop 
a theology of religions that enable the Orthodox churches 
to recognize in critical and dialogical manner the presence 

of God in other religious communities without compro-
mising the centrality and the uniqueness of the Christian 
gospel?

He also suggested that Pneumatology is foundational 
for the recognition of God’s presence in history and in 
communities of living faiths and ideologies. This assump-
tion is grounded upon the belief that God’s Spirit is active 
together with the Logos in the creating, redeeming and 
sanctifying work of God. Orthodox theologians have 
extensively reflected on the divinity of the Holy Spirit, its 
presence in the believers, the Church, and the sacraments. 
Yet, there is a need to explore theologically the presence and 
operation of the Holy Spirit in the life of the world beyond 
the distinct boundaries of the Church: in the secular order, 
in programmes of social transformation, in public services, 
in politics and in other religious or humanistic systems of 
belief and communities, which remains an undeveloped 
aspect of Christian theology.

From an Orthodox perspective, Fr. Clapsis under-
stands the presence and operation of the Holy Spirit in 
the world from the perspective of God’s economy, which 
is intrinsically Trinitarian. He argued that the universal 
operation of God’s Spirit relates to the economy of His 
incarnate Logos as two distinct but inseparable economies; 
the Spirit of God acting in the world beyond the distinctive 
boundaries of the Church may work prior to an explicit 
affirmation of Jesus as Lord and Savior. It moves the world 
in unity with the risen Christ in incomprehensible ways. 
Here it is important to note that unity with the risen incar-
nate Word of God can be realized by explicitly confessing 
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior but at the same time also 
by living His pattern of life loving God and through God’s 
love to love the neighbor.

This presence and the operation of God’s Spirit in 
creation are also salvific in nature. Salvation originates in 
God’s providence and is achieved through the incompre-
hensible work of the Holy Spirit in the world that brings 
all into unity with the risen Christ and consequently to the 
Church in its wider sense. Thus, he concluded, the Church 
does not reject whatever holy and true exists either in his-
tory or in other religious communities because it considers 
them as rays of the divine truth that enlightens and leads 
all people to God.

A Catholic View
The second panellist, Fr Prof. Maurice Borrmans, repre-
senting the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, 
presented a detailed reflection on the Roman Catholic 
Church’s response to the letter of 138, A Common Word.
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In his elaboration on the Catholic approach to Islam, 
as it was expressed in a number of founding texts of the 
Second Vatican Council and Papal encyclicals as well as it 
was practiced by the church, Fr. Borrmans referred particu-
larly to founding texts such as Lumen Gentium, the Dog-
matic Constitution on the Church, in para 16.”... the plan 
of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Cre-
ator. In the first place amongst these there are the Muslims, 
who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along with 
us adore the one and merciful God.” And to Nostra Aetate, 
the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to non-
Christian Religions, that summaries the Catholic church’s 
approach to Islam and Muslims, in para 3: “The Church 
regards with esteem also the Muslems. They adore the one 
God, living and subsisting in Himself; merciful and all- 
powerful, the Creator of heaven and earth, who has spoken 
to men; they take pains to submit wholeheartedly to even 
His inscrutable decrees, just as Abraham, with whom the 
faith of Islam takes pleasure in linking itself, submitted to 
God. Though they do not acknowledge Jesus as God, they 
revere Him as a prophet. They also honor Mary, His vir-
gin Mother; at times they even call on her with devotion. 
In addition, they await the Day of Judgment when God 
will render their deserts to all those who have been raised 
up from the dead. Finally, they value the moral life and 
worship God especially through prayer, almsgiving and 
fasting.” The same text urges Christians and Muslims to 
“forget the past and to work sincerely for mutual under-
standing and to preserve as well as to promote together for 
the benefit of all mankind social justice and moral welfare, 
as well as peace and freedom.”

He also quoted other documents, produced by the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID), 
on “The Church and other Religions: Dialogue and Mis-
sion,” 1984, and “Dialogue and Proclamation,” 1991. He 
elaborated on the Catholic Church’s understanding of the 
Theology of Religions as it was presented and adopted in 
the report of the International Theological Commission 
(1996) and in the document Dominus Jesus by the Congre-
gation for the Doctrine of the Faith (2000) on the church 
and other religions in relation to salvation.

Giving special attention to the letter of 138, Fr. Bor-
rmans highlighted the importance and the significance of 
the letter, particularly in terms of the consensus that the 
letter generated among scholars and leaders from different 
Muslim traditions, its structure and the way it articulated 
the two commandments of the love of God and love of 
neighbour. He found the content of the letter combined 
innovation with traditional Islamic thinking. He also 
offered a critical analysis of the letter, and discussed the 
Catholic responses to it, particularly the response of His 

Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, and of the Pontifical Institute 
of Arabic and Islamic Studies (PISAI) as well as the corre-
spondence and projects that followed, between the Vatican 
and Al al-Bayt Institute with the signatories of A Common 
Word.

He concluded with few remarks on the theological, 
ethical and mystical implications of the love of God and 
Love of neighbour, and on the importance of interreligious 
dialogue in advancing the work for peace and justice for 
all humanity.

A Lutheran View
The third input to the panel offered some Lutheran per-
spectives on relations to Islam, presented by Rev. Simone 
Sinn, representing the Lutheran World Federation.

Rev. Sinn began by highlighting the importance of 
faith formation, especially for young people, that con-
sciously and constructively relates to other faiths, affirm-
ing that both Christians and Muslims need to uphold the 
dialogical dimensions of faith, share the valuable insights in 
A Common Word and the responses to it with people at the 
grassroots level, and encourage them to develop a dialogical 
space in faith formation.

While examining documents and public statements 
about Islam and Christian-Muslim relations produced by 
Lutheran churches, which indicate an intensified herme-
neutical process about the understanding of Islam and the 
self-understanding of Christianity, she observed the need 
for orientation and discernment in theological and non-
theological dimensions of our relationship to Islam.

Rev. Sinn noted the concept of “relationality” at the 
heart of Lutheran theology. This relationality as it was 
expressed in the writings of Martin Luther starts first of all 
with God’s relation to us in God’s free grace. This means 
interfaith relations challenge us to reconnect with this basic 
theological insight that “it is the living relationship with 
God that shapes who we are, not our belonging to a spe-
cific group of people.” According to Sinn, in dealing with 
the question of how we relate to one another as people of 
different faiths, we are called to also be more conscious 
about how we relate to God. Therefore, Christian-Muslim 
encounters have a rich potential not only for deepening our 
relations to one another, but also in deepening our under-
standing of God’s relation to us. Important theological and 
spiritual formation takes place in these encounters.

She then highlighted four relevant themes for Lutheran 
relations to Islam:

a) Seeking to acquire adequate knowledge about Islam 
and Muslims, as it has been evident in Lutheran theology. 
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Martin Luther in his writing about the Turks (Muslims) 
regarded adequate knowledge as essential for any judge-
ment, and he strongly supported the Latin translation of 
the Qur’an in Basel in 1543 with a theological preface in 
which he sets forth his theological position. Luther also 
opposed the Crusade against Muslims, as he regarded the 
difficult political situation should call for repentance before 
God, not for waging war with people of other faiths. Thus, 
by applying Luther’s perspectives today, we become more 
aware of the context. “In a time full of stereotypes and pre-
conceived ideas about the Other, Lutherans strongly advo-
cate for striving to get at as much first-hand information as 
possible, develop a sound knowledge of Islam in its mani-
fold forms and direct encounter with Muslims.”

b) Fostering interfaith cooperation. Reflection on 
Luther’s explanation of the two kingdoms or reigns and in 
following his theological model, distinguishing between the 
worldly and the spiritual realm, gives space to live together 
with people who have different world views. “As faithful 
we might not agree on theological issues, but as citizens 
we live together, work together and jointly promote the 
common good of the society.” The emphasis on interfaith 
cooperation, also called “diapraxis,” enabled LWF to work 
together with and for Muslim communities through World 
Service programmes in Muslim countries, and through the 
Interfaith Action for Peace in Africa (IFAPA).

c) Engaging in joint theological explorations. In order 
to better understand one another’s faith perspectives, joint 
theological reflection at the grassroots’ as well as academic 
level has increasingly taken place. This enables to see com-
monalities as well as differences and shows to what extent 
Islam and Christianity have always had a dynamic relation-
ship in relating to one another and distinguishing oneself 
from the other. For Lutherans, joint explorations of holy 
scriptures and hermeneutical reflections are of special inter-
est. Furthermore, joint Christian- Muslim explorations can 
contribute to public discourse in the wider society. Reflec-
tions on freedom and responsibility, for example, can 
contribute to public discourse in a world that talks a lot 
about liberty but constantly creates new dependency. Such 
discourse may possibly bring to the table a rich conversa-
tion on how faith liberates the faithful from human-made 
bondage to have a trusting relationship with God, and how 
at the same time this freedom calls the faithful uncondi-
tionally to serve their neighbours. Martin Luther’s writing 
“The Freedom of a Christian” can be one of the contribu-
tions to that discourse.

d) Bringing together faith, hope and love; by taking up 
the Pauline triad “faith, hope and love” from 1 Cor 13:13, 
Rev Sinn argued that the interconnectedness of these three 
dimensions is a hallmark of good relations between people 
of different faiths. From a theological point of view, there 
needs to be an integrated perspective where faith, hope and 
love mutually enhance the relationship; faith points to the 
existential dimension at stake in interreligious relationships, 
hope is the eschatological dimension of religious belief, and 
love stands for the committed relational dimension between 
human beings. Thus what constitutes a “good” relationship 
is a living process that engages existential, eschatological 
and committed relational dimensions. Christians who par-
ticipate in such “holistic” relationships with Muslims often 
emphasise how such relations deepened their own under-
standing and relationship with God and how it strength-
ened their commitment to work for the common good.

A Reformed View
The Reformed approach to Islam was presented by Rev. Dr 
Johnson Mbillah, General Adviser of the Programme on 
Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa (PROCMURA), 
representing the World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC).

In his presentation, Rev. Mbillah observed that 
Reformed theology to which WARC adheres, with its roots 
in the 16th-century Reformation, has developed from 
generation to generation in such a way that no one theo-
logian can claim to have all that it takes to form the total-
ity of Reformed thought. There are, however, guiding and 
non-negotiable principles that form the basis upon which 
the most of Reformed theology draws its mandate, these 
are: the authority of scripture (the Bible), the lordship of 
Jesus Christ, and the necessity of mission, witnessing to all 
peoples.

Reformed theology in its variety has been described 
as a “river into which many sources flow and from which 
many streams originate.” There are however common char-
acteristics of Reformed theology which one may find in 
all the branches that exist in the reformed family—that 
is made up of congregational, Presbyterian, Reformed, 
United and Uniting Churches.

In relation to Islam, Rev. Mbillah explained that 
Reformed theology, through its guiding principles, has laid 
the foundation for contextual theology; it can transform 
itself into living theology in a given context—in this case 
the context of Christianity and Islam. Furthermore, he 
noted that in the ecumenical age it is difficult to describe 
any Christian theological approach to Islam as purely 
Reformed, purely Anglican, Evangelical or even Roman 
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Catholic. There is usually an overlap and there is no abso-
lute theological position that remains the preserve of one 
and only tradition.

A clear statement of a Reformed theology is the 
statement of Ecclesia Reformata, Semper Reformanda: “the 
Reformed Church always to be reformed,” this means that 
the essence and the foundation of reform is to turn back to 
the early church and its belief in Jesus Christ. This must be 
revisited from time to time to ascertain that theologies are 
in consonance with that principle. Reformed theology in 
the context of relationship with Islam and Muslims should 
uphold the value of human relations as a family, and at the 
same time recognise that such relationship involves shar-
ing: A give and take. Such give and take involves a presen-
tation of the gospel in word and in everyday living.

An Anglican View
The Anglican approach to Islam was presented through 
dialogue between Mrs. Clare Amos and Prof. David 
Thomas, representing the Anglican Communion office 
and the Anglican Communion’s Network for Interfaith 
Concerns.

In the beginning of their presentation the present-
ers identified three basic sources that Anglicans normally 
resort to and draw upon while defining self-understanding 
and their relationship with the Other (in particular Mus-
lims), those are: scripture (the Bible) taken in its entirety, 
tradition as represented in the ecumenical councils of the 
church and reason or the conscience of the faithful. These 
three sources of authority in terms of Anglican engagement 
with people of other faiths are expressed in a foundational 
theological document on the Anglican theology of inter 
faith relations “A Generous Love” that was presented at, 
and commended by, the Lambeth Conference in 2008.

“Generous Love” begins with a theological statement, 
about God as both One and Three, and it also ends with a 
theological statement, about the dynamic of “sending and 
abiding” which is both God’s and ours.

Prof. Thomas explained that the thinking within the 
Anglican Communion, especially the Church of England, 
has been very much led by the experience of relating to 
people of other faiths in different contexts, and taking seri-
ously the reality of the Other in the thinking of the church. 
This has connected well with the fundamental resource 
of the Trinitarian thinking. In “Generous Love” the Holy 
Trinity is the very basis of the understanding of how Chris-
tians relate to the Other; their God is characterised as the 
One who provides and gives new life and as the One who 
sustains, and that understanding of God as being the One 
who is and yet the One who sends is the very basis of the 
document.

Mrs. Amos added that the key sentence, towards 
the end of the document, on the “pressing need to renew 
our relationships with people of different faith must be 
grounded theologically in our understanding of the real-
ity of God who is Trinity” emphasizes the importance of 
holding together the theological and practical dimensions 
of the question, to think theologically as well as thinking 
socially and practically: “we cannot think about Christian-
Muslim engagement without thinking theologically about 
what is there within our tradition that requires us to have 
that engagement.”

Thus, the Anglican understanding of what it means 
to be a Christian in relation to the Other, which is an 
abstract intellectual exploration, is challenged constantly 
by the engagement with the Other in a very real way. At the 
same time the engagement with the Other is always chal-
lenged by the theological thinking on the basis of the three 
resources in a Trinitarian manner. Some people would pre-
fer to place doctrine at the fore front of the attitude toward 
other faiths, others would prefer to place experience before 
anything else, and then be challenged by that experience to 
reflect theologically.

The purpose of “Generous Love” is to ground the 
experience of inter faith encounter firmly in the heartlands 
of Christian believing. Its approach rests on the conviction 
that religious diversity poses challenges to the Church not 
only at the political and social level, but in the area of the-
ology. The document argues that although these challenges 
have been with the people of God from the beginning and 
throughout history; what is needed for today is to recover 
readings of the core texts of our faith which speak into our 
diverse contexts. For many Anglicans a deep engagement 
with the Biblical text is the way through which they would 
like to engage with people of other faiths, as an example 
there is the Scriptural Reasoning method as practiced in 
the Building Bridges process initiated by the Archbishop 
of Canterbury. This method is based on a patient listen-
ing and conversation with the person of another faith in 
order to understand and to witness; a combination of deep 
understanding and dedication in trying to see the Other as 
s/he is, at the same time an awareness of what it is to be a 
Christian.

At the end of their enriching dialogue the two present-
ers highlighted “Hospitality” as one of the characteristics 
of the Anglican engagement with people of other faiths. 
They also commented that they believe that the dialogical 
method in which they had chosen to make their presenta-
tion expressed something that was significant about Angli-
can theological methodology.
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An Evangelical View
An Evangelical approach to Islam was presented by Prof. 
Dr Thomas Schirrmacher, representing the World Evan-
gelical Alliance (WEA)

Prof. Schirrmacher began his presentation by high-
lighting the importance of the issue of Christian-Muslim 
relations for the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) today, 
in particular because of the following reasons: 1) these 
two religions comprise more than half of the world pop-
ulation; 2) almost 89% of what is said about religion in 
media today is related to either Christianity or Islam; 3) 
some violent history behind the two religions which is still 
remembered although we have to say that Christians and 
Muslims today are not responsible for what had happened 
500 or 1000 years ago; 4) unlike other religions, Islam’s 
holy book includes many statements about Christian-
ity and therefore Muslims know about Christianity from 
what they read in the Qur’an, which is not exactly how 
Christians understand their faith; 5) Islam is different from 
Christianity when dealing with issues concerned with the 
relationship between religion, society and state; 6) and last 
but not least, is the question of Islam-West relations which 
is on the daily agenda of Christian-Muslim dialogue today. 
More than 80 % of WEA members live in the South and 
do not see Christianity as a Western religion, yet from an 
Islamic point of view Christianity is seen as a Western reli-
gion, and therefore Christianity is sometimes seen respon-
sible for whatever military or political actions taken by 
secular western government.

As a sociologist of religion, Prof. Schirrmacher 
observed that as a result of Globalization the number of 
people changing their religion is increasing rapidly. In 
comparison to 30 years ago when the vast majority of 
the world population never had a real relationship with 
another religion, today this is totally different. This brings 
a lot of tension to the world and a lot of tension inside 
each community, therefore it is very important not only 
to watch that happening but also to discuss it and try to 
understand it.

In response to the questions posed to this panel, he 
presented the WEA approach to Islam as expressed in its 
letter of response to A Common Word, starting the letter 
with the emphasis on peacemaking based on theological 
grounds, then moving to the second part “Your call, our 
call” which represents a typical Evangelical call to seek 
forgiveness that is only found in Jesus Christ; this call in 
particular comes in response to the invitation expressed in 
the Muslim letter which was perceived by WEA as a call to 
Christians to follow God according to Islam. The third sec-
tion is on the topic of “love” which emphasizes that “Evan-
gelicals think that theology comes before ethics.” Here the 

WEA’s response aims to put love into practice and therefore 
presents the personal relationship with Muslims as the key 
to solving many problems that cannot be solved in con-
ferences and meetings, but by how millions of Christians 
and Muslims live together. Nevertheless, “this love must be 
deeply grounded in good theology and in Trinitarian theol-
ogy,” which is a unique feature of a Christian theology on 
love, that “the Christian love is not a command given by 
God but the very essence of God.

Another point emphasized in the WEA response is 
the issue of religious freedom, about which it argues that 
“religious freedom always in history has come before reli-
gions have come closer to each other”—giving the example 
of Catholics and Protestants in Europe, when political 
freedom came first and both sides stopped using state’s 
violence, afterward they started to talk with each other—
therefore the issue of religious freedom cannot wait until 
interfaith relations improve rather it should be addressed 
first.

The last part in of the WEA response is about standing 
in solidarity with the persecuted church, which is another 
aspect of the Evangelical tradition. For WEA, in the light 
of the discussion on religious freedom and of accepting 
and loving Muslims, it was important to have a clear state-
ment on what they see as persecution of Christians in some 
Islamic countries.

Regarding theological resources and tools developed 
by WEA on dialogue with Islam, there have been increas-
ing efforts to collect more information and to try to learn 
more about Islam in different countries, in order to also 
understand the diversity within Islam. In this area WEA 
also tried to include more specialists with Arabic language 
skill, which is the language of Qur’an, Prof Schirmacher 
highlighted in particular the WEA initiative to establish 
a series of institutes for Islamic studies that are producing 
study materials for the churches trying to answer all kinds 
of related questions. One such institute is the International 
Institute for Religious Freedom where they began extensive 
research and developed contacts to understand the expe-
rience of the Orthodox and Oriental churches who have 
lived together with Islam for centuries.

He then highlighted four key points that should be 
considered while summarizing the general approach of 
WEA to Islam:

1. Mission and peace can go together, as it is expressed 
in 1 Peter 3: 15-17, which has become the rationale for 
WEA to witness and answer every question, including 
those asked by Muslims, but in gentleness and respect, 
without violating the human rights of other peoples, and 
with respect to their beliefs.
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2. Witness is always related to the Biblical notion of 
martyrdom and persecution, especially that, according to 
Prof. Schirmacher, almost 50% of WEA members live in 
areas where they are in danger of persecution. This reality 
prompts Evangelicals to develop a “theology of persecu-
tion” to show that martyrdom and persecution are integral 
parts of their faith, nevertheless this does not give Evangeli-
cal the right to react using violence against their persecu-
tors, but to trust that they are in God’s hand.

3. Personal relationship and hospitality to people of 
other faiths have been the source of strength of the WEA 
movement, which, according to Schirmacher, have led to 
the conversion of almost of 90% of Evangelicals.

In the relationship with Muslims it is very important 
for WEA to distinguish between the question of witness 
to the gospel, and the political issues that are handled by 
governments, especially issues of human rights and reli-
gious freedom. For WEA, these are two separate matters. 
As an example, Prof. Schirmacher thought that persecuted 
evangelicals should not react to persecution in any violent 
way; at the same time they are encouraged to use their legal 
rights as given in the legal system of their countries to stop 
this persecution.

He concluded his presentation by offering a clarifica-
tion on behalf of WEA regarding attempts by some evan-
gelical missionaries to convert members of other churches 
and expressed readiness to discuss this issue honestly with 
all churches.

Panel—III Contextual Approaches to Islam: Christians in 
Islamic Context
Panel three focused on the role of context in articulating 
theological thinking. Speaking from the experience of 
Christians living in Muslim majority contexts, it included 
presentations by Christian theologians from Lebanon, 
Nigeria and Pakistan, and was moderated by Rev. Dr Her-
man Shastri, General Secretary of the National Council of 
Churches in Malaysia.

An Approach from the Middle East
The first input was given by Fr. Dr George Massouh, rep-
resenting the Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch, and the 
Balamand University in Lebanon.

As an Arab Christian theologian, Fr. Massouh began 
by acknowledging that Islamic belief in God is a mono-
theistic belief, since it stands in the tradition of Abraham, 
affirming that this acknowledgement is rooted in the 
Christian experience of living together with Muslims in 
the various countries of the Middle East. An experience 

built up over decades in Eastern churches with their differ-
ent linguistic, doctrinal and liturgical traditions. In most 
cases this acknowledgement is linked, particularly to the 
national and political situation within which Muslims and 
Christians relate to each other, and can be seen in their 
insistence on patriotic unity based on their common belief 
in one God, Allah, the creator of heaven and earth. Such 
a call to unity between Muslim and Christian citizens is 
based on unity in belief in the One God. Doctrinal issues, 
such as the Trinity, the person of Jesus, the cross, Moham-
med’s prophetic role, the Qur’an, and others, are left aside.

He therefore illustrated how the coexistence of Mus-
lims and Christians in good times has influenced Christian 
thinkers in matters of belief and theology. The love of such 
thinkers for Muslims has greatly influenced the content 
and form of their theology. In other words, it can be said 
that such good relations between Christians and Muslims 
has led Arab theology into making some quite unusual 
theological statements, such as saying that “Christians and 
Muslims believe in the same one and only God.”

Fr. Massouh argued that such theological statements 
are based on an apophatic theology in which the main 
emphasis is on God’s almightiness and transcendence, a 
belief common to Christian theology and to Muslim theol-
ogy. That is why in an Arab setting Christian witness is best 
served by an apophatic theology. It should not be forgotten 
that God remains an unfathomable and inaccessible mys-
tery, who can only be discovered by worshippers who are 
humble of heart.

He then examined the thinking of a number of 
Orthodox theologians such as Mgr George Khodr, the 
Greek Orthodox metropolitan of Mount Lebanon, as 
regards the link between theology and relations between 
people holding different beliefs. Mgr. Khodr has always 
rejected the idea of Harat Alnasara (the Christian ghetto), 
and has appealed to Christians to move out of Harat Alna-
sara and live alongside Muslims without any inferiority or 
superiority complex. Khodr has also called on Muslims to 
regard Christians as citizens having the same rights and the 
same duties as their Muslim fellow citizens. Furthermore, 
Khodr said, “The whole of the Church’s missionary task is 
to awaken the dormant Christ, who is asleep in the night 
of other religions,” for Christ is to be found outside the 
historic confines of the Church, and he does this by mak-
ing no distinction between the activity of the Son and the 
activity of the Spirit, for “the activity of Christ cannot be 
understood apart from the activity of the Spirit.” Khodr, 
quoting in his support the words of Irenaeus, the bishop 
of Lyon (202), “Where the Spirit is, there is the Church,” 
concludes by saying, “The Spirit operates through the Spir-
it’s energies according to the Spirit’s own economy, and on 
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that basis one can regard non-Christian religions as places 
where the Spirit is at work inspiring them.”

Fr. Massouh concluded by affirming that relations 
between Christians and Muslims come prior to any theo-
logical theory. It is possible to go as far as to say that theol-
ogy has developed, either positively or negatively, out of 
and reflecting the state of those relations. These relations 
should, at least on the Christian side, not be determined 
by the strength or the numbers of the two communities. 
Christians should regard themselves only as citizens who 
are equal to their Muslim fellow citizens. While ordinary 
people, in their daily lives, are not interested in discuss-
ing theological or doctrinal questions, relations between 
them develop quite independently of theological disputes. 
In other words, their living together is far removed from 
theology. They do, however, often discuss moral or ethical 
questions.

Finally, he identified a few challenges which Christians 
of the Middle East need to take up as they develop their 
theological thinking, including: 1) the need for a theology 
of “the Other” to consider the genuineness of their faith 
and their spiritual inheritance; 3) to respond to the call of 
Professor Mahmoud Ayoub, an Arab Muslim theologian, 
that is “to move on beyond mutual tolerance and respect 
to what he calls as communion of faith between Muslims 
and Christians”; 3) to sense that the renaissance of their 
countries will come mainly through the renaissance of all 
the inhabitants of the region.

An Approach from Africa
The second input was given by Bishop Dr Josiah Atkins 
Idowu Fearon, representing the Anglican Church in 
Nigeria and PROCMURA.

At the beginning of his presentation Bishop Josiah 
drew the attention of his audience to the fact that Nigeria is 
one of few countries in the world where both Christianity 
and Islam have an almost equal number of adherents. “This 
context is often described by ‘Islamicists’ and ‘missiologists’ 
as a ‘flash point’.” He therefore tried to give a brief histori-
cal background about Nigeria, to describe the context in 
which Christians and Muslims interact.

Linking the creation of the modern state of Nigeria to 
the British trade and colonial presence in the nineteenth 
century, he described the formation of a country of dif-
ferent tribal groups in response to the colonial control 
imposed by the British. He commented especially that the 
British made no attempt at encouraging unity between 
these tribal groups by putting in place an arrangement that 
would allow for the freedom of religion. As a result, at inde-
pendence Nigeria began with two systems of governance: 

one for the South and another for the North (where Shari’a 
was practiced) with a modified version for the middle part 
of the country.

Islam first came to in Nigeria in the tenth century, 
and from there it spread westward culminating in the 
emergence of the Sokoto Caliphate. Christianity became 
known in Nigeria during the fifteen and sixteen centuries, 
then formally in the nineteenth century with the British 
merchants, through the western part of Nigeria, and from 
there it advanced northward across the country. The first 
contact between the two religions within the country was 
in the 19th century, and then in 1914 they became the two 
official religions in Nigeria.

Bishop Josiah then analyzed the relationship between 
the two religions in three different contexts within Nigeria: 
1) where Islam is the dominant religion as in Sokoto state 
in the North; 2) where Christianity is a dominant religion 
as in the South, and 3) in the middle belt states which used 
to be a battleground between the two.

Reflecting on these three contexts, he argued that in 
many ways the current tensions within Nigeria are more 
complex than we are often made to believe. Religion is 
often given as the reason for the crises though most are 
often caused by economic and political reasons. “A differ-
ence in religion, by itself did not usually cause any tensions 
but it was religious differences when combined with ethnic 
or geographical differences that difficulties arose.” Divid-
ing Nigeria into states in 1967 changed the balance of 
power between the north and the south. In order to retain 
the dominance by the northern politicians, religion was 
brought to the fore and it began to play a major role in the 
political and social lives of Nigeria. From then on Muslims 
began to complain about the dominance of the Christians 
and demand Islamic law leading to the implementation of 
hudud3, which had been expunged by the British. Bishop 
Josiah wanted to make it clear to his audience that Chris-
tians in Nigeria are not against the aspects of shari’ah that is 
permitted within the constitution; but it is the hudud that 
has created the opposition by the Christians.

In such a multi-religious context there is no one single 
approach to Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria, how-
ever, there are two types of ongoing dialogue methods:  
1) the dialogue of life, which takes place through differ-
ent forms within the country: through daily encounters 
and organized meetings between the state government and 
stake holders, as well as through awareness building semi-
nars and workshops about the need for peaceful co-exis-
tence and respect for the neighbor. These seminars focus 
on conflict prevention and resolution, and it addresses 

3. Hudud means the class of punishments that are fixed for certain 
crimes that are considered to be “claims of God.”



34748: Christian Self-Understanding in Relation to Islam

religious leaders, students, youth and women; 2) the theo-
logical dialogue, which is mainly among Christians and it 
aims at educating Christians about Islam, the Islamic legal 
system, the history of Islam and of Christian-Muslim rela-
tions in Nigeria with particular focus on the contemporary 
situation. Sometimes, Muslims also participate in this exer-
cise which motivates them to educate other Muslims about 
Christianity and the Christian community of Nigeria.

Bishop Josiah then concluded by listing a number of 
challenges and prospects for Christian- Muslim relations in 
Nigeria, primarily the problem of ignorance within both 
communities, and even among religious leaders, about 
their own religion and that of their neighbor. Ignorance 
cause suspicion and easily leads to religious crises, espe-
cially when associated with ethnicity and tribalism. In 
addition, there is a need to give a new orientation to the 
members of both communities regarding the importance 
of equal citizenship and equal opportunities. In this respect 
it is worth mentioning the support by the government of 
the Nigerian Interreligious council at the national as well as 
state and local government levels.

An Approach from Asia
The third input was given by Rev. Prof Charles Amjad-
Ali from Luther Seminary, representing the Church of 
Pakistan. He served for 11 years as the director of the 
Christian Study Center in Rawalpindi.

Prof. Amjad-Ali began his presentation by introducing 
the context of Pakistan, as the first country with a multi-
ethnic background to be created in the name of Islamic 
identity. Classifying Pakistan a post-colonial state, he elab-
orated on the different models of state formation such as 
the Westphalian nation-states, the immigrant states, and 
the multi-ethnic nation-states, explaining that Pakistan is a 
hybrid of all these three patterns but does not belong fully 
to any. In this uniqueness Islam played a major role in the 
formation and subsequent developments of Pakistan.

He noted that that most Islamic ulema and mullah4, 
at the time of the struggle for independence, were against 
the formation of Pakistan, because they saw it as a purely 
political creation, and thought the concept of nation-state 
was a return to the period of jahiliyya5 with its tribal identi-
ties, and therefore a fundamental violation of the principle 
of Islamic ummah6. Nonetheless, once the nation-state of 
4. The word ulema refer to theologians, and mullahs to mosque-
based leadership. These definitions are good enough for the 
present purpose, though the meanings of both these titles are more 
complex than this.
5. Jahiliyya is an Islamic concept describing the state of ignorance 
of the guidance from God.
6. Ummah is an Arabic word meaning “community” or “nation.”

Pakistan was established, the very people who were vehe-
mently opposed theologically to the very concept of Paki-
stan, demanded a comprehensive Islamic character for it, 
they sought to superimpose the principles of shari’a on the 
new state.

Thus issues such as the role of religious minorities 
became a part of the early debates about the national 
identity, during the writing of the first constitution. After 
the 1971 Bangladesh crisis which led to the collapse of 
the whole infrastructure that had so far held Pakistan 
together, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto established the most secular 
government in Pakistan’s history but the situation changed 
dramatically after General Zia-ul-Haq’s coup in 1977. 
Pakistan’s Islamic identity was reinforced but was now 
combined with the military’s dictatorial rule, and thus led 
to a state-based revival of Pakistan’s Islamization through 
a change in the constitution and the introduction of new 
laws.

Minorities, especially Christians, have responded 
to these developments in different ways, in private they 
developed a negative attitude toward the power holders 
and Muslims in general. Amjad-Ali believed that “the level 
of [their] obsequious sycophancy and internal negative-
ness towards Islam has been proportionate to the public 
demand for Islamic law in political and social life.” In addi-
tion, their missiological and theological vocation was deter-
mined by their background and theological formation. For 
example, inside the protestant traditions Pakistani Chris-
tians adopted evangelical theology developed in the con-
text of Western modernity, without asking how to apply 
this theology in the context of Islam. When such a theol-
ogy was done at all, it was highly polemical against Islam, 
following the tradition of Phander’s Mizan ul Haq (Balance 
of Truth). On the other hand, in terms of piety Pakistani 
Christians were deeply affected by Islam, and on issues like 
fasting, clothing, and anything to do with sexuality, their 
cultural norms are overlaid by a deep Islamic and/or Hindu 
veneer. Highlighting this contrast, Prof. Amjad-Ali argued 
that while Pakistani Christians were being very conserva-
tive theologically, they were in fact being much closer to 
Islam than they realized or acknowledged. He thought that 
“their theology was predominantly based on Christendom 
and for a Christian majority, however their experience of 
piety and religious practice was determined by their minor-
ity status under a serious Muslim threat. This theological 
schizophrenia caused a serious crisis of responsibility and 
theological formation, mission and witness [… and so] 
Pakistani Christians largely stayed away from any role in 
public life and the political arena.”

He commented on the blasphemy laws, which under 
Zia’s Islamization expanded to include clauses 295-B and 
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295-C to the Pakistan Penal Code, thus making blasphemy 
against the Qur’an heavily punishable and blasphemy 
against the Prophet Mohammad punishable by death. This 
has caused incredible dislocation and created victims in 
every community, but it has become an ever present cudgel 
against the minorities. Especially since Pakistani Christians 
are often regarded by Muslims as the agents, allies and sym-
bols of the West, particularly America. So whenever world 
events transpire to reflect some anti-Islamic feelings, the 
Christians are held to blame.

At the end of his presentation, reflecting on what is 
required for evolving a new doctrinal and theological base 
for a genuine Christian theology in Pakistan, Amjad-Ali 
proposed the following:

1. To address the sources, by encouraging a more contex-
tual hermeneutics of the Bible.

2. To discuss the nature of law, and whether the law is 
binding, like shariah, or is it a parameter defining guide to 
human sociality, inter-exchange and inter-subjective activ-
ity, inspired by Christian understanding of law based on 
God’s justice and love.

3. To question the status and place of sinners, which will 
change our understanding of the character of exclusivity 
and inclusivity. When inclusivity is based on the cruciform 
model, on God’s love on the Cross and salvation for that 
sinner, this theology will help shift perceptions against 
Muslims and bring a tradition of love, care, and giving

He concluded with a few critical observations and 
questions especially on the relationship between religion 
and politics and church and state, the issues of lex talio-
nis and on the situation of Muslim minorities and Islamic 
sources.

Panel—IV Contextual Approaches to Islam: Christians in 
Pluralistic Context
Panel four focused on the role of context in articulating 
theological thinking, speaking from the experience of 
Christians living in pluralistic contexts—principally West-
ern. It included presentations by Christian theologians 
from Sweden/Kenya, United States/Australia and Norway, 
and was moderated by Rev Dr Jørgen S. Sørensen, General 
Secretary of the Council on International Relations of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark.

The First Panelist, Dr Anne Kubai, from Uppsala University—
originally from Kenya- has worked for many years on the issue of 
Christian-Muslim relations in Africa with PROCMURA
In her presentation Dr. Kubai argued that with the end of 
the Cold War, there was an urgent need to find a new stra-
tegic enemy. Though there were no real rivals or enemies, 
there was a threat that was perceived to be more dangerous: 
terrorism, which became synonymous with Islamic funda-
mentalism. The resource for this war was the well-known 
mental blocks of prejudices and projections erected in the 
contemporary “western” imagination over Islam and in 
Muslim imagination over the “west.” The events of 9/11 
not only confirmed these mutual mental images, but also 
legitimised and energised “the fight against terrorism.” She 
explained how in the context of the “war on terror,” repre-
sentations and perceptions of events and situations become 
crucial; the historical myths are revived and the perception 
of Islam as violent is globalized.

In Africa, she argued, the war on terrorism has 
adversely impacted on the perception of the Other, and 
thus on the already fragile Christian-Muslim relations. 
Christian-Muslim relations have become of much wider 
interest; they have been taken beyond the narrow religious 
factor. Divisions which had been hitherto blurred become 
more defined, as there is a mutual perception of otherness 
which is evidently shaped by current global trends. Hence 
the values of the Other are regarded as threatening or prob-
lematic and the end result is mutual distrust, as the com-
munities move on in a troubled relationship.

She commented that in Africa, “Christian scholars 
have formulated theologies of liberation in response to the 
struggle of the poor and economically downtrodden; Black 
theology in response to the experiences of racially oppressed 
Africans in this continent and the Diaspora; and feminist 
theology as a resource of the emerging consciousness of 
women.” Similarly, there are resources that can motivate a 
theology which can sustain an integrated approach to the 
issue of interreligious relations. However, in Kubai’s view, 
this is not without certain challenges: The gamut of emerg-
ing trends and discourses in the Christian churches, not 
only in Africa, but also in the African Diaspora in Europe. 
The emphasis on individualism and the appropriation of 
modernity in Europe by immigrant African Christians 
introduces a new dynamic in the conundrum.
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The Second Input Was Given by Fr. Prof Daniel Madigan SJ, from 
Georgetown University. Fr. Madigan is a Consultant for the 
Vatican’s Commission for Religious Relations with Muslims
In the beginning of his presentation, Fr. Madigan pointed 
the problem of category mistakes that might arise when 
we define religions with pre-determined generic catego-
ries such as: founder, scripture, symbols, feasts, law and 
practices, ceremonies, ideals, etc. In terms of Islam and 
Christianity a fundamental mistake occurs in paralleling 
the Qur’an and the gospels, Jesus and Muhammad. It is 
important to understand the correct parallels in order to 
recognize the specificity of each tradition with regard to the 
notions of revelation, scripture and prophecy. Therefore, 
he proposed the notion of the Word (not in the first place 
scripture) as the common term around which Christians 
and Muslims can build an understanding of their religions’ 
specificities.

He also pointed out a comparison mistake in today’s 
plural contexts, when religions tend to be reduced to vary-
ing schemes of rituals and actions to be carried out and of 
prohibitions to be observed, they tend to be compared on 
the basis of their ethical standards and ritual observances. 
In this case the specificity of Christianity, in which it is 
believed that God takes the initiative in putting us in right 
relationship, tends to get lost altogether.

In response to the increasing Muslim presence in 
the West, historically considered a Christian context, Fr. 
Madigan called attention to the need for Christian theol-
ogy today to take Islam as an interlocutor in the way West-
ern theology has in recent centuries taken skepticism and 
unbelief as its interlocutor; in this we are engaging not peo-
ple who do not believe, but rather who believe differently. 
This has already been experienced by the Eastern churches 
and particularly in the Middle East where Christians have 
a strong awareness of Islam not as an exotic “other reli-
gion” but as a post-Christian and quite novel reading of 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, “as a reform movement 
that proposes a substantial re-reading of the Abrahamic, 
Mosaic, Christian tradition that had developed in bibli-
cal and post-biblical literature and practice.” For believing 
Muslims Islam is not simply a human reform movement, 
but God’s reform. Thus it has a very particular claim on 
the theological attention of both Christians and Jews. The 
dialogue is, therefore, qualitatively different from what it 
tends to be with believers of traditions like Buddhism and 
Hinduism, even though in the Western pluralist context 
these dialogues with Eastern traditions seem to dictate the 
model. Fr. Madigan argued that Christians may have to 
accommodate themselves to the idea that our theological 
dialogue is not simply the polite study of the exotic beliefs 
and customs, but rather a sometimes vigorous disagreement 

about how to “read” and understand the history of God’s 
engagement with humanity, and that Islam, as a religion, 
will remain a lively challenger of our reading of the Jesus 
event, and will call us to an ever clearer expression of our 
faith.

Although the figure of Abraham has becoming an 
increasingly important a symbol of common faith pluralist 
situations such as the Western context, Fr. Madigan said it 
is difficult to see that a focus on our “father in faith” will 
give us the common framework though which to under-
stand each other. “The most important common belief our 
traditions share,” he added, “is that the Word of God has 
been spoken in our world—the eternal divine word that 
is of the very essence of God.” Speaking about the “word 
of God” has often led to a competition over the relative 
value of each other’s prophets and scriptures, but for Madi-
gan this is a category mistake and “we need to avoid being 
drawn into a discourse of Prophets and Books which ulti-
mately leads us into a theological dead-end.”

Furthermore, he commented that is essential for 
Christian self-understanding to recover the centrality of the 
Incarnation and Trinity, but at the same time to find more 
fruitful ways of expressing them for a Muslim audience. 
Given what he had already pointed out about the parallel 
between Jesus and the Qur’an, Fr. Madigan proposed that 
“a robustly Johannine, high- descending, Logos-Christol-
ogy is, perhaps contrary to expectation, a more promis-
ing point of departure for a theology responsive to Islam, 
than are the low-ascending Christologies often adopted 
as being most appropriate to interfaith engagement.” He 
also explained that a Logos- Christology may give us a first 
opening into a more accessible theology of the Trinity.

He concluded by emphasizing that the Christian 
self-understanding can be immeasurably enriched in the 
encounter with a tradition that bears in its very foundation 
a critique of our faith. “Just as Christians are able to lose 
sight of the uniqueness of the Gospel, others are sometimes 
able to catch sight of it,” and they can alert us to it, even 
though it may be through criticism.

The Third Input Was Given by Prof. Oddbjørn Leirvik from the 
University of Oslo—also representing the Church of Norway
In his presentation, Prof. Leirvik tried to lead the discus-
sion towards exploring a new theological paradigm for 
Christian-Muslim dialogue and proposed “a relational 
theology of religion” in dialogue with Islam. He began by 
offering some introductory remarks on the notion of plu-
ralism, wherein he distinguished between traditional plu-
rality and modern pluralism; “Traditional plurality refers 
to a situation in which different cultures and faiths coexist 
as entities that can be neatly separated, in a relatively stable 
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constellation in which the borders between the communi-
ties can only be crossed at great personal cost. In situations 
of modern pluralism, everything is more fluid. Individuals 
may identify with more than one culture and may develop 
plural identities; [...] Modern pluralism implies also that 
every faith has to recognize a plurality of views within one’s 
own tradition.” In this context of modern pluralism, he 
explained, the distinction between ecumenical conversation 
and interreligious dialogue sometimes become blurred, and 
disagreement, on some ethical issues for instance, some-
times leads to forming new alliances between conservative 
Christians and conservative Muslims, or between liberals 
on both sides.

While addressing the question of how to explain the 
Christian doctrine of the Trinity in a meaningful way? 
Leirvik offered some reflections on Trinitarian theology as 
a form of “Relational theology.” Taking Christian faith in 
God the Creator, the Incarnate, and the Holy Spirit as a 
frame of reference, he reflected on three theological ques-
tions that might be seen as aspects of Trinitarian theology, 
but could also be reformulated interreligiously as questions 
about what he proposed as a “relational theology”:

1) Can we recognize religious plurality as willed by God? 

2) Can Christians and Muslims join hands in a humaniza-
tion of theology? 

3) Can we think of the Holy Spirit as “the holy between” 
Christians and Muslims?

As regards the first question, he commented that when 
the signatories of A Common Word quoted the Qur’an and 
the Bible side by side, they were treating central aspects 
of the Bible as reliable revelation. Similarly we find several 
Qur’anic quotations in the Archbishop of Canterbury’s 
response to A Common Word, treating these parts of the 
holy book of Islam as a divine source of spiritual guidance. 
Such mutual respect of each other’s scripture, he argued, 
can be nurtured through engaging scriptural reasoning 
methods, which may lead to a double experience: “a sense 
of joint blessing, but also a recognition that differences in 
scriptural interpretation do not necessarily coincide with 
the boundaries between our religions.”

Regarding the second question, Prof. Leirvik tried to 
bring into focus the issue of humanization of theology, 
which he considered an aspect of Christology (or of incar-
nation theology).

While exploring the Biblical notion that the love of 
God can never be separated from the love of the human 
other, a similar understanding in the context of Islam is 
reflected in a Hadith (saying of the Prophet) about visiting 

the sick. Leirvik proposed that the close association of 
God to the vulnerable Other in this Hadith—as it was 
also expressed in A Common Word—could be one possible 
point of departure for a dialogue on the humanization of 
theology. In this respect he also referred to Tariq Ramadan’s 
call for a moratorium on corporeal punishments in Islam, 
as expression of a concern to protect the vulnerable human 
being. He then explained that this concern for the vulnera-
ble Other has gradually become a shared religious commit-
ment for Christians and Muslims in Norway, and has led 
to several joint actions by the Contact Group between the 
Church of Norway and the Islamic Council of Norway, on 
issues related to religious minorities, conversion, domes-
tic violence, and have also opened a dialogue about the 
highly controversial question of homosexuality. This also 
illustrates how the public discourses in the Scandinavian 
context constantly challenge Christians and Muslims alike 
to reconsider their traditional positions—and to humanize 
their theologies.

In the last part of his presentation, he briefly touched 
upon the question of a “relational Pneumatology,” reflect-
ing on Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue which 
includes a relational way of understanding the work of the 
Holy Spirit. Buber’s main ethical point is to avoid reduc-
ing one another to an object, an “It”; instead, in a truly 
dialogical relation we treat each other as “I” and “Thou,” 
and the space between us (between I and Thou) will be 
filled by Spirit.

Leirvik concluded by asking whether this kind of 
relational theology, or Pneumatology, can make sense in 
Christian-Muslim dialogue. He believed that this way 
of reasoning protects the sanctity of every true encoun-
ter, whether it is experienced as a blessing or as a difficult 
test. It reveals both modes of interreligious encounter as a 
potential dwelling place of the Holy Spirit.

Plenary Discussion
Substantial Issues for Christian Theology in Relation to 
Islam—Implications for Christian-Muslim Dialogue in the 
21st Century

Moderated by H.E. Bishop Nareg Alemezian, from the 
Armenian Apostolic Church (Holy See of Cilicia, and a 
co-moderator of JCC

The plenary session included a presentation of the 
draft of a reflective report produced by a group of listeners 
who accompanied the meeting. Prof. David Thomas, the 
convener of the Listeners Group, presented the report. This 
was followed by a rich discussion, comments and sugges-
tions from the participants, however, the session could not 
reach an agreement for adopting the listeners report. It was 
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agreed to receive it as a reflective report of the discussion 
and to add it to the summary report of the consultation.

Although the listeners’ report was not adopted by the 
participants as a final statement of the consultation since it 
needed further development, it provided an indication of 
where the ecumenical family stands today in the process 
of asking questions and finding answers in relation to the 
subject matter. It included several recommendations and 
proposals to be followed up by the organizers.

Several points mentioned in the Listeners Report were 
included in a joint press release by the WCC and WARC, 
issued 22 October 2008.

The Listeners Report (20.10.2008) 
1. A sense of who we (Christians) are in relation to Muslims
Our self-understanding as Christians is defined by our rela-
tionship with God as Trinity as revealed in the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Our traditions help us to perceive the loving God in 
creating, incarnational, salvific and pneumatological terms.

We are each drawn closer to God through our own 
communal life and tradition. Our traditions inspire us to 
show love for our neighbour as a representative of the pres-
ence of Jesus Christ, regardless of race, religion or gender.

Our Christian self-understandings are challenged and 
deepened by our relations with Muslims.

As Christians we often find ourselves in a critical rela-
tionship with our own traditions, and can also find our-
selves growing in commitment to our own traditions At 
various times, Christians have looked on Muslims as Other 
in different ways: partner, friend, neighbour, stranger, rival, 
even ”enemy,” some of these helping dialogue, others hin-
dering it.

Our relationships with Muslims have been mixed, and 
have been qualified by mutual respect and cooperation, but 
also mutual oppression and persecution.

Christians are constantly renewed by the process of 
dialogue; which helps explain why we welcome the invita-
tion of A Common Word.

Christians thrive upon the fertile tension between 
theological reflection and living in diverse contexts with 
Muslims.

2. When Christians interact with Muslims they have drawn 
upon a variety of resources. 
In our time when relations between Christians and Mus-
lims are particularly urgent these resources require inten-
tional re-formulation

We have long recognized the importance of specialists 
in the study of Islam as Muslims live and present it, and the 
need to educate leaders and communities in the knowledge 

of Islam. Learning from the lessons of the past is important 
for future relations.

We acknowledge the need for different theological 
approaches in different contexts We recognize the virtue 
of patient listening, and look on dialogue as an aspect of 
spirituality. We have learnt the need for sensitivity in dia-
logue with Muslims especially in areas of vocabulary, and 
when referring to key terms such as mission, witness and 
conversion.

We recognize the diversity and richness of attitudes 
among Christians and know the importance of heeding 
questions raised by people from different places, circum-
stances and generations, especially the young.

We recognize the value of resources from outside our 
own faith (including Islam) in constructing welcoming and 
diverse communities.

3. Steps for further reflection
Through this consultation we have discerned the need to

1) Encourage our communities to 

•   know Islam better by listening carefully to how Muslims 
express themselves  

•   understand better God’s invitation to us to be good 
neighbours to one another, and to extend this neigh-
bourliness to Muslims. 

•   equip ourselves to bear appropriate witness to “the hope 
that is in us”

2) work together ecumenically to

•   continue our exploration of such important questions as 
Trinity and Salvation in relation to Islam, and the rela-
tionship between witness, mission, dialogue and living 
together in right relationship

•   continue network-building within the resources of this 
consultation body, and we invite our WCC and CWC 
colleagues actively to explore ways of facilitating this

3) work with Muslims on issues such as

•   Religion and state, human rights

•   Relationship of religious identity to land or territory

•   Concepts of secularism, pluralism, citizenship
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•   Further collaboration on such issues as social and 
economic justice, climate change, peace, healing of 
memories

•   Conversion

•   Use of religious symbols for political ideologies, reli-
giously motivated violence, gender justice and human 
sexuality

•   What it means to encounter one another

•   How interreligious dialogue contributes to deepening 
contextual theology

•   The common challenge to hand on the legacy of faith 
to coming generations

49.  Learning to Explore Love Together:  
Suggestions to the Churches for 
Responding to “A Common Word”  
(WCC 2008) 

The WCC text “Learning to Explore Love Together” 
(including extracts of the Muslim text “A Common Word” 
in the appendix)

50.  Theology of Dialogue: Vision of the 
Catholic Church in Asia 

The text “Theology of Dialogue” is only included in the 
digital version of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.
net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
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Chapter 11

 Common Prayer and Worship

51.  A Framework for Common Prayer  
at WCC Gatherings

   Final Report of the Special Commission on 
Orthodox Participation in the WCC, 2002

This paper is a selection of the final report of the Special 
Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC from 
2002. The 60 member Special Commission was created by 
the WCC’s eighth assembly in Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1998 
following some uneasiness of several Orthodox churches about 
certain developments within Protestant churches and the 
lack of progress in ecumenical theological discussions which 
for some made meaningful Orthodox participation in WCC 
increasingly difficult and even for some impossible. The final 
report dealt with questions about what expectations are there 
with regard to the work of WCC in Orthodox churches, the 
current debate on ecumenical ecclesiology, on social and ethical 
questions, on consensus and decision making. Section V dealt 
extensively with issues of common prayer and a separate paper 
was worked out, published as appendix A under the title “A 
Framework for Common Prayer at WCC Gatherings“ which 
is until now the most important recent position paper on 
common prayer and worship from a WCC-related commission. 

Study Questions

1.   What is the relationship between Christian unity and com-
mon prayer as described by this paper?

2.   What is the theological distinction between the different 
categories like “confessional” and “interconfessional” com-
mon prayer at WCC gatherings and what is their purpose?

3.   What are the challenges for common prayer and particu-
larly for the eucharistic practise during WCC meetings and 
what questions still remain?

I. History and Process

1. The 60 member Special Commission was created by the 
WCC’s eighth assembly in Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1998. 
Behind the assembly decision to create the Commission 

were increasingly vocal expressions of concerns about the 
WCC among Orthodox churches. These had culminated 
in a meeting of Eastern Orthodox churches in Thessaloniki, 
Greece, in May 1998. Central Orthodox concerns, as sum-
marized by that meeting, included some activities of the 
WCC itself, “certain developments within some Protestant 
members of the Council that are reflected in the debates 
of the WCC,” lack of progress in ecumenical theological 
discussions, and the perception that the present structure 
of the WCC makes meaningful Orthodox participation 
increasingly difficult and even for some impossible. In its 
action approving the creation of the Special Commission, 
the Harare assembly noted that “other churches and eccle-
sial families” have concerns similar to those expressed by 
the Orthodox.

2. The Commission has been unique in World Council 
history in being composed of an equal number of repre-
sentatives appointed by Eastern and Oriental Orthodox 
churches and representatives from the other churches 
belonging to the fellowship of the WCC appointed by the 
Central Committee. Its co-moderators were Metropoli-
tan Chrysostomos of Ephesus (Ecumenical Patriarchate 
of Constantinople) and Bishop Rolf Koppe (Evangelical 
Church in Germany). . .

V. Common Prayer

36. In the beginning of the new millennium humanity is 
confronted with new realities, new obstacles and new chal-
lenges. It is commonly admitted that we live today in a 
world of tensions, antagonisms, conflicts, wars, and rumors 
of wars (Mt. 24:6). Within such a situation isolation or 
destruction in no way can constitute paths to be followed 
by Christian churches. The continuation and strength-
ening of the existing dialogue and cooperation between 
Christian churches is an urgent duty. Isolation and disunity 
are anomalies which can only be understood as the result of 
sin and evil. In the biblical and ecclesiastical tradition sin 
and evil have been described as dismemberment, disorga-
nization and dissolution of the unity created by God. This 
disunity leads to selfishness and a sectarian understanding 
of the Christian gospel.
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37. The contemporary Christian commitment to visible 
unity—by its range, its depth, and its instruments—is a 
new reality in church history. Equally, the possibility of 
praying together in ecumenical settings is also a new chal-
lenge with specific and particular mission to accompany 
and strengthen Christians in their journey towards unity. 
In order to make progress in dialogue with one another, 
Christians need to plead together for divine assistance.

38. The Christian way is always based on and connected 
with prayer. Therefore at the very heart of every effort 
toward Christian unity and collaboration is also the real-
ity of prayer. Before every important stage of his salvific 
work, our common Lord Jesus Christ prayed to the Father, 
teaching us that we have the task of pleading with God 
in order to overcome all painful divisions and to offer a 
common testimony to the Christian gospel. Christ’s prayer 
for unity is striking and challenging—“I ask not only on 
behalf of these but also on behalf of those who will believe 
in me through their word, that they may all be one. As 
you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in 
us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” 
(John 17:20-21)

39. Decades of experience of common prayer and spiritual 
sharing within the WCC constitute a heritage which can-
not easily be ignored. Many Christians have the same expe-
rience in local situations; the Week of Prayer for Christian 
Unity is one of the most widespread examples of such expe-
rience. Some churches today would easily affirm that they 
do not worship in the same manner they did fifty years ago. 
While they have been challenged initially, they have been 
enriched by their experience of common prayer. They have 
received with gratitude many gifts from other Christian 
traditions. During these decades, through their common 
prayer, dialogue and shared witness, churches have experi-
enced progress towards unity, and some have even reached 
agreements leading to “full communion.” 

40. Praying together has also revealed many of the chal-
lenges along the way towards unity. This is in part because 
of confessional and cultural backgrounds leading churches 
to worship in different ways. In addition, common prayer 
as it has developed in the World Council of Churches has 
caused difficulties for some churches. Indeed, it is in com-
mon prayer that the pain of Christian division is most 
acutely experienced.

41. The Special Commission has dealt with some of these 
difficulties, by identifying matters of ecclesiology, theol-
ogy, eucharistic practice and other sensitive issues. While 

these difficulties are not to be minimized, the call to pray 
together  continues to be a primary importance.  A way 
forward is needed which will allow all to pray together with 
integrity, on the way toward visible unity. In that spirit, the 
Special Commission has prepared the attached framework 
for common prayer at WCC gatherings (Appendix A).

42. Toward that end, a clear distinction is proposed 
between “confessional” and “interconfessional” com-
mon prayer at WCC gatherings.1 “Confessional common 
prayer” is the prayer of a confession, a communion, or a 
denomination within a confession. Its ecclesial identity is 
clear. It is offered as a gift to the gathered community by a 
particular delegation of the participants, even as it invites 
all to enter into the spirit of prayer. It is conducted and 
presided over in accordance with its own understanding 
and practice. “Interconfessional common prayer” is usually 
prepared for specific ecumenical events. It is an opportu-
nity to celebrate together drawing from the resources of 
a variety of traditions. Such prayer is rooted in the past 
experience of the ecumenical community as well as in the 
gifts of the member churches to each other. But it does not 
claim to be the worship of any given member church, or 
of any kind of a hybrid church or super-church. Properly 
understood and applied, this distinction can free the tradi-
tions to express themselves either in their own integrity or 
in combination, all the while being true to the fact that 
Christians do not yet experience full unity together, and 
that the ecumenical bodies in which they participate are 
not themselves churches. (See Appendix A, par. 15-18)

43. Thus, the goals of the attached considerations are two-
fold. One is to clarify that “interconfessional common 
prayer” at WCC gatherings is not the worship of an eccle-
sial body. The other is to make practical recommendations 
for common prayer at WCC gatherings on how to use lan-
guage, symbols, imagery and rites in ways which would not 
cause theological, ecclesiological, or spiritual offense. To 
the extent that one can satisfy these goals, common prayer 
can become something in which all traditions may partici-
pate in good conscience, and with theological and spiritual 
integrity. While it is the hope of the Special Commission 
that this work will facilitate progress, it is recognized that 
for some churches, prayer with Christians outside their 
own tradition is not only uncomfortable, but also consid-
ered to be impossible. (See Appendix A, par. 8-10)

44. Eucharistic worship at ecumenical events has been a 
difficult issue for the fellowship of churches in the World 
1. The words “confession,” “confessional” and “interconfessional” 
are used as technical terms, recognizing that they are imperfect. 
Not all churches would define themselves in terms of Confessions.
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Council of Churches. Not all can receive from the same 
table and there exists a range of views and disciplines 
among churches belonging to the fellowship of the World 
Council of Churches on the offering and receiving of the 
eucharist. Whatever one’s views on the eucharist and how 
it may or may not be shared, the pain of not being able 
all to receive at the same table is felt by all. Following the 
pattern of distinguishing between confessional and inter-
confessional common prayer, confessional celebrations of 
the eucharist at assemblies and other major events can be 
accommodated. The hosting church (or group of churches 
which are able to host together) should be clearly identi-
fied. While it should be very clear that the WCC is not 
“hosting” a eucharist, these confessional eucharistic ser-
vices, though not part of the official programme, may be 
publicly announced, with an invitation to all to attend. 
(See Appendix A, par. 36-39)

45. Exercising care for each other within the context of 
the WCC often means raising awareness about the ways in 
which we might unintentionally offend each other. In this 
spirit, these considerations seek to make planners of com-
mon prayer more aware of potential areas of concern. But 
these considerations are not comprehensive, and must be 
met by the sincere intention to develop opportunities for 
all participants to pray with integrity. As this framework 
makes clear, common prayer at WCC gatherings should 
be the result of serious and sensitive planning, and is not a 
task to be undertaken casually. (See Appendix A, par. 41) 
. . .

Appendix A: A Framework for Common Prayer at WCC 
Gatherings2 

Introduction

1. Common prayer in ecumenical settings makes it pos-
sible for Christians from divided ecclesial traditions to 
praise God together and offer prayer for Christian unity 
Prayer lies at the center of our identity as Christians, both 
in our separate communions and in the conciliar ecu-
menical movement. The very fact that we are able to pray 
together—both as individuals and as representatives of our 
churches—is a sign of the progress that has been made. Yet 
our common prayer is also a sign of those things that are 
still to be achieved. Many of our divisions become appar-
ent precisely in our common prayer.3 

2. Because of the complexities associated with common 
prayer at WCC gatherings, this document has been pro-
duced to identify a framework that may allow further prog-
ress. To help clarify some of the concerns and ambiguities 
raised by common prayer at WCC gatherings, it has been 
found useful to distinguish between “confessional com-
mon prayer” and “interconfessional common prayer.”4 The 
term “ecumenical worship” has caused confusion about the 
ecclesial character of such worship, the ecclesiological sta-
tus of the WCC, and the degree of unity that has in fact 
been achieved. For these reasons, the phrase “ecumenical 
worship” will not be used.

2. These considerations were produced by a working group at the 
request of the Special Commission on Orthodox Participation 
in the World Council of Churches. Working group members 
included an equal number of representatives from the Orthodox 
churches and from the other member churches of the WCC, 
as well as WCC staff. They were revised and approved by the 
Common Prayer Sub-committee of the Special Commission, and 
by the Special Commission plenary. The Commission attached the 
document to its final report to the Central Committee.
3. During the course of the Special Commission’s discussions 
on worship, a distinction has been made between the words 
“worship” and “common prayer.” This distinction was introduced 
for understandable reasons, since “worship,” as translated in a 
number of languages, carries the implication of eucharist. Yet the 
substitution of “common prayer” for “worship” is also somewhat 
complicated, since prayer can be misunderstood in a narrow way 
as private individual prayer. For the purpose of this paper, we use 
the term “common prayer,” recognizing that this is an imperfect 
solution.
4. We use the words “confession,” “confessional” and 
“interconfessional” as technical terms, recognizing that they are 
imperfect. Not all churches would define themselves in terms of 
Confessions.
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3. The considerations offered here are not intended to be 
comprehensive. Rather, the document highlights particu-
larly sensitive issues that have surfaced in recent years. The 
categories of “confessional” and “interconfessional” com-
mon prayer are set out with suggestions for the implemen-
tation of such prayers. But it cannot be expected that all 
the challenges of common prayer can be removed, or that 
all unease will disappear. The hope is to address several of 
the sensitivities involved, and to achieve as much clarity as 
possible as to the nature, status and purpose of our com-
mon prayer.

4. The considerations here presented are meant to address 
the current situation of the churches in the fellowship of 
the WCC, and are not to be construed as permanent or 
unchanging. Ongoing progress toward unity will require 
the occasional revisitation of this topic. Additionally, this 
framework should not be understood as universally appli-
cable within the ecumenical movement at all levels and in 
all places. Rather, it is specific to the World Council of 
Churches and its various meetings.

Common Prayer at WCC Gatherings
5. The ecumenical movement calls its participants to a 
respectful and humble state of the heart. At the core of 
our journey together is a respect for each other’s self-
understanding, different as it may be from our own. We do 
not wish to judge each other. Neither do we wish to put a 
stumbling block before each other. It is in a spirit of gener-
osity and care for one another that we enter this discussion 
of common prayer at WCC gatherings.

6. Christians from divided ecclesial traditions offer prayer 
together because of our shared belief in the Holy Trinity 
and in Jesus Christ as God and Saviour, and because of 
our common commitment to the quest for Christian unity. 
Our common prayer is both inviting and expectant. It is 
addressed to God, and is an opportunity to listen to God 
speaking to us. It is a time to plead together for unity, to 
witness to one another, and to receive God’s gift of rec-
onciliation. Our common prayer rightly entails adoration, 
confession, supplication, thanksgiving, listening to Scrip-
ture, and intercession for others. As we pray together we 
give gifts to and receive gifts from each other. Most funda-
mentally, we offer ourselves to God in all our brokenness, 
and receive God’s offer to heal, teach and lead us.

7. Unfortunately, one of the factors which divides Chris-
tians is the matter of worship itself. It is in common prayer, 
perhaps more than in any other ecumenical work, that we 
encounter both the promise of God’s reconciliation, and 

the pain of our divisions. Because our unity is both gift and 
calling, both realized and hoped for, our common prayer 
must also stand in that risky place. The experience of pray-
ing together is not always a comfortable one, nor should 
it be, for we approach God together before we have been 
fully reconciled with each other. 

8. Indeed, for some, prayer with Christians outside one’s 
own tradition is not only uncomfortable, but considered 
to be impossible. For example, Orthodox Christians must 
take into account canons which may be interpreted as for-
bidding such prayer, although there is no consensus on 
how to apply these canons today.  Historically, many Prot-
estants have also faced obstacles to common prayer.

9. Yet common prayer in an ecumenical context can be 
understood as a time for confession and reconciliation, on 
the way to a full unity that would be expressed ultimately 
by sharing the Lord’s Supper at a common table.

So if you are offering your gifts at the altar, and 
there remember that your brother [or sister] has 
something against you, leave your gift there before 
the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother 
[or sister], and then come and offer your gift (Mat-
thew 5:23-24). 

10. The goals of these considerations are twofold. One is 
to clarify that interconfessional common prayer at WCC 
gatherings is not the worship of an ecclesial body. The other 
is to make practical recommendations for common prayer 
at WCC gatherings on how to use language, symbols, 
imagery and rites in ways which would not cause theologi-
cal, ecclesiological, or spiritual offense. To the extent that 
we can satisfy these goals, common prayer can become 
something in which all traditions may participate, in good 
conscience, and with theological and spiritual integrity.

Challenges of Common Prayer in Ecumenical Settings
11. Common prayer at ecumenical events, particularly 
when combining elements from different traditions, is a 
source of joy and encouragement to many. It also poses 
challenges. The challenges have to do in part with issues of 
unfamiliarity, of adaptation to different worship styles, and 
even with a different “spiritual ethos.” But the challenges 
of such common prayer go beyond issues of unfamiliarity; 
they are ecclesiological and theological as well.

Ecclesiological
12. Just as the World Council of Churches does not consti-
tute “the Church” or an ecclesial body itself, the common 
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prayer of Christians from the different member churches 
is not the prayer of a church or “the Church.” When we 
gather together in prayer, we testify to a common belief in 
and reliance upon God. Christ himself is among us, as he 
promised to be among the “two or three who are gathered” 
in his name (Matthew 18:19). Yet the prayer of Christians 
from divided ecclesial traditions, particularly prayer which 
seeks to combine traditions, sometimes delivers mixed 
signals as to ecclesial identity. Such confusion can result 
from the way in which a service is organized, presided over, 
and celebrated, as well as in its content—such as when the 
gathering is referred to as “church.”

Theological
13. There is an inherent and deep connection between the-
ology and prayer. The ancient dictum lex orandi est lex cre-
dendi says that we pray that which we believe. The doctrine 
of a church is expressed in its worship life. This connec-
tion creates potential problems when prayers prepared for 
ecumenical events can imply or explicitly convey theology 
that is in disagreement with that of some of the gathered 
members, or when these prayers presume a greater unity 
than that which is in fact realized between the churches.

14. Several factors, such as those mentioned above, make 
the endeavor of prayer in ecumenical settings challenging. 
But they do not detract from the necessity of such prayer, 
nor do they make it impossible. In the conviction that the 
problems posed by common prayer are not insurmount-
able, these considerations seek to offer advice for the prepa-
ration and conduct of common prayer at WCC gatherings, 
in order to allow the gathered community to pray together 
with integrity and devotion.

Confessional and Interconfessional Common Prayer
15. When we gather to pray together at WCC events, there 
are occasions when the prayer has been identified with one 
confession or church within a confessional tradition; hence 
the term “confessional common prayer.” More often, com-
mon prayer in ecumenical settings is prepared from a com-
bination of traditions. Such common prayer has often been 
called “ecumenical worship,” but this term can be imprecise 
and misleading, and therefore should not be used.  Instead, 
a more precise term would be “interconfessional common 
prayer.” Distinguishing between confessional and intercon-
fessional common prayer, along the lines drawn below, may 
provide a greater clarity—both spiritually and ecclesiologi-
cally—to the prayer life of WCC events.

•   Confessional common prayer is the prayer of a con-
fession, a communion, or a denomination within a 

confession. It has a particular ecclesial identity. Examples 
would include the Service of the Word of a Lutheran 
church, such as the ELCA; or the healing rite of a united 
church, such as the United Church of Canada or the 
Uniting Church in Australia. It could be a Roman Cath-
olic Vespers service, or an Orthodox Matins service.

•   Interconfessional common prayer is usually prepared for 
specific ecumenical events. It does not emerge out of a 
single ecclesial tradition, or one church. It may represent 
patterns that churches have in common (Service of the 
Word, daily office), but it is not the established liturgy of 
one confession. It has no ecclesial standing; it is normally 
designed by an ad hoc committee. 

16. The distinction between confessional and interconfes-
sional is not always clear. For example, some confessional 
worship traditions may be increasingly hard to distinguish 
from one another. This reality, which stems in part from a 
liturgical renewal which touches many traditions at once, is 
to be celebrated. Indeed, the experience of common prayer 
in local ecumenical contexts is an important feature of ecu-
menical progress, and these considerations should not be 
understood as discouraging this sharing Another example 
is the distinct and living worship traditions of communities 
such as Iona and Taizé. These communities have spawned 
new and creative worship traditions which are not readily 
identifiable with any single church.

17. In spite of these realities, preserving the distinction 
between confessional and interconfessional common prayer 
at WCC gatherings, and making it explicit (i.e., identifying 
each event accordingly), can be useful in addressing many 
of the ambiguities and tensions associated with common 
prayer. Properly understood and applied, this distinction 
can free the traditions to express themselves either in their 
own integrity or in combination, all the while being true 
to the fact that Christians do not yet experience full unity 
together, and that the ecumenical bodies in which they 
participate are not themselves churches.

•   Confessional common prayer expresses the integrity of a 
given tradition. Its ecclesial identity is clear. It is offered 
as a gift to the gathered community by a particular del-
egation of the participants, even as it invites all to enter 
into the spirit of prayer. It is conducted and presided over 
in accordance with its own understanding and practice.

•   Interconfessional common prayer is an opportunity to 
celebrate together drawing from the resources of a vari-
ety of traditions. Such prayer is rooted in the past experi-
ence of the ecumenical community as well as in the gifts 



358 Chapter 11: Common Prayer and Worship

of the member churches to each other. But it does not 
claim to be the worship of any given member church, 
or of any kind of a hybrid church or super-church. It is 
not (or ought not be) celebrated or presided over in such 
a way that would associate it with any one church, or 
imply that it has an ecclesial status.

18. Both confessional and interconfessional common 
prayer offer fruitful models for prayer at WCC gather-
ings. The present text makes no attempt to prejudge 
where either confessional or interconfessional services are 
the most appropriate style of prayer, and events which 
incorporate multiple services can easily use both models 
in turn. However, services ought to be identified clearly as 
to which form they take, and, if confessional, with which 
tradition or church they are identified.  What follows are 
considerations for preparation of common prayer at WCC 
gatherings.

Considerations for Preparation of Common Prayer at WCC 
Gatherings
Confessional Common Prayer
19. Confessional common prayer arises from the living 
worship experience of a particular tradition within the fel-
lowship of the WCC. It will normally by planned by an 
individual or group from within that tradition, who will 
discern carefully how best to present the distinctive charac-
ter of their worship within an ecumenical context. Confes-
sional common prayer is a way of offering the spirituality 
of one group to others, and therefore should be representa-
tive of that group, although the prayer of one group may 
not be easily distinguished from some others (e.g. Method-
ist and Reformed). What is offered should not be primarily 
experimental in character. Although confessional common 
prayer does not aspire to be universally accepted, planners 
should be sensitive to elements in their tradition which 
might cause difficulty for those present, and be ready to 
make occasional adjustments to their usual practice. Con-
fessional common prayer should be designed and carried 
out in such a way that it is comprehensible to all those who 
are present, so that they may move beyond being observers. 
Planners should also take full account of the considerations 
below on use of language and on responsible approaches to 
sensitive issues.

Interconfessional Common Prayer
20. All participants enjoy equal status in interconfessional 
common prayer. As participants in the fellowship of the 
WCC, we share a belief in God—Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit—and a common commitment to Christian unity. 

Whether clergy or lay, male or female, whatever our confes-
sional background—as fellow pilgrims in the ecumenical 
journey, we participate as equals in interconfessional com-
mon prayer.

21. Interconfessional common prayer should avoid giving 
the impression of being the worship of a church. Differ-
ent churches express the marks of ecclesial identity in dif-
ferent ways, which makes the application of this principle 
challenging. For example, for some member churches, 
ecclesial signs might include vestments, hierarchical leader-
ship, clerical blessings, and the use of standard liturgical 
texts. Among other member churches, there is a variety of 
perspectives.5  

22. Interconfessional common prayer in an ecumenical 
context is an opportunity to express together those things 
which we have in common, and to rejoice that “what unites 
us is stronger than what divides us.” We can experience 
the variety of cultural forms with which Christian faith 
is expressed. However, interconfessional common prayer 
should take care not to prejudge, implicitly or explicitly, 
those theological points on which the churches are still 
divided.

23. Interconfessional common prayer at WCC gather-
ings would be well served by the use of a structure or ordo, 
based on the ancient Christian patterns. In developing the 
ordo, the planning committee might draw, for example, 
on the daily offices or on the service of the word. Com-
mon prayer should strive for a coherence which integrates 
the various elements into a unified purpose. Committees 
might consult the work of the worship committee for the 
1998 Assembly in Harare in regard to the application of 
an ordo in interconfessional common prayer. In discerning 
how to enact an ordo in a particular ecumenical context, 
committees should make use of elements which have been 
“ecumenically-tested” by prior use and reception, as well 
as provide opportunity to receive fresh offerings from the 
worship life of the churches. The balance between new and 
familiar elements must be carefully discerned. 

24. Interconfessional common prayer at WCC gatherings 
will normally be planned by a committee which is com-
posed of representatives from multiple confessions and 
regions. This committee should consider carefully how to 
structure common prayer in order to avoid conveying the 
impression that the World Council of Churches is a church. 
They should also take full account of the considerations 

5. Further work might profitably be undertaken on the ecclesial 
nature of common prayer.
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below on use of language and on responsible approaches 
to sensitive issues.

Considerations on Responsible Approaches to Some  
Sensitive Issues
25. All planners of common prayer should attempt to be 
sensitive to those issues which might cause difficulty for 
some participants, and to strive to avoid offense wher-
ever possible. The following considerations can help raise 
awareness to potential difficulties. These same consider-
ations would apply to all common prayer at WCC gather-
ings, whether using confessional or interconfessional form. 
In its confessional form, common prayer normally follows 
the discipline of that confession, and all other attenders 
enter into the devotion according to their conscience. Even 
so, those planning confessional common prayer should 
discern carefully how best to present their tradition in an 
ecumenical gathering. While it is not always possible com-
pletely to avoid offense, planners should make every sincere 
effort to pursue that aim.

26. The following is not intended to be a comprehensive 
list of potentially sensitive issues, but rather reflects the 
particular matters which have arisen in the discussions of 
the Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the 
World Council of Churches. 

27. Use of symbols and symbolic action: Symbols and sym-
bolic actions chosen for prayer in ecumenical settings ought 
to be readily understood by a culturally and confessionally 
diverse ecumenical gathering. When using elements which 
are particular to one tradition, these should be presented 
in a way that honors the integrity of that tradition and is 
meaningful in ecumenical usage. Some symbols may not 
translate well between particular cultures and ecumenical 
settings, and some may be too contrived to be useful for 
common prayer. At ecumenical gatherings such as WCC 
events, we should expect to experience a variety of symbols, 
some of which are unfamiliar to some participants. Such 
symbols will require explanation. 

28. The use of some rites and symbols can be challeng-
ing. Sometimes what is “inculturation” to some can be 
understood as “syncretism” to others, and vice versa. This 
is an impossible line to define with precision, and someone 
who is not grounded in the cultural context from which 
the symbol arises should be hesitant to make such a judg-
ment. Yet those who are planning common prayer should 
be sensitive to cultural expressions which are likely to be 
misunderstood. The anticipated work in Faith & Order on 

the hermeneutics of symbols may prove useful in relation 
to these issues.

29. Use of space: Planners should be sensitive to the dispo-
sition of the space in which the common prayer is being 
held, and if it is in a church building, also to the protocols 
of liturgical space of that community.

30. Leadership of women: When common prayer is being 
offered in a confessional form, the practice of that con-
fession in regard to leadership of women should normally 
apply. For interconfessional common prayer, a decentral-
ized leadership and equality of participation allow for any 
participant—male or female, clergy or lay—to take any 
role. In an ecumenical context, we come together with a 
range of positions on the question of ordination of women, 
both between and sometimes within our churches, and we 
are not yet ready to reconcile these differences. Thus, plan-
ners should refrain from taking a confrontational stance on 
the question of ordination of women by implying that the 
current practice of a particular church is the only possible 
Christian position on the issue.

31. Unfamiliarity: Care should be taken that our common 
prayer invites participants into particular contexts and 
symbols rather than asking them to watch it done as a cul-
tural display. For major events (and especially for first time 
attenders), this will probably entail an orientation to the 
experience, explaining what will happen and what it means. 
The question of how to make common prayer accessible 
for those who aren’t familiar with the form is equally rel-
evant for both confessional and interconfessional common 
prayer. Each individual enters into the experience accord-
ing to his or her own conscience, yet we should strive to 
allow participants to move beyond being simply spectators 
of unfamiliar rites. The elements of common prayer should 
not themselves become the focus of common prayer, but 
rather should serve to facilitate the genuine prayers of the 
community.

32. Social and political themes: Our common prayer rightly 
entails elements of moral formation and prophetic proc-
lamation. We are called to pray for justice and peace, yet 
we can distinguish between thematic prayer and prayer 
used to divide us further on social and political issues over 
which we have deep disagreement. Our common prayer 
is addressed to God, and is an invitation to listen to what 
God is trying to teach us. 
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Use of Language
33. Language matters. What we say in worship (lex orandi) 
is important because it represents a shared commitment of 
faith (lex credendi). In view of the profound connection 
between theology and prayer,  issues of gender in language 
need careful consideration. The term “inclusive language” 
is sometimes used broadly and imprecisely. In fact, there 
are several separate issues involved.

34. We can make a clear distinction between language refer-
ring to God and language referring to human beings, and 
affirm that language for humans should always be inclu-
sive of women and men. Language referring to the entire 
human community should also be sensitive to matters of 
race, class, and other potential categories of exclusion.

Scripture and Tradition offer a variety of metaphors and 
images for God. These metaphors and images can be used 
in common prayer to describe God and God’s activity in 
history. However, we make a distinction between an image 
of God and the name of God.6 We call upon God using 

6. The Faith and Order paper Confessing the One Faith: An 
Ecumenical Explication of the Apostolic Faith is helpful with these 
issues:
“50. We may not surrender the language of ‘Father’ for it is the 
way in which Jesus addressed, and spoke of, God and how Jesus 
taught his disciples to address God. It is in relation to the use of 
Father by Christ Jesus himself that the Church came to believe 
in Jesus as the Son of God. The language of ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ 
links the Christian community through the ages and binds it in a 
communion of faith. Moreover, it is the language which expresses 
the personal relationships within the Trinity, and in our own 
relations with God.
51. Nevertheless, the Church must make clear that this language 
neither attributes biological maleness to God nor implies that 
what we call ‘masculine’ qualities, assigned only to men, are the 
only characteristics belonging to God. Jesus uses only some of the 
characteristics of human fatherhood in speaking of God. He also 
uses other characteristics than those of human fatherhood. Indeed, 
God embraces, fulfills and transcends all that we know concerning 
human persons, both male and female, and human characteristics 
whether masculine or feminine. However, ‘Father’ is not simply 
one amongst a number of metaphors and images used to describe 
God. It is the distinctive term addressed by Jesus himself to God.
52. We may not surrender the names Father and Son. They are 
rooted in Jesus’ intimate relation to the God whom he proclaimed, 
though he also used other characteristics than those relating to 
human nature. Beyond his own language, however, Christian 
language about God also draws from the resources of the whole 
biblical tradition. There we find ‘feminine’ images too in talking 
about God. We must become more attentive to these. This will 
affect our understanding of the relationships between men and 
women created in God’s image and the ordering and working of 
the structures of the Church and society called to bear witness to 
wholeness.”

many metaphors, for example Lamb of God and Rock 
of Ages. However, at WCC gatherings, the revealed and 
biblical names for God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—
should be used when naming God in common prayer. This 
trinitarian formulation is central to the WCC Basis and is 
therefore commonly held in all member churches.

Eucharistic Practice at WCC Gatherings
35. Eucharistic worship at ecumenical events has been a 
difficult issue for the fellowship of churches in the World 
Council of Churches. We cannot all receive from the same 
table and there exists a range of views and disciplines 
among member churches on the offering and receiving of 
the eucharist. Whatever one’s views on the eucharist and 
how it may or may not be shared, the pain of not being able 
all to receive at the same table is felt by all. 

36. From an Orthodox perspective, the eucharist can only 
be celebrated by the Church and shared by those in sacra-
mental communion. For some Protestants, the eucharist 
is not only a sign of visible unity to be worked for, but 
also one of our greatest spiritual resources for the journey 
toward unity. For the latter, it is therefore appropriate to 
share it now. Some churches have an ‘open table’ for all 
who love the Lord. Others offer hospitality at ecumenical 
occasions or in other clearly defined circumstances. It is 
important to understand and be sensitive to the different 
views held by the member churches and also to welcome 
the convergence in understanding the eucharist that is reg-
istered in Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry and in some 
bilateral dialogues. 

37. The common prayer life of the ecumenical movement 
must have truthfulness and integrity. We cannot pray in a 
way which pretends we are something different from what 
we are, or that we are at a further stage in the quest for 
Christian unity than we actually are. The “Lima liturgy” is 
sometimes thought to be an ecumenically-approved form 
for intercommunion between Roman Catholics, Protes-
tants and Orthodox, thus creating the possibility that we 
might celebrate the eucharist together. This is not the case. 
While some bilateral agreements for intercommunion have 
made use of the Lima liturgy, this text has no official stand-
ing within the fellowship of the WCC.

38. Nevertheless, following the pattern of distinguish-
ing between confessional and interconfessional common 
prayer, we can accommodate confessional celebrations of 
the eucharist at Assemblies and other major events. The 
hosting church (or group of churches which are able to 
host together) should be clearly identified. While it should 
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be very clear that the WCC is not “hosting” a eucharist, 
these confessional eucharistic services, though not part of 
the official program, may be publicly announced, with an 
invitation to all to attend. Participants should be advised of 
the practice of the host church regarding who may receive 
communion, and should respect that advice. 

Conclusion
39. Worship lies at the center of our Christian identity. Yet 
in worship we also discover our brokenness. In an ecumeni-
cal context, common prayer can be a source of both joy and 
sorrow. When the pain of our disunity is compounded by 
an insensitivity to a particular ethos, a further deepening of 
division may result. As brothers and sisters committed to 
the quest for Christian unity, we seek not to offend but to 
encourage each other. We are called to approach common 
prayer with a spirit of generosity and love for one another.

40. Exercising care for each other in the context of the 
WCC often means raising awareness about the ways in 
which we might unintentionally offend each other. In this 
spirit, these considerations seek to make planners of com-
mon prayer more aware of potential areas of concern. But 
these considerations are not comprehensive, and must be 
met by the sincere intention to develop opportunities for 
all participants to pray with integrity. As this framework 
makes clear, common prayer at WCC gatherings should 
be the result of serious and sensitive planning, and is not a 
task to be undertaken casually.

41. This framework uses the terms “confessional common 
prayer” and “interconfessional common prayer” to identify 
two distinct forms of common prayer at WCC gatherings, 
and recommends no longer using the term “ecumenical 
worship.” With this distinction, participants may enter the 
experience of common prayer with a clear understanding 
of the ecclesial status (or lack thereof ) of each service, and 
thus feel free to pray with integrity. 

42. Yet we continue on our ecumenical quest. Our divi-
sions will not be resolved solely with theological dialogue 
and common service to the world. We must also pray 
together if we are to stay together, for common prayer is at 
the very heart of our Christian life, both in our own com-
munities and as we work together for Christian unity. Thus 
the distinctions we make in this document are provisional, 
making space for common prayer before we have been fully 
reconciled with each other. We look forward to the day 
when our divisions will be overcome, and we can all stand 
united before the throne of God, singing praises together 
with one voice.
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Chapter 12 

The Future of Ecumenism in the 21st Century

52.  A Changing World: Reflections on 
the Changing Landscapes of World 
Christianity

   Report from the WCC’s 9th Assembly, 
Porto Alegre, 2006

With the WCC 9th Assembly in Porto Alegre 2006 a process 
of reflection started which looked at the changing ecclesial 
landscapes and new trends in the composition of World 
Christianity. The document “A changing world” is a WCC 
background document prepared for a committee meeting 
during the Porto Alegre assembly. The paper combines 
some general demographic observations on shifts in World 
Christianity with new developments in Christian spirituality, 
theological trends and implications for the institutional shape 
of the ecumenical movement.

Study Questions

1.   What are the main demographic shifts in the shape and 
composition of World Christianity at the beginning of the 
21st century and how do these correspond to new trends in 
Christian spirituality?

2.  What are the historical and sociological reasons for new 
anti-ecumenical movements, fundamentalist trends and 
challenges of modern globalization?

3.  What are the implications of the recent shifts in the composi-
tion of World Christianity for the institutional shapes of the 
ecumenical movement on its various level (local, regional, 
national, global)?

Introduction

The Porto Alegre assembly takes place against the backdrop 
of a rapidly changing world. It is on this stage, even as the 
drama of changing contexts unfolds, that the churches seek 
to fulfil their mission and calling.

Changes are taking place on every front, and are all 
inter-related. Each of the major trends highlighted below 

represents but one facet of the whole. Each changing con-
text transforms the others and is transformed by them; 
each has a transforming effect on the whole, or on part, of 
the ecumenical movement. To identify our specific tasks 
in the transformation of today’s world, it is important to 
understand the context in which one works and which one 
addresses. Therefore each and every changing context has 
implications for the work of the Assembly.

The Assembly theme is an invitation to look at the 
world as a place loved by God and permeated by God’s 
grace. Before confronting and challenging the world and 
its ways we are called to identify signs of the presence of 
God’s grace, and to build upon that foundation.

Seen through the eyes of faith this world can—and 
must—be transformed from division to reconciliation, 
from unjust to more just relationships, from environmen-
tal destruction to care for creation, from a world marked 
by the fatal consequences of sin to a world open to receive 
life from God’s hands. 

For this we pray: “God, in your grace, transform the 
world.”

I. Changing Ecclesial and Ecumenical Contexts

A. Church Geography and Statistics
1. Developments in Christianity have been consider-
able in the last 30 years. A statistical comparison between 
1970 and mid-2005 shows the following trends: while the 
Christian population has doubled during this generation, 
it has continued to represent the same percentage—about 
one third—of the total world population. The “composi-
tion” of Christianity, however, has changed significantly.1  
Roman Catholics, the majority denomination by far, have 
decreased from 57% to 50% of all Christians. While Prot-
estants (17%), Orthodox (10%) and Anglicans (4%) rep-
resented about the same (or a slightly smaller) percentage 
of Christians in 2005 as they had thirty years ago, Chris-
tians from Independent churches have grown from 8% to 
19% of the total. Looking at the major Christian groups 
1. This document focuses on some recent developments in world 
Christianity. Trends discerned today may not, however, be those 
which will be most influential in the future. Growth in numbers 
does not necessarily mean an increase in faithfulness; but numbers 
are important in terms of visibility, relevance, representativeness, 
resources, influence in society and institutional sustainability.
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in a different way, Pentecostals and charismatics (taken 
all together2) have grown from 6% to 27% of the total. 
(Putting these two groups together results in overlaps with 
other categories mentioned above.)

In 1970 Christians from Europe (both Western and East-
ern) and North America made up 56% of the total, and those 
from Africa, Asia, Latin America/the Caribbean and Oceania, 
43%. Today Christians from the “North” are 37%, and those 
from the “South” 62%, of the total. This means that the demo-
graphic centre of gravity of Christianity has moved from the 
North to the South. Europe still remains the region with the 
most Christians (26% of the total), immediately followed by 
Latin America (25%), then by Africa (19%) and Asia (17%). 
But the majority of Christians now live in the South—Africa, 
Latin America and Asia—and no longer in the traditional deci-
sion-making centers of church, mission and diaconal work.3 
This change not only has statistical or geographical conse-
quences. It also implies a profound change of the ecclesial con-
text for ecumenism, as described in the following paragraphs.

B. New Developments in Spirituality, and Changes Affecting 
Church Life
2. In many parts of the world (but especially in the South), 
charismatic forms of faith and worship are increasing to the 
point of being the majority expression of Christianity. This 
is true in a number of churches, including WCC member 
churches.

“Charismatic” is used here very broadly, to refer to 
the classical Pentecostal churches; to charismatic groups 
within traditional churches; to neo-charismatic or neo-
Pentecostal churches or communities; and to new “indig-
enous” churches, the African Instituted Churches, or 
similar churches elsewhere. Most churches belonging to 
the “charismatic movement” in this broad sense have not 
been involved in the contemporary ecumenical movement, 
and are not represented in its structures.4 For most of these 

2. See the explanation under B 2.
3. These figures summarise trends as shown each year in 
the January issue of the International Bulletin for Missionary 
Research, prepared by David B. Barrett, Todd M. Johnson and 
Peter F. Crossing. Their basis is given in the World Christian 
Encyclopedia, 2nd ed, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2001 (cf. 
also www.WorldChristianDatabase.org). While these statistics can 
be challenged and indeed have been questioned, these are the data 
available for the world. Similar trends have been described by other 
observers of the religious scene. 
4. By “ecumenical movement” this document refers to the conciliar 
ecumenical movement as described in the WCC policy document 
Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the WCC, Geneva, 
WCC, 1997. There are other churches and Christians concerned 
about unity and cooperation, but who would not necessarily call 
themselves “ecumenical” in this sense and/or have never been 
represented in conciliar structures.

churches spreading the gospel, and inviting people to 
Christian faith, have priority over co-operation with other 
churches, especially “mainline” churches. Many of them 
grow among the most marginalized persons; they have 
become “churches of the poor,” offering both a spiritual 
home and material or social help. They are attractive due 
to their oral theology, lively liturgy and strong community 
life, and seem adapted to non-European cultural contexts.

Evangelical churches—some, but not all, of them 
fundamentalist—have also grown considerably, particu-
larly in the South. These are churches whose theological 
identity draws on earlier-than-20th-century revivals, and 
which seem more dogmatic in character than the charis-
matic churches. They are attractive because they have a 
clear identity, strong community life, absolutist ethical 
principles and a strong passion for evangelism (coupled, all 
too often, with a weak ecumenical interest). The distinc-
tion between evangelical and charismatic churches is not 
always clear, as there are many overlaps. In addition, there 
are many evangelicals in mainline churches.

The important influence of evangelicalism in the USA 
(both in cultural and in political terms), and its strong 
missionary expansion and media coverage, may lead to 
the impression that the entire charismatic and evangelical 
movement is the religious version of the attempt by the 
USA to dominate the world, and to expand “the American 
way of life.” This is part of the reality; but it does not do jus-
tice to a majority of Pentecostal and evangelical churches—
particularly in the South—which develop autonomous and 
culturally more sensitive theologies, and increasingly keep 
their distance from influences from the United States.

3. “Mainline” churches, which have been central to the 
contemporary ecumenical movement and have supported 
it and its institutions at world, regional or national lev-
els, have declined in both active membership and finan-
cial strength, particularly in Western Europe and North 
America. Most of these churches maintain their influence 
in society and have diaconal and social services, often sup-
ported by the state, which are appreciated.5 Some such 
agencies have recently became relatively independent from 
the churches;6 many of these “specialized ministries” now 
feel the need for stronger coordination of their program-
matic and advocacy efforts. 

In Eastern Europe, where modernity was experienced 
as an absolutist and atheistic ideology directly combating 

5. The term “mainline” matches the situation in some places and 
regions and not in others. This explains why it is sometimes put in 
quotation marks. The Roman Catholic Church, when not specially 
mentioned, is included under the mainline churches.
6. This happens mainly in the North; the situation in the South is 
different.
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Christianity, the fall of communism has provided a new 
space of freedom for the churches. Orthodox churches have 
regained strength, and once again attract persons who had 
not been able to participate actively. And they can now 
develop public services, in diaconia, witness, education and 
communication, which for nearly a century were not pos-
sible. The same can be said of most other churches in this 
region. This new freedom has also profoundly modified 
the dynamics and cultural life of Eastern European societ-
ies. Churches there are now confronted with challenges not 
unlike those against which the churches in the Western part 
of the continent have struggled. Will developments in East-
ern Europe lead to patterns of change in religious life similar 
to those experienced in the West? This remains to be seen.

4. The decline of mainline churches in the West is linked 
to cultural changes sometimes described as the move from 
“modernity” to “post-modernity.” In contrast to predic-
tions made by secularisation theorists in the mid-20th 
century, religion has not disappeared—not even in the 
North; indeed, its influence has increased worldwide. But 
in the North, and in urban centers of the whole world, 
religious behaviour has changed, particularly among 
youth and young adults. One speaks of “believing with-
out belonging” and of “belonging without believing.” The 
first expression refers to those who experience a relation-
ship with God and have a personal prayer life, but do not 
feel bound by the doctrinal or ethical tradition of a church 
and do not actively participate in its community life. The 
second expression refers to those who accept the existence 
of the institutional churches, and even appreciate some of 
their social or educational services, but without personal 
involvement or belief. (Earlier analyses would have spoken 
of “nominal” Christians). 

Those who “believe without belonging” may have the 
tendency to “pick and choose” from various religious tra-
ditions—Christian and/or non-Christian—to form their 
own individual religion, one which fits their personal or 
family needs, experience and hopes. Some of them would 
form “virtual” communities through the internet. Others 
tend to move from one community to another, or attend 
activities in more than one community.

Similar trends resulting from today’s “religious de-
regulation” (or “re-configuration”) have led to the creation 
of post- or non-denominational forms of Christianity 
(as well as new syncretistic forms of religion) in all parts 
of the world. New churches or new religious communi-
ties have come into existence. The influence especially of 
non-denominational churches is growing in all parts of 
the world; many of these are charismatic and follow the 
trend of creating mega-churches organised, and led, in 

accordance with the corporate logic of commercial enter-
prises. But combining spirituality with business rationality 
is not specific to the mega-churches: this practise is also 
growing in “mainline”churches and some of their depart-
ments or agencies.

Some countries experience a return to the mainline 
churches, but the real impact of this cannot yet be evalu-
ated. Many persons (mainly young people) feel attracted 
to major festivals or pilgrimages, and to new communities, 
of the classical churches—these being different from the 
usual local congregations. Many renewal movements, some 
with monastic character, are linked to the Roman Catholic 
Church. Some of these options have a clearly ecumenical 
character; others show inter-denominational openness. 
Although they are part of churches which are linked with 
the ecumenical movement, most of these groups are not 
directly represented in its institutions, since they are nei-
ther churches themselves nor the classical Christian youth 
or student movements.

5. Intra-national or international migration flows increase 
the number of new diaspora churches in all countries 
and regions of the world. The recent multiplication of 
Orthodox churches all over the world is worth mention-
ing particularly, as is the remarkable presence in Northern 
countries of many churches of African origin. Churches 
for migrants have always existed; but a “qualitatively” new 
trend can perhaps be discerned. This is particularly visible 
in large cities, where migrant churches provide a haven and 
home for the most vulnerable, offering material support, 
cultural space, an affirmation of identity and the opportu-
nity for religious expression. In many countries, the growth 
of such churches is significantly changing the religious and 
ecumenical scene.

Such population flows affect also the churches and 
countries from which persons emigrate. In the Middle 
East, where Christianity originated, church membership 
has considerably diminished in recent decades (mainly 
because of oppression and loss of confidence about the 
future). This is only one example, standing for the many 
churches and Christians who struggle to survive in minor-
ity situations.

Diaspora experience modifies both the “host” and the 
“guest” churches, and their customary theological or eccle-
siological approaches. This is shown by the questions raised 
by migrant Christians and the networks of multicultural 
ministries.7 

7. The significance of diaspora churches differs greatly among 
denominations, depending on their ecclesial self-understanding. 
Migrants’ experiences reveal that attitudes of suspicion often 
prevail over Christian (or even denominational!) solidarity.



36552: A Changing World

6. These and other phenomena suggest that Christendom—
with its classical model of territorially organized majority 
churches, with good relations to the dominant political 
force—is about to come to an end. Whether some forms 
of Christendom will continue to exist (or “new Christen-
doms” arise?) remains an open and much-debated question.

C. Some Emerging Theological Trends and Debates
7. Because culture and religion are intimately linked, per-
sons have often drawn on churches and their traditions as 
a source for understanding and affirming their own iden-
tity. Some churches (for example, Orthodox churches in 
Asia and Africa) have for centuries successfully related the 
gospel to their culture. From the middle of last century, 
contextual theologies (liberation, feminist, Dalit, and oth-
ers) have brought new hope and dignity to “marginalised” 
majorities, significantly altering power relationships within 
and among churches. 

Since 1989 with its dramatic political changes, the 
strengthening of identity has grown in importance as a 
response to globalization and as a protest against unifor-
mity. Such insistence on identity—ethnic, national or reli-
gious—can lead to anti-ecumenical positions. Thus a new 
theological challenge has emerged especially for churches 
(mainly Protestant or Orthodox) whose theology, liturgy 
and practice links church membership with ethnic or 
cultural identity and language. Discerning the right rela-
tionship between inculturation and universality, between 
contextualization and faithfulness to the tradition, is an 
ongoing task for the ecumenical movement.

8. Conservative or fundamentalist forms of religion 
(including Christian forms, in all denominations) can also 
be interpreted as a resistance to globalization. Such phe-
nomena are a reaction against contemporary cultural or 
theological developments including “relativism,” as well as 
the loss of moral values or of specific cultural or national 
identities. In alliance with conservative or nationalistic/
ethnic political movements, these fundamentalists can 
become a threat to peace (as can every militancy fuelled by 
absolutist beliefs).

The conflict between conservative and liberal inter-
pretations of the Christian message and tradition creates 
a new line of division, one which follows neither the usual 
denominational or geographic boundaries, nor the North/
South divide. If in the sixties the churches experienced 
strong divisions over their socio-political involvement, the 
most divisive matters now seem to be linked to liberal or 
conservative ways of interpreting fundamental doctrinal 
affirmations, and of addressing moral and sexual issues. 
Recent proposals and contacts could lead to surprising new 
alliances between churches or denominations. 

9. The increasing influence of Christian movements reflect-
ing a “congregational” church order, renders the ecclesiol-
ogy debate more urgent than ever. Sociologists have raised 
the question as to which church forms would prove to be 
sustainable in the long run: some think that the best can-
didates for survival are forms with a strong centre (such as 
found in the Roman Catholic Church), and their “oppo-
site” (those following a fully congregational model of the 
evangelical or Pentecostal kind).8 These are opinions, not 
established facts, but they show the importance of the 
debate.

10. One challenge which will become increasingly impor-
tant is the theological interpretation of—and the best 
Christian response to—the fact of religious plurality. This 
issue, too, transcends classical boundaries. It is another 
potentially divisive factor among Christians in the North 
and in the South, within as well as between denominations 
and countries.

D. Some Institutional Implications for the Ecumenical 
Movement
11. If these trends are not reversed, the “multiplication 
of actors” in mission will only underline the urgency of 
the gospel’s call to unity as mentioned in the Basis of the 
WCC. But the challenge to unity is also increasing, since 
the fastest-growing movements are those for whom unity 
means “spiritual” unity, not church unity in the classic 
sense with its doctrinal and institutional agreements. For 
such movements the evangelistic mandate has priority over 
all others—even to the point of justifying proselytism. And 
they are not convinced that half a century of ecumenism 
has really fostered Christian witness.

12. Observers discern a resurgence of confessionalism, 
which is probably reinforced by globalization. Denomi-
nations tend to affirm their identity through deepening, 
or forming, regional or world fellowships. Ecumenical 
endeavors (especially those in theological education) have 
been replaced by denominational ones. Some world bodies 
appear to be competing with each other in their program-
matic work. While there is a certain rationale for denomi-
national solidarity and theological work within a specific 
church tradition, a fundmental issue is at stake: does the 
priority lie in the denominational and bilateral approach—
or in the multilateral and ecumenical? 

13. The number of players in the “ecumenical movement” 
has grown tremendously in the past 20 years. One sign of 

8. Alister E. McGrath, who shares such views in The Future 
of Christianity, Oxford, Blackwell, 2002, also credits Eastern 
Orthodoxy with the potential to “become a universal option 
within the global Christian market” (p. 118).
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this is the increase in direct relationships (partnerships) 
between congregations, dioceses or local congregations in 
different parts of the world. This has increased the pos-
sibilities for networking and encouraged creativity, linking 
the global and the local on specific issues—on doctrinal 
questions, diaconal work, mission, education, the struggle 
for justice, health concerns or other matters. But it has also 
multiplied the number of “fellowships,” “communities” 
or “communions” to which a single church can—or “has 
to”—belong. Complaints are heard that congregations can 
no longer afford so many different memberships at local, 
national, sub-regional, regional, denominational and world 
levels, all in addition to their membership or partnership in 
mission or diaconal communities or networks. Often the 
same churches meet in several of these networks or com-
munities, each with its own emphasis and programme.9

14. These are just some of the challenges which the WCC 
will face in reshaping its relationships and programmes 
in the coming years. Without transformation, the WCC 
fellowship risks representing less and less of the Christian 
presence and activity worldwide. On the basis of its Com-
mon Understanding and Vision (CUV), the WCC must 
encourage its members to relate creatively with non-mem-
ber churches and movements. This is essential if the fellow-
ship is to remain relevant and credible as a world council 
committed to visible unity among churches and Christians. 

The same Common Understanding and Vision calls 
the churches to strengthen their fellowship: this requires 
addressing the multiplication of “fellowships” to which the 
churches belong. It requires asking the questions: what is 
the unique value of their belonging to one another within 
the WCC? How does that belonging differ from their other 
relationships and cooperative arrangements? 

II. Changing Political, Economic and Social Contexts 

A. Fears and Anxiety about the Future  
1. The beginning of the 21st century is a time of profound 
and complex change. The world’s future looks uncertain. 
The changing dynamic of geopolitical power, and the 
domination of a liberal market economy on a global 
scale, are creating new and daunting social, economic and 
political challenges. 

Even as values such as democracy, freedom and secu-
rity are widely accepted and proclaimed, new threats and 
challenges are making people and countries feel more inse-
cure and vulnerable than before. Today the world is per-
ceived as a frightening place, more frightening than it has 
been for a long time.
9. Cf. Jill Hawkey, “Mapping the Oikoumene: a study of current 
ecumenical structures and relationships,” in: Reformed World, Vol. 
55, No 2, June 2005 pp. 127-139.

A pervasive climate of fear and anxiety about the 
future is nurtured and amplified by the global media: Any 
problem, in any part of the world, instantly becomes an 
issue for the world as a whole. The daily diet of news about 
natural disasters, human tragedies, violent events, epidem-
ics and other problems helps spread a sense of hopelessness, 
vulnerability, anxiety and insecurity.

The increased media attention paid to wars and violent 
acts of terror might give the impression that there are more 
wars, more incidents of terror and more victims through-
out the world. Statistics, however, tell us that compared 
to the Cold War period the number of conflicts between 
states is scaling down drastically, and the number of people 
killed directly in armed conflicts is decreasing. This is the 
reality—but it is hardly perceived as a positive gain, over-
shadowed as it is by other, frightening trends.

2. The world is frightening due to the threat of acts of ter-
ror perpetrated against civilians, acts which can happen 
anywhere. There is a tendency to universalize all acts of 
terror and to describe them in apocalyptic language. This 
renders illegitimate (or at least weakens) discussions about 
the causes and contexts of such acts, and this too increases 
irrational fears. Meanwhile it remains a fact that non-state 
actors (that is, parties other than states) who use terror to 
gain their ends are becoming internationalised and better 
organised. 

The consequences of the so called “war on terror” are 
also a matter of anxiety for the future.The approach to 
counter-terrorism which focusses on military actions has 
not only put into jeopardy the international rule of law, 
but has also eroded the gains made in human rights and 
humanitarian law during the five past decades. Human 
rights abuses by both states and non-state actors, torture, 
illegal detention, and widespread repression against dissent 
voices have all increased alarmingly in the recent period.

Major consequences of these trends have been a return 
to the obsession with national security, increased military 
spending at the expense of socially beneficial investments, 
and the legitimization of the use of brute power.

3. The world is frightening also because the possibility 
that nuclear weapons, and other arms of mass destruction, 
may be used again seems more real than it has been for 
the past 60 years. Although the risk which overshadowed 
international relations during the Cold War—the possibil-
ity of a large scale nuclear war—is gone, the risk of nuclear 
explosions, whether caused by states or non-state actors, 
is greater than before. At the same time, treaty regimes to 
prohibit the proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion are becoming less effective. There is also an increased 
proliferation of small arms and light weapons, which are 
claiming some 1,000 lives every single day.
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4. There is a growing anxiety and sense of vulnerability 
about future access to vital resources for life, water in par-
ticular. People are more aware of the fact that the irrespon-
sible behaviour of human beings is jeopardizing the future 
of the planet. 
 
5. Last but not least, the world is frightening because the 
vision of a “common good” for humanity has been blurred 
by the self-interest of the major political powers. This in 
turn has weakened the political will of the international 
community to promote appropriate responses to today’s 
threats and challenges.

Indeed it seems that the world is at a crossroads: either 
the international community can reaffirm the international 
rule of law, and abide by the principles of cooperative 
internationalism; or it will descend into anarchy, proving 
unable to cope with the principal challenges of the 21st 
century—with poverty, weapons of mass destruction, ter-
rorism, wars within and between states, disease and envi-
ronmental catastrophe.

6. And yet when confronted with this bleak picture, peo-
ple’s organizations both old and new, churches, networks 
of social movements—all are refusing to give up their hope 
for a better world and are working to promote positive 
change.

Civil society organizations are growing in number 
and strength in most parts of the world. Large networks 
are emerging on issues of common concern, and effective 
civil society coalitions have been able to influence political 
decisions and promote alternative visions and responses to 
today’s global challenges.

The churches and related organizations, both in their 
national context and through the WCC or other conciliar 
bodies, are also actively involved in initiatives for peace, 
non-violent resolution of conflicts, reconciliation, respect 
for human rights and human dignity, and the protection 
of the environment.

The role of the churches in raising ethical and moral 
concerns rooted in the Gospel message must not be com-
promised. The ecumenical movement is challenged to 
engage the churches and related organizations more effec-
tively, helping them to work together and to focus their 
contribution in areas where they can make a difference.

B. New Trends in the Dynamics of Power
7. As economies become integrated into a single global sys-
tem, the dynamics of world power are gradually shifting 
from geo-politics to geo-economics. The dominant actors 
in these transformations are the transnational corporations 
(TNC), empowered by the international financial institu-
tions. At present some 60,000 such enterprises, and their 
branches worldwide, control two-thirds of world trade. All 

countries recognize that these TNCs may have a profound 
impact, and are concerned about the penetration of their 
products, services and technology, as well as the patterns of 
consumption which they generate.

Today the destiny of most national economies is 
decided largely in the major stock- exchanges of the world, 
and in the board rooms of transnational corporations 
which are not accountable to any government—and even 
less so to the people, or to the environment.

8. The so-called “free” trade policies are benefiting the 
strongest. They are creating more inequalities and a wid-
ening gap between the poorest and the wealthiest, both 
within and between countries. 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDG) have 
brought greater awareness of poverty as a global issue. 
However the goal—limited as it is—to halve the amount 
of extreme poverty world-wide by the year 2015, is not 
likely to be met. Almost 20,000 people per day are dying of 
hunger. The share of benefits from global economic growth 
which reaches the world’s poorest is shrinking. The devel-
opment of the HIV/AIDS pandemic is another example 
of global injustice: millions of persons are HIV-positive, 
and thousands continue to die every year. Although much 
progress has been made with retroviral drugs, these are still 
inaccessible to large populations due to their cost (reflect-
ing the unwillingness of the major pharmaceutical corpora-
tions to reduce their profits).

 
9. Thus there is an increasing disparity in opportunities 
to live a decent life. Within this context more people are 
being forced to leave their homes because of wars, human 
rights violations, dire poverty or environmental destruc-
tion. From rural to urban areas, from poor to emerging 
economies in the South, from countries of the South to 
countries of the North—migration has become a global 
trend impacting most societies worldwide. As a conse-
quence of international migrations, societies are becoming 
increasingly multicultural and multi-religious; but the new 
populations also experience negative reactions. Their inte-
gration is rendered more difficult through stricter immigra-
tion laws and practices developed in the name of “national 
security” and “national interest”: racism and xenophobia 
are taking new and dangerous forms. 

10. These developments are seriously undermining three 
traditional powers of the nation-state: The regulation of the 
economy, the protection of basic social values, and secu-
rity for its people. Only too evident among global trends 
are the deterioration of the welfare system, the precarious 
state of the labour market in industrialized countries in the 
North, and the worsening of the living conditions for the 
majority of persons in the South.
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Large blocks of persons are defined as being “on the 
losing side”; their marginalization and exclusion is lead-
ing to social disintegration and is undermining traditional 
patterns of life. The results of this include increased inter-
personal violence and conflicts within states, with the 
main victims being women, children and youth. Among 
the most affected are indigenous peoples and oppressed 
minorities. In an environment of increased armed violence 
by parties other than states—including organized criminal 
networks—the state is often unable to ensure the security 
of its own people.

11. As a consequence of these profound changes in power 
relations, the credibility and influence of traditional mass 
organizations such as political parties and labour unions 
is rapidly diminishing in most parts of the world. Many 
political leaders find it increasingly difficult to formulate 
clear and sustainable plans to address the problems facing 
their societies, and there is a very real danger of demagogues 
manipulating people’s frustrations and fears for their own 
short-term benefit. 

At the same time, however, there are also dynamic 
democratic developments in various parts of the world. 
In some countries, participatory democracy has taken tre-
mendous steps forward (for example in Latin America after 
decades of military dictatorships). In other countries more 
persons have gained the right to vote, but the practise of 
democracy is still more a matter of form than of substance.

The weakening of nation states is limiting the extent of 
democratic participation in the decisions that affect peoples’ 
lives. Most encouraging in this situation is the emergence 
of strong civil society movements and actors, especially 
new forms of organizing and communicating which offer 
alternative perspectives and proposals in response to the 
current economic, political and social trends. Non-Gov-
ernmental Organizations, and other social movements, are 
strengthening their role both locally and globally. There are 
more networks, both formal and informal, whose voice is 
more often being heard.

Among the positive signs is the emergence of women 
in political leadership, bringing fresh hope for renewed 
approaches in the exercise of power. 

One consequence of these changing power relations 
is that there is more room in the public sphere for the 
affirmation of collective values and principles. Experience 
proves that an informed public opinion can be powerful 
today, and can change governments’ public agendas. Again 
churches are challenged to make use of this opportunity. 
They need to make their voices heard by responding to 
peoples’ cries for justice and dignity, and by speaking truth 
to the powers—whoever and wherever they may be.

C. Challenges to Multilateralism 
12. Contradictory trends exist within the international 
community. On the one side are those who believe that 
complex global problems require a cooperative and mul-
tilateral response. On the other side are those—most par-
ticularly the present US Administration—who prefer to 
bypass a multilateral system (which they do not trust to 
defend their national interest) and who rush instead into 
unilateral actions, believing these to be more effective. 
Evidently, multilateralism is under threat, due to the pur-
suit of unilateralism by the US and the weakening of the 
nation-states.

The United Nations is the pre-eminent institution of 
multilateralism; but at the dawn of the twenty-first century 
it appears to be seriously weakened and in need of reform. 
Although the UN Summit in 2005 did not reach con-
sensus on critical issues related to the reform of the UN, 
some progress has been made at this level as three essential, 
inter-related pillars of the UN system have been identified: 
development, security and respect for human rights. 

At the same time, changes might be expected from the 
advocates of unilateralism.The role of the United States as 
the sole superpower following the end of the Cold war, 
is beginning to be challenged economically and culturally 
through the emergence of regional centres of power (and, 
in some cases, of individual states). The uni-polar world we 
now experience will probably look much more multi-polar 
in the near future. This, in turn, will present new chal-
lenges for the United Nations.

The churches must reflect on the kind of multilateral 
institutions which are needed to work for the common good 
of all peoples. But they must also ensure that the voices of 
“the people of the world” are more fully represented in the 
debates and programmatic activities of the UN.

D. The Role of Religions
13. There is a growing recognition of the role religions play 
within today’s increasingly complex and uncertain situa-
tion. Far from “disappearing,” as some had predicted, reli-
gions have re-emerged, in a variety of forms , at the center 
of civil and political life. 

The role which religions play varies greatly: They 
can influence social and political processes in the direc-
tion of justice and peace; or they can legitimate repression 
and violations of human rights, both within and between 
states. Religious symbols can be manipulated to promote 
nationalistic and sectarian interests, creating divisions and 
polarizing societies. Examples show that those in power 
can appeal to religious leaders, communities or groups to 
support narrow national, racial or ethnic goals, including 
discriminatory practices and policies. 
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53. Ecumenism in the 21st Century1

   Final Report of the Continuation 
Committee on Ecumenism in the  
21st Century, Geneva, 2012

After the Porto Alegre assembly 2006 the Continuation 
Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st Century was formed 
which continued the reflection on changing ecclesial landscapes 
and new trends in World Christianity in the 21st century. 
In its composition it was deliberately wider than WCC and 
included representatives of WCC member churches together 
with representatives of the Roman Catholic Church and other 
churches beyond WCC membership, of conciliar instruments, 
i.e. regional ecumenical organizations and national councils of 
churches, of Christian world communions and international 
ecumenical organizations. The final report is a summary of 
the proceedings and common insights of the journey of this 
commitee which has analyzed the recent development of the 
classical streams of the ecumenical movement as they reflect 
the institutional environment of ecumenism and confronted 
this analysis with the major trends of the changing context of 
World Christianity. One basic conviction expressed is that the 
classical streams of ecumenism do have their origins in basic 
dimensions of the life of the church, but the rapidly changing 
global and regional context have a major impact on reshaping 
them and their institutional expressions. Business as usual is no 
longer possible in both global and regional ecumenism. 

Study Questions

1.   Is there a common understanding of ecumenism and shared 
common principles between all the different classical and 
new actors in current ecumenism in World Christianity?

2.   How to interpret and deal with tensions between eccle-
sial-based expressions of institutional ecumenism and 
expressions based more on personal commitment or action-
oriented approaches?

3.   What are the challenges identified for the institutional 
shapes of ecumenism in the 21st century and what poten-
tial and tasks are there for a widened frame of reference for 
ecumenism in World Christianity in future?

1. Also see the interim report of the continuation committee on 
ecumenism in the 21st century from their second committee 
meeting in Belem in 2009: www.oikoumene.org/fileadmin/
files/wcc-main/documents/commissions_and_working_groups/
belem_report.pdf. 
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Given the present polarized situation between Islam 
and the West, there is an urgent need to strengthen dia-
logue aimed at building mutual trust and increasing sym-
pathy, understanding and imagination. Each party should 
approach such exchanges from a self-critical perspective.

Given the churches’ experience in the field of dialogue, 
they can be of great help in overcoming the present barriers 
of hatred and prejudice. They can show that religion can 
be, and is, a positive force for justice, harmony, peace and 
reconciliation in society. 

Conclusion

Changes are indeed taking place on every front. Immense 
challenges are facing humankind today. How can—how 
should—Christians and the churches respond?

The times call for discernment, and for courageous 
visions of hope. During the assembly, participants will 
wrestle with the realities facing the churches and the ecu-
menical movement today. Knowledge gained in Thematic 
Plenaries, Ecumenical Conversations, Mutirão workshops 
will contribute significantly to the overall understand-
ing of the changing world, and its need for profound 
transformation.

In their efforts to “read the signs of the times,” and 
to discern the presence of God’s transforming grace here 
and now, participants are called to make unity both more 
visible and more effective. For the question is not: will the 
world change?—we know it is changing, and will continue 
to change, rather the questions are: will the world be trans-
formed? And: how can the churches witness together to God’s 
transforming grace for the world?
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Holy Spirit, advocate and comforter,
Purify us, carry us beyond our narrow personal and 
institutional concerns;
Let us discern what God calls us to be and to do in 
this world.
— from the opening prayer of the first meeting 

of the committee

I. Our Journey as a Committee 

1. The Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st 
Century—Its Membership and Task
The Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st 
Century (CCE21) was formed after the 2006 Porto Alegre 
Assembly and met for the first time in 2007 in Bossey. The 
formation of the committee was in many ways unique. It 
is a committee which is facilitated by the WCC but not 
a committee of the WCC. The rationale for membership 
and the mandate were endorsed, but not formulated by 
the WCC Central Committee. They were the result of two 
major conferences of the so called “reconfiguration process” 
that were held in Antelias in 2003 and in Chavannes-de-
Bogis in 2004. Between these two meetings the emphasis 
changed and moved from “reconfiguration” to “ecumen-
ism in the 21st century.” Reports on the two consulta-
tions were presented to the 2006 Porto Alegre assembly. 
Participants in these consultations included representa-
tives of WCC member churches together with representa-
tives of the Roman Catholic Church and other churches 
beyond WCC membership, of conciliar instruments, i.e. 
regional ecumenical organizations and national councils of 
churches, of Christian world communions, international 
ecumenical organizations, a variety of youth organizations 
etc. Therefore, the continuation committee—though small 
in numbers—included representatives of the same broader 
constituency.2 

Of particular importance for the work of the commit-
tee has been the value statement of the 2004 Chavannes-
de-Bogis conference. The statement articulates clearly the 
values that have emerged in ecumenical relationships:

The ecumenical movement in the 21st century 
will be a special space:

2. The committee included 5 representatives of member churches 
(selected by the WCC executive committee); 1 representative 
of the Roman Catholic Church; 1 representative of Pentecostal 
churches; 2 representatives from ecumenical youth organizations; 
1 each from REOs, CWCs, NCCs, agencies/specialized ministries, 
international ecumenical organizations and ecumenical renewal 
communities.

where increasing numbers of Christians are 
involved in the work of Christian unity, and the 
fellowship among the churches is strengthened;

where an open and ecumenically minded culture 
is fostered in the everyday lives of people in their 
own contexts, and where ecumenical formation is 
a central focus at all levels of church life, from the 
local to the global;

where spirituality is the basis of life of Chris-
tians together, and where, as individuals, churches 
and organizations, Christians can pray together 
and encourage each other to discern God’s will for 
their lives;

where all, including the marginalized and 
excluded, are welcomed into inclusive and loving 
communities;

where relationships, built on mutual trust, are 
strengthened between all parts of the ecumenical 
family;

where each Christian can be supported in prac-
tising responsible stewardship, and where churches 
and Christian organizations can be mutually 
accountable to each other;

where the diversity of cultures and traditions is 
recognized as a source of creativity;

where hospitality is shown towards those of dif-
ferent faiths, and where dialogue is encouraged;

where women’s visions of being church are 
shared;

where young people are encouraged to join in 
and lead; 

where the ministry of healing is carried out in 
shared actions;

where the healing of memories leads to 
reconciliation;

where, together, we are able to be prophetic in 
confronting the injustices and violence of the world, 
and to take risks in our commitment to justice and 
peace when Christ calls us to do so.

Receiving the two reports, the Policy Reference Com-
mittee of the ninth assembly of the World Council of 
Churches in 2006 in Porto Alegre made it clear that:

The process of reconfiguring the ecumenical move-
ment is in large part an effort to “choreograph” the 
intricate relationships among the various ecumeni-
cal instruments and new ecumenical partners, so that 
clarity, transparency, communication and cooperative 
efforts mark those relationships, and allow the ecumen-
ical movement as a whole to offer to the world, and to 
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the regions and local churches the coherent grace-filled 
spiritual message of Christianity.

… The process that has been called “reconfigura-
tion” should be understood not as a patching up of 
the existing ecumenical structures, but as a dynamic 
process to deepen the relationships of the ecumenical 
movement to its spiritual roots and missionary iden-
tity, reaffirm the relationship of the ecumenical instru-
ments to the churches, clarify the relationships among 
the various ecumenical instruments and ensure that the 
message and the effort be coordinated and coherent. 

The Policy Reference Committee recommended the 
formation of the Continuation Committee on Ecumenism 
in the 21st Century. The committee was asked to build on 
the results of the two consultations of the reconfiguration 
process. 

Membership and terms of reference of the committee 
reflected the insight of the CUV process that the ecumeni-
cal movement is polycentric and, indeed, an open ecu-
menical space. The WCC is not at the centre and does not 
own the space as such. However, because the WCC is not 
just an organization, but first and foremost a fellowship of 
member churches that have also created most of the other 
ecumenical instruments in their quest for unity and com-
mon witness to the world, the WCC was entrusted with 
the task to facilitate a common table that would serve to

•   strengthen a shared vision and a shared analysis of the 
changing context, 

•   foster relationships with and among ecumenical partners, 

•   ensure coherence of the many actors in the ecumenical 
movement and

•   identify and implement better ways of working together 
with clearer understandings of different roles, functions 
and levels of action.

The CCE21 was to reflect on these tasks and to pro-
pose feasible steps in this direction. It met four times:

•   2007 in Bossey, Switzerland;
•   2009 in Belém, Brazil;
•   2010 in Rome, Italy and
•   2012 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

All four places represent important contexts and con-
cerns that were to be addressed by the committee: The ecu-
menical movement and the Ecumenical Institute Château 
de Bossey; the reality of rapid social change and new eccle-
sial realities in Belém; the tradition and worldwide scope 

of the Roman Catholic Church in Rome; and both the 
presence of one of the oldest Orthodox churches with its 
impressive roots in the history of Ethiopia and a Lutheran 
church that is nurturing charismatic expressions of faith in 
Addis Ababa.

In 2011, the moderator and some group members 
met with representatives of the Governance Review Con-
tinuation Committee (GRCC) and the Assembly Planning 
Committee (APC) to compare notes and focus the specific 
task of the committee more clearly so that it would com-
plement and not duplicate the work of the others. 

Bible studies were always an important component of 
these meetings: on texts of the letter to the Ephesians and 
on key texts related to the ecumenical vision (John 17:21; 
Ephesians 1:10, Colossians 1:15 ff.; Luke 4:16 ff. etc). Lis-
tening to the texts of the Bible, the committee came to 
the conclusion that it would be misleading to call for a 
new vision for the ecumenical movement. The Bible stud-
ies helped the committee to see that the main emphasis 
of the vision on the unity of the church and the unity of 
humankind was firmly rooted in the Bible and, indeed, a 
gospel imperative. Compared to more than sixty years ago 
when the WCC was founded, the horizons of this vision 
are broader today than in the past. This applies to both the 
changing ecclesial and religious landscape as well as the care 
for creation. In view of the changing horizons, the broader 
cosmic vision of Christ’s reign in texts like the letters to the 
Colossians, the Ephesians or the Book of Revelation began 
to speak in new ways to the committee. 

2. Bossey 2007—The First Step in the Journey
At the first meeting in 2007 in the Ecumenical Institute in 
Bossey, the committee
 •   reviewed its mandate, 

•   started to explore the changing ecclesial and ecumenical 
landscape and to

•   discuss the nature and shape of the next WCC assembly 
since the assembly would need to demonstrate progress 
concerning the tasks stated above.3 

Robina Winbush shared reflections on the two con-
sultations of the “reconfiguration process” held in 2003 
in Antelias and 2004 in Chavannes de Bogis. The deputy 
general secretary, Georges Lemopoulos, spoke about six 
central questions for the work of the committee regarding 

3. The report of the meeting was published by the WCC in 2007: 
Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st Century, 
Papers for and a report of the first meeting of the committee, 
Geneva: WCC, 2007 (http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/wcc-commissions/continuation-committee-on-
ecumenism-in-the-21st-century/report-on-the-first-meeting-of-the-
continuation-committee.html).
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the vision, the balance between broadening and deepening 
of the fellowship with a possible emphasis on accountabil-
ity, the willingness to change, the power to set agenda, the 
need for a deeper understanding of the spiritual dimension 
of life, and for constant renewal. Rudolf von Sinner shared 
12 theses on ecumenism in the 21st century for discussion, 
starting from the observations that:

•   the centre of gravity of Christianity has moved to the 
South;

•   the globalization and opening up of the world also brings 
injustice, fragmentation and fundamentalism;

•   ecumenism is in crisis or in transition, and these two ele-
ments are usually intertwined;

•   religions can foster war or peace and, therefore, for 
peace to exist among nations, peace among religions is 
necessary.

His first thesis underlined that the ecumenical move-
ment had to be built on trust, which had (thesis two) the 
readiness for self-critique and repentance as pre-conditions. 

These three contributions set the tone and the direc-
tion for the work of the committee. Based on the convic-
tion that the next WCC assembly would be the decisive 
moment deciding on success or failure of the work of the 
committee and utilizing the presence of the many represen-
tatives of important partners in the ecumenical movement, 
the Bossey meeting included a discussion on the assembly 
and “expanded space” that was facilitated by Doug Chial.

3. Belém 2009—Vital Challenges and New Insights
In 2009 in Belém, Brazil, in the beautiful surroundings of 
the Focolare Movement´s Mariápolis compound and sup-
ported by the Movement’s constant prayers, the committee 
explored the changing ecclesial and ecumenical landscape, 
looked at institutional challenges, and started to identify 
priority areas with the goal of greater coherence of the 
ecumenical movement and effectiveness of the work of all 
partners involved. The context of Belém, only days before 
the World Social Forum and the World Forum on Theol-
ogy and Liberation took place in this sprawling harbour 
city in the Brazilian state of Pará, was indicative for many 
of the aspects of the changing conditions for ecumenical 
cooperation. 

The second emphasis of the Belém meeting on the 
institutional challenges led to an important affirmation of 
the need for a committed fellowship of churches and the 
ecclesial character of the ecumenical movement. On this 

basis, the Belém report already included a list of roles and 
functions of the WCC that was later discussed in different 
fora, including the Central Committee of the WCC.4

The Belém report began to identify priority areas for 
the WCC and ecumenical partners with common foci, 
shared objectives and clear methodologies of coopera-
tion. The committee analyzed the recent development of 
the classical streams of the ecumenical movement as they 
reflect the institutional environment of ecumenism and 
confronted this analysis with the major trends of the chang-
ing context. The classical streams do have their origins in 
basic dimensions of the life of the church. The impact of 
the changing context is, however, reshaping them and their 
institutional expressions. Business as usual is no longer 
possible. New configurations of actors and new challenges 
cannot be ignored. The Belém report serves as the core of 
this final report.

4. Rome—Deepening Reflection on the Main Foci
With its third meeting in Rome, graciously hosted by the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, CCE21 
began to look more concretely at the contemporary chal-
lenges as they affect three of these priority areas: unity, mis-
sion, and justice, diakonia and advocacy (leaving reflections 
on peace to the IEPC). Inter-religious cooperation and 
ecumenical formation were seen as cross-cutting concerns.

Working in three groups on the priority areas and 
the impact of challenges and trends that affect all of them, 
the committee realized that the different priority areas are 
indeed closely linked to each other in dynamic and inter-
active relationships. This requires an institutional frame-
work that, at this stage, only the WCC can offer under 
condition that the work is carried out with and through 
member churches and ecumenical partners, i.e. with the 
existing configurations of actors whose cooperation needs 
to be facilitated and nurtured.

5. Addis Ababa
For the last meeting, the committee was strongly supported 
by the WCC member churches in Ethiopia: The Ethiopian 
Orthodox Tewahedo Church and the Ethiopian Evangeli-
cal Church Mekane Yesus. The committee concentrated 
on the theological affirmations and the recommendations 
for the final report mindful of the Ethiopian context and 
the impressive history of this country that was never fully 

4. Continuation Committee on Ecumenism in the 21st Century, 
Report on the second meeting of the committee in Belém, Brazil, 
Geneva: WCC 2009 (http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/wcc-commissions/continuation-committee-on-
ecumenism-in-the-21st-century/report-on-the-2nd-meeting-of-the-
continuation-committee.html).
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colonized and has a strong Christian tradition from the 
early Church until today.
6. Concluding Remarks
It was a great privilege to serve as the moderator of this 
committee and to accompany it on its ecumenical journey. 
I want to thank all committee members for their commit-
ment to the one ecumenical movement and their contribu-
tions to the work of the committee. I want to express my 
sincere gratitude for all who hosted meetings and facili-
tated our work. We offer the fruits of our considerations 
to the decision making bodies of all those who were rep-
resented in the membership of the committee, with the 
hope that they foster relationships and will lead to greater 
coherence and effectiveness of ecumenical initiatives and 
programmes. Let me conclude this introduction with the 
prayer that the Holy Spirit, advocate and comforter, will 
inspire all those who have the task of taking formative deci-
sions for the future of ecumenism during the years to come.

— Archbishop Michael Kehinde Stephen, Methodist 
Church of Nigeria

II. Contemporary Challenges

From reports to the Ninth Assembly of the WCC in 2006 
in Porto Alegre, Brazil, reports and documents received by 
the WCC Central Committee, publications by other ecu-
menical organizations and individual authors, and ongo-
ing deliberations of the Continuation Committee, we 
have concluded that there are considerable commonalities 
regarding the main dynamics and challenges of our time. 

Churches bear witness to Christ who gives meaning 
and fullness of life in a highly mobile, globalized context. 
Ecumenism can demonstrate how churches may faithfully 
define and discern ways that make for the justice and the 
peace for which Jesus wept and prayed, not seeking benefit 
for themselves alone but for the oikoumene. Such ecumeni-
cal engagement by the churches is rooted in their com-
mitment to unity in Christ and is manifested in advocacy 
and solidarity. The ecumenical movement is a space where 
an effective witness is possible through bringing parties to 
the table to demonstrate paths to peace, providing Chris-
tian witness to an alternative model for politics, economy, 
ecology and identity. This can help to overcome the loss 
of identity that global pressures bring, by bearing witness 
to the life-giving fellowship that is offered in the body of 
Christ. The committee is convinced that the following 
issues affect all: individuals, church bodies and ecumenical 
actors.

An important change in recent decades is the shift of 
the centre of gravity of Christianity (in terms of numbers 

of people confessing Christ as Lord and Savior) towards the 
global South that is related to the growth of charismatic 
and Pentecostal churches.5 Another important change is 
the impact of the historic process of globalization on the 
economic, political, cultural and religious spheres of soci-
eties. These changes have many consequences. Migration, 
whether forced or voluntary, changes in family structures, 
economic, ecological and social pressures have resulted in a 
mobility that creates a myriad of social and religious identi-
ties. Mobility and pluralism are factors that did not exist to 
the same extent at the beginning of the ecumenical move-
ment. They now have a deeper impact on the way personal 
and institutional identities are understood; they affect the 
individual’s sense of community, belonging and loyalty, as 
well as the churches’ relationship to the ecumenical move-
ment as a whole.6 This ambiguous situation should not be 
confused with the richness of God-given diversity.

Major challenges for the common witness and advo-
cacy of the churches were highlighted by the committee:

a) Justice issues such as the consequences of slavery and 
colonial oppression, poverty, lack of land reform, unjust 
trade relationships, wars and conflicts for resources and 
control of entire regions, initiatives for basic health care 
etc. were always high on the agenda of the ecumenical 
movement. The financial crisis and economic recession are 
posing today a deep challenge for oral accompaniment, 
joint advocacy and action by the churches. The lessons of 
the economic downturn in 2008 confirm that the quest for 
justice and the critique of the prevailing economic para-
digm remain a priority for the churches in today’s world. 
This includes the concern for the just distribution of food, 
the fight against HIV/AIDS and preventable diseases, over-
coming poverty, providing education, promoting health 
and advocacy for the most vulnerable communities includ-
ing youth, women, indigenous communities and people 
with disabilities. Issues of gender justice and human sexu-
ality have become church-dividing issues.

b) The concern for economic justice is closely intertwined 
with the concern for God’s creation. The effects of cli-
mate change on the natural and human world, including 
5. For most recent data see the World Christian Database, Center 
for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon Conwell Theological 
Seminary—http://worldchristiandatabase.org; also Todd M. 
Johnson/Kenneth R. Ross, eds., Atlas of Global Christianity 
1910-2010 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). It is 
important to note, however, that not in all cases the data seem to 
be based on sound statistical material.
6. Mobility and identity become justice issues when they are 
coupled with an economic system that rewards the hyper-mobility 
of some while trapping others. This becomes visible in human 
trafficking and child labour. 
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resulting conflicts and migration, certain biotechnologies 
and the loss of biodiversity, are threats to life on earth that 
call for the witness of the churches to God the creator, the 
reign of Christ over the universe and the life-giving power 
of the Holy Spirit.

c) The concentration of different forms of power in the 
hands of a small minority of people and countries contin-
ues to be a major factor of global dynamics. The shift from 
the bi-polar world system that dominated the second half 
of the 20th century has, however, not given way to a mono-
polar system. The transition process with new competing 
centers of power has brought conflict and war. The biblical 
understanding of peace with justice and reconciliation is 
of utmost importance for the churches’ witness in today’s 
rapidly changing geopolitical arena.

d) Technology is changing the way people communicate 
and relate to one another, creating new and often ambigu-
ous forms of community. These technologies challenge the 
churches to find new ways to relate to people and build 
authentic community.

The market logic, in which goods are more valuable 
than community, affects the churches’ practice. In this 
context, churches often lose focus on identity in Christian 
community and compete with each other locally and glob-
ally. Where this dynamic exists, communities of faith that 
don’t have the ability to compete or don’t believe in the 
logic of competition are further marginalized. The decrease 
in financial support for churches and ecumenical organiza-
tions exasperates opportunities for ecumenical partnership 
and common witness.

There is a need for conversation with religions and 
ideologies—seeking to faithfully embody alternative ways 
of living together amid the rise of religio-national funda-
mentalism, relativism, privatization and market ideologies, 
recognizing that these are often attempts to overcome the 
effects of marginalization. It is possible to support reli-
gious freedom while peacefully engaging religious diversity 
through interreligious dialogue and co-operation.

There are important differences concerning the ranking 
of more detailed analyses and the theological discernment 
of these main concerns, which account for controversies 
and tensions within and among churches and different 
actors in the ecumenical movement. This fact underlines 
even further the need for a common platform that enables 
the churches, and ecumenical organizations to encounter 
and to engage each other in addressing these challenges at 
various levels.

III. Theological Affirmations

The ecumenical movement has its centre in the Triune God 
and not in human efforts, plans and desires. The commit-
tee affirms that the theological foundation of the search for 
the full visible unity of the church, and its common wit-
ness to the world is rooted in Scripture, namely in Christ’s 
prayer for his disciples (“that they may all be one”) as found 
in John 17:21. It is our understanding that the search for 
the goal of full visible unity of the church is also for the 
sake of the healing and transformation of the world. Com-
mon witness for justice and peace has always been central 
for the ecumenical movement. The theme of the forthcom-
ing WCC Assembly at Busan resonates well with this con-
viction and trajectory: “God of life, lead us to justice and 
peace.”

Christians live their faith in the context of different 
cultures and religions and within the wider horizon of 
God’s creation. Acts 15 remembers the decisive moment 
when the apostles did not shy away from the difficult 
questions that arose when boundaries of ethnic, cultural 
and religious identities were being crossed and found the 
strength to open up to the universal horizon of the gospel 
message. Those of us who came from the “gentiles” would 
have never become Christians if this agreement to extend 
the mission of the apostles to the oikoumene, the inhabited 
earth, had not happened. 

This committee believes that Christians are called to 
speak together to envision a new reality. It believes that 
ecumenism offers vision of communion which helps indi-
viduals, churches, movements and institutions discover an 
important dimension of their participation in the koino-
nia of the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.7 This 
vision of koinonia is a foretaste of the fullness of life that 
is promised in Christ (John 10:10). It is life-affirming and 
inspires action for the transformation of the world in the 
light of the coming of the Holy City and the Tree of Life, 
whose “leaves are for the healing of the nations” (Rev 22,2).

The ecumenical movement is called to deepen fellow-
ship among its participants and broaden participation, and 
facilitate greater coherence. These three dimensions reflect 
the relational reality of the triune God, and the koinonia 

7. The Greek word koinonia refers to the communion or fellowship 
among churches and Christians which is based on the conviction 
that in Jesus, the Christ, the Triune God united with God self and 
with one another those dispersed by human sin and set against each 
other. Such relational understanding of salvation and of the church 
is, thus, rooted in the faith in the Triune God whose very being is 
koinonia (cf. On the way to Fuller Koinonia: The Message of the World 
Conference, in: Thomas Best and Günther Gassmann, On the way to 
Fuller Koinonia. Official Report of the Fifth World Conference on Faith 
and Order, Faith and Order Paper no. 166, Geneva: WCC, 1994, pp. 
225 ff.). 
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as the heart of the fellowship of member churches. This 
koinonia is not our own property but a gift of God, who 
wants the churches to participate in God’s reconciling and 
healing mission. Nobody can remain satisfied to limiting 
this koinonia to him or herself; it invites always to build 
new relationships, and to do so trusting in the mystery of 
God´s presence among the other.

For the World Council of Churches (WCC), Chris-
tian World Communions (CWCs), Regional Ecumeni-
cal Organizations (REOs) and National Councils of 
Churches (NCCs), there is agreement on the centrality of 
the church-based character of their expression of ecumen-
ism. International Ecumenical Organizations, Ecumenical 
Renewal Movements, Specialized Agencies, International 
Ecumenical Youth Organizations, relate to the churches 
and bring their important gifts to the ecumenical move-
ment. Together, all partners agree on the centrality of the 
ethos of fellowship, consensus8 and common witness as 
foundational for a common vision. These relationships 
require mutual respect and trust as their base, in line with 
the core values as mentioned above (cf. page 2).

Worship (latreia) and proclamation (kerygma) are 
essential for nurturing the fellowship in the ecumenical 
movement through love and prayer. Community (koino-
nia), witness (Martyria) and service (diakonia) lend them-
selves to structure the interaction between the different sets 
of actors in the ecumenical movement. All these are impor-
tant features intrinsic to the life of the church.

Based on the committee’s analysis of the contemporary 
context, it identified five main areas that are crucial for the 
future of the ecumenical movement in the 21st century:

•   The changing ecclesial landscape

•   The relationship between mission and ecumenism

•   The struggle for justice and peace

•   Relationships with other faith traditions and religions

•   Our deeper awareness of our relationship to creation

Changing Ecclesial Landscape
Christians of different traditions are addressing these new 
horizons in various and serious ways. There are many prac-
tical examples of how churches translate these insights 
into action. Exchange between them through the diverse 
expressions of the ecumenical movement can strengthen 
and inspire their action, and co-operation can make it 
more effective. 

8. Consensus here refers to the practice as developed in the WCC 
and other bodies.

In terms of the changing ecclesial landscape, as 
described in the section on the contemporary context with 
its challenges and opportunities, the theological questions 
raised involve who has the power to define truth and to 
include or exclude others. Trust has to prevail over com-
petition because such trust is rooted in faith in the Triune 
God. Only on this ground is it possible to be open for a 
fresh perspective on one’s own church, movement or insti-
tution, and others, which then includes a constructive way 
of being accountable. It allows the facing of conflict with-
out separating, but remaining in dialogue in the midst of 
divergences.

Some churches grapple with the ecclesial-based 
nature of the ecumenical movement in a context in which 
an increasing number of Christian communities do not 
identify with a denominational model. The same is true 
for movements and organizations that are not church-
based and may feel uneasy with the central place given 
to churches in the ecumenical movement. This raises the 
question of how to share space with such communities 
without letting go of the positive achievements of the past 
(e.g., results of ecumenical dialogues), deepening commit-
ment and mutual accountability. 

Mission
The committee affirmed the central importance of a 
wholistic understanding of mission, including evangelism, 
witness and care for life, in the 21st century ecumenical 
movement. The Greek expression for mission is exapos-
tole, sending. Our sending/co-mission by Christ is closely 
related to the sending of the Son by the Father. The divine 
objective of both is: “that they might have life, and might 
have it abundantly” (John 10:10 NAS). From this per-
spective, mission is indeed missio Dei with which we are 
entrusted. Therefore, Christ’s love and care must be our 
prototype, relying on the gifts of the Holy Spirit. We learn 
from Christ’s self-emptying love, kenosis9, which was the 
starting point of His mission. Mission workers are first 
accountable to Christ, and after that accountable equally 
to their brothers and sisters in Christ. Mission, love and 
kenosis are the inseparable premises for effectively preach-
ing the Gospel of God. 

In considering mission in the context of ecumenism 
in the 21st century, we reaffirmed that missionary activi-
ties and ecumenical dialogue require respectful relation-
ships, accountability and trust. Undoubtedly, proselytism 
destroys this foundation and becomes a stumbling block 
to dialogue and responsible mission. Our common ground 
in Jesus Christ does not allow building “on someone else’s 
foundation” (Romans 15:20). This issue requires a serious 

9. Cf. Philippians 2.5-11, especially verse 7.
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discussion towards closer understandings as a step to assure 
each other of good intentions.

Besides the inter-confessional problems that might be 
raised when there is a lack of coordination and coopera-
tion among Christian communities, uninformed mission 
activity can be problematic for local communities when 
sensitive relationships with people of other faiths are not 
acknowledged. Missionaries are called to take also into con-
sideration new contexts for mission, and to think deeply 
about the factors , whether regional, political, economical, 
cultural, religious or gender specific, in that context. 

The Struggle for Justice and Peace
The quest for justice and peace is central to the church’s 
mission; it is the call of Christ to the Church. In the quest 
for justice and peace we recognize the significance of all 
of creation and each human being in relationship to God 
and each other. Through the communion with God, Chris-
tians are set in community with each other and are called 
to reflect the communion found in the Triune God. This 
makes justice an essentially relational matter, restoring koi-
nonia. It is a call back to God’s intention that is wholeness 
and fullness in life. The implication of this is that justice 
seeks transformation of the present circumstances of life 
which is a precondition for peace. The quest for justice calls 
us to address the issue of unequal distribution and appro-
priation of power. This is often seen through various forms 
of oppression—economic, gender, racial and other forms 
of injustice.

Power that is used in ways that contribute to the 
destruction of life and creation leads to brokenness and 
separates us from God and one another. By rejecting the 
misuse of power, we discover our shared humanity in the 
vulnerability of the Crucified. It is out of this vulnerability 
that we are called to a life of justice. As we consider the 
question of power and vulnerability, we look to our under-
standing of the incarnation and kenosis. By coming into 
the world as a baby in a poor refugee family, God chose 
to identify with human vulnerability. Our understanding 
of the self-emptying of God and willingness to endure 
the reality of the cross radically redefines power and vul-
nerability. In our identity as Christians, we are called to 
appropriate power in ways that heal and transform human 
communities and a groaning creation.

The fruit of the Spirit assures a favorable environ-
ment for justice and peace (Galatians 5:22-23). By work-
ing for justice and reconciliation, peace is fostered. Justice 
brings the dynamics of power and vulnerability into bal-
ance in human relationships and social systems. It exists 
to eliminate avoidable suffering and contributes to peace. 
The church’s active expression of justice interfaces with 

and gives purpose to uniting the church for the sake of the 
world. We recognize that the commitment to the work of 
justice may also at times bring tension in the church. How-
ever, it is the gift and call of unity that graces us with the 
capacity to work through such tensions toward sustaining 
wholeness.

Diakonia is an immediate response to sufferings that 
are present in the world. Diakonia is a natural partner with 
mission in the 21st century. Justice is linked to diakonia 
in that it functions best when justice is at work. Justice 
wrestles with the underlying issues that make diakonia nec-
essary. Diakonia without justice becomes anemic. Justice 
without diakonia can be heartless and even destructive.

We are called to join in partnership with people’s 
movements, organizations and peoples of other faith tradi-
tions to work for justice in the world we share. 

The Ecumenical Movement and Interreligious Dialogue
Acknowledging the potential of religions to both be instru-
ments of peace and of conflict, we indicate the need for 
continuing dialogue between religions and ideologies to 
find different ways of living together in peace. In some 
regions of the world people of different faiths have lived 
side by side for centuries—both in peace and in conflict. 
In other regions a multi-religious society is a more recent 
fact due to post-colonial migration and globalisation. In 
some regions Christians have lived as a minority among 
other faiths for centuries; in others, Christianity has been 
virtually the only religion. These different contexts lead to 
variant departing positions in interreligious relations and 
cooperation that need to be recognised and accounted for 
in dialogue within the ecumenical movement and with 
representatives of other faith traditions. 

Christians are called to be agents of peace and to be 
witnesses to the peace of the risen Christ, who has sent his 
disciples into the world, sustained by the Holy Spirit (John 
20.19-23 and Acts 1:8). This requires solidarity with all 
who struggle in conflicts that have a religious undertone. 
Where this solidarity is lacking the credibility of dialogue 
is at stake.

In the conviction that all humans are created in the 
image and likeness of God (Gen. 1.27), religious diver-
sity in turn can be considered as a source of enrichment. 
How can this common humanity lead us to challenge the 
boundaries that we set for ourselves and others? Christians 
are called to enter into a relationship with representatives 
of other faiths that challenges exclusion without ignoring 
the differences that exist among us. 
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Creation
Churches are called to be the living mystery, the sign and 
instrument of God’s reign to come and contribute through 
their very being to reconciliation and healing of the whole 
creation (Coll. 1.15; Eph 1:10) that is suffering from 
injustice, war and environmental destruction. Overcom-
ing their own divisions and the dividing walls of hostility 
by the grace and love of God, the churches participate in 
the wide horizon of the ongoing and new creation of this 
world. 

Oikoumene understood as God’s household of life 
points to this wide horizon and the eschatological expecta-
tion of God’s reign to come, which is also a response to the 
groaning of creation (Rom 8:18 ff.).The common witness 
of the churches carries the promise of the transformative 
power of the life-sustaining and life renewing Holy Spirit 
and contributes to justice, reconciliation and peace for 
humankind and all of God’s creatures on planet earth. The 
ecumenical movement is meant to be a fellowship where 
the churches see their common role in participating in the 
wholeness of God’s work.

The first to be said about this world, about life, is to 
be said about God; God the will of life, God the word of 
life, God the Spirit of life.10 In this Trinity of the God of 
life is everything potentially present and bound together in 
unity of diversity. God the creator is the God of the life-
giving word. The first words of the book called Genesis, the 
beginning, are about the power to create light and order in 
darkness and chaos by words. Reading the first chapter of 
the Gospel according to John, we hear that the word was 
with God and the Word was God. All things came into being 
through him, and without him not one thing came into being. 
What has come into being in him was life, and the life was 
the light of all people. Christians are invited to participate 
in the use of creative words, words giving life, to commu-
nicate light and order in the midst of darkness and chaos. 
God the creator is God the Spirit, the omnipresent Spirit. 
The breath of God is giving life to the entire creation. The 
Spirit of God is moving the whole world, the oikoumene, 
and therefore also the churches.

Life is a gift of God and can only be received as a gift. 
A gift to be given—to others, for others. The texts of the 
creation stories are not neutral; they include human beings, 
and are not leaving us like outside spectators. They call for 
humility, a stronger love to everything created, and a new 
will to care for creation. When the future of life on earth as 
we know it is at stake—with a single strike from a nuclear 
weapon, over decades through climate change and the loss 
of biodiversity, and every day through conflicts and wars, 

10. Cf for this and the following: Olav Fykse Tveit, Christian 
Solidarity in the Cross of Christ, (Geneva: WCC, 2012)∆380 3ff.

through poverty and hunger that kill millions of people 
and poison and destroy fields, water sources and animals—
churches need to act for the life of generations to come.

IV. Institutional Challenges

There are three different sets of institutional challenges: 

•   the first concerns the classical streams of the ecumenical 
movement;

•   the second relates to the different institutional expres-
sions of the ecumenical movement that developed in the 
20th century;

•   the third refers to new institutional challenges that reflect 
the changing context.

The major streams11 of the past are still visible, although 
they have changed considerably in recent decades. If it was 
the genius of the founding generation of the WCC to com-
bine the major streams of the young ecumenical movement 
in one organization that was based on member churches, 
it is very important now to understand how the major 
streams continue to be represented in the movement and 
institutions we encounter.

The stream of ecclesially-centred ecumenism today 
goes beyond the work of the Commission on Faith and 
Order. With the Roman Catholic Church joining the 
ecumenical movement after the Second Vatican Council, 
the bilateral dialogues pursued by the Roman Catholic 
Church and other World Communions at various levels 
have become an important element of the search for visible 
unity, with the Christian World Communions as primary 
actors.12 The question to be addressed is, “What is the role 
of the World Council of Churches and Christian World 
Communions within this stream, and how do they relate 
to each other?”

The Mission movement and the Life and Work Move-
ment have also changed considerably in recent decades, 
especially under the influence of contextual theologies 

11. The three classical streams of the ecumenical movement are 
the Missionary movement (1910 Edinburgh), the Faith and Order 
movement (1927 Lausanne) and the Life and Work movement 
(1925 Stockholm). Faith and Order and Life and Work came 
together to form the WCC, while the International Missionary 
Council joined the WCC only in 1961. There were other, smaller 
entities, e.g. the Commission on International Affairs (included 
in the WCC in 1948 already), the World Council of Christian 
Education (included 1971) etc. that also contributed to life and 
action of the WCC.
12. It important to note in this context the renewed impetus 
for a Panorthodox Council; cf. the statement by the Synaxis of 
Orthodox Hierarchs in November 2008 in the Phanar.
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and a more active role of churches from the global South. 
Perspectives of contextual theologies with a strong focus 
on culture and social justice have broadened the scope of 
mission theologies and approaches to issues of church and 
society. This happened not without tension and conflict, 
dynamics that are still echoed in contemporary debates.

Another notable shift is a consequence of the growing 
importance of financially strong specialized ministries in 
the field of ecumenical diakonia and development. Mission 
societies that have been active in the domains of health, 
education and social action for decades are increasingly 
asked to avoid duplication with development agencies or 
to merge activities. Fundraising and advocacy campaigns 
by specialized ministries have also had an influence on the 
understanding and methods of advocacy with governments 
and other national actors and with the UN at the interna-
tional level. At times, the impression was given that these 
were competing and not complementary approaches. The 
inequalities in existing distribution of financial resources 
within the ecumenical movement have raised new ques-
tions of power relations in mission engagement and ecu-
menical efforts.

After decades of alienation between some Evangeli-
cals and some Ecumenical organizations, the Commission 
on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME) has started 
to reach out to Charismatic, Pentecostal and African 
Instituted Churches. These groups have reciprocated and 
responded to invitations to join together with the CWME. 
The process towards the centenary of the 1910 World Mis-
sion Conference at Edinburgh is a case in point. Another 
important process, including inter-religious involvement, 
is the series of consultations concerning a Code of Conduct 
on Conversion. Differences regarding the understanding 
of mission today, evangelism, conversion, syncretism and 
proselytism need to be addressed, while efforts still have 
to be made to build trust and reliable working relation-
ships. The Global Christian Forum (GCF) has emerged as 
a different platform for the broadening participation in the 
ecumenical movement in dialogue with Charismatic, Pen-
tecostal and African Instituted Churches. 

These observations point to the fact that the insti-
tutional arrangement of the ecumenical movement has 
become more diversified. The same factors that changed 
the outlook of the traditional streams also influenced 
changes in and among the main organizational expressions 
of the ecumenical movement in the 20th century. 

Analysis of the relationship between the different 
spheres of ecumenism shows that there is growing inten-
tional cooperation and a division of labour, between the 
WCC and Regional Ecumenical Organizations (REOs), 
National Councils of Churches (NCCs) and in Africa 

sub-regional Fellowships of Churches.13 This is partly due 
to the fragile financial situation of many of the National 
Councils and Regional Ecumenical Organizations. While 
the REOs are confronting these challenges, the WCC and 
other ecumenical partners have continued to accompany 
and support them. What is emerging is a clearer under-
standing of the different priorities in response to the con-
text and the need for a clear division of labour so that 
different ecumenical efforts complement each other.14 

A number of organizations that are concentrating on 
specific target groups or concerns are loosely defined as 
International Ecumenical Organizations. Some of them, 
such as the World Student’s Christian Federation (WSCF), 
the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the 
Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) date back 
to the 19th century—whereas others such as Ecumenical 
News International, ACT International and ACT Devel-
opment have been created only in recent years. The general 
secretary of the World Association for Christian Communi-
cation and the executive director of the WSCF represented 
them on the Continuation Committee. It is important to 
map their individual contributions and explore the link-
ages with other ecumenical organizations. It is encourag-
ing to see, for instance, increasing co-operation between 
organizations focusing on young people, e.g. the World 
Student Christian Federation, Syndesmos, Young Men´s 
Christian Association and Young Women´s Christian 
Association. The creation of the WCC´s ECHOS youth 
commission, which includes membership beyond WCC 
member churches, has also contributed to improved co-
operation. The YWCA has also strengthened its financial 
basis through clearly focused priorities (e.g. work on HIV/
AIDS). The need for clearer priorities seems a common 
trend for all those organizations that depend on specialized 
ministries and other donors for their funding.

13. Jill Hawkey presented results of her study mapping current 
ecumenical structures and relationships at the consultation 
on Ecumenism in the 21st Century in Chavannes de Bogis/
Switzerland (Appendix V to the report, pp. 66-80). A wealth 
of data on work by different partners that is financed by the 
specialized ministries is made available by the yearly Partner 
Survey for the WCC Roundtable. Making use of these data, the 
WCC has analyzed the development of Regional Ecumenical 
Organisations and two World Communions that are based also in 
Geneva (LWF and WARC).
14. The following are just a few examples for improved 
co-operation: the WCC together with REOs (All Africa 
Conference of Churches, Conference of European Churches, 
Middle East Council of Churches, Christian Conference of 
Asia, Caribbean Council of Churches and Pacific Conference of 
Churches) have fostered inter-regional co-operation on migration 
and trade; the AACC is contributing to the WCC’s work on 
economic justice through its focus on poverty in Africa; the same 
is true for the Pacific Conference of Churches and its focus on 
Climate Change.
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The Christian World Communions (CWCs) include 
the Roman Catholic Church, Eastern Orthodox and Ori-
ental Orthodox Churches, and different Church families. 
While they differ in the extent to which they engage in 
mission, ecumenical actions and diakonia, one main con-
tribution they make to Christian Unity is involvement in 
bilateral dialogues. The annual meetings of the Secretaries 
of the CWCs provide an opportunity to deepen fellow-
ship and develop ecumenical co-operation, and the World 
Council of Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance 
also send representatives.

There are three new institutional challenges that 
reflect the changing context (again influenced by some of 
the same trends that surfaced earlier): 

First, there are the new forms of networking. There 
are two basic models that have developed: These networks 
either concentrate on particular issues—which allows for 
the co-operation of a broad coalition of different actors—
or they concentrate on one set of actors with the ability 
to address a broader agenda. The Ecumenical Advocacy 
Alliance (EAA) is an example of the first approach; the 
ACT Alliance, the merger of ACT International and ACT 
Development into ACT Global is an example of the sec-
ond approach.15

Second, there are new platforms for broader partici-
pation beyond the classical ecumenical movement, such 
as Churches Together, Christian Councils or the Global 
Christian Forum. These platforms tend to focus more on 
open dialogue and much less on the discipline of mutual 
accountability.

Third, there is an increasing number of inter-religious 
councils locally and nationally. Some of these are replacing 
local councils of churches, while others are focusing on rec-
onciliation and peace in situations of conflict. Internation-
ally there are new opportunities emerging to work together 
with inter-religious partners.

All three dimensions of institutional challenges dem-
onstrate how new realities and dynamics drive institutional 
development and change. There is a need a) to deepen the 
relationships between those belonging to the fellowship 
of ecumenically committed churches, b) to broaden par-
ticipation in the ecumenical movement and c) to ensure 
greater coherence of the different institutional expres-
sions and organizations involved. These actions need to be 
informed by analysis of the trends that can be observed. 
There is also a need for thorough theological reflection 
on guiding vision and values, as the process of the Special 
Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC and 
the subsequent work of the Permanent Commission on 
Consensus and Collaboration have clearly shown. There is 

15. See the most recent Joint Newsletter of ACT International and 
ACT Development, Dec. 2008.

an ongoing need to map ecumenical activity, to define the 
charism of each ecumenical organization and to plan how 
to support each organization in its work.

Deepening the fellowship, broadening participation in 
the ecumenical movement and maintaining greater coher-
ence are tasks that the WCC is willing to perform in service 
to its member churches and to benefit all partners in the 
ecumenical movement. The WCC has begun to approach 
this task in new ways by convening all who need to inter-
act and to talk to each other in one ecumenical space or 
around one table. The Continuation Committee on Ecu-
menism in the 21st Century and the WCC Assembly Dis-
cernment Committee16 are the most recent examples of 
both the willingness of the WCC to fulfill this convening 
role and the readiness of ecumenical partners to recognize 
the WCC as the privileged instrument of the ecumenical 
movement, demonstrating the ecumenical commitment of 
the fellowship of its member churches, but not demanding 
to be recognized as the centre of the movement. 

Such a convening role facilitates developments, but it 
also requires the capacity to discern the signs of the time 
and to stimulate new insights—very much in the same way 
as the convening function should enhance and not mute 
prophetic voices. In addition to accepting the privileged 
role of convening, the WCC is wiling to be a participat-
ing member in shaping and encouraging the discourse. The 
WCC is able to provide a space where conflicts are not 
avoided but may be identified and worked through. These 
steps are preconditions to fulfilling a prophetic role.

V. Main Foci

There has been a shift from the reconfiguration of the ecumen-
ical movement, i.e. ecumenical institutions to the emphasis 
on ecumenism in the 21st century. This shift requires that 
more attention be given to the convergence between theo-
logical, contextual and institutional challenges.

Churches are building common ground by recalling 
the spiritual roots of the ecumenical movement—that they 
are one in Christ, who calls us to make that oneness visible 
through unity and witness. Christians are meant to be an 
answer to Christ’s own prayer (John 17:21). Re-affirming 

16. The WCC ninth assembly in 2006 in Porto Alegre, Brazil, 
had a vision of an “ecumenical assembly that would assemble 
all churches to celebrate their fellowship in Jesus Christ, and to 
address common challenges facing the church and humanity,” 
and agreed on the specific mandate “to explore the feasibility of 
a structure for WCC assemblies that would provide expanded 
space for Christian world communions and confessional families 
to meet for the purpose of deliberation and/or overall agenda” 
(policy reference committee report). The Assembly Discernment 
Committee was established by the WCC Central Committee in 
February 2008 to work on this recommendation, cf. Continuation 
Committee, Belém report, p. 32.
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the ecclesial nature of the search for visible unity and com-
mon witness, they remind each other of their common 
roots and their common journey. The churches—their 
members and their leaders along with their doctrines and 
traditions—are the primary actors in the ecumenical move-
ment. The churches engaging with each other more deeply 
in common witness will strengthen not one, but all ecu-
menical instruments.

Worship (latreia) and proclamation (kerygma) are 
essential for nurturing the fellowship of the ecumenical 
movement through love and prayer. Community (koino-
nia), witness (Martyria) and service (diakonia) lend them-
selves to structure the interaction between these different 
sets of actors in the ecumenical movement, as some exam-
ples demonstrate: 

a. The search for visible unity will benefit from deliber-
ate interaction between the bilateral approach and the 
multi-lateral approach. The WCC-convened forum on 
bilateral dialogues provides a model for this interaction 
that has the potential to clarify the different roles in 
this arena and the different understandings of unity 
that have emerged.

b. Mission in the 21st century is a core issue at stake in 
the relationship between WCC member churches, and 
Evangelicals, charismatic and Pentecostal churches. 
Edinburgh 2010 has been a crystallizing event for this 
agenda that needs further reflection and action. The 
Roman Catholic Church and other ecumenical bodies 
are engaged in critical issues important to mission in 
the 21st century. 

c. The churches’ engagement for economic justice, 
creation, peace and reconciliation provides a single 
focus for “one arena of engagement.” The role of the 
churches, the WCC some Christian world commu-
nions, and specialized ministries in ecumenical diako-
nia and global advocacy belongs to this arena in which 
the relationship between churches and specialized min-
istries has to be addressed. 

d. The previous three foci need to be accompanied by a 
fourth focus on the role of different ecumenical actors 
in inter-religious dialogue and co-operation. This is an 
urgent matter given the pressing need for successful 
models of inter-religious co-operation at local, national 
and international levels.

Other concerns have become a priority for almost 
all involved in the ecumenical movement, i.e. the nurtur-
ing of the spiritual roots of ecumenism and the need for 

concentrated and sustained efforts for ecumenical forma-
tion at all levels. 

A question to be addressed: Is it possible to say that 
these four foci lend themselves to re-focus the common 
efforts of different actors involved in the ecumenical 
movement? 

Lessons learned in the process on ecumenism in the 
21st century so far seem to suggest that a shared under-
standing of contemporary challenges, the combination 
of theological reflection on the basic elements of the new 
horizons for the ecumenical vision, the nurturing of the 
ethos of fellowship and consensus, followed by work on the 
four main thematic foci, indeed, lead to a more solid basis 
for common action and facilitate a renewed flourishing of 
the ecumenical movement. 

 VI. Recommendations

Based on our analysis of the contemporary and institu-
tional challenges and our theological affirmations, we, the 
members of the CCE21, are convinced about the oppor-
tunity to live out the gift of ecumenical calling in more 
intentional cooperation by all, and make the following 
recommendations to the World Council of Churches, 
Regional Ecumenical Organizations, National Councils 
of Churches, Christian World Communions, Ecumenical 
Youth Movements, Specialized ministries, Renewal move-
ments, The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian 
Unity, and churches and organisations whether or not tra-
ditionally seen as ecumenically engaged. This includes Pen-
tecostal, charismatic and Evangelical churches.

Foundational
We recommend that all involved in the ecumenical 
movement:

•   Commit to the biblical call to oneness in Jesus Christ 
(John 17: 21) and the call to be instruments for the full-
ness of life for all (John 10: 10); 

•   Understand our work together to be based on belief in 
the Triune God who calls us to unity and gives us the gift 
of communion;

•   Find constructive ways of living out our unity even in 
the face of the challenge of engaging the theological and 
ethical issues that threaten to divide.

Implications of the Changing Ecclesial Landscape
Especially bearing in mind the shift of the demographic 
centre of gravity of Christianity to the global South and 
the worldwide emergence of new churches that are not 
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currently engaged with the ecumenical movement, the 
CCE21 recommends that all of the partners: 

•   Discern and engage the implications of this within their 
relationships and actions; 

•   Take seriously and activate the full participation of the 
global South;

•   Be prepared to receive the contributions of those who 
may not currently be around the ecumenical table;

•   Receive migration and emerging migrant churches all 
over the world as an opportunity for integrating the 
North and South;

•   Address the issue of unequal distribution and appropria-
tion of power by being vigilant against the abusive use 
of power and promoting models of learning from each 
other through the receiving of gifts whether of affluence 
or poverty from each other regardless of the context from 
which they operate. 

Organizational Implications 
While ensuring ecumenical engagement is a movement 
and the new ecclesial landscape has polycentric features, 
there are organizational implications to deepening and 
expanding the fellowship of ecumenical space. The CCE21 
therefore recommends:

•   That the World Council of Churches take on a convening 
role as a gift to the churches and ecumenical partners;17 

•   That the WCC convene the partners in the ecumenical 
movement in a way that is larger than itself (recent posi-
tive models include the setting up of the CCE21 and the 
assembly preparatory process), and does not claim to be 
recognized as the centre of the movement; 

•   That as part of its convening role, the WCC governing 
bodies rethink the set up work and content of commis-
sions, as well as its assembly and post assembly structures;

•   That the WCC and other organizations find appropriate 
structures and methodologies by which they can engage;

•   The affirmation of the larger space and call on all to make 
every effort to mutually address negative images attached 
to one another, and affirm the gifts that each brings to 
the continuing ecumenical movement; 

•   The Evaluation of the Global/Regional dynamics with a 
vision of developing effective ways of actively connecting 

17. The convening role is exercised in recognition of and within 
the limits set by the 1950 Toronto Statement, which clarifies that 
the WCC is not a church nor a super-church.

National Councils of Churches and their participants in 
national and local levels and to strengthen coherence at 
all levels. 

•   Connecting to the lived reality of local congregations 
and communities, and affirming innovative ways of 
hospitality.

•   Taking seriously current financial constraints and find-
ing creative ways of staying focused and coherent while 
encouraging churches to invest in and find resources to 
sustain the life-giving impact of the the vision and work 
of the ecumenical movement. 

•   Addressing the financial changes and challenging power 
relations within the movement—so that agendas are not 
mainly determined by sources of income;

•   Finding creative ways of accompanying one another 
and responding in solidarity in the different regions on 
behalf of the whole movement. These may include hav-
ing representatives of the organisations serve as links to 
other parts of the ecumenical movement or sending del-
egations of “living letters.”18

•   Taking note of the cooperation that took place in the 
process on “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World:”19 we call upon all actors to take every opportu-
nity to work together on issues that will overcome com-
mon challenges and produce common ways forward.20 

•   Strongly affirming the conciliar model of ecumenism, 
and at the same time valuing and supporting bilateral 
and multilateral conversations.

•   Affirming the distinctiveness of the various processes and 
gifts that different organizations bring.

•   Reviewing and affirming new processes and platforms 
for engagement which brings others around the table, 
in recognition that some new processes need to mature 
in order to create space for open respectful dialogue and 
mutual accountability to the core values as stated in this 
document.21

18. The WCC has conducted pastoral team-visits as “living-letters” 
to member churches and their countries during both “The Decade 
of the Churches in Solidarity with Women” and “The Decade to 
Overcome Violence.” 
19.  World Council of Churches, Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue, World Evangelical Alliance, Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct, 
Geneva: WCC, 2011. 
20.  The representative of Eastern Orthodox churches on the 
committee requested to minute that he was not in consensus 
with referencing the document on “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” in the recommendations.
21. Cf. page 2.
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Chapter 13

Ecumenical Formation and Theological Education

54.  Leadership Formation in the Changing 
Landscapes of World Christianity: 
Ecumenical Covenant on Theological 
Education

   Public Statement of ETE Accompaniment 
Group, Crete, 2012

This document is a reference text of the ETE International 
working group which has developed important resources for 
theological education and leadership development in the past 
working period of WCC. Taking up certain insights from the 
“World Study Report on World Christianity” from Edinburgh 
2010, the paper argues for an “Ecumenical Covenant” for 
Ecumenical Theological Education to become part of the 
commitment of churches to journey together in the post-Busan 
period so as to give the promotion and support for leadership 
development and ecumenical formation the proper place on 
the priority list of mandates both in the ecumenical movement 
as well as for the member churches of WCC.

Study Questions

1.   How is the strategic role of ecumenical formation and 
theological education seen and argued for both historically 
and theologically in their relevance for the future of World 
Christianity?

2.   What are major challenges and new potentials for the 
future of theological education and ecumenical formation 
in the 21st century?

3.   How are the role and potential mandates of WCC and 
other players seen for the future of theological education 
and ecumenical formation?

The following public statement is recommended for dia-
logue and study to WCC member churches and their dia-
logue with regional associations of theological schools in 
the process leading to the assembly in Busan. The state-
ment aims at highlighting the strategic significance of ecu-
menical formation and theological education for the future 

of the ecumenical movement and reminding the churches 
of their responsibilities in the context of emerging chal-
lenges for the 21st century.

I. The Legacy of Ecumenical Commitment for 
Theological Education

The concern for ecumenical leadership formation and 
theological education has been an integral part of the ecu-
menical movement from its early beginnings and an essen-
tial dimension of the missionary engagement of Christian 
churches all around the globe. From very early beginnings 
a concern for the promotion of education was a key fea-
ture of Christian mission through the centuries. Many of 
the educational structures and institutions in the countries 
both of the North and the South owe their existence the 
pioneering work of Christian missionaries and educators. 
It was the Edinburgh 1910 world mission conference 
which has put missionary training and theological educa-
tion firmly on the agenda of the ecumenical movement. 
Already Edinburgh 1910 highlighted 

•   the strategic importance of (theological) education as an 
indispensable element of any Christian mission both in 
the past and in the future;

•   called for a massive quality improvement in training of 
missionaries which should be drastically upgraded in 
academic level and enlarged in terms of the disciplines 
covered;

•   the call for intentionally moving beyond denomina-
tional lines in theological education and promoting the 
establishment of centralized mission colleges jointly sup-
ported by different denominations and mission agencies;

•   the need to deliberately move towards theological and 
Christian education in vernacular languages.

It was due to the sustained commitment of the Inter-
national Missionary Council (IMC) that the passion and 
zeal for translating the message in new cultural contexts 
by establishing institutions of missionary training and 
ministerial formation has found visible expression in the 
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ecumenical movement.1 When the WCC was founded in 
1948 the Amsterdam founding message stated: “Here at 
Amsterdam we have covenanted ourselves afresh to Him and 
have covenanted with one another in constituting this World 
Council of Churches. We intend to stay together.” We 
affirm that this covenant for all of WCC’s future includes 
the binding obligation to deepen mutual solidarity and 
collaboration for strengthening theological education 
and ministerial formation in the churches. Four different 
instruments were created to serve the needs for ecumenical 
leadership formation, Christian education and theological 
training in the churches brought together in the fellowship 
of churches in WCC:

•   the Theological Education Fund (1958-1976) of IMC in 
London, which brought together more than 100 mission 
partners all around the world for joint action in building 
up and strengthening capacities for theological educa-
tion in the churches of the South and promoting contex-
tualization of theological education. TEF was integrated 
into WCC in 1976 to give shape to the subsequent 
programs of PTE and ETE which served programmatic 
work on ecumenical theological education and curricu-
lum innovation for institutions of theological education 
in the South and has benefitted through its programs, 
publications (Ministerial Formation) and project grants 
more than 1200 theological schools and their theological 
students all around the world;

•   The World Sunday School Association which gave rise 
to the World Council of Christian Education (WCCE) 
which was integrated into WCC in 1971, in order to 
strengthen ecumenical collaboration and conceptual 
understanding of programs for Christian education in 
schools and in Sunday School Movements;

•   The Ecumenical Institute of Bossey which was even 
founded prior to WCC in 1946 in order to serve as privi-
leged ecumenical conference and study centre and has 
offered ecumenical formation programs for around 300o 
theological students since then;

•    The WCC Scholarship program which has offered schol-
arships to both theological and non-theological study 
programs for younger Christian leaders for more than 
60 years.

1. For historical details see: Christina Lienemann, Training 
for Relevant Ministry, 1996 and Dietrich Werner, Promoting 
ecumenical theological education in World Christianity—an 
unfinished agenda, in: http://www.oikoumene.org/en/news/news-
management/eng/a/article/1634/promoting-theological-edu.html.

In integrating the tradition and constitutional man-
dates both of TEF and WCCE the WCC has taken up the 
moral and institutional obligation to continue that heritage 
of work for ecumenical formation, Christian education 
and ministerial formation while seeking new and creative 
ways of implementing this task under the new conditions 
and challenges of the 21st century. While each program of 
WCC has its own implications for ecumenical formation, 
Christian education and theological education history 
has shown that churches also need a visible and distinct 
programmatic activity in WCC to give shape to common 
action, ecumenical coherence and international collabora-
tion in these areas. How this can be achieved institution-
ally and continued programmatically without leaving out 
or weakening one of the essential components and how 
to find proper collaboration and support for this work in 
WCC is a matter of concern to be discussed in the process 
towards Busan.

II. The Strategic Role of Theological Education for the 
Future of World Christianity

The commemoration of 100 years of Christian mission 
during the Edinburgh 2010 conference has affirmed again 
the strategic role of theological education for the future 
of World Christianity.2 The preparatory study leading to 
the Edinburgh 2010 section on theological education has 
stated 

“that some major advancement was made in some 
areas, namely the creation and pluralisation of inde-
pendent institutions of theological education in the 
churches of the South. Also some major efforts have 
been made in order to work out indigenous and contex-
tualized models of theological education. At the same 
time it is ...(obvious) that new and old challenges in 
the area of theological education continue and persist 
to hamper the relevance and accessibility of theologi-
cal education for Christian mission today. Some crucial 
challenges seem to be even more dramatic than 100 
hundred years ago. Thus there is an urgency for increas-
ing coordinated efforts for international networking 
and solidarity in promoting theological education in 
the fellowship of churches. Some would speak of an 
emerging global crisis in theological education which is 
becoming obvious increasingly and will be marking the 
next decades in the 21st century, having the potential 

2. See: Dietrich Werner, David Esterline, Namsoon Kang, Joshva 
Raja (eds): “Handbook on Theological Education in World 
Christianity,” Regnum Publishers 2010.
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of endangering the very future and integrity of World 
Christianity.”3

It has become a common conviction therefore, “that 
the concern for the promotion of theological education has 
been and should remain a priority area of joint witness and 
cooperation within the global missionary (and ecumenical) 
movement. ...The task for providing accessible and con-
textually relevant forms of theological education for each 
part of the worldwide fellowship of Christian churches 
is far from being accomplished. On the contrary, at the 
beginning of 21st century we are facing a new urgency and 
increasing demand to cope with the huge challenges, crisis 
symptoms and fundamental changes of theological educa-
tion which are caused by the dramatic changes in the land-
scape of world Christianity.”4

The Central Committee reminds the WCC member 
churches that “Churches should regard the support for 
theological education (both with regard to lower degrees 
as well as higher degrees at Master level) as one of their 
most important priority mandates and obligations. A 
church without proper and qualified theological education 
systems tends to diminish itself or ends in Christian reli-
gious fundamentalism. A church with properly developed 
theological education qualifies itself for greater degrees of 
interaction and outreach to the different levels and chal-
lenges in its society as well as to a deeper commitment to 
holistic Christian mission. Churches should have a clear 
sense of ownership of their institutions of theological edu-
cation without falling into the trap of dominating or curb-
ing them.”5

The Central Committee concludes with conviction 
of the World Study Report on Theological Education 
“that theological education is the seedbed for the renewal 
of churches, their ministries and mission and their com-
mitment to church unity in today’s world. If theological 
education systems are neglected or not given their due 
prominence in church leadership, in theological reflec-
tion and in funding, consequences might not be visible 
immediately, but quite certainly will become manifest after 
one or two decades in terms of theological competence of 
church leadership, holistic nature of the churches mission, 
capacities for ecumenical and interfaith dialogue and for 
dialogue between churches and society. The transmission 
of the ecumenical memory and vision to future generations 
of pastors and church workers is a priority need in many 

3. World Study Report on Theological Education 2010, WCC-
ETE p. 54.
4. World Study Report on Theological education p. 18.
5. World Study Report 2010, p. 27.

WCC member Churches, its continuation is far from 
being secured at present.”6

III. A Fresh Understanding on Ecumenical Formation in 
Theological Learning

The basis of the WCC affirms: “The World Council of 
Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the 
Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the 
scriptures and therefore seek to fulfill together their com-
mon calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.” In the constitution of WCC the concern for 
ecumenical theological education therefore receives a high 
priority: It is defined as one of the primary purposes and 
functions of the WCC to “nurture the growth of an ecu-
menical consciousness through processes of education and 
a vision of life in community rooted in each particular cul-
tural context”(WCC constitution par III). The ecumenical 
movement from its very beginning had a profound impact 
on the understanding of Christian education in general 
and ministerial formation for future ministers and priests 
in particular. If the ecumenical movement as a whole is 
about strengthening common witness and promoting new 
forms of the visible unity between churches of different 
denominational and confessional traditions then the scan-
dal of churches remaining in disunity and using distorted 
images of sister churches in one’s own educational materi-
als and publications needs to be overcome with foremost 
priority in the area of theological education and ministerial 
formation. The strengthening and pursuit of church unity 
in theological education therefore is a Gospel imperative 
for any church joining in the affirmation of the church as 
being “one, holy, catholic and apostolic“ in its essence (The  
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed [381]) 

For the challenges at hand for Christianity in the 21st 
century a fresh understanding of ecumenical formation 
in theological training and Christian education is needed 
which takes note of several transformation processes which 
affect the setting and needs for ecumenical learning at 
present. Ecumenical formation today has received a much 
wider and more comprehensive frame of reference.7 Ecu-
menical formation includes

6. World Study Report 2010, p. 32.
7. See: WCC Document Magna Charta on Ecumenical Formation 
in Theological Education, 2010: http://www.oikoumene.org/
en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/education-and-
ecumenical-formation/ecumenical-theological-education-ete/
wcc-programme-on-ecumenical-theological-education/magna-
charta-on-ecumenical-theological-education-in-the-21st-century-
ete-reference-document.html.
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•   the support of interdenominational or non-denomina-
tional institutions and programs of theological educa-
tion (which was intentionally supported already by the 
Theological Education Fund (TEF) of the IMC);

•   the introduction of distinct courses and curriculum 
models on ecumenism and World Christianity in each 
local theological school or faculty and the development 
of related proper teaching materials on ecumenism and 
vital issues for church witness (such as courses on HIV/
AIDS, Disability issues, Eco/Justice, Diakonia);

•   the inclusion of materials for interfaith-learning in theo-
logical education; 

•   the contextualization of the theological curriculum 
according to needs for common witness for justice, peace 
and integrity of creation;

•   the enrichment of the theological curriculum and proper 
inclusion of issues from the perspectives of women and 
children;

We state with a sense of urgency: There is no future 
for the ecumenical movement as a whole if there is no 
commitment to ecumenical formation processes in for-
mal and non-formal theological education programmes of 
WCC member churches. If theological education fails to 
be guided by an ecumenical vision of a church renewed 
in mission and service  to the whole of humankind there 
will be a serious shortage in terms of a new generation of 
Christian leaders, pastors and theological teachers carrying 
on the ecumenical vision and commitment into the 21st 
century and a widening gap and estrangement between the 
majority clergy and ever fewer experts on the  ecumenical 
movement and ecumenical theological discourse which can 
already be observed  in a number of member churches.

What the WCC has stated on earlier occasions with 
regard to theological education holds true until the present:

“There is a need to keep before the churches and the 
younger generation a concern for the visible unity 
which links sharing in God’s mission and the pursuit 
together of justice and peace with the need to heal divi-
sions between the churches through mutual dialogue, 
mutual recognition and reconciliation. Those involved 
in theological education and ministerial formation 
have a vital part to play, not only through giving an 
ecumenical dimension to all parts of their curriculum, 
but by embodying ecumenical principles through the 
sharing of resources, the establishment of ecumeni-
cal colleges, institutions, courses and federations, and 

the interchange of faculty and students of different 
traditions.”8

In the beginning of the 21st century we find ourselves 
in a new historical situation where we both need a fresh 
articulation of the ecumenical vision as well as a significant 
new commitment for ecumenical education and formation 
if the ecumenical movement is to remain a vital force for 
renewal and conversion in global Christianity. In a situ-
ation which is marked by the fact that the rapid global-
ization of markets, media and technologies has given rise 
to counter-reactions in terms of growing fundamentalism 
which is affirming exclusive and closed national, ethnic, 
cultural and religious identities all are obliged us to renew 
and rethink our commitment to ecumenical formation as 
an priority for safeguarding the continuation of the ecu-
menical movement and ecumenical witness as a whole. 
Ecumenical formation is not only a „constitutive mark of 
the church being the church“(Vancouver 1983) but also an 
essential priority and new urgency at the beginning of the 
21st century.

IV. Major Challenges and New Chances for 
Theological Education in the 21st Century

The Edinburgh 2010 study process on theological educa-
tion has identified as the most important challenges for 
reshaping and strengthening theological education and 
missionary training for World Christianity in the 21st cen-
tury the following factors9:

a.   Disparity in the availability of resources for theological 
education between the North and the South and within 
several regions

b.   The tremendous rise in the number of higher education 
students in the South in general and the rise in applica-
tions for theological study programmes in particular

c.   The growing interest of Pentecostal churches in theo-
logical education programmes

d.   The urgent needs prevailing in many contexts to create 
more space for women in theological education, theo-
logical leadership and in the ministries of the church

8. Message of the world conference of WCC on theological 
education in Oslo 1996.
9. See: Daryl Balia and Kirsteen Kim, Edinburgh 2010 Vol II, 
Witnessing to Christ Today, Section on Theological Education 
and Formation, Edinburgh 2010, p. 148-174; Kirsteen Kim and 
Andrew Anderson, Mission Today and Tomorrow, Final Report on 
the Session on Theological Education and Formation, Regnum 
Edinburgh 2010 Series, Oxford 2011, p. 158-165.
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e.   The lack of common quality standards and mutual 
recognition between theological schools of different 
contexts, denominational background and theological 
orientation 

f.   Denominational fragmentation of the international 
landscape of theological education institutions

g.   The grave lack of scholarships and grants available for 
higher studies in theological education and the increas-
ing difficulties of churches to fund their institutions of 
theological education

h.   Changing structural conditions of theological educa-
tion (the move in some contexts away from church-
related seminaries towards state-funded departments of 
religious studies)

i.   The fundamental implications of global migration move-
ments and changing and increasingly diverse constituen-
cies for programmes of theological education 

The current global survey on theological education 
project10 with its empirical research has shown, that 33% 
of all respondents have stated that there are not enough or 
even far too few theological schools and theological educa-
tion programs in their region. 

The Edinburgh 2010 report also had stated: The integ-
rity and authenticity of all the diverse streams of World 
Christianity in the 21st century can be maintained and 
deepened only if we move beyond a situation in which 
Christianity seems to flourish where theological education 
does not and vice versa, but where instead innovative forms 
of theological education are emerging which are life-giv-
ing, renewing, participatory and relevant for the growing 
charismatic renewal movements in the South and for the 
renewing churches in the North. What we need for the 
future is a more intentional cooperation and strengthened 
instruments both from churches and ecumenical agencies 
to contribute to the advancement of theological education 
and ecumenical formation in the 21st century.

V. The Role and Relevance of Christian Theology in 
Higher Education Institutions 

The WCC also alerts the churches on certain trends and 
changes in the area of higher education institutions and 
related university policies which affect the role of Christian 
theology. The plausibility and legitimacy of ‘theology’ (as 
a confession bound distinct academic discipline) in secu-
lar university contexts is increasingly questioned in several 
places. There is a trend to move away from theological 

10. https://www.research.net/s/globalsurveyontheologicaleducation.

faculties and to give priority to departments of religious 
studies in state-funded universities. Reports from both 
Great Britain, Scandinavia and Germany indicate a decline 
in research projects and teaching positions in theology 
proper and a shift towards projects and positions in the 
field of religious studies. Very similar changes and trends 
are reported from a number of African as well as—to a 
minor extend—from Asian countries and certainly from 
the US context. 

Therefore churches wherever politically possible should 
engage with governments in order to secure the future of 
theological education in their university settings. There is a 
move from denominational seminaries to studying in uni-
versity faculties of religion. This means that many of the 
theological seminaries are at risk of closure or the dimen-
sion of ministerial formation has been weakened.  This also 
risks a disconnect from the international communions of 
various Christian traditions.  Also inter-denominational 
theological seminaries have been closed or are threatened 
in some contexts. Increasing tendencies of universities to 
integrate on theological education under Philosophy and 
Religion departments put pressure on churches to look for 
their denominational oriented training centers. 

The Central Committee therefore joins in the voices of 
the Third Consultation of Theological Faculties in Europe 
in Graz, Austria, July 2010 which made a plea to recognize 
the validity and importance of theology within the univer-
sity context and stated:

“The move to Religious Studies is in part a response to 
a decrease in student numbers, in part a reflection of 
an interest in the religious pluralism of Europe. How-
ever, the inevitable result is a decrease in the number 
of faculty in traditional theological disciplines. We 
recognize that Theology and Religious Studies can 
be complementary disciplines in a faculty.”It further 
emphasized the “urgent need to make the case for the 
importance of theology in the context of universities in 
Europe. The case for theology taking its place amongst 
the humanities (and indeed the sciences) needs to be 
made by University teachers, church leaders and Chris-
tians with influence on the authorities. Reasons for the 
ongoing significance of theology include the rich his-
tory of theology in the Universities from their birth, 
the growing importance of religion in European and 
world politics, and the postmodern critique of any 
claim to an ultimately non-confessional worldview”11

11. The 3rd Consultaion of Theological Faculties in Europe, 
7th–10th July 2010, Graz Austria. “Jeopardised or in demand? 
Academic Theology in Europe between Education, Science and 
Research,” see: http://www.uni-graz.at/grazerprozess/tagung2010/
Final_Statement_2010_en.pdf.
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VI. Common Convictions on Essential Elements for 
Quality Theological Education

The Central Committee welcomes the new international 
dialogue on quality in theological education and the theo-
logical perspectives which have been developed on this.12  
It is the role of WCC to call churches for more unity and 
common collaboration. In the area of theological education 
the commitment to church unity across denominational 
boundaries and to common quality standards are neces-
sarily interrelated. Increasingly the debate on quality stan-
dards has become an important dimension in conferences 
of regional associations of theological schools. The Draft 
Version of a Common Charter on Quality in Theological 
Education13 which has been developed by WCC-ETE is 
recommended to be further discussed with representatives 
of member-churches, Evangelical, Pentecostal and Roman 
Catholic partners. The Central Committee confirms that 
there should be common affirmations in the area of quality 
in theological education which are of theological signifi-
cance. It can be commonly affirmed for instance

•   That reading and studying the Bible as the Word of God 
should form the basis and undisputed primary resource of 
any theological education which takes part in the con-
tinuous effort to translate the message of God’s love and 
hope for future generations in given cultural contexts. 
Therefore immersing oneself into the rich treasures of 
its symbols, narratives, images and stories can serve as a 
common ground between different Christian traditions 
and also as an inspiration for alternative ways of theo-
logical reflection beyond critical reasoning.

•   That World Christianity needs a multitude of different 
contextualized forms of theological education and the task 
of Edinburgh 1910 for theological education in vernac-
ular languages and cultures is only gradually and very 
incompletely fulfilled. Therefore an urgent need remains 
in many places for culturally and linguistically appropri-
ate programmes and resources of theological education. 

•   That the Church, Christian mission and theological educa-
tion are inseparably interlinked with each other although 
conditioned by various social and political contexts 
this inter-linkage might be expressed in different ways, 

12. International consultation on quality in theological education, 
WOCATI, Johannesburg June 2011, see: http://wocati.org/index.
php?id=1863.
13. See: http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/
wcc-programmes/education-and-ecumenical-formation/
ecumenical-theological-education-ete/wcc-programme-on-
ecumenical-theological-education/towards-a-common-charter-on-
quality-in-theological-education-dietrich-werner.html.

church-related theological seminaries, faculties of the-
ology or Divinity Schools in secular universities. The 
concrete implementation of this vital interrelatedness 
between Christian mission and theological education 
remains a constant task for all churches and institutions 
of theological education as long as the fundamental task 
for translating the message is taken seriously. 

•   That Theological education always is in critical and antici-
patory solidarity with Christian churches. The process of 
theological education both reproduces and reflects exist-
ing ecclesial and denominational realities and identities, 
but in its prophetical role should also challenge the exist-
ing patterns of both the church and the world from the 
perspective of the Kingdom of God and his love for all 
creation.

•   That Theological education essentially is an ecumenical task 
of all Christian churches together. Theological education 
curricula which do not pay proper attention to the wider 
spectrum of different denominational traditions and 
are not done in an ecumenical spirit violate the unity 
of the body of Christ and lead to a prolongation of the 
denominational fragmentation of the body of Christ. 
Thus the rise of religious fundamentalism, including 
within Christianity, and the diminishing understanding 
of the values and significance of the ecumenical move-
ment present two of the most serious challenges for the 
future of theological education and its task to promote a 
proper and holistic understanding of Christian witness, 
service and unity. 

•   That Educating the whole people of God is a key to mis-
sion and Christian mission should be the organizing 
focus and reference point of theological education.  As 
Christ’s mission has had a deep concern for children, any 
mission-minded theological education in the 21st century 
needs to have concern for children’s ministries and children’s 
theology in order to give visible expression to the fact 
that children represent 30% of world Christianity while 
still being marginalized in theological curricula. We are 
called to an expanded definition of theological education 
as theological formation begins at a very young age, and 
does not happen only in schools and churches. Children 
should be seen at the centre both in church life as well 
as in programmes of Christian education and theological 
formation. As most theological education for children 
is still left to women, theological education institutions 
are called to support theologically-sound role models of 
both sexes today.
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VII. The Future of WCC’s Involvement in Ecumenical 
Formation and Theological Education 

For the future of ecumenical formation and theological 
education work in the different programmatic components 
in WCC we affirm the following priority suggestions:

•   the area of ecumenical formation and theological educa-
tion should receive a visible, distinct and strong role in 
the future working agenda and structure of WCC in the 
post-Busan period. 

•   The WCC needs a proper and high level international 
“Joint Working Group on Ecumenical Formation and 
Theological education” which would bring together 
major players both from WCC’s constituency as well as 
from non-WCC member churches such as Evangelical, 
Roman Catholic, Pentecostal and other players. 

•   The formation and work of regional forums of associa-
tions of theological schools in Africa, Latin America and 
Asia which serve a crucial tool for bringing together 
churches and networks of theological education from 
all denominational background needs to be continued, 
accompanied and further strengthened in future. 

•   a more visible commitment of WCC is needed in the 
area of Christian education which historically for long 
decades had belonged to its core mandates.

•   WCC needs to encourage churches to come together for 
a new international dialogue on the concept of ecumeni-
cal formation for the future of world Christianity. What 
is our common understanding of ecumenical formation 
at present? Do we have clear objectives for ecumenical 
formation defined which correspond to the needs of 
churches in the changing ecclesial landscape? Could it 
be that there is a shift of emphasize in the concept and 
understanding of ecumenical formation shifting from 
doctrinal and denominational dimensions to ecological 
and interfaith-related issues and themes? What are the 
most important agents of change and strategic partners 
in ecumenical formation today? 

•   As the churches continue to struggle with increased costs 
as well as diminishing financial means for theological 
education institutions, with decreasing enrolment num-
bers of theology students in several regions as well as 
with the search for more relevant forms of ministerial 
formation at present it should be the role of WCC to 
bring together both global and regional partners in order 
to develop a common framework of information and 
action for advancing theological education in all areas 
in need. Do we have a sufficiently clear understanding 

on what the changing ecclesial landscapes actually mean 
and imply for theological education in future? 

•   WCC in dialogue with representatives of churches as 
well as associations of theological schools should closely 
monitor ongoing processes on accreditation, quality 
assurance and recognition of theological institutions. 
Churches in today’s context have to struggle and to cope 
with increased demands for state accreditation for their 
schools which can threaten some of their theological 
schools (Indonesia).

•   WCC should assist churches to continue to develop 
internationalization in theological education by invest-
ing in networking between institutions of theological 
education of different parts of the ecumenical family

•   Churches should raise their prophetic voice and fight for 
the  future of sound and biblically based ministerial for-
mation and theological education where its continuation 
at present is endangered for political or financial factors

•   Churches should invest more in common interfaith 
components in theological education 

•   Churches should invest in theological teachers exchange 
and facilitate mutual learning between institutions of 
theological education

•   In order to fulfill its role the WCC needs more sup-
port from its member churches to continue the service of 
its instruments for ecumenical formation and theologi-
cal education in the ETE program and the Ecumenical 
Institute of Bossey. Both  staff secondment, direct finan-
cial support as well as support with expertise, collabora-
tion and joint projects will help to sustain this work in 
future. 
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55.  Magna Charta on Ecumenical Theological 
Education in the 21st Century

   Ecumenical Theological Education 
Programme of WCC, 2008.

For the Edinburgh 2010 study conference, which included a 
major stream of reflection on theological education a reference 
document was produced by WCC, department on Ecumenical 
Theological Education (ETE) which articulates key elements 
in the concept of ecumenical formation.  

Study Questions

1.   Why is the paper seeing a growing need for ecumenical 
formation for the future of World Christianity?

2.   What are essential dimensions in an ecumenical understad-
ing of theological education and what are core competences 
needed for the future of World Christianity?

3.   What is meant by “costly” ecumenical learning in theologi-
cal education and what are potential practical models?

1. Ecumenism as an Urgent Need in Theological 
Education

The basis of the WCC affirms: “The World Council of 
Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the 
Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the 
scriptures and therefore seek to fulfill together their com-
mon calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.” In the constitution of WCC the concern for 
ecumenical theological education therefore receives a high 
priority: It is defined as one of the primary purposes and 
functions of the WCC to “nurture the growth of an ecu-
menical consciousness through processes of education and 
a vision of life in community rooted in each particular cul-
tural context”(WCC constitution par III). The ecumeni-
cal movement from its very beginning and even before 
the founding of the WCC 1948 (comp. history of World 
Council of Christian Education) had a profound impact 
on the understanding of Christian education in general 
and ministerial formation for future ministers and priests 
in particular. If the ecumenical movement as a whole is 
about strengthening common witness and promoting new 
forms of the visible unity between churches of different 
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denominational and confessional traditions then the scan-
dal of churches remaining in disunity and using distorted 
images of sister churches in one’s own educational materi-
als and publications needs to be overcome with foremost 
priority in the area of theological education and ministe-
rial formation. The strengthening and pursuit of church 
unity in theological education is a Gospel imperative for 
any church joining in the affirmation of the church as 
being “one, holy, catholic and apostolic” in its essence (The 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed [381]) (interdenomina-
tional or ecclesial dimension of ecumenical formation). The 
emergence of interdenominational or non-denominational 
institutions of theological education in the 50’s and 60’s 
which was intentionally supported by the Theological Edu-
cation Fund (TEF) of the IMC as well as the introduction 
of distinct courses and curriculum models on ecumenism 
and the ecumenical movement was a consequence of this 
ecclesiological insight. The emphasize on interdenomina-
tional cooperation in theological education as well as the 
development of proper teaching materials on ecumenism 
remains an indispensable and in many places still lacking 
component of the theological education of pastors and 
ministers. There is no future for the ecumenical move-
ment as a whole if there is no commitment to ecumenical 
formation processes in formal and non-formal theologi-
cal education programmes of WCC member churches. If 
theological education fails to be guided by an ecumenical 
vision of a church renewed in mission and service to the 
whole of humankind there will be a serious shortage in 
terms of a new generation of Christian leaders, pastors and 
theological teachers carrying on the ecumenical vision and 
commitment into the 21st century and a widening gap and 
estrangement between the majority clergy and ever fewer 
experts on the ecumenical movement and ecumenical 
theological discourse which can already be observed in a 
number of member churches.

2. Contextualization of Theological Education

Ecumenical formation in theological education is guided 
by the vision of the church truly united and serving the 
renewal of the human community. Therefore, ecumeni-
cal formation reaches beyond the realm of issues of inner 
church unity in addressing fundamental questions of the 
human family and the survival of the whole earth. Being 
inspired by the ecumenical vision of God as the owner 
of the whole earth (oikumene) as well as the eschatologi-
cal vision of a new heaven and a new earth, theological 
education in ecumenical understanding will always try to 
respond to the pressing needs of social contexts and to be 
related to issues of human survival both in global and in 
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local environments. Relating theological education to the 
realities of particular social and cultural contexts, liberating 
theological education from any captivity of certain social 
milieus, cultural one-sidedness and spiritual blindness to 
religious values existing in certain indigenous traditions 
has been a major emphasis of the WCC in the programme 
on theological education (PTE) since the sixties (social or 
contextual dimension in ecumenical formation of theological 
education). The demand for contextualization of theologi-
cal education in terms of opening its agenda to the reali-
ties and challenges of different church contexts, cultural 
identities and living situations both in the global South 
as well as in churches in the West facing consequences of 
globalization and pluralization of life-styles and religious 
orientations in their own midst remains an ongoing task 
for theological education worldwide. Some of the areas in 
which contextualization of curriculum designs were most 
prominent and successful for ETE in recent past was the 
development of HIV/AIDS curriculum and doing theol-
ogy from disability perspective.

3. Theological Education for the Whole People of God

Ecumenical formation in theological education since the 
rediscovery of the importance of the laity and their mission-
ary role in church and society (Evanston Assembly 1954) is 
also guided by the rediscovery of the comprehensive char-
acter of the ministry of the whole people of God, to which 
all are called who have received baptism. Ministerial for-
mation in the ecumenical debate on theological education 
since the 70’s was understood as a particular expression and 
a specific part of the more comprehensive task of equipping 
the whole people of God for the multiple forms of minis-
tries of and in the Christian community. New forms of lay 
theological formation, non-residential forms of theological 
education both for lay people as well as for future minis-
ters have been a fundamental contribution to broadening 
theological education for the whole people of God which is 
an essential demand for a holistic and participatory under-
standing of the mission of the church as a body of Christ 
(missionary or participatory dimension of ecumenical forma-
tion in theological education). What has changed theologi-
cal education most dramatically in the past decades is also 
the growing participation of women in teaching, research 
and theological networking in many regions of the world. 
Feminist and womanist theological networks, the deepen-
ing of feminist hermeneutics as well as the promotion of 
women in leadership positions of theological teaching and 
research is an indispensable part of ecumenical formation 
in theological education today. How to support women in 
theological education and theological research and how 

to maintain a proper balance between lay formation pro-
grammes and ministerial formation programmes (and to 
secure sufficient interaction between both) remain two 
major concerns in the work towards theological education 
education for the whole people of God.

4. Interfaith Dialogue in Theological Education

Ecumenical formation in theological education fourthly 
is guided by a vision of sharing and mutual discoveries 
reaching beyond the realm of Christianity to the human 
community in the whole inhabited earth (oikumene) and 
taking into account the challenges of Christians living in 
close neighbourhoods and experiencing mutual sharing 
and solidarity with people of other faith traditions in many 
church contexts. Thus interfaith encounter and learning 
about what can be affirmed in common action for peace, 
justice and human dignity with people of other living faith 
traditions is an integral component of ecumenical forma-
tion (interfaith dimension of ecumenical formation) which 
is not endangering one’s own Christian identity but rather 
deepening it in processes of communication and sharing 
with people of different faiths. With the recent Letter of 
some 140 Muslim Leaders (“A Common Word between 
Us and You,”) to Leaders of Christian Churches around the 
world at the feast of “Eid al-Fitr al-Mubarak” 2007, which 
marks the end of Ramadan, and the answer from WCC 
this whole dimension again becomes an urgent priority 
also for institutions of theological education.

5. Spiritual Formation in Theological Educaction

Very often ecumenical formation processes have been 
described as having a profound spiritual basis and char-
acter referring back to the very biblical understanding as 
the church as learning community (spiritual dimension of 
ecumenical formation). “Learning in the Bible is a process 
by which people relate to God and God’s way of truth, 
righteousness and peace, that they may in obedience prac-
tice that way in relation to each other and extending to 
the nations…Learning does not simply mean acquiring 
knowledge or skills, or being intellectually equipped, or 
just memorizing some catechism of faith. Rather it means 
so entering with our whole being and with all the people 
into a relationship with God through God’s self-revelation, 
that our horizons are widened and our wills are strength-
ened to be right with God and with one another in word 
and deed”(Philip Potter in Vancouver 1983). If ecumeni-
cal formation is about becoming open and responsive to 
the will of God in the whole of our own existence, ecu-
menical formation is not just a cheap way of adding some 
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additional pieces of information to the theological curricu-
lum, but involves a certain aspect of deep and spiritual con-
version and metanoia in the understanding of both one’s 
own Christian existence as well as one’s own confessional 
identity, a conversion from denominational self- centred-
ness and cultural captivities to the realities of God’s mission 
in the whole of the inhabited earth. “Having ecumeni-
cal spirituality in common prayer and other forms as the 
underpinning of ecumenical formation invites all to con-
version and change of heart which is the very soul of the 
work for restoring unity.” (Study document on “Ecumeni-
cal Formation” of the Joint Working Group between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the WCC Geneva, 1993).

6. Ecumenical Formation as Informed Participation in 
the Ecumenical Movement 

There finally is a certain methodological principle at work 
in the understanding of ecumenical formation which is due 
to the appropriation and integration of much of the didac-
tical and catechetical revolutions and fundamental para-
digm changes occurring in the ‚pedagogy of the oppressed’ 
, methods of conscientization and the methods of learning 
by involvement in common action which have come up 
strongly in the ecumenical debate of learning during the 
70’s and 80’s (didactical, practical or liberational dimension 
in ecumenical formation in theological education). Already in 
the early and first statement of WCC in 1957 on ecumeni-
cal education the emphasize was put on concrete practical 
involvement as a prerogative of proper ecumenical learn-
ing: „Ecumenical education can no longer be limited to 
the history of attempts to reunite churches or the growth 
of ecumenical organizations. Ecumenical education essen-
tially means fostering understanding of, commitment 
to and informed participation in this whole ecumenical 
process“(Central Comittee 1957).

Ecumenical formation is not possible without a 
didactical and pedagogical approach which fosters prac-
tical involvement in both local, regional and global proj-
ects of ecumenical cooperation and human struggles for 
dignity, reconciliation and social justice. What in certain 
areas is referred to as “globalization in theological educa-
tion” (though this term is not without ambivalence) can 
be understood in terms of equipping both future minis-
ters, church workers and lay people for informed and theo-
logically reflected participation in the global ecumenical 
movement by deepening their formation in intercultural 
theology, interreligious dialogue, history of ecumenism, 
ecumenical Missiology and ecumenical social ethics while 
at the same time remaining faithful to their own contextual 

demands for relating the Gospel to a given culture and 
situation.

7. Major Goals and Principles of Ecumenical 
Formation

What follows from these six fundamental dimensions of 
ecumenical formation for understanding the goals and 
principles of ecumenical formation has been spelled out in 
the 1989 key WCC document on “Alive together—a prac-
tical guide to Ecumenical Learning” in certain alternative 
key formulations for principles of ecumenical learning, 
namely:

a. Learning which enables people, while remaining rooted 
in one tradition of the church, to become open and respon-
sive to the richness and perspectives of other churches, so 
that they may become more active in seeking unity, open-
ness and collaboration between churches;

b. Learning which enables people of one country, language, 
ethnic group, class or political and economic system, to 
become sensitive and responsive to those of other coun-
tries, ethnic groups, political and economic situations, so 
that they may become active participants in action for a 
more just world;

c. Ecumenical learning is what happens when diverse per-
sons, rooted in their own faith traditions and complex 
experiences of culture, gender, nationality, race, call etc. 
become open and responsive to the richness of perspec-
tives in the struggle of others, together seeking to know 
God and to be faithful to God’s intention for them in their 
world.

d. Ecumenical learning is a process by which

•   diverse groups and individuals
•   well rooted in their own faith, traditions, cultures 

and contexts,
•   are enabled to risk honest encounters with one 

another before God,
•   as they study and struggle together in community,
•   with personally relevant issues,
•   in the light of the Scriptures, the traditions of their 

faith, worship and global  realities,
•   resulting in communal action in faithfulness to 

God’s intention for the unity of the church and 
humankind, and for justice, peace and integrity of 
creation.

Or, to recall a formulation which was used during the 
Vancouver Assembly in 1983: Ecumenical learning both in 
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theological education as well as in Christian education as 
whole is characterised by the essential marks that

a.   it transcends barriers—of origin and biography, indi-
vidual as well as community limitations, because 
it responds to the exhortation of the word of God 
and the far-reaching horizons of God’s promise

b.   it is action-oriented, not satisfied with information 
but seeking to enable Christians to act in order to 
learn, to be right with God and with one another, 
in word and deed

c.   it is done in community, in which people are asked 
to establish relationships with one another and 
also with those who are far away and with what is 
unfamiliar

d.   it means learning together, detecting the global in 
the local, the unfamiliar in the context of one’s own 
environment, in order to become aware of one’s 
own limited horizons and implications

e.   it is inter-cultural, promoting the encounter of dif-
ferent cultures, traditions and forms of life because 
only a widening of perspectives will bring about 
experiences of the riches in creation in nature, in 
history and culture

f.   it is a total process, social and religious learning are 
not separated from each other but constitute a unity.

8. Theological Competence Redefined for an 
Ecumenical Age of Global Christianity

This can be summarized: Theological education of the 
church as a whole cannot be complete without unfolding 
itself and being directed towards equipping a future gen-
eration of both ordained and non-ordained partakers of the 
manifold ministries of the church with

a.   a pastoral competence which is about enabling and 
building up individuals as well as Christian com-
munities so as to become living witnesses of the 
life-giving power of the Gospel and the transform-
ing power of the Holy Spirit in word, liturgy and 
sacrament;

b.   a competence of leadership which empowers rather 
than controls the manifold gifts of a given Christian 
community and helps to enable, equip and discern 
these gifts and charismata for the benefit of both 
the upbuilding the local congregation (oikodome) 

as well as peace and justice for the whole of the 
human community;

c.   a theological competence which is about the abil-
ity to give a voice to the spiritual experiences of 
a Christian community, interpreting both biblical 
and church tradition in ways meaningful to con-
temporaries and to relate the faith insights of a local 
community to the treasures and challenges of the 
church universal and the contemporary discourse 
in culture and society;

d.   a missionary competence which is about the ability 
to discern and to give shape to the demands and 
promises of the Gospel in relation to the mission-
ary and evangelizing vocation of the church and 
the longing for healing and wholeness, peace and 
reconciliation in the human community;

e.   an ecumenical competence which while including 
the other dimensions emphazises particularly that 
no church can be the church for itself alone and 
each church is becoming truly the church in the 
full sense of the word if and so far it is related to 
the fellowship of Christian churches truly united 
both locally and globally in prayer, witness and 
service. This means that theological education is 
taking seriously the basic nature of both the catho-
licity and apostolicity, oneness and holiness of the 
church universal.

In essence, what is at stake therefore in ecumenical 
formation in theological education today is nothing less 
than rediscovering and adjusting to the truly global and 
ecumenical nature of the church, existing within the mani-
fold forms of global Christianity which has become a new 
reality only after the gradual shift of centre of gravity from 
the North to the South and meanwhile presents itself as a 
multi-centered global Christianity of the South or the “two- 
thirds-world.” For most of the past centuries of the history 
of Christianity, theological reflection, interpretation of 
Christian tradition and the perception of cultures and liv-
ing conditions in the “peripheries” was heavily influenced 
and carried out from the viewpoint of one or several domi-
nating centres of global Christianity (Jerusalem in the first 
century, Rome up to the fourth century and much beyond, 
Western Christianity over against Eastern Christianity in 
the Middle Ages, North Atlantic Christianity over against 
Christianity in the South for some 200-300 years during 
colonial expansion and domination). While dominance 
and cultural and economic ethnocentrism are still con-
tinuing with regard to American and/or Western culture 
and life-styles at many levels in theology and theological 
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education, global Christianity of the South for the last 30 
years or so (comp. the role of the Bangkok world mission 
conference in the ecumenical debate on mission 1974) has 
entered into a stage in which a truly multi-centered under-
standing of Christianity has emerged and an unprece-
dented genuine plurality of Christian of interpretations has 
been developed and is promoted. Ecumenical formation 
(or globalization in theological education) is the unfin-
ished theological and didactical process by which churches 
worldwide are aligning and opening up themselves to the 
realities of a truly multi-centered and multi-faceted global 
Christianity in the 21st century thereby challenging any 
attitude, hidden prejudices or overt practices of cultural, 
theological and interpretative domination by any assumed 
majority culture within global Christianity. This means 
that ecumenical formation is about reappropriating the 
ecumenical nature of the church as confessed in the creed 
(one, holy, catholic and apostolic) though under new and 
unprecedented historical conditions.

9. New Challenges for Ecumenical Formation in the 
Beginning 21st Century

In the beginning of the 21st century we find ourselves in a 
new historical situation where we both need a fresh articu-
lation of the ecumenical vision (which has lost some of its 
momentum and support in the local levels) as well as a 
significant and relevant new commitment for ecumenical 
education and formation in the member churches of WCC 
as a whole if the ecumenical movement is to remain a vital 
force of renewal and conversion in global Christianity. The 
new situation is particularly marked by the fact that the 
rapid globalization of markets, media and technologies has 
given rise to counter-reactions in terms of different forms 
of growing fundamentalism affirming exclusive and closed 
national, ethnic, cultural and religious identities. These 
factors of increased fragmentation and fundamentalist 
trends in the midst of globalization oblige us to renew and 
rethink our commitment to ecumenical formation as an 
urgent necessity and priority for safeguarding the continu-
ation of the ecumenical movement and ecumenical wit-
ness as a whole. To promote an ecumenical orientation in 
theological education is the only possible option to main-
tain an „alternative and ecumenically responsible vision of 
globalization“ over against growing trends towards either 
withdrawing Christian faith from public responsibility 
and dialogue altogether (privatization), or turn to denomi-
national provincialism and ecclesial self-centredness 
(confessionalization) or to seek refuge in religious funda-
mentalism (simplification) within the christian family or 
in relation to other religions. Thus ecumenical formation 

is not only a „constitutive mark of the church being the 
church“(Vancouver 1983) but also an essential priority of 
new urgency at the beginning of the 21st century.

10. Costly Ecumenical Learning—Suggestions for 
Practical Implementation in Theological Education

There is no cheap way of adding ecumenical formation 
into existing schemes of theological education and cur-
riculum plans. Rather introducing ecumenical formation 
has a certain price as it can entail a reordering of priorities 
in theological education in terms of both contents, meth-
ods and working principles applied—but the costly way 
of integrating ecumenical formation is rewarded by a pro-
found process of truly broadening and deepening theologi-
cal education:

a.   powerful and dominant cultures as well as theologi-
cal perceptions are called to give up their sense of 
control, allow for more inclusivity and processes of 
reorientation by minority cultures and theological 
perceptions which contribute to the holistic char-
acter of the body of Christ truly united;

b.   majority denominational traditions of a certain 
region are challenged to include proper presenta-
tions and truly participation of Christian minority 
traditions within their own context as well as from 
other contexts in their theological curriculum and 
theological teaching materials (handbooks);

c.   theological education institutions of one context 
and denominational background are challenged to 
develop long-term partnership and exchange pro-
grammes with theological education institutions 
from a different context and church background;

d.   students are challenged to learn at least one lan-
guage different from their own native language 
and the dominant language of their context to 
be immersed and introduced into the challenges 
and dynamics of proper intercultural communica-
tion (for instance with immigrant cultures in their 
context);

e.   crossing cultural and denominational boundaries 
for a certain period within a certain period of one’s 
own theological education programme becomes an 
obligatory component of any programme of theo-
logical education;

f.   participating in ecumenical stewardship and ecu-
menical sharing of financial resources for theologi-
cal education worldwide in the context of grave and 



394 Chapter 13: Ecumenical Formation and Theological Education

persistent inequalities in terms of financial means 
for theological education becomes a structural 
component for each theological colleges/faculty/
university (either by giving scholarships to a col-
lege in another context or extending ecumenical 
journal subcriptions for other colleges, providing 
placements for international students and lectures 
in one’s own college);

g.   ecumenism, intercultural theology and ecumeni-
cal missiology are both necessary dimensions and 
horizons within the classical five disciplins of theo-
logical science as well as deserve and demand for a 
distinct place and realm of study and research in 
the composition of theological faculties;

h.   individualism, voluntarism and onesided denomi-
nationalism in college life are challenged by the 
deliberate introduction of ecumenical elements 
into the regular worship life of any given college 
(e.g. intercessions for other churches; statements of 
faith from other traditions; music and hymns from 
global Christianity);

i.   mutuality and reciprocity are supported in the 
partnership relations between colleges/faculties in 
one context to colleges/faculties of another con-
text (in order to avoid onesided dependency, one-
directional giving mentalities; lack of respect and 
mutuality in processes of sharing between contexts 
of unequality);

j.   churches are challenged to stengthen their sense 
of responsibility and ownership for institutions of 
theological education as a vital source for their own 
renewal by accompanying theological education 
institutions properly, making provisions in church 
budgets for relevant and appropritae financial sup-
port for institutions of theological education, cre-
atingscholarship endowment funds particularly for 
Master and PhD-programmes and embarking on 
properregional development plans for the future of 
theological education.

The WCC assembly in Porto Alegre has highlighted 
the centrality of ecumenical formation for all aspects of the 
work of the WCC as well as for theological education in 
its member churches. The process to unfold the concrete 
implications of this overarching and manifold task has only 
just begun.

56.  Edinburgh 2010 and the Future of 
Theological Education in the 21st Century 
(2010)

The text “Edinburgh 2010 and the Future of Theological 
Education in the 21st Century” is only included in the dig-
ital version of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/
web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 

57.  Global Study Report of WCC on the 
Future of Theological Education in World 
Christianity (Geneva 2010)

The Global Study Report on the Future of Theological 
Education (100 pages) is onlyincluded in the digital ver-
sion of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl 
or use the CD-Rom included in this book. 

58. Reception: A Key to Ecumenical Progress
  Text from Joint Working Group 2012

The text “Reception—A Key to Ecumenical Progress” is 
only included in the digital version of this reader. Please 
visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom 
included in this book. 

59.  The Ecumenical Movement in Theological 
Education and in the Life of Orthodox 
Churches

   International Inter-Orthodox Consultation, 
Sibiu, 2010

The text “The Ecumenical Movement in Theological Edu-
cation and in the Life of Orthodox Churches” is only 
included in the digital version of this reader. Please visit 
www.globethics.net/web/gtl or use the CD-Rom included 
in this book. 
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Chapter 14 

Youth, Women and Men in the Community of the Church

60.  Transformative Masculinities in 
Partnership for Gender Justice1

   WCRC-WCC 2 Gender Training Manual on 
Positive Masculinities 

There was an intense ecumenical debate on gender justice 
within the WCC Decade of Churches in Solidarity with 
Women (1988-1998). Two major steps which led to this were 
the Berlin consultation on “Sexism in the 1970s” and the 
later international conference on the “Community of Women 
and Men in the Church” in Sheffield, Britain, in 1981. The 
Sheffield conference concluded a four years global study process 
under the joint guidance of Faith and Order and the Sub-Unit 
on Women in Church and Society in WCC on the community 
of women and men in the church under the inspiring 
leadership of Constance Parvey and with the most extensive 
grassroots participation for any study in the history of WCC 
so far. The Sheffield Report from 1981 and its message to the 
churches are still worth studying until today (see: Constance 
F. Parvey (ed): The Community of Women and Men in the 
Church, Geneva, WCC 1983). In the late 1990s the more 
recent international discourse on new concepts of masculinity 
emerged. The paper printed below is part of a WCC/ WCRC 
Gender Training Manual from 2010 and argues that it is not 
enough for men to change their perceptions of women and to 
see women’s empowerment and ascension not as a threat but 
an egalitarian and equitable approach to the mission of God  

1. Extracts from the WCRC-WCC Gender Training Manual on 
Positive Masculinities: Patricia Sheerattan-Bisnauth and Philip 
Vinod Peacock (eds.). Created in God’s Image- From Hegemony 
to Partnership: A Church Manual on Men as Partners: Promoting 
Positive Masculinities. Geneva: WCRC/WCC. 2010.This gender 
training manual was a product of a collaborative process to address 
gender injustice and violence against women by World Council 
of Churches (WCC) and the World Communion of Reformed 
Churches (WCRC) since 2007. It builds on the gender manual 
Created in God’s Image: From Hierarchy to Partnership, which 
was developed and published by the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches (WARC) in 2003. 
2. WCRC = World Communion of Reformed Churches; WCC = 
World Council of Churches.

in the world. But more than that the discourse should move 
forward towards a new liberatory Christian theology for men. 
The paper below (extract) was published in the book Created 
in God’s Image: From Hegemony to Partnership (2010) 
(full digital copy: www.wcrc.ch/node/474). 

Study Questions

1.   What are implications of gender justice for the concept of 
masculinity?

2.   How does the paper sees the role of theology to contribute to 
a new liberatory Christian theology for men?

3.   What are elements of a theology of true partnership between 
men and women as proposed by the paper?

When it comes to gender justice, there seems to be a battle 
raging: men against women? The solution for a long time 
has been to talk to women and empower them for this 
struggle. The focus on empowerment of women however 
has sometimes ended up with the dominant reading such 
an action as ‘ganging up against them’ and therefore either 
sneer against such an initiative. This is what has happened 
with gender work. It has been construed as women try-
ing to work against men to emasculate them. Mutuality, 
interdependence and partnership envisaged by advocates 
for gender equality and justice are missed.3 

Without justice, there can be no peace and without 
justice and peace, there can be mutual partnership. For 
gender justice, there requires isolating the males for some 
socialization on masculinities that work towards partner-
ship. Patriarchy needs debunking but cannot be debunked 
in a heated battle. It needs a safe space where the truth can 
be confronted within the context of love and respect.

Some people believe that the masculine has to be 
defined by what it is not and by a caricature of the femi-
nine. The masculine cannot be defined without the inferi-
ority of the feminine. The woman who dares to be different 
is often viewed as abnormal. If by chance that breaking 
of the norm is taken positively she is taken to be “male” 
since superiority and prowess in any form is understood to 

3. This para builds on extracts from the WCRC Gender Training 
Manual and uses texts from James Tenga Tenga, p. 7-9.
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be male. In Malawian chiChewa language, people refer to 
such as: “Mkazi amene uja ndimwamuna” (translated: That 
woman is a man!). 

The injustices perpetrated against women have roots 
in these perceptions and attitudes. In order to fully redress 
the imbalances and eradicate the abuses and abusive ten-
dencies in the males it is imperative that men change their 
perceptions of women and see women’s empowerment and 
ascension not as a threat but an egalitarian and equitable 
approach to the mission of God in the world. For God 
created them male and female and gave them the authority 
to subdue the earth. Not one without the other but both. 
The Genesis 2 account of the creation story has been inter-
preted to make it sound as if the male was created first and 
then the female, as an afterthought in light of male loneli-
ness. Such understandings reinforce the negative treatment 
of women.

The exercise will, therefore, also need to address our 
biblical heritage, which has been used to reinforce the 
hegemony. The patriarchy of the Old Testament and some 
of the Pauline corpus will need to be reviewed in the light 
of partnership and gender justice. Not only is biblical 
hermeneutics at issue here but also a hermeneutic of suspi-
cion needs to be applied to our cultural and social contexts 
together with the changing dynamics of our societies that 
have led to calling into question gender role stereotypes.

Towards a Liberatory Christian Theology for Men: 
Interrogating the Gendered Self4

Theology as a discourse on human communities’ attempt 
to make sense of their collective living, within a horizon 
of a shared understanding of the divine, the human and 
the world begins with a critical reflection on human exis-
tence. All our theological imaginations stem from a criti-
cal correlation of our analysis of “human existence” with 
the way in which we understand the divine self- disclosure 
as articulated in the sources that the community holds as 
being sacred. They inform, shape and augment each other. 
However, as we analyze human existence, we privilege cer-
tain human experiences as of utmost importance. While 
the Western theologies of the 20th century privileged the 
experience of the world war situation and the trauma that 
is experienced by the parties involved, the liberation the-
ologies of Asia and Latin America privileged the experience 
of the poor. Feminist theology and other identity theolo-
gies rightly insisted that we cannot talk about a ‘general 
human experience’ unless we locate power and powerless-
ness in their concrete historical manifestations as we delin-
eate the human situation.

4. Extracts from Joseph Prabhakar Dayam text, pages 32-35.

A liberatory theology for men therefore begins with an 
awareness of uneven power distribution between the sexes, 
in all spheres of life, and questions the positioning of male 
cultural, political and economic power so as to morally 
empower men to be just, free and peaceable. It begins with 
an audit of the gendered male self. It involves taking an 
inventory of influences that shape our being, the perspec-
tives that we hold as being males, and the practices that 
function as codes that convey our self perception. It also 
involves auditing our theological and spiritual symbolic 
structures so as to discern how these symbols legitimize 
power concentration in men. It is coming to an awareness 
of being located in a position of ‘power’ so as to expand our 
locale that ensures sharing of power with the other. It is 
to engage in a critical examination of our gendered selves.

An Acknowledgement That Traditionally Theology Has 
Legitimized Patriarchy

Theology, in general, has taken patriarchy to be a divinely 
ordered human structure of power.

Karl Barth, for instance, in 1934 wrote to an early 
feminist theologian Henriette Visser ’t Hooft that “the 
whole Bible presupposes patriarchy, not matriarchy, as the 
temporal and earthly order of the relationship between 
man and woman” and we must accept this “fact” as God-
given “like the fact, for example, that the chosen people to 
which Christ belonged just did not happen to the people 
of Carthage or the Spartans, but was the people of Israel. 
Consequently the patriarchy presupposed in the Bible is 
one of “God’s particular divine directives in respect of the 
way he acts with human beings.”

This brief quote from Barth suggests how theology in 
general has legitimized patriarchy and patriarchal imagina-
tions of the divine, human and of the world. This in turn 
has legitimized power being concentrated with men and its 
perpetual dehumanizing affects on both women and men.

Revisiting and Deconstructing Theological Themes 
That We Hold Central to Our Faith

A liberatory theology for men therefore needs to question 
and deconstruct the traditional theological imaginations 
and engage in a re- imagination of the theological frame-
work that would engender human emancipation—the 
emancipation of men from the sinful patriarchal structure. 
It seeks to reconstruct theological themes that would posi-
tively shape the being and the becoming of the male self 
that understands itself as being coequal and co-dependent 
in, and coinheritor of, the new humanity that comprises of 
men and women. It is a theology of partnership.
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Re-Imagining the Divine

•   We must say no to a God of absolute power and yes to 
God as absolute love, which expresses itself in the divine 
pathos. Borrowing language from my own confessional 
tradition a liberation theology for men has to be a theol-
ogy of the cross not a theology of glory. Perhaps the God 
of absolute power should die; perhaps that God already 
died in the Christian tradition, that claims that God 
revealed God-self in Christ and that Golgotha and the 
Grave are the sites of God’s self disclosure.

•   Re-imagination of the divine feminine in our theologi-
cal project: Christian theology in the Indian context 
responded to the gender question at two levels: 1) it 
argued for an inclusive language in its theology and lit-
urgy, like the incorporation of expressions such as “Our 
Parent” or “Our mother.” It was more of an attempt to be 
politically correct than a serious theological engagement. 
2) In adoption of feminine metaphors in understanding 
the divine, we tended to talk about the feminine traits 
of the divine. In so doing we have fallen into the trap of 
essentialism. What is called for perhaps is to engage in 
conversations with the Goddess traditions and rework 
our symbolic structure that would privilege the idea of 
Goddess over God. In that sense, our theology needs to 
transforms itself into a theo/alogy5.

Towards a Theology of Partnership of Women  
and Men6

There can be no denying that it is God’s will that women 
and men are partners. This is an axiom that would have 
universal acceptance across all communities of faith irre-
spective of denominational difference, theological tradi-
tion, geographical location and cultural orientation. In the 
present patriarchal ordering of gender relationships, how-
ever, we have to acknowledge that both men and women 
are part of a structure in which often men generally make 
the decisions. Men as a class benefit from this and women 
as a class bear the cost. For instance a UN report points out 
that women make up half the world’s population, a third 
of its official work force, perform almost two- thirds of 
the world’s work hours, receive only a tenth of its income 
and own less than one hundredth of the world’s property. 
In most societies around the world today the situation of 
women is characterized by poverty, violence and lack of 
power to make decisions over choices that affect their own 

5. Some feminist theologians have preferred to use the expression 
Theo/alogy to refer to “Goddess talk” as the basis of their 
theological reflections.
6. Extracts from Philip Vinod Peacock’s text, pages 36-42.

lives. This being the case, the question is not so much one 
of partnership as much as it is about the nature of that 
partnership? While it is intended that partnership means 
equality, the language of partnership is often appropriated 
and subverted to actually support unequal gender relations. 
Sadly this is often done by the church and theology.

Partnership as Hierarchy

In the context of the church, sometimes the language of 
partnership is used for hierarchical relationships that jus-
tify the subordination of one gender to the other. Men in 
this context are seen as the dominant partner and women 
are expected to be subordinated to men. This is often the 
content of most preaching in our churches; particularly the 
kind of preaching that is done at weddings. In this under-
standing of partnership, women are relegated to the role of 
the helpers of men and are expected to be subservient to 
the desires and demands of men. Literal reading of the sec-
ond creation narrative and certain texts from the Pauline 
Epistles are used to justify this hierarchical theology.

This understanding of the ‘partnership’ of women and 
men is however contrary to the vision of Jesus that sought 
to reorient the understanding of domination from the per-
spective of the powerless. Within the context of the patri-
archal society that Jesus lived in, the child/slave lay at the 
very bottom of the social hierarchy. It is in this context that 
Jesus speaks of receiving the kingdom of God as a child 
(Mark 10:15). This statement is not to be understood as a 
call to innocence but rather is should be seen as a challenge 
to relinquish relationships that are based on the domina-
tion of and power over others. It is obvious then that this 
model of dominant partnership in the context of hierarchy 
is contrary to the will of God for women and men.

Partnership as Complementarity

At other times the language of partnership is used in the 
context of complementarity. This view is embedded in the 
understanding that men and women have uniquely dis-
tinct character and abilities that are ‘natural’ to their gen-
der. Therefore men are seen to be aggressive, rational and 
providers while women are seen to be passive, emotional 
and nurturing. In the context of relationships then, men 
and women are understood as complementing each other, 
each having their specific role in the world, family and 
church. Sociological studies, however, have more than ade-
quately shown us that characteristics and ability are social 
constructs. We are socialized into these forms of behaviour 
and attitudes from childhood, for example my extended 
family often tell my two year old son not to cry because he 
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is a boy, his twin sister, is however given no such advice. 
Moreover, between women and men, there are only two 
abilities that are exclusive to one sex, they are childbirth 
and breastfeeding, both of which are abilities that women 
have and men do not. Both sexes are perfectly capable of 
involvement in all other tasks and roles.

Complementarity, however, is often nothing more 
than a thinly veiled line for keeping women in subordinate 
positions while using the language of partnership. The dif-
ficulty with complementarity is that is prescribes specific 
roles and tasks for each of the sexes/genders often in a man-
ner that is convenient to those men who have the power. 
It is a way of segregating the sexes that is beneficial to men 
as a class. 

Further the epistle to the Galatians in 3:28 speaks of 
the removal of gender distinctions in the new community 
of Christ. The language of this verse indicates to us that 
in the new community that Christ inaugurates there is no 
place for distinctions (discrimination/prejudice/injustice/
inequality) based on culture, race, work- relations or gen-
der. The church is instead called into the active resistance 
of such distinctions by presenting itself as an alternative 
community of justice and equality for all.

Partnership in the Context of Justice and Equality

It is within the context of the struggle for an alternative 
community of justice and equality for all, the call of every 
Christian, that we must locate any discussion of the part-
nership of women and men. It is in this sense that we must 
resist and reject the appropriation of the language of part-
nership by those who wish to speak of it in the context 
of either hierarchy or complementarity. The discussion on 
the partnership of women and men should be grounded 
in the framework of justice, equality and the building of 
an alternative community that are based on Kin- dom19 
values. To insist on this however means two things, firstly it 
means that we must be open to all our relationships being 
scrutinized, be these relationships between the ‘first world’ 
and ‘two- thirds’ world, the rich and the poor, relation-
ships between races and castes and gender relationships. All 
relationships must be tested against Kin- dom values that 
articulate God’s desire for justice for all and particularly 
those who are oppressed.

This being true, it is gender relations then, that must 
first be open to scrutiny simply because this is the larg-
est and most widespread form of structural discrimina-
tion. Moreover gender discrimination involves all of our 
intimate and personal relationships that extend from the 
bedroom, to the kitchen, to the work place and to the 
church. Moreover, the body of religious and theological 

legitimization that in involved in gender discrimination 
is tremendous and represents a demonic threat against all 
who desire to live lives that are faithful to the calling and 
imitation of Jesus.

Useful Theological Models

Speaking from a Christian theological perspective there 
are two models of relationships that offer us insight into 
partnership of the nature that we are speaking of. The first 
is the model of the Trinity and the second is the model of 
Koinonia.

Trinity

Traditionally Christian theology has spoken about the doc-
trine of the trinity in terms of substance and being. But at 
the heart of it the doctrine of the trinity is a way of resolv-
ing the conflict between unity and difference. It seeks to 
bring about a convergence between unity and difference. 
Seen in this way the doctrine of the trinity speaks to us 
of an ideal community in which the three persons of the 
Godhead are distinct but are yet mutually interdependent 
on each other. While one must acknowledge the difficulty 
of the doctrine of the trinity being explained in exclusively 
male terms such as Father and Son, the intent of the doc-
trine is to provide a model of leadership and relationship in 
which no person of the Godhead is greater than the other, 
yet each is not separate but is influenced by the other. In 
traditional theological terms this is explained as pericho-
resis. Here the individuality of each of the persons of the 
trinity is maintained while at the same time each person 
shares in the life of the other in a non- dominating sense. 
The doctrine of the trinity offers us a model of collective 
leadership in which each of the three persons is seen to exist 
harmoniously without extinguishing anybody. Everybody 
has a unique place in that community and no one domi-
nates the other. Further the model of the trinity upholds 
the values of community and service, not in a hierarchical, 
oppressive sense, but rather in terms of inclusiveness and 
mutuality. In this sense it is possible that the male termi-
nology of the doctrine of the trinity could be read as a pos-
sibility for men to act in alternative ways.

Theologically what is important for us to remember 
is that the doctrine of the trinity is Communicato Idiom-
atico that is to say that it is a communicable property of 
God that can find its analogy in human community. In this 
sense the doctrine of the trinity acts as a model community 
that should find its replication in human community and 
specifically in gender relationships.
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Koinonia

Another model for just and equal partnerships could be 
found in the understanding of Church as Koinonia. The 
feminist theologian Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza is known 
for expounding this model as offering an alternative to 
hierarchical gender relations. Koinonia is a Greek term 
that occurs twenty times in the Bible and in our Bibles is 
translated as fellowship, sharing or sharing in common. It 
is better translated as shared partnership or commitment. 
Its first occurrence is in Acts 2:42 and here it refers to the 
mutuality and sharing of life and property that marked 
the early church. The basis of Koinonia is the common fel-
lowship (koinonia) that we share in Jesus Christ (1 John 
1:6- 7). Therefore it is the communion that we share in 
Christ that becomes the model of our communion with 
each other.

Theologically it is the Church that is seen as koinonia 
where fellowship and sharing are the basis of the Church. 
This understanding of Church as koinonia is the opposite of 
what Schüssler Fiorenza has coined as Kyriarchal, or Lord 
centered. In this sense it is the fellowship of the church 
that is opposed to its hierarchical structural formulations 
that is the mark of the church. This brings into focus the 
necessity of right relationships or righteousness and justice 
as against hierarchy and ‘lord centeredness’ while speaking 
of human community. In terms of gender relations then, 
Koinonia offers us a model of shared partnership, collegial-
ity and co- responsibility.

Rethinking a Theology of Leadership in the Context of 
the Church

Lastly it has to be realized that working towards a partner-
ship of women and men has to affect Church structures and 
organizations as well. Unfortunately the church remains 
the last boys club, even though its pews often have more 
women than men. If we are to follow a Trinitarian model of 
leadership it should challenge us into rethinking our eccle-
sial and administrative structures that are led by singular 
males to structures that are democratic, non- hierarchical 
and gender just. We should rethink church administration 
as working through consent rather than unilateral decision 
making. The church should further learn to recognize the 
spiritual gifts of women and recognize the legitimate right 
of women to be leaders and pastors. Further there should 
be learning from the spirituality of women. Most of all the 
church should present an alternative pattern of gender rela-
tions to the world. It should be the forerunner in articulat-
ing a theology and ideology of partnership of women and 
men, a theology and ideology that has the possibility of 
transforming the world!

Understanding Gender7

Although the term “gender” is widely used today, it is too 
often employed to mean “woman” or “sex.” It is impor-
tant to note that while “sex” refers to a person’s biological 
make-up, “gender” describes their social definition, that is, 
the values and roles society assigns them. Gender is about 
both men and  women and increasingly recognizes other 
gendered persons. It is a social construct that is influenced 
by other forms of social, religious, cultural, economic and 
political processes. Gender is an important tool for under-
standing our world and working to transform it into a 
place that is better for all. The  underlying principle taken 
in this manual is that healthy gender relations based on 
partnership are necessary for gender justice and positive 
masculinities.

Gender perspectives examine and unravel power 
relations between men and women as it takes into con-
sideration the causes of their unequal status, the current 
division of responsibilities and gender injustices. Gender is 
defined not only on the basis of male/ female dichotomies. 
It needs to consider specific historical legacies of vastly 
diverse societies, their unique conditions and the different 
experiences and realities of their populations. For example, 
the shaping of the Caribbean man needs to be understood 
in the contexts of slavery, indenture-ship, colonialism and 
neo- colonialism. Violence and abuse have deep roots in 
the formation and sense of self of the Caribbean man, who 
was uprooted from family and community and controlled 
by the whip. The “incentive” to work was physical abuse. It 
would be helpful for this history and reading the Bible to 
be part of the process to be done from this historical and 
socio- cultural context. This will open new ways for posi-
tive development of self.

Gender-Based Violence8

Gender based violence remains one of the most pressing 
issues in the world. Until recently, violence in families has 
been considered a private or personal matter, and has not 
been taken seriously by society in general, including the 
churches or the courts, even when it was brought to their 
attention. The legacy of the secrecy associated with this 
kind of violence and the lack of attention it has received is 
immense. It is a legacy of pain, shame and fear. As a result, 
violence and abusive behaviour continue to place a heavy 
burden on too many families, homes and communities. A 
significant outcome from recent decades of struggle has 
been to name and bring the issue of gender based violence 
7. Extracts from Patricia Sheerattan-Bisnauth text, pPages 54-57.
8. Extracts from text of Patricia Sheerattan-Bisnauth, pages 
115-117.
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into the open. The Ecumenical Decade of the Churches 
in Solidarity with Women (1988–1998) highlighted vio-
lence against women as a key issue for the churches and 
called upon them to break the silence. This has helped the 
churches to recognise violence against women as a com-
mon concern for all of them and to take steps to overcome 
the violence. Notwithstanding the accomplishments made, 
there is still a high rate of male violence against women. 
Our societies continue to produce far too many men who 
assault, abuse and kill women. The home is an unsafe place 
for many women and children; and even in churches, the 
shame and injustice of clergy abuse remains hidden and 
unchallenged.

Gender- based violence refers to domestic, sexual and 
all types of partner violence. It takes many forms—physi-
cal, sexual, psychological, emotional, restricted freedoms, 
coercion and threats—occurring in both the public and 
private spheres. It includes domestic violence, rape (includ-
ing marital rape), sexual harassment, forced prostitution, 
verbal abuse, humiliation, female infanticide, female geni-
tal mutilation and dowry- related violence. While men, 
women and children all fall prey to this form of violence, it 
is recognised that gender- based violence is predominantly 
male violence against women, and how men exercise vio-
lence on women to maintain their gender privileges of 
male authority.

The concept of “gender based violence” is helpful 
in analysing violence in broader terms, with the under-
standing that the causes and solutions to violence are 
personal, political and structural. Gender- based violence 
is affected by prescribed behaviour, norms and attitudes 
which are based on gender and sexuality. It has its basis 
in patriarchy—a system that positions men over women 
(and also some men over other men) and instills a sense 
of entitlement and privilege in many men. Patriarchy also 
institutionalizes the social, cultural and legal contexts that 
permit gender violence. In many societies it is related to the 
construction of masculinities, for example how a society 
defines what it means to be a man. In many societies it is 
acceptable for boys to exercise controlling behaviour and 
for girls to be less assertive.

In addressing the issue of gender based violence, it 
is also important to examine personal experiences of vio-
lence, especially for persons who have been socialised in 
a culture of violence. The social messages which children 
receive play a significant role in their response to violence. 
Factors such as the society, family, church, media, school 
and the community are important influences. A tendency 
to accept the stereotype that “boys will be boys” and that 
females are the “weaker sex” too often means not question-
ing negative aspects of every day gender relations. Young 

men are pressured to behave with machismo—to act as 
though they always know what they are doing and are “in 
charge.” Some cultures promote the idea of young men 
being “in charge of” or responsible for grown women, 
including their mothers. The media, music industry and 
other aspects of popular culture also promote a culture of 
violence and disrespect for self and others. 

Men must be involved in significant ways, tak-
ing action to end violence against women. An inclusive 
approach requires the involvement of men in finding ways 
to transform gender 25 Report of a Global Symposium on 
Engaging Men and Boys on Achieving Gender Equality, 
Rio de Janeiro, March 29–April 3, 2009.

Men must be involved in significant way, tak-
ing action to end violence against women. An inclusive 
approach requires the involvement of men in finding ways 
to transform gender relations which produces male vio-
lence. It is time to see men as a vital part of the solution in 
ending gender based violence. It is time for them to take 
a public stance—in giving voice, presence and action on 
overcoming violence. Men need to redefine masculinity 
and create a social climate, in male peer culture, in which 
the abuse of women is seen as completely unacceptable. A 
comprehensive strategy involving wide scale discussions of 
the underlying social causes of men’s violence is needed. 
Strategies need to take into account that violence is learned 
behavior, and boys and men need to be re-educated on how 
to be men in ways that do not involve abusing girls and 
women—physically, sexually, or emotionally. It is time for 
the church to say “NO TO VIOLENCE” and for men to 
be at the forefront of this campaign.

61.  The Church in the Life of Youth and Youth 
in the Life of the Church 

Reference Text from the 9th Report of the 
Joint Working Group of Roman Catholic 
Church and WCC, Geneva/Rome 2012

The text “The Church in the Life of Youth and Youth in the 
Life of the Church” is only included in the digital version 
of this reader. Please visit www.globethics.net/web/gtl or 
use the CD-Rom included in this book. 
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Chapter 15 

Diakonia

62.  Theological Perspectives on Diakonia in 
the 21st Century

   WCC Conference of Justice & Diakonia, 
Just and Inclusive Communities, and 
Mission and Evangelism programmes, 
Colombo/Sri Lanka, 2012 

The report paper resulted from a WCC conference on the future 
of diakonia in Sri Lanka in 2012 which was organized jointly 
by Justice and Diakonia, Just and Inclusive Communities, 
and Mission and Evangelism programmes in WCC. The 
consultation attempted to re-imagine diakonia from the 
vantage point of those who are, in many cases, traditionally 
considered as recipients or objects of churches’ diakonia—the 
vulnerable and marginalized communities and articulated the 
need to search for more people-based and less resource-intensive 
forms of diakonia.

Study Questions

1.   What is the relation between church, mission and diakonia 
as proposed by the paper?

2.   What is the critique articulated over against some forms 
of institutionalized diakonia from the perspective of the 
marginalized?

3.   What are key dimensions of a transformative model of 
diakonia as proposed by this consultation and implicit 
consequences for the practise of diakonia in local congrega-
tions, larger church bodies and international institutions 
on diakonia?

This theological reflection is intentionally inductive—con-
textual and experiential. The 50 participants involved in 
various diaconal initiatives in about 25 countries brought 
with them some hard questions as well as insights on new 
possibilities, arising out of their engagement in the lives of 
marginalized people. They put forth some of the follow-
ing challenges to be taken into account in this reflection 
on Diakonia in the Twenty-First Century. These were: The 

institutionalization of injustice, particularly in the present 
regime of neo-liberal economic globalization; the reality of 
climate change and its impact; wars and conflicts and the 
consequent destruction, trauma and broken relationships; 
the fragmentation of communities due to aggressive asser-
tion of religious and ethnic identities; the dispossession 
and displacement of vulnerable people; the violence against 
many sections of society, especially of women, children, 
people with disabilities and the aged;  malnutrition, disease 
and the HIV and Aids pandemic; and the marginalization 
of ethnic and religious minorities, Indigenous peoples, the 
Afro-descendent communities, the Dalits in South Asia 
and others experiencing discrimination for various reasons. 

Sri Lanka, a nation ravaged by prolonged war and 
conflict, struggling to find possibilities for healing and 
hope, provided the context of this conference. The con-
ference was hosted by the National Christian Council of 
Sri Lanka that represents the witness of churches—small, 
on the margins with limited space for public engagement, 
and each with a distinct identity, yet united in their wit-
ness to heal and reconcile. The conference, therefore, opted 
to look at diakonia from three specific vantage points as 
elaborated below: 

First, it pursued its reflection by holding diakonia as 
a primary expression of the churches’ participation in the 
ongoing mission of God. This option was chosen to assert 
that churches are not to be exclusive, inward-looking reli-
gious communities, but have a calling to be engaged with 
the world. The event also responded to the common ten-
dency to view and pursue diakonia in institutional forms 
and to respond only to those challenges that these forms 
would allow. 

Second, it attempted to re-imagine diakonia from the 
vantage point of those who are, in many cases, traditionally 
considered as recipients or objects of churches’ diakonia—
the vulnerable and marginalized communities. Besides 
the theological reasons, this option was taken to search 
for more people-based and less resource-intensive forms 
of diakonia, arising out of their aspirations, and in doing 
so to ensure their agency in redefining diakonia in today’s 
world. It was also to suggest a possible shift from patron-
izing interventions to catalytic accompaniment. 

And third, in view of the fact that many of the current 
models of diakonia were shaped by the perceptions and 



402 Chapter 15: Diakonia

preferences of the churches in the geo-political North, the 
conference wanted to explore what diakonia would be if 
seen from the vantage point of the global South where the 
dynamics of life are radically different. Incidentally, more 
Christians live in the South than the North, mostly as frag-
mented minority communities, often in hostile contexts, as 
socially and economically marginalized, and amid intense 
struggles for life. This preference for the South does not 
imply that the global North lacks these same challenges or 
possibilities. Neither does it imply a rejection of the con-
tributions of churches in the North to diakonia and this 
reflection. This choice was made deliberately, in view of the 
variety of life-expressions as well as Christian expressions 
that the South offers, and in an effort to address some of 
the complex questions arising there about the human pre-
dicament and the fate and future of the earth.  

The following is a summary of reflections on the 
theme as seen from the vantage points mentioned above: 

I. Church, Mission and Diakonia 

“As the Father has sent me, so I send you…”  
(John 20:21) 

1. God’s mission is about the realization of God’s vision 
for the world, a world in which “God rejoices because 
there shall no more be the sound of weeping, or the cry 
of distress, where people shall not die young, where peo-
ple build houses and live in them and enjoy the fruits of 
their labour, where people will not die of calamities, and 
where the aggressors are transformed so that all shall live 
in peace.” (Isaiah 65:17-25) This eschatological hope of a 
“new heaven and earth” (Revelation 21:1) is not passive 
but constantly breaks into our present, inviting people to 
become co-workers with God by realizing it in every here 
and now. This mission of God is dynamic and inclusive of 
all people and forces that uphold the sanctity and integrity 
of God’s creation. 

2. The Church, as a community called into being through 
baptism and led by the Holy Spirit, participates in this 
mission through its very being, proclamation and service. 
Commonly understood as service, diakonia is a way of liv-
ing out faith and hope as a community, witnessing to what 
God has done in Jesus Christ. 

3. Through its diakonia, the Church witnesses to God’s 
purpose in Jesus Christ and participates in God’s mission. 
In its diakonia, the Church follows the way of its Servant 
Lord who claimed that he came to serve and not to be 
served (Mark 10:45). In Christ, the Church is called to 

hold forth the power of service over the power of domina-
tion, so that life, in all its fullness, may be possible for all. 
Therefore, the Church presents itself not only as a sign of 
the coming reign of God but also of the way leading to it, 
Christ’s way. 

4. As a diaconal community, the church is called to live 
out its Christian witness both at local and larger as well 
as personal and corporate levels. This is to be reflected in 
all the different expressions of being Church: in worship 
and proclamation, in practices of hospitality and visita-
tion (Hebrews 13:1-3), in public witness and advocacy. As 
“liturgy after the Liturgy”—empowered by what faith cele-
brates—diakonia involves actions of care, relief and service, 
but goes further and addresses the root causes of injustice 
embedded in oppressive systems and structures. Sustained 
action for justice is upheld by our faith in and allegiance to 
the God of life when faced with the death-dealing powers 
of Empire. 

5. Every Christian community in every geo-political and 
socio-economic context is called to be a diaconal com-
munity, witnessing to God’s transforming grace through 
acts of service that hold forth the promise of God’s reign. 
It heals relationships, and nurtures partnerships for the 
sake of God’s good creation. In bringing people and com-
munities together around issues of life and of justice and 
peace, diakonia stands out as a reason for unity and as such 
also needs to be seen as its instrument. As an expression 
of participation in God’s mission in the world, diakonia 
is beyond all parochial interests or the agenda of religious 
propagation. 

6. Some of the larger institutional expressions of diakonia 
must be affirmed for their role in enabling human resource 
development, meeting human need in crisis situations, and 
for advancing the causes of justice and economic develop-
ment of the vulnerable people. Since some of these and 
other traditional forms of diakonia have tended to rely on 
infrastructure, institutions, expertise and resources, many 
Christian communities have come to see themselves either 
as supporters or as beneficiaries and rarely as participants 
in diakonia. Such specialized ministries do not replace the 
mandate of every Christian community to be diaconal. 

7. As a response in faith to the hope of the coming reign 
of God, the signs of which are present in all experiences 
of hope amidst turmoil, in actions that heal and nurture 
people and relationships, in struggles that seek justice 
and affirm truth, diakonia has to be dynamic, contextual, 
and versatile. It must effect partnerships, not only at the 
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level of global or larger church structures, but also among 
congregations, special ministries, and networks  of people 
committed to values of justice, peace and human dignity at 
local, regional and national levels. 

II. The Diakonia of the Marginalized People 

“The stone that was rejected…”  
(Psalm 118:22, Acts 4:11) 

8. For many, diakonia is a Christian response to people in 
need and situations of crisis, and is characterized by actions 
of reaching out to them from locations of power and privi-
lege with resources and infrastructure. Such an understand-
ing has often resulted in viewing those in need as objects or 
recipients of diakonia. Many philanthropic or humanitar-
ian initiatives are also guided by such attitudes. Such an 
understanding has not only failed to acknowledge the dia-
konia of the marginalized people but also treated them as 
mere objects and recipients. Some forms of diakonia have 
been pursued without attitudes of respect, awareness of the 
potential or a spirit of partnership with local communities. 
9. Some diaconal initiatives which began with the inten-
tion of serving the weak and the vulnerable people, over 
the years have become instruments of service to the privi-
leged and affluent sections of the society. Unfortunately, 
service to the poor is hardly the objective of some Chris-
tian educational and health institutions in many parts of 
the world today. Furthermore, the overwhelming culture 
of globalization with its accents on profit-making and con-
sumerism has also introduced new meanings to service, 
resulting in the co-option of the traditional service struc-
tures into meeting the requirements of economic activity 
and interests. Because of this trend, reaching out to those 
disempowered by social and economic structures does not 
seem a priority for some churches anymore. Some other 
diaconal initiatives have also been used as means of prosely-
tism. Diakonia is integral to who we are as Christians, and 
diaconal initiatives should not be misused. Repenting for 
these and other ways in which the churches have deviated 
from the path of God’s mission is urgent and essential for 
their credibility and integrity. 

10. Even if they do not have the material and financial 
resources to do diakonia in the way many churches are 
accustomed to, marginalized people, through their lives 
and everyday resistance, practise diakonia. They testify to 
the sinfulness of the world, holding it accountable for its 
complicity and silence. Therefore, God opts for the mar-
ginalized people not because they are weak by choice, 
nor because of paternalistic compassion, but primarily 

because their lives point towards the urgent need of social 
transformation.   

11. The world may tend to see the margins as places of 
disgrace and powerlessness; however, the biblical witness 
points towards God who is always present in the struggles 
of those unjustly pushed to the margins of society. It gives 
several accounts of God’s attention and caring love to 
people in situations of oppression and consequent depra-
vation. God hears the cry of the oppressed and responds 
by sustaining and accompanying them in their journey 
towards liberation. (Exodus 3:7-8). This is the diakonia of 
God: A diakonia of liberation as well as of restoring dignity, 
and ensuring justice and peace. 

12. “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” 
(John 1:46) This critical question indicates the decisive 
entry point that God made for this mission when sending 
the Son into the world.  Jesus announces his diakonia as 
one that liberates the oppressed, opens the eyes that are 
blind, and heals the sick. (Luke 4: 16f ) By asserting time 
and again that he has come to seek the lost and the least, 
Jesus constantly locates himself among the marginalized 
of his time. His diakonia rejects abusive power (Luke 4:1-
12), refuses to be co-opted by the prevailing logic of power 
(Mark 10.45) and defies oppressive religious traditions 
(Luke 11:37-54). Instead, his diakonia opts to restore the 
ones who are denied life, even if these actions ultimately 
led him to the cross. [e.g. the man with the withered hand 
(Mark 3:1-6)]. Through such an option, he exposes and 
confronts the forces of marginalization. To that extent, the 
margins are the privileged spaces for God’s compassion and 
justice and of God’s presence in vulnerability and resis-
tance. Here the sick were healed, the domination of evil 
spirits broken, the dignity of the marginalized defended, 
and the disciples empowered with life-affirming values for 
ministry. 

13. Furthermore, marginalized people are not to be seen 
always as those in need and despair. They resist injustice 
and oppression in their own ways and through their strug-
gles for life, justice, dignity and rights for themselves and 
for all, unveil the presence and power of God in their lives. 
For example, people with disabilities are promoting the 
values of sensitivity and partnership; the Afro-descendent 
communities, the Dalits and other discriminated com-
munities are calling churches and communities to resist 
and overcome cultures and practices that discriminate and 
dehumanize millions of people; the Indigenous peoples 
are advocating for the value of the interconnectedness 
of life, even as their own lives and lands are threatened; 
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young people in disadvantaged situations are resisting poli-
cies that deprive them of opportunities for education and 
employment; and vulnerable migrant workers, through 
their  struggles for human rights, dignity and justice, are 
challenging political systems that deny them basic human 
rights in the name of national interests. There are many 
such expressions in every part of the world, in the global 
south as well as in the global north. In all such expres-
sions, in their actions and allegiances towards liberation 
and transformation, the churches today have new possi-
bilities of diakonia as well as of new ecclesial self-discovery. 
Diakonia of the marginalized, then, is crucial for church’s 
engagement in realizing God’s oikoumene, the alternative 
vision of the world. 

14. From a theological perspective the language of mar-
ginalized people may be conceived as a way of labelling or 
of reducing people to victims of systems and structures. 
Diakonia, however, must acknowledge the destructive 
and dehumanizing power of such structures, not only in 
order to point to the tragic effects of their reality, but also 
to the demands, legitimate rights and power of margin-
alized people to transform the world.  In a world where 
people are treated as objects and commodities and are also 
mistreated on account of their identities such as gender, 
ethnicity, colour, caste, age, disability, sexual orientation 
and economic and cultural locations, diakonia must build 
persons and communities, affirm the dignity of all people, 
and transform cultures and practices that discriminate and 
abuse some people. 

15. Marginalized people, through their yearnings for life 
with dignity and justice and through their participation 
in movements, are offering alternative visions of a world 
free of forces that deny justice, dignity and life for many.  
To many churches this is a demanding challenge but even 
more a liberating promise for renewing traditional mod-
els of diaconal practice and theological reflection, towards 
new patterns of inclusiveness, sharing and transformative 
action.  Jesus too found himself among the marginalized 
of his time as he began his ministry of announcing the 
coming reign of God. A majority of Christian congrega-
tions around the world are made up of people who are 
mostly poor and marginalized on account of several fac-
tors, and this reality needs to be seen as an opportunity 
and a resource for more authentic ecumenical engagement. 
Partnership and solidarity with the marginalized alone will 
ensure the credibility of the churches’ claim of their partici-
pation in the mission of God. 

III. Diakonia for Transformation 

“To do justice and to love kindness.” (Micah 6:8) 

16. Diakonia, then, is service that makes the celebration of 
life possible for all. It is faith effecting change, transforming 
people and situations so that God’s reign may be real in the 
lives of all people, in every here and now. 

17. The God of the Bible seeks and effects change in con-
crete situations of life, especially of those who are denied 
the same. Therefore, diakonia as an action in God’s love 
must strive to transform people, systems and cultures. God 
announces judgment upon those who abuse power and 
deny justice to the poor. Jesus too challenged unjust sys-
tems and practices and called the powerful and privileged 
who benefit from such, to repent and be transformed by 
the values of love, sharing, truthfulness and humility. 

18. Diakonia is not limited to binding the wounds of the 
victims or doing acts of compassion. While such expres-
sions of love and care are necessary, they do not preclude 
efforts aimed at confronting and transforming the forces 
and factors which cause suffering and deprivation. Dia-
conal ministry thus involves both comforting the victim 
and confronting “the powers and principalities” (Ephe-
sians 6:12). It must heal the victim as well as the one who 
victimizes. It is a radical spirituality of struggle and com-
mitment for transformation of sinful social structures and 
for the liberation of their victims. Without transformative 
work, diakonia would be a mere expression of service, sub-
tly serving the interests of the oppressive and exploitative 
powers by covering up their complicity. If it does not chal-
lenge injustice and abuse of power, it ceases to be authentic 
diakonia. 

19. Diakonia also does not settle for superficial expressions 
of peace and good will. Resonating with the indignation of 
prophet Jeremiah, “They have healed the brokenness of my 
people superficially, saying, ‘Peace, peace’, when there is no 
peace.” (Jer.6:14), diakonia exposes such attempts of the 
powerful and privileged, often done to sustain the unjust 
and oppressive status quo. Diakonia is prophetic action 
which also involves speaking truth to powers. 

20. In today’s world, diakonia may also imply political 
action, confronting unjust military and economic pow-
ers; questioning the state policies that seem to invest 
more on defence rather than on people’s basic needs and 
human development; challenging anti-immigration laws 
that deny the dispossessed and the displaced their right to 
live; opposing development policies that destroy the earth 
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and its people; and in working with and advocating for the 
rights of people who have been made vulnerable by social 
and economic structures.  

21. Diakonia may also imply social action, aimed at dis-
mantling oppressive cultures such as patriarchy, racism, 
casteism, xenophobia and other discriminatory and exclu-
sionary practices. The churches too need to repent for the 
presence and practice of these cultures right within and for 
their derisive attitudes and theological constructions that 
stigmatize certain sections of society. 

22. However, diakonia does not merely resist and confront 
evil but also proposes alternatives to the ways in which 
human beings relate with one another and with nature. 
To that extent, diakonia is transformative (Romans 12:2). 
Jesus, our Servant Lord, called those who followed him to 
be the salt of the earth, the light, and the leaven of the 
world (Matthew 5:13,14); in other words, to be agents 
of change and transformation. Empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, the diakonia of the early Christian community 
resisted the power of the Empire by proposing alternative 
values and visions of the world. Diakonia, then, besides 
being an expression of support and help to those in need, is 
essentially a creative action meant to bring about the world 
God so desires.   

IV.  Challenges and Opportunities 

“I am about to do a new thing!” (Isaiah 43:19) 

21. In addition to the challenges, the context of the Twenty-
First century presents numerous initiatives and struggles of 
people for freedom, justice, dignity and life in many parts 
of the world. Here lie new opportunities for churches to 
attempt diakonia in many creative ways while rediscover-
ing themselves afresh in the process. There may be many 
other opportunities and possibilities, specific to each con-
text. The following insightful suggestions, shared during 
the conference, may be considered for further reflection 
and action:   

a. Diakonia of the Local Congregations 
1. Become aware of the social, political and economic 

realities of life and people within which they exist as dia-
conal communities. Christian education must aim at culti-
vating a sense of social responsibility. 

2. Strive to recognize and affirm the theological sig-
nificance of diakonia through worship and proclamation. 
Church needs to be a training ground for creative engage-
ment with the world. 

3. Initiate people-level action on environmental issues. 
4. Firmly respond to the reality of abuse and violence 

against women at home, community and church. 
5. Educate people against alcoholism and substance 

abuse, enabling the victims to overcome these conditions.   
6. Be and become open, just, hospitable and inclusive 

communities. Churches must strive to become discrimina-
tion-free zones and sanctuaries of safety and hope.  

7. Build capacities among members, especially in areas 
of counselling, de-addiction programmes, educational and 
employment opportunities, gender sensitivity etc. 

8. Seek cooperation and collaboration with other 
churches, other faith communities, and people’s initiatives 
on relevant issues of people and life in each specific con-
text. This may also include affirming diaconal actions as 
well as sharing resources. 

b. Diakonia of the Larger Church Bodies 
1. Encourage, support and accompany local churches 

as they respond to their own issues by developing and 
implementing diaconal work. 

2. Encourage expressions of solidarity and mutual 
responsibility, especially by bridging the divide between 
urban and rural, affluent and poor, established and migrant 
congregations, among others. 

3. Address issues of discrimination and exclusion 
within the church itself and launch campaigns to end the 
same, both within and outside. 

4. Develop policies and programmes around issues of 
HIV/AIDS, disability, poverty, food security and environ-
mental stewardship. 

5. Recognize, strengthen and support prophetic voices 
and initiatives that strive to uphold the causes of human 
rights, justice and rights of the marginalized communities.  

6. Build partnerships with regional and national level 
churches and organizations with a view to encourage grass-
roots, people-based initiatives.  

7. Encourage theological institutions to introduce dia-
konia as a discipline wherever necessary, and also to initiate 
advanced study and research on relevant diaconal practices. 

8. Develop easily readable Bible study materials on 
diakonia for pastors and lay people. 

9. Engage in diaconal actions with people from differ-
ent faith communities. 

 
c. Diakonia of the WCC and Similar International 
Organizations 

1. Recognize diakonia as an essential ecclesial expres-
sion, and that their organizations’ primary calling is not 
only to attempt certain diaconal actions on the behalf of 
churches but necessarily to accompany the initiatives of the 
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churches. This may also include capacity-building, foster-
ing partnerships, and mobilization of resources wherever 
necessary.   

2. Journey with the people, communities and con-
gregations in their struggles against discrimination and 
marginalization. 

3. Advocate for the causes of justice, dignity and 
peace and for the victims of aggression, displacement and 
dispossession. 

4. Support and accompany grassroots level people’s 
initiatives for change. Some of these may not have the 
needed visibility and infrastructural presence to attract 
support. 

5. Facilitate dialogue with international diaconal 
agencies to encourage patterns of church cooperation and 
to foster mutual accountability. 

6. Prepare resources and facilitate processes for inter-
church exchange of theological support for creative dia-
conal engagement in different contexts. 

7. Recognize the power of solidarity in struggle for 
transformation and therefore, enable, encourage and nur-
ture such expressions of solidarity at all levels. 

22. Understood this way at this moment in time, Dia-
konia may sometimes involve confrontation with powers 
vested in the status quo. Risk may be inevitable at times, 
requiring an attitude of love, humility, courage and com-
mitment. Jesus insists that discipleship seeks expression 
under the shadow of the cross (Matthew 16: 24). There-
fore, as communities called together to a vocation of service 
in the way of Christ, who laid down his life while serving, 
the churches may encourage one another in the words of 
the First Letter of Peter: “Now who will harm you if you 
are eager to do what is good? But even if you do suffer for 
doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they 
fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanc-
tify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make the defence 
to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the 
hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence”  
(I Peter 3: 13-16).
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63.  Core Bibliography on Ecumenism and 
World Christianity

   Zoltán Ruzsa-Nagy and Dr Dietrich Werner, 
World Council of Churches, 2010 

This core bibliography on Ecumenism and World Christianity 
answers the demands of many theological colleges and theological 
educators around the world asking for more teaching resources 
in the fields of ecumenism, intercultural theology and world 
Christianity. It aims at listing “core titles” for introductory 
courses on themes and issues in the ecumenical movement. No 
list can be completely comprehensive and updated in all areas. 
This list of bibliographical resources represents while aiming at 
some comprehensiveness still has certain shortcomings and will 
be updated from time to time. Its limitations lie in the fact 
that a) only publications in English language are referred to, 
b) only major publications and monographies and no articles 
and essays from journals are considered, c) emphasize was put 
on introductory surveys which provide a first orientation and 
access to a given theme, d) no specialized treatise is included 
in this list, e) only certain key themes are covere according to 
the list of items given below in the table of contents and f ) 
only in certain cases are also websites indicated which contain 
important full-text versions of key documents related to the 
theme. 

The core bibliography project was part of an internship 
programme of the Master of Ecumenics Course of the 
Ecumenical Institute of Bossey in the year 2010 and thus 
provided interaction between Bossey, the programme of 
Ecumenical Theological Education (ETE) in WCC, and WCC 
Library and Archives. The core work for this core bibliography 
was done by Zoltan Ruzsa-Nagy from the Reformed Church 
of Hungary, accompanied by Dr Dietrich Werner, programme 
coordinator of ETE in WCC. Gratitude is expressed to several 
colleagues from WCC Programme who contributed with their 
expertise and advice.
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Africa
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Centrale and Occidental
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ASTHEOL Quest
Sita Joseph
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ngangura@yahoo.fr

64. Associations of Theological Schools and 
Theological Educators in World Christianity

Global Level
WCC-ETE   World Council of Churches - Programme on ETE
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COTS
Conference of Orthodox Theological Schools
Ivan Zhelev Dimitrov
ivand@theo.uni-sofia.bg
http://www.wocati.org/COTSCongress.htm

ICETE
International Council for Evangelical Theological Education
Riad Kassis
rkassis@gmail.com
http://www.icete-edu.org/

CCCU
Council for Christian Universities and Colleges
council@cccu.org
http://www.cccu.org/

IAMSCU
International Association of Methodist Schools, Colleges and 

Universities
Amos Nascimento
Amos Nascimento <anascimento@gbhem.org>
http://www.gbhem.org/site/c.lsKSL3POLvF/b.3463101/

k.88E7/International_Association_of_Methodist_Schools_
Colleges__Universities.htm

OC
Overseas Council Advancing Christian Leaders
David Baer
info@overseas.org
http://www.overseas.org/
Global Network of Research Centers for Theology, Religions 

and Christian Studies
Michael Welker
sekretariat-welker@wts.uni-heidelberg.de
http://www.globalnetresearch.org//index.php?option=com_cont

ent&task=blogsection&id=5&Itemid=26
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ASTHEOL Centre
Ngoy Boliya
ngoyboliya@yahoo.fr

WAATI
West African Association of Theological Institutions
Isaac Deji Ayegboyin
dejigboyin@yahoo.com

WAATI
Thomas Oduro; Nathan Samwini
taoduro@gmail.com; Nathan Samwini <nsamwini@gmail.com>

ATISCA
A. of Theological Institutions in Southern and Central Africa
Amanze, James
AMANZEJN@mopipi.ub.bw

ATIEA
Association of Theological Institutions in East Africa
KALENGYO, Edison; Godfrey Ngumi
emkalengyo@yahoo.co.uk; glad4phil@yahoo.com
ekalengyo@ucu.ac.ug
Christopher Byaruhanga, Esther Mombo
cbyaruhanga@ucu.ac.ug; dvcacademics@spu.ac.ke

ATTM
Association of Theological Teachers in Madagascar 
Mariette Razivelo
razivelomariette@yahoo.fr’

AOTA
Association Oecumenique des Theologiens Africains
Ka-Mana, Godefroy; Meinrad Hebga
kanguzaire@yahoo.fr

AATEA
All African Network of TEE Programmes
Kangwa Mabuluki
kampash2002@yahoo.com

EATWOT Africa
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians - Africa
Mary Getui
mngetui@yahoo.com

OAIC Theol. Desk Organization of African Instituted Churches 
in Africa

John Gichimu
gichimu@oaic.org
http://oaic.org

APTEA
Association for Pentecostal Theological Education in Africa
http://africashope.org/what-we-do/updates/2011/02/21/

aptea-launched-nairobi

ANITEPAM
African Network of Institutions of Theological Education Pre-

paring Anglicans for Ministry
Victor Atta-Baffoe
victorattabaffoe@yahoo.com
http://www.anglicanafrica.org/education.htm

CITAF
Conseil des Institutions Theologique d’Afrique Francophone
Sylvain Allaboe
allaboesylvain@gmail.com

CITAF
Abel NDJERAREOU
andjerareou@citaf.org; abel.ndjerareou@gmail.com

ACTEA
Accrediting Council for Theological Education in Africa
Joe Simfukwe
actea.africa@gmail.com
http://www.theoledafrica.org/; http://www.theoledafrica.org/

ACTEA/Default.asp

ACTEA
Stephanie L. Black
drstephanie-black@gmail.com

FATSA
Forum of Associations of Theological Schools in Africa (in 

development)

PTASA
Pentecostal Theological Association of Southern Africa 
Mathew Clark

ABS
Association of African Bible Schools
http://africanbiblecolleges.org/

ATIE
Association of Theological Institutions in Ethiopia 
Desta Heliso
destah@gmail.com 

NATS
Nigerian Association of Theological Schools
Isaac Deji Ayegboyin, Samuel Ango 
dejigboyin@yahoo.com>, angosamuel@yahoo.com

AAUMTS
African Association of United Methodist Theological Schools 

ACTEZ
Association of Christian Theological Education in Zimbabwe
Rev. Dr. Murefu, Rev Eddie Muzazavi
kinaeddie@gmail.com; masengweg@gmail.com
Magoronga Sithembile <smagoronga@gmail.com>
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Middle East
ATIME
Association of Theological Institutions in the Middle East
Magdi Gendi
mgendi@etsc.org
http://www.mec-churches.org/General_Assembly_web_page/

PDF_General_Assembly/english/AtimeRep.pdf

MEATE
Middle East Assocaition for Theological Education (Evangelical)
Camille Melki
camille.melki@gmail.com, meate.office@gmail.com
http://www.meate.org/

PTEE
Program for TEE in Arab Languages 
Rick Weymouth 
weymouth@ptee.org
Richard Hart
Richard Hart <richard.hart.228@gmail.com>

Asia
CCA TE Desk
Christian Conference of Asia - FMU
Hope Antone
hope@cca.org.hk
http://www.cca.org.hk/home1.htm

ATA
Asian Theological Association
Teresa Roco-Luoa
theresarlua@hotmail.com
http://www.ataasia.com/

ATESEA
Ass. For Theological Education in South East Asia
Limuel Equina
atesea@info.com.ph; equina_limuel@yahoo.com
http://www.atesea.net/

SSC
Senate of Serampore College
Ravi Tivari
registrarsenate@gmail.com
http://senateofseramporecollege.edu.in/

BTESSC
Board of TE of Senate of Serampore
Mohan Larbeer
secretary@btessc.org
http://www.senateofseramporecollege.edu.in/officers-btessc.html

SCEPTRE
Senate Centre for Extension Programmes and Pastoral Theologi-

cal Research
Wati Longchar
dminsceptre@vsnl.net
http://www.senateofseramporecollege.edu.in/sceptre.html

ITLA
Indian Theological Library Association
Yesan Sellan
yesans@gmail.com
http://www.oocities.org/itla_in/home.html

PERSETIA
Indonesian Association of Theological Schools
Andreas Christanto 
persetia@yahoo.com
http://www.persetia.org/home

Association of Theological Schools in Indonesia
Robert Setio
bek@ukdw.ac.id; robertsetio64@gmail.com
http://www.persetia.org/home
(Daniel Nuhamara)
dan_nuhamara@yahoo.com

PASTI
Persekutuan Antar Sekolah Teologi Injili (Fellowship Amongst 

Evangelical Theological Schools) in Indonesia
Hendrik Ruru
hendrik_ruru@yahoo.com

PERSATPIN
Persekutuan Sekolah Alkitab dan Teologia Pentakosta Indonesia 

(Fellowship of Indonesian Pentecostal Bible and Theological 
Schools)

Japarlin Marbun
japarlinmarbun@ymail.com

STEP
Samahan ng Teolohikang Edukasyon ng Pilipinas - Philippine 

Association of Theological Schools
Joyce Abugan of Phil. Baptist Theological Seminary
joyceabugan@yahoo.com

NEAATS
North East Asia Association of Accredited Theological Schools

JATE
Japanese Association of Theological Education
Ryuichi Mizuno
rmsdg@kwansei.ac.jp
School of Theology, Kwansei Gakuin University
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KAATS
Korean Association of Accredited Theological Schools
Tai Il Wang 
tiwang@mtu.ac.kr
http://kaats.org/
Seung An Im 
kaats@kaats.org
http://kaats.org/

KETS
Association of Korean Evangelical Theological Schools
www.kets.kr

CCC-CTE
China Christian Council - Commission on TE
Chen Yilu
elupastor@sina.com
http://www.chineseprotestantchurch.org.cn/en/

China Christian Council - Department for Education
Gao Ying
gao.liturgy@gmail.com
http://www.amitynewsservice.org/page.php?page=1613

MATS
Malaysia Association of Theological Schools
Thu En Yu
eythu@stssabah.org
http://www.aoic.org.my/

links/13-malaysia-association-of-theological-schools

PABATS
Philippine Associations of Bible and Theological Schools
gcmtc@pacific.net.ph or pabats@yahoo.com.ph
http://pabats.multiply.com/

ATEM
Association for Theological Education in Myanmar
Lal Tin Hre
atemlal09@gmail.com
http://www.atemmyanmar.org/

ATEN
Association of Theological Education in Nepal
Ramesh Khatry
rameshkhatry@gmail.com
http://www.aten.org.np

BTA
Bangladesh Theological Association
David A. Das (NCCB)
daviddas1824@yahoo.com
http://www.ncc-b.org/

NEITA
North East India Theological Association 
Akheto Sema
“Akheto K Sumi” <akhetosumi@rediffmail.com
http://necouncil.nic.in/

APTA
Asian Pacific Theological Association
Alex Fuentes
apta.org@gmail.com
http://www.apta-schools.org/

PTCA
Programme for Theology and Cultures in Asia
Huang Po Ho
 cjcupekho@gmail.com, pekhohuang@yahoo.com
http://ptcaweb.blogspot.com/search/label/03_About_PTCA

AFTE
Asian Forum of Theological Education 
Huang Po Ho, Mohan Larbeer et al.
Secretary BTESSC <secretary@btessc.org>

AGATESA
Assemblies of God Association of Theological Education in 

Southern Asia 
Ivan Satyavrata

Vietnamese Initiative for Networking in Theological Education
“Thien Tu Truong” (Union University California)
truongvanthientu@yahoo.com
http://theology.uuc.edu/?q=node/55

ACUCA
Association of Christian Colleges and Universities in Asia
Johannes Unsok Ro
acuca@icu.ac.jp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Association_of_Christian_Universities_and_Colleges_in_Asia

ACUCA
http://www.acuca.net/

APAMEI
Asia and Pacific Association of Methodist-related Educational 

Institutions 

Pacific
ANZATS
Australian and New Zealand Association of Theological Schools 
Charles Sherlock
chsherlock@netspace.net.au
http://www.anzats.edu.au/

NZATS
New Zealand Association of Theological Schools
http://www.nzats.godzone.net.nz/index.html
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SPATS
South Pacific Association of Theological Schools
TUIDRAKULU, Rusiate
gensec@spats.org.fj
http://www.spats.org.fj/

CETA
Carribbean Evangelical Theological Association
http://www.cetaweb.info/

SPAEC
South Pacific Association of Evangelical Colleges
http://www.spaec.org/joomla/

APTA
Asia Pacific Theological Association

Latin America & Caribbean
CLAI
Nilton Giese
nilton@claiweb.org, niltongiese1959@gmail.com
http://www.clailatino.org/; http://www.claiweb.org/

CETELA
Comunidad de Educacion Teologica Ecumenica Latinoameri-

cana y Caribe 
Nestor Miguez
nestormiguez@gmail.com, 

CETELA
AbrahamColque
 secretario@cetela.net
http://cetela.net/

ASTE
Asociacao de Seminarios Teologicos Evangelicos 
BORTOLLETO, Fernando
aste@uol.com.br
http://aste.org.br/

ASIT
Asociacion de Seminarios e Instituciones Teologicas del Cono Sur 
ENRIQUEZ, Welvi
welvi.enriquez@gmail.com
http://asit.org.ar/

ASIT
Claudia Seiler
claseiler@hotmail.com
http://asit.org.ar/

ALIET
Asociacion Latinoamericana de Instituciones de Educacion 

Teologica 
SERRANO, Richard
rima2clavedesol@gmail.com
DEI
Associacion Departamento Ecumenico de Investigaciones
Maryse Brisson
asodei@racsa.co.cr
http://www.dei-cr.org

Rlit
Latin American Theological Library Association
Claudia Seiler
claseiler@hotmail.com
http://ibiblio.org/rlit/

FETELAC
Forum of LA Associations of Theological Schools
Nestor Miguez
miguez@ised.edu.ar
http://fetelac.blogspot.com/

CATS
Caribbean Associations of Theological Schools
David W. Kuck
catsutc@yahoo.com

AETAL
“Association for Evangelical Theological 
Education in Latin America “
http://www.aetal.com/  

ATAL
Asociación Teológica de América Latina (Assembleas de Dios)
http://www.atalad.net/; 

ATAL (Asociación Teológica de América Latina/ Latin America 
Theological Association)

Gayle Grisbee
http://aclame.net/200909grisbee.htm

ALAIME
Latin American Association of Methodist Institutions of 

Education 

ACLAME
Association of Caribbean and Latin American Missionary 

Educators
http://aclame.net/blog/



43364: Associations of Theological Schools

Europe
E-TFT
Evangelischer Fakultätentag Deutschland
Jens Schroeter
philipp.augustin@cms.hu-berlin.de
http://evtheol.fakultaetentag.de/

Graz
Graz Process of Theological Faculties in Europe
Viorel Ionita, Hans-Ferdinand Angel
vio@cec-kek.org
http://www.uni-graz.at/grazerprozess/tagung2010/

Final_Statement_2010_en.pdf

WGTH
Wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft fuer Theologie in Europe
Christoph Schwoebel
wgth.berlin@gmx.de 
http://www.wgth.de/

ESCT
European Society for Catholic Theology
Sigrid Mueller
sigrid.mueller@univie.ac.at
http://www.eurotheo-d.de/; http://www.kuleuven.be/eurotheo/

Mare Theologicum
Mare Theologicum - Baltic Conference for Academic Theology
Sabine Schoening
sabine.schoening@uni-greifswald.de
http://www.mare-theologicum.com/engl_outline.html

NELCEE
Network for Ecumenical Learning in Eastern and Central 

Europe
Ioan Ovidiu; Anne Burghart
ovidiu_ioan@hotmail.com; nelcee@ecum.ro; Anne Burghardt 

<anneburghardt@gmail.com> 
www.ecum.ro; www.nelcee.org 

EEAA
European Evangelical Accrediting Association (EEAA)
Bernard Ott, Göran Janzon
bernhard.ott@atticstudio.ch; Goran.Janzon@efk.se
http://www.eeaa.org/

E-AAA
Euro-Asian Accrediting Association
http://www.e-aaa.info/

EPTA
European Pentecostal Theological Association
Paul Alexander, Ann Dyer
adyer@matterseyhall.com
http://www.eptaonline.com/

ARTEE
Association of Teachers in Religion
and Theology in Eastern and Central Europe 
http://arteee.ru/

EFOST
European Forum of Orthodox Schools of Theology (EFOST)
Grigorios Papathomas
http://efost.net

Eastern and Central European Assocaition of Theological 
Schools in Formation 

Anne-Marie Kool; Dorottyua Nagy
amkool1@t-online.hu; nagy.dorottya@kre.hu

CEEAMS
 Central and Eastern European Association for Mission Studies 

(CEEAMS)
Anne-Marie Kool and Peter Penner
peter.penner@tcmi.edu; Anne-Marie Kool <amkool@kre.hu>

US and Canada
ATS
Association of Theological Schools
Daniel Aleshire
aleshire@ats.edu
http://www.ats.edu/Pages/default.aspx

ATS
ATS Commission on Accrediting
David Esterline
http://www.ats.edu/Accrediting/Pages/default.aspx

NASCUMC
National Association of Schools and Colleges of the UMC
http://www.gbhem.org/site/c.lsKSL3POLvF/b.3596355/k.

EB9F/National_Association_of_Schools__Colleges_of_The_
UMC.htm

AUMTS
Association of United Methodist Theological Schools 

ABHE
Association for Higher Biblical Education
http://www.abhe.org/

TEAM-A
Theological Education Association of Mid-America
http://www.eteama.org/

ATLA
American Theological Library Association
http://www.atla.com/Pages/default.aspx
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CCTE
Churches’ Council on Theological Education in Canada
http://www.ccte.ca/links.html

ACCU
Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities
http://www.accunet.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=1

CCCU
Council for Christian Colleges and Universities
http://www.cccu.org/
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