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Committed to being a communion

Carola Tron1

Those who know Latin American culture will know that we are a passionate people, quick

to show our feelings when we meet, listen and react. The presentations by Dr Douwe Visser

to our Latin American consultation on the theological aspects of communion and justice

and their implications amply fulfilled the aim of stimulating debate and making us think

deeply.2

The context (or the text?)

This is an old issue, raised by liberation theology. Where do we start thinking? Do we begin

with our situation or with theory? Do we begin with the biblical text or with the setting in

which we are interpreting it? It is impossible to say that we can begin with theory or with a

disembodied interpretation of the Bible. No such thing exists. It was thus vitally important

for us to spend a whole afternoon sharing news from our churches in their national and

regional contexts. Out of this exercise of listening to one another, we were able to discover

how very varied are the social, economic, cultural and religious contexts of each Latin

American country.

We were able to agree, for example, that the picture of wealth and poverty in Uruguay is not

exactly the same as in Guatemala. We can also say that the identity and ecclesiology of the

church in Cuba is very different from that of any other Reformed church in Latin America.

And we could multiply examples. It is a platitude to say that there are no two identical

institutions just as there are no two identical experiences of proclaiming the Gospel. I wish

to emphasize that fact of diversity, because, with two ways of interpreting contradictory

situations alongside one another, sometimes they are complementary and sometimes in

conflict. Diversity in unity is a constantly developing process and it would be possible to say

that our consultation concentrated on it.

1 Translated from the Spanish by Tony Coates.
2 The Latin American consultation took place at São Paulo, Brazil, 1-5 May 2009, and brought together. some 20
people representing the Reformed Churches in Argentina, the Evangelical Church of the River Plate (Paraguay,
Uruguay and Argentina), the Independent Presbyterian Church of Brazil, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in
Chile, the Presbyterian Church of Chile, the Presbyterian Church of Colombia, the Reformed Presbyterian Church
(Cuba), the Evangelical Church of Dominica, the Reformed Calvinist Church of El Salvador, the Presbyterian Church
of Venezuela, the Waldensian Evangelical Church of the River Plate (Argentina and Uruguay). There were also
representatives from the Alliance of Presbyterian and Reformed Churches in Latin America (AIPRAL) and WARC.
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Who are we, the Reformed churches in Latin America, today? What role are we playing in

the orchestra of which we are part with the rest of the churches at world level? What is the

identity of the Alliance of Presbyterian and Reformed Churches in Latin America (AIPRAL)?

What are the tensions in play between unity and diversity in belonging to a world body?

For a long time we have been speaking in the name of Latin America, understanding by

Latin America a social and economic Third World situation. This idea has become less

clear in recent decades, in which globalization has created First World and Third World

situations in each country and has obscured the origins of the great economic forces that

have no geographical location or visible identity, with the result that their effects and

consequences are blurred, invisible and anonymous.

The world economic crisis has come as no great surprise. It is calling us to work in communion

for neighbours who were previously felt to be remote, part of another world, and are now in

need, to share testimonies, and to have a faith helping us to resist and to hope for change

and justice. We exchanged many thoughts on how we have been regarded by sister churches

elsewhere in the world and what image we have of ourselves, remembering that we have

often seen ourselves as victims.

Categories are undergoing change, stimulated by new ways of seeing things that have to be

taken into account. We identified the resources that we have and wish to share with other

brothers and sisters, and not only in Latin America. We realized that for many decades now

we have been developing our own theologies in a Latin American context, and not in a

European or United States context. It is now time for us to share our theological output,

and our theologians, in communion with others. Other examples of communion have been

the joint mission programmes with sister churches in other countries, for example, Colombia

with the United States in a peace programme. We also desire to be able to show real

communion through an exchange of ministers. It is important to continue the practice of

mutual recognition of ministries without allowing differences in academic requirements to

become a filter to screen out vocations or to create a First World and a Third World within

our churches.

Our ecclesiologies

We have many different historical identities. There are the Latin American churches that

arose out of immigrant communities who founded their own churches in various countries,

and then there are the churches that came into being and have grown through the missionary

work of sister churches in the United States or Europe. Our different churches are passing

through a time of change marked by the economic and political changes taking place in

various Latin American countries, mostly marked by a centre-left trend as governments are
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democratically elected. State social policies mean that the churches have a greater public

role and participate in state programmes by obtaining resources and by networking with

other NGOs. The churches are also developing their prophetic role in society through their

involvement in environmental issues – for example, in the church in Chile. The voice of the

churches in social and political issues should always be prophetic, but it becomes difficult

to maintain when the people themselves are divided and confronted by opposing or sectarian

political positions that also cause division and conflict within the churches, as in Venezuela.

At other times, taking on a prophetic role involves high risks, especially when violations of

human rights are committed by the state itself and its policies, as in Colombia and the

traffic in weapons and drugs.

Communion

It is clear that there are different understandings of the theological concept of communion

arising out of concrete experiences of being church in different contexts. We share here

some thoughts on communion that are incorporated in our final statement:

We consider that:

Communion should be two-directional in relation to the churches and the world. Churches
should regard themselves as equals and not as some having a mission to others. Churches
of the North with missionary work in the South and churches in the North should
acknowledge that churches in the South are also church.

The Communion3 is a communion of the churches and should seek always to be at their
service, creating spaces for dialogue, encounter and participation, and ensuring that
bureaucracy does not stand in the way of activities.

Being in communion entails mutual recognition of ministries.

Communion includes all aspects of life, including the spiritual aspect.

Part of sharing the riches of each region includes sharing our theologies and our liturgies,
which are an expression of our Christian joy, and sharing our own understanding of
Reformed identity.

We commit ourselves:

• to break down the paradigms that work against the promotion of life and to free

ourselves from prejudices that divide us

• to share in supporting the Communion

3 The World Communion of Reformed Churches.
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• to share our experiences of faith in our own contexts. Our churches can bear

witness to the work and practice of unity at local level and to our ecumenical

experiences

• to share in responsible stewardship of what God has given us by caring for the

planet’s resources

• to share our experiences of diaconal work

• to promote face-to-face encounters with brothers and sisters from other regions,

since, although it is correct that we live in a world of communications, direct encounter

is still necessary

The covenant for justice

The Accra General Council put the seal on the covenant for justice after a long journey

marked by stories of struggle that took on a personal identity in the faces present and the

testimonies given there. Thus it is not a moment in time, nor a mere document, but the

confirmation of an antecedent process and a commitment to carry it forward in the form of

being Reformed churches that intend to continue to identify strongly with social justice

based on God’s justice. Beyond the particular ways in which the Accra Confession has been

taken up in each local church, what we churches are called to be in our own contexts

should be in harmony with the practice and situation of our peoples. Accra is thus much

more than a study document, it is a yardstick by which to measure the extent of our

communion with one another. If Accra makes us uncomfortable, if it is not consistent with

the daily life of our members, then we are not sincerely seeking communion nor are we

engaged in implementing the confession. There cannot be communion between a few only,

nor can communion exist alongside injustice without a prophetic voice being raised on

behalf of the weakest. Our churches cannot evade their responsibility to proclaim the Word

of God when it is a word that condemns injustice.

As regards justice, we affirm that:

We need to recover the biblical concept of justice and its inclusiveness.

Genuine communion entails a covenant for justice.

In the Old Testament, the vision of justice as a concern for widows, orphans, foreigners
and the poor arose out of the memory of the Israelites of having been freed from slavery
because of their cries of pain. It permeates the Old Testament. Jesus not only took these
traditions into account but also practised justice. He is justice, as can be seen basically in
the Beatitudes. He not only proclaimed it but demonstrated it in concrete action. The
Reformers and Calvin also sought to implement it in their experiment to create a just
city.
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In order to promote justice, we must acknowledge that theology, economics and ecology
are closely linked.

God’s justice transcends the logic of centre and periphery. God calls us to work for
justice and we have to work on these issues in all places equally.

Within the framework of justice, we in the churches of AIPRAL are in solidarity with
those suffering because of the world crisis, and we believe that it is time to leave behind
biased attitudes and unite to confront the injustices of this globalized world. The cry for
justice is part of our call from God.

In order to work for justice, we have first of all to ask what the meaning of poverty is.
Then we must meet, share and get to know the different forms of poverty in our contexts.

Some important aspects to ensure that our communion is committed to justice:

• to attempt to put ourselves in the place of others

• to restore theology to make it more everyday, rooted in daily life. Justice also begins

at home. There is at times a contradiction between what we say and what we do. The

remnant in Israel, for example, were not all those who went about their daily business,

but those who let themselves be transformed by a prophetic voice

• to continue using that courageous and significant tool, the Accra Confession, in

our local churches and in the region

The location of the communion

As the days passed, we discovered where there were resources, experience and knowledge

that we used as we confronted adversity and that strengthened us. We have something to

give and should not only receive, for in sharing what we are and have we achieve dignity as

individuals and as churches.

As regards breaking down the division between centre and periphery, and taking on new

roles and relocating ourselves, we make the offer to accommodate the new office of the

World Communion of Reformed Churches in Brazil. We have the resources and experience

of ecumenical work at regional level through AIPRAL, which has gained significance in its

member churches. That offer put the finishing touch to our consultation and it is the

expression of our unanimous desire to take on for a time from this part of the world the

task of fulfilling the dream of a true Communion founded on the justice that testifies to the

love of God.
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The challenges

Neither the North, nor the South, not developed here nor underdeveloped there – we have

all awakened to the reality of globalization: the fact that it is difficult to put your finger on

where power lies. It has no face, no location, no identity. It thus accepts no responsibilities.

Whenever it wants, it will invent a new North, a new South, a small company of those with

jobs and a large company of the jobless. We shall thus continue to commit ourselves to

renew the covenant for justice, seeking to make full communion not a dream, but a task for

all days and all places. With our Reformed identity, we are called to seek the way to bear

witness to God as we condemn injustice and confess and proclaim the full communion of

the kingdom.

I come to offer my heart (song)

Fito Paez – Liliana Herrero (Argentina)

Who said that all is lost?

I come to offer my heart.

The river swept so much blood away.

I come to offer my heart.

It will not be so easy – I know what happens.

It will not be as simple as I thought,

How to open my heart and take out my soul.

A stab wound of love.

A cradle always open to the poor.

I come to offer my heart

As a document that cannot be altered.

I come to offer my heart.

And I will tie the ends together in a knot.

I shall go calmly.

I shall go slowly.

I shall give you my all, and you will give me something,
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Something that makes life a little easier for me.

When there is no one near or far away.

I shall come to offer my heart.

I speak of other lands and of hope.

I speak of life.

I speak of nothing.

I speak of changing this our home.

Of changing it for change’s sake.

Who said that all is lost?

I come to offer my heart

When satellites do not reach,

I shall come to offer my heart.

Carola Tron is a minister of the Waldensian Evangelical Church of the River Plate, Uruguay.


	back.pdf
	Página 1

	CommunionandJustice.front.pdf
	Página 1


