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There is No Unjust Communion
in Christ

Bishop Gusztáv Bölcskei, Budapest, Hungary 
President WARC-Europe

Christian faith creates an open space for responsible action in the perspective of
hope in God’s coming kingdom. This is a basic insight which Christian commu-
nities have had to learn throughout their histories in different places around the
globe. 
And this is our faith based responsibility which we failed to fulfil so many times
in the past. When hope fades, God’s people loose direction. This is the case in
those situations when we transform the good news into human action – but also
in times when we fail to hear that creation continues to groan, in bondage, wait-
ing for its liberation (Rom 8:22). 

Paul reminds us that “for in hope we were saved.” (Rom 8:24) Based in this hope
is the freedom of Christians who are called to share in Christ’s mission and as
partakers in His anointing, thus “as kings fight with a free and good conscience
against sin and the devil in this life” (Heidelberg Catechism 32) 

We are called to become a community regarding and shaping the “penultimate
in the light of the ultimate” (Bonhoeffer). We are called to discern our common
path in the apparent alternative of radical rejection of the world and accepting its
compromise rejecting the ultimate. We shouldn’t confuse but we mustn’t sepa-
rate the two. In Christian awareness we have to discern together our hope-based
responsibility, with a free and good conscience, based on our liberation in
Christ. In Him we have communion, therefore we are called to build a just com-
munion. 

In Accra we recognized again that “we are challenged by the cries of the people
who suffer and by the woundedness of creation itself.” In our covenanting
process we are about to take a step forward together. “In our continuing journey
as people of faith in a God of life toward the June 2010 Uniting General Coun-
cil, under the theme Unity of the Spirit in the Bond of Peace (Ephesians 4:3), we
are reminded that the reign of God calls us into hope for justice, peace, wellness,
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harmony and unity (Titus 3:13-14). Covenanting for justice in the economy
and the earth is a testimony to just communion with God and God’s creation.”
(Message of the Johannesburg consultation) 

The reign of God calls us into hope for justice in different contexts. But in a
global world these different circumstances, I would say, the different regimes can
have a common agenda: they want us to believe that they are exclusive and pre-
tend to be without alternative. In Accra we rejected this claim of 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 vulnerable and the whole of creation from
the fullness of life”. As Christians we know, that no paradigm, regime or power
created by men can raise such claim, “which subverts God’s sovereignty over life
and acts contrary to God’s just rule” (Accra 19) In regard to the reign of God we
know, that “the present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor 7:31) - in-
cluding the neo-liberal regime. We are thus free to raise our voice and set clear
signs in action. 

In all this we have to consider that our lives are limited, determined by necessi-
ties which we cannot by-pass. We cannot stop the world passing away. But the
necessity isn’t an excuse for structural evils imposed by self-set limits of men. In
2004 we asked for reactions to the text adopted in Accra and published them in
a special volume of our church monthly. I remember the one written by a protes-
tant professor of economics, minister in the first free elected government in
Hungary after the political changes. He wrote that the global market economy
and the modern technology together were dangerous because they multiply the
effects of those human sins, wickedness and mistakes which always existed. “If
there is an empire, it is after all to find in the hearts of the citizens of the devel-
oped and rich countries. Thousands of toll-keepers of consumerism can only
prosper, because there are millions of those dependent on consumption”. 

In this sense we recognized the neo-liberal capitalism as such a structural evil and
we dedicated ourselves to fight against it. But we also confessed our sins, being
part of the culture of consumption. 

Let us remind the basic aspects of the being of the Church: koinonia, martyria
and diakonia. It means, Christian witness creates and is based in communion
with the Triune God and with each other, and is inseparably bound together
with the responsibility for God’s creation. Therefore action for justice within the
church and beyond (should be) is a natural part of the community created and
led by Christ. It belongs to our every day life, especially as Reformed people.   

E ARP F ec
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Let us remember: there should be no unjust communion Christ! 
We owe thanks to those who contributed to and edited this book, which con-
tains – pars pro toto – examples of thoughts and actions, of common witness in
confessing and worshipping and covenanting in action of future European mem-
ber churches of World Communion of the Reformed Churches. Thank to God,
this is only a selection of the abundant every day life of the Churches enriched
with the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

The book is designed to be a helpful tool in our discernment process in Grand
Rapids, in giving an account of ideas and endeavours of the WARC member
churches in Europe, which “want to be part of the World Communion of Re-
formed Churches after June 2010 and they want as such to be part of a Com-
munion of Churches that sees the obedience to the call to justice as a deep part
of its faith in God the Father, Son and Holy Ghost.” (Douwe Visser) 

I close this preface with a prayer, known as the serenity prayer, in the hope that
this European contribution to the covenanting process will help us in making
those differences and wise decisions in Grand Rapids. For doing so, we definite-
ly need the wisdom granted by God which enables us to respond together to
God’s salvation in a clear and accountable way, confessing and acting together as
communion. 

God, grant me the serenity 
To accept the things I cannot change; 
The courage to change the things that I can; 
And the wisdom to know the difference.

Gusztáv Bölcskei (1952) is Bishop of the Reformed Church District Tiszántúl and
Head of the General Synod of the Reformed Church of Hungary. He worked as a Pas-
tor and Professor for Social Ethics in Reformed Theological Academy of Debrecen. He
is currently the President of WARC-Europe. 
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Justice on the Horizon

Martina Wasserloos-Strunk

In the context of the reformed churches in Europe the theme of justice is not
new. However, the question of the conditions of a world that is “drawing togeth-
er”, and of the structures provoking an urgent cry for justice and sharing in the
globalised world, were never so emphatically posed and so forcibly placed on the
agenda of the reformed churches as at the General Assembly of the World Re-
formed Alliance in 2004 in Accra under the theme

“That all may have life in its fullness!” (John 10:10).

The discussions in Accra were dominated by the profound conviction and the
firm belief that God has given us a world in which “there is enough for all”.

“Life in fullness”: what does that mean? Is it “enough to live on”? Is it an “abun-
dance” of material goods? Is it an “even more”, a “more than enough”? Is life in
fullness a pious hope for the beyond, or does there already here and now spring
from this promise the challenge to distribute justly the many goods entrusted to
us, to uncover structures of injustice and to name them?  And does not the
promise of “a life in fullness” involve at the same time the commission to create
conditions diametrically opposed to the actually existing system of economic in-
justice?

Fullness for all? What could that mean in a globalised world? That all the chil-
dren in Lesotho can go to school? That everyone in Mumbai has more than a
handful of rice a day? That there would be a right to have a second child in Chi-
na? That all full-time employees in Germany would earn enough to finance their
living costs? That children in the rich countries of Europe would not become
destitute? Is “fullness for all” really “just” a material category and not rather from
the very start a spiritual issue and a matter of our confession of faith in the God
of the poor?

What do we need, what can we, what must we do, how can we testify to the gra-
cious pledge from the Gospel of John which promises us fullness for all?

John Calvin put plainly before our eyes what parameters for justice, what a vi-
sion of fullness for all should be the foundation for our confession:

“When there is no fellow-feeling for the poor,“ he wrote, “who are tortured, bait-
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ed, stripped bare, when there is no mercy, then everything else that we do finds
only disgust with God; he rejects everything in which human sympathy is lack-
ing for those who are in need and who are not helped in their need.”1

Goods and property, so we have learnt in the Calvin Year, are not bad of them-
selves. But they are a great challenge, for as Calvin says: property means that
something belongs to God. So our possessions are only entrusted to us and bring
great responsibility with them.

“Only those make a proper use of these gifts of grace,” says the Reformer, “who
freely and generously share them with others.”2

The book lying before you is a collection of theoretical reflections on the various
aspects of the process of “Covenanting for Justice“ since the Accra General As-
sembly, and on the situation of the reformed churches in Europe and the respon-
sibility falling to them, as well as a – necessarily selective –presentation of various
projects of the European sister churches.

The authors reflect on the conflicts and confusions which can arise through a
globalisation oriented solely towards the multiplication of capital, and develop
approaches to solutions which have in view a world in which there is “enough for
all”. With this they mirror at the same time the actual lines of discussion in the
various European churches.

The great number of activities is impressive in the global context – and also
shows that the negative consequences of globalisation are coming to be felt by
people in Europe on a scale unsuspected only a few years ago.

Homeless children, impoverished mothers and fathers, women transported and
forced to prostitution – these too are realities in a wealthy Europe

It is becoming clear that the reformed churches have on their agenda the ques-
tion of how the structures of the globalised world can be more justly shaped and
the confession of faith in the God who promises us fullness for all be made visi-
ble in concrete structures of action – even if the Declaration of Accra did not de-
velop the same radiant power for all.

“That all have life in its fullness…” – the motto of the 24th General Assembly of

E ARP F ec
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the World Reformed Alliance in Accra is the promise which when applied to our
thought and action in the globalised world faces us with great challenges.

Action in the churches to enable participation, responsible dealing with the
goods entrusted to us in the service of others, engagement in the political sphere
-  these are all foundational for the action of the European reformed churches to
this end.
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Preaching on Justice: The Question of
the Homiletic Implementation of the

Accra Confession
Peter Bukowski, Wuppertal, Germany

Confessing and preaching are interrelated: that which is recognized and con-
fessed as the truth of faith in a specific situation, insists on being passed on to
other people; conversely, the church’s witness has to orient itself to its confession.
One could go even further and say that confession and sermon are interwoven,
since each confession contains an element of preaching and each sermon repre-
sents an act of confession.
Nevertheless, it must be said that despite their interrelationship, confession and
preaching are clearly distinct speaking acts. This is clearly demonstrated by the
simple fact alone, that although there are a limited number of confessions within
the church, there are an almost unlimited number of different sermons. And noth-
ing else can be expected, since a confession – if it is true to its name – is the out-
come of a spiritual process of clarification, a concentration of essential and bind-
ing faith truths, which, despite all its clarity of content, is formulated in a general-
ized and fundamental way, so that it can find as broad an agreement as possible.
The sermon is addressed to a specific congregation at a specific time in a specific
place. Normally, it does not seek to take stock of a spiritual process, but to give
impulses; it does not seek to appeal to as many Christian people as possible but
to this actual congregation. That is why it strives not to bring together as much
as possible into generalized tenets, but to throw light on one aspect of the gospel
in such a detailed and concrete way that it is able to reach those hearing it first-
hand in a way that is relevant to their lives.
In fulfilling its task of witnessing, the church must heed this distinction between
confessing and preaching. If not, there is a real danger that a confession which is
bound too much to time and place, which is too concrete, i.e., “sermonizing,”
will exclude people, or that a sermon which is too transcendent of time and
place, which is too principled or theoretical, i.e., too “confessional,” will simply
not reach them at all.
This distinction must be especially observed when, as in Accra, a gathering of
Christian people sent by churches from throughout the world agree on a new con-
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fession. Precisely because a confession seeks to reach and take on board as many
people as possible, it is not enough to merely make it as widely known as possible,
to refer to it loudly and clearly at every opportunity or to recite it, while perhaps
pointing out how important it really is. A confession is, after all, not the objective,
but one stage along the path of the witness of the Christian congregation or
church. It is undoubtedly an important stage, since here, in listening to Holy Scrip-
ture and in perceiving the challenges of our time, the orientation is established.
However, any possible orientation reveals its relevance only when it is followed
by the congregation, i.e., when it continues its path of witness and service in the
specified direction.1 This was something clearly recognized by the General
Council of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches in Accra. That is why it
not only instituted the “Covenanting for Justice in the Economy and the Earth,”
the core of which is the “Confession of Faith in the Face of Economic Injustice
and Ecological Destruction” (“Accra Confession,” hereafter abbreviated to AC),
but also established a “Plan of Action,” which gives recommendations on what,
on the basis of the Confession, should be done in the future.
The Plan of Action begins with the recommendation to congregations to partic-
ipate in the protests of the people through “praying, preaching, teaching and
specific acts of solidarity.” The fact that the Plan of Action begins with ministry
corresponds to our understanding of the church as creatura verbi divini. That is
why preaching is already explicitly mentioned in the declaration: “The General
Council calls upon member churches, on the basis of this covenanting relation-
ship, to undertake the difficult and prophetic task of interpreting this confession
to their local congregations” (AC 39).2

My understanding of this is that the churches are to orient their local preaching
to the newly adopted confession and, in this respect, to preach prophetically.
The aim of prophetic preaching is to call to repentance and to a return to the
path of justice (Mk 1:15), and to give guidance on how to follow this path.
What needs to be observed in doing this is discussed in detail below. 

Preaching on God’s justice as free grace
Preaching on justice means speaking about God in the indicative. Faced with the
demand which God’s commandment places on us, our task is to deliver “the

EARP Ching

1 We will see later that this can unfortunately be completely different: even with the cor-
rect directions at hand, one can remain on the false path; see below.

2 The wording is unfortunate and contains an element of unintentional humour: it does
not say much for the clarity of a text, when prophecy is required for its interpretation.
A text written today must speak for itself and is not much use if it does not; it would al-
so be like a joke which no one laughs at, forcing the teller to attempt to explain why he
had to laugh when he heard it – which does not really help matters. I hope that my un-
derstanding of paragraph 39 catches the real meaning of the text.
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message of the free grace of God to all people” (Barmen VI). Because, in the
Bible, justice is first and foremost a summarized rephrasing of God’s own good
works. The Psalms declare: “How wonderful are the things the Lord does …his
righteousness endures forever” (Ps 111:2f.). Hence, “the heavens proclaim his
righteousness” (Ps 97:6) “and from one generation to the next … shall sing aloud
of [his] righteousness” (Ps 145:7).
God’s justice (i.e., righteousness) – that is, his active caring for his creation – is
his attentive accompaniment of his people; that is, his saving deeds and his good
guidance. Justice – that is, his constant listening to the cries of the suffering – is
his strong arm that liberates the captives; and in all this is God’s passionate love
for his people, which can rage terribly about their wickedness and stupidity, but
which can do nothing else except be “merciful and gracious, slow to anger and
abounding in steadfast love” (Ps 103:8). Where the justitia is blind, indeed in-
evitably must be blind to avoid being dazzled by the specific case at hand, it is
said of the God of Israel: he watches, he listens and he yields – he applies the
freedom of his love by doing justice to each of his creatures in a way that is con-
ducive to his or her life in his or her particular situation. Justice: that is the way
of our God through the time and space of his creation, the way on which he
keeps his covenant and faithfulness to Israel unto eternity, and through Israel to
the whole world, and never abandons the work of his hands. And hence: in the
path of righteousness there is life (Prov 12:28a).
Also in the AC, this prae of God’s justice takes precedence before all human en-
deavour. That is why the statements of faith always start with confessions of be-
lief in God before going on to the rejections of economic injustice and ecologi-
cal destruction.
In this context, I believe it is important to explicitly praise the confessional char-
acter of the Accra Declaration. For, in a very specific way, it corresponds to the
fact that for us Christians standing up for justice is not a matter of political be-
lief, but the response to God’s own words and deeds, through which we live and
to which we, in faith, bear witness.
In order to make this clear, the sermon will, however, have to make the praise for
God’s justice resound more clearly and comprehensively than the Accra Confes-
sion did or was able to do. I draw attention again to what was said at the begin-
ning regarding the distinction between confession and sermon. Whereas the Ac-
cra Confession recalls God’s action in rather dry theological sentences, the ser-
mon, guided by Bible stories, tells of the salvation work of God in such a way
that it becomes clear: what happened at that time is also true today; the (hi)sto-
ry of God with his people also embraces my world and my (hi)story. God is able
to change my world and my life, and he will do so!
Hence, the sermon should avoid speaking “gesetzlich” (which means mixing
gospel and the law) about the gospel (Manfred Josuttis). This always happens
when the impression is given that human deeds could/should take the place of
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God’s action, as in: “Easter occurs when we rise up against death…” This kind of
sermon does not offer much comfort, for it leaves those hearing it on their own,
when they would in actual fact be in urgent need of God’s healing action.
When, in this context, I look back on the General Council, I am left with a
twofold impression: the spiritual life, with all the acts of worship, Bible groups
and prayers bore credible witness to the primacy of God’s action. In some of the
theological lectures and documents, the situation was somewhat different; here,
the indicative theological statements were sometimes no more than a kind of
“compulsory exercise,” to be passed over quickly in moving on to what was real-
ly important, i.e., ethics.
That is why I incidentally believe it is also a shame that, on closer inspection, on-
ly just over half of the statements of faith in the AC beginning with “I believe”
actually talk, in a narrower sense, about God’s saving action (AC 17, 18, 20, 24,
30), whereas the others are concerned, yet again, with our deeds, in that they lay
down what we are being “called” to do (AC 22, 26, 28, 32). One is tempted to
issue the warning: Pelagius ante portas! For, if a confession is going to include
ethics, then it must at least be able to point out more clearly than in the AC, how
God, who calls us, also enables us to obey his call (see also p.11).
This is by no means only a matter of dogmatic correctness (even if our texts
would indeed benefit from theological accuracy!), but of an extremely deep pas-
toral question: what makes people persevere on the false path and what helps to
motivate them to repent? We find the answer in Jesus’ own preaching. 
Jesus repeatedly warns about the life destroying power of Mammon (cf. Mt 6:24).
But, at the same time, he knows that admonitions are a poor means of motivating
people to change their ways. That is why the Sermon on the Mount proceeds ther-
apeutically. It diagnoses anxiety as the fertile ground, in which Mammonism pri-
marily prospers. The reason for our greed, namely, lies in the fact that we are all
walking unconsciously into the trap of the model of scarcity. We are driven by the
crazy yet simultaneously real fear that there will not be enough for all. “What will
we eat, what will we drink?” – these anxious questions are seen by Jesus as the
symptom of our ever-present fear of not being able to get enough. As long as I de-
fine myself in terms of this model of scarcity, I will, of course, never get enough,
entirely regardless of my actual income level, for who knows what might come up?
Thus, I have to cling on to and hoard more than I need – like the children of Is-
rael in the desert, who could not be content with the daily manna.
Healing can only grow out of words of comfort: “Your heavenly father knows
what you need” (cf. verse 32). Hence, away with the model of scarcity; away,
too, from ethical appeals towards a new trust in God: discover how many gifts
you have received from God! Jesus tries to win this trust with his references to
the wonders of creation: look at the birds in the sky, how considerately God
feeds them; marvel at the lilies in the field, how beautifully clothed they are – by
how much more will your father in heaven care for you. And the more you be-
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come aware of how abundantly you have been blessed, the more you will dis-
cover that you do not live from a position of scarcity, but from a position of
abundance. In his preaching, Jesus picks up on the pastoral guidance contained
in the Psalms, which also act as encouragement to trust in God through recall-
ing the goodness of God: “Bless the Lord, o my soul, and do not forget all his
benefits” (Ps 103).
One particularly striking example of such healing pastoral care is found in the
Jewish passover liturgy. One of the songs sung during the celebration lists, one
by one, all the good things that God has given to his people, and after the nam-
ing of each individual deed, the refrain is: “It would have been enough.” Thus: If
God had only led us out of Egypt – it would have been enough. And so it con-
tinues: if he had only defeated the Egyptians – it would have been enough. And
if he had only parted the sea, it would have been enough. And led us through the
sea, enough. And provided for us in the desert, enough – and so on. Each indi-
vidual deed in the history of salvation is individually praised as a gift from God,
with the words “it would have been enough” – in Hebrew “dajjenu” – being con-
stantly repeated: it would have been enough, it would have been enough, it
would have been enough, enough, enough. 
After Accra, our basic task in preaching, and simultaneously our unmistakable
Christian contribution is to keep making new attempts to tell about the justice
of God and to offer it to our listeners as free grace so that despite all their fears
and hardship they will become aware of their wealth; despite all their weakness-
es they will become aware of their God-given power (cf. 2 Cor 6:3ff.; 12:9) and
so become willing and able to stand up to injustice.

Exposing the others’ injustice and our injustice
In the light of the justice of God, the “works of darkness” (Eph 5:11ff.) become
evident. That is why preaching about justice also means exposing injustice and
calling it by name. From the perspective of the AC, the main focus is on the eco-
nomic and ecological injustice, which, in paragraphs 5 to 14, is described as the
consequence of the neoliberal globalization, and which in the confession section,
in the light of the statements of faith, is decisively rejected.
The sermon will have to take up the criticism and the clear rejection of an eco-
nomic system that operates in a way that is anti-human and anti-nature. But it is
also true here that it must be concretized and extended in its own particular con-
text. 
Above all, it must be simplified into its elementary structures, so that it can be
understood and accepted. For, ultimately, the aim of this part of the sermon is to
keep the congregation away from the false path or to find them guilty of their sin
(i.e., their following the wrong path). A few comments on this:
1. Martin Luther translates Lamentations 3:39: “Why are the people complain-

EARP Ching
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ing in life, each complaining against his own sin”. One could dispute whether
this translation is exegetically tenable,3 but there is no doubt that it is in line with
the Bible as a whole and it corresponds with the intention of the passage, for the
following verse stresses: “let us examine our ways and turn back to the Lord”.
Complain about one’s own sin; examine one’s own ways: preachers must heed
this admonition absolutely. For, if only the sin of the other is brought to light
and charged, this only serves as selfjustification for the congregation – this kind
of sermon is not helpful; on the contrary, it numbs and leads to harm.
In saying this, I by no means want to rule out that in the sense of partisanship
and advocacy for those who have no voice, the guilt of others must also be
brought to justice; only, the one must not be done at the expense of the other.
It seems to me that in this respect the AC (like the majority of texts and state-
ments from the General Council in Accra) is very gracious towards Europe and
America in that it gives us plenty of material and assistance to help us with the
task of examining our own sinful ways. That is appropriate in so far as the ne-
oliberal economic system, after all, starts with us.
Nevertheless, the churches and congregations of the South also now face the task
of examining their own sin, without diminishing the “criticism of Empire.” The
exceptional Africa Forum during the General Council impressively proved that
this is indeed being done. For this very reason, it is striking that the assistance of-
fered by the Accra texts in this respect remains particularly colourless, general-
ized or indirect (cf. for example AC 34 or the corresponding passages from the
Action Plan).
As well as addressing corruption could it not also have more decisively addressed
the non-Western collaboration with the unjust economic system? As well as the
frequent mention of the HIV problem, would it not have been possible to have
made more explicit mention of the “homemade” guilt – one only has to think of
the scandalous way in which President Mbeki has spoken for years about this is-
sue! And is the impression not given at times of monocausuality, whereas in real-
ity several factors are involved (cf. AC 5-13; despite 11)? The “Empire” is un-
doubtedly a very important but certainly not the sole reason that terrible wars
are being waged in Africa, or that a country like Zimbabwe is being progressive-
ly ruined.
In saying this, my intention is by no means to divert attention away from our
“Western” guilt, or to balance out one guilt against another. But when it is a case
of preaching about justice in our own local congregations and churches, the ad-
monition for each of us to examine our own ways, to (also) consider our own
sin, cannot be ignored, for if we do we cheat those commended to us of the op-
portunity to change their ways. 

EARP Ching
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I draw attention again to Isaiah 58, the motto of the 1997 General Council in
Debrecen. In historical terms, we know that the economic injustice which the
prophet is attacking, was brought about by an external factor: the tax reform
pushed through by the Persian King Darius I (after 521) permitted taxes to be
paid only in coins. This forced the small farming businesses that were not geared
up for surplus production (i.e., had nothing to sell) to go bust. They ended up in
the debt trap and were ultimately swallowed up by large landowners. It is this in-
ner-Israeli “furtherance” of an externally-imposed injustice that the prophet
makes the focal point of his sermon, precisely because his concern is the healing
of his people.
2. This is especially relevant for the part of the sermon concerned with exposing
sin: what is said here must be accurate. This appears to be self-evident, but it is
not. Again and again, in sermons on ethics, it can be shown that statements are
only half or three quarters true, that the research has been sloppy or that what is
said is too general.
This is particularly bad in our context, because factual errors make it all too easy
for the congregation to also fend off criticism that is in fact justified. Particular
consideration must be given to one trap (in taking up AC 11): only in exception-
al and borderline cases can human co-existence be assessed by the tools of bina-
ry logic. Anti-semitism, for example, or apartheid are cases where our “either-or”
is required. More often, however, it is a matter of bringing the conflicting values
into balance, instead of deciding in favour of the one and against the other; and
hence in the economy, for example, it is a matter of finding the balance between
the poles of public welfare and self-interest and not a matter of contradictory
principles.
One other example relates to the use of “we” in statements on the issue of justice.
According to the particular context, I am perpetrator, victim, co-participant, co-
sufferer, co-originator, co-injured party, etc. But I am not always everything at
any one time, and that is why, from case to case, it is important to question pre-
cisely, to talk precisely. An indiscriminating “we” seduces me and those listening
to me to seek refuge on the agreeable side. Talking precisely also requires courage
to confess along with Peter at the given moment: I am a sinful man (Luke 5:8),
or to say with Nathan: You are the man (2 Sam 12:7).
3. Finally: in the part of the sermon exposing sin, the task again and again will be
to draw attention to the misery of the particularly disadvantaged and to raise
awareness for their suffering. This cannot be done through statistics alone, no
matter how terrible they are. They are invaluable as information for the congre-
gation, but statistics on many thousands of victims cannot be felt. I am more
likely to be moved by what has happened to an individual. In such an example
the unimaginable is made vivid and the demands on me cannot be rebuffed.

EARP Ching
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Accompanying the congregation along the path of justice
The sermon on justice is not restricted to clearly identifying and exposing injus-
tice; instead its aim is much more to accompany the congregation along the path
of justice or to encourage it to stay on this path. 
One forethought: justice must be done; the path of justice must be followed. Isa-
iah 58 does not demand that we “recognize” or“name” or “confess,” but that we
“break” the chains of injustice. Justice aims at the praxis of liberation. This does
not make the church’s words, statements and confessions on the issue of justice
superfluous; however, one latent risk must be pointed out here, which simulta-
neously accompanies our declaration as if it were its shadow. On the one hand,
declarations – especially when they are passed by so-called high-ranking or dis-
tinguished committees – promote the illusion of being influential: as if by (only)
saying the right thing, justice will be established (cf. Karl Marx’s 11th thesis on
Feuerbach!).
In my opinion, this overestimation of what is said is often responsible for the bit-
ter struggle over individual words. To put it bluntly: we should put more of our
energies into the cooking instead of into a continual re-editing of the recipe!
And, on the other hand: in making declarations on justice one is at risk of blank-
ing out one’s own complicity in guilt: in speaking, one has, after all, taken up a
position on the “right” side. I am always astonished at how we committed Chris-
tians, in particular, are entirely able to block out our own structures of miserli-
ness and greed!4

That is why the sermon, too, must not be content with just articulating the
proper insights (no matter how important that, in itself, is!5), but must point out
ways the congregation can follow, i.e., offer them help to take action. Two things
must be observed here.
1. Instructions on ethics only make sense if they can be fulfilled. Take, for exam-
ple, the sentence: “We must all ensure that the gulf between the rich and poor
does not keep growing.” Can this be fulfilled? In theory, yes. But in practical
terms, many people will simply not know how. How can this directive be put in-
to practice by a family that has barely enough to get by, never mind someone on
social security benefits? And how can it be put into practice by the many people

EARP Ching

4 The psychotherapist Alfred Adler once said: “a bad conscience is actually the good in-
tentions which one does not have.” By this, he meant that a bad conscience exactly ful-
fils the level of self-punishment that enables us to continue our undesirable behaviour.
A bad conscience helps the smoker to go on smoking. A modification of this would al-
low us to exaggeratedly say: declarations on justice represent the ways one does not fol-
low.

5 This task is especially demanding when one attempts to formulate not only the nega-
tion, but also the position itself. The Plan of Action accompanying the AC attempts to
identify direction and course; but much still remains to be done here.
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who believe that “those at the top” will do what they feel like doing anyway? I
believe that everyone, in fact, has the potential to do something. But only when
the preacher is prepared to go beyond ageneral appeal, “earths” it and comes up
with some concrete ideas as to how the congregation can follow up this directive
concretely: through asking such questions as: “What do you pray for?”, “For
whom do you vote?” and “Is the maxim ‘learn to share’ part of the way in which
you bring up your children?”
One more comment on this: we should avoid playing off the different ways of
taking action against one another (as many of us, including myself, have done in
the past): active struggle against contemplation, political action against local ini-
tiatives, missionary work against social commitment. Instead, in learning from
the New Testament teaching on talents and gifts we should encourage each
member of our congregations to discover their own gifts and potential and to use
these on the path of justice.6

2. Anyone admonishing his or her congregation should reflect on the likely con-
sequences. I have never forgotten the following incident: as a young minister, I
spoke with great conviction and in fiery words in calling on my congregation to
boycott products from the apartheid regime.
This included silver Krugerrands being offered at the time in our banks. A
woman who helped out at the weekly children’s services, called me up to ask:
“After applying for 50 jobs, I now have the chance of a job with the Deutsche
Bank; should I take it? If I do, I will have to sell those coins you spoke about in
the church on Sunday.” This scene set me thinking and made me ashamed of
myself. Our purpose should not be to rob our directives of all their essential clar-
ity and radicalism. 
But as preachers, we should be aware of what we are expecting of our congrega-
tions. It does not cost a theologian much (at least not in my context) to commit
him/herself to economic and ecological justice. On the contrary, in return for
simply showing sufficient commitment, he or she might even be awarded a
church commission and get the chance to meet lots of interesting people
throughout the world. For the members of our congregations, however, a similar
commitment may be a matter of life and death. We must be aware of this, and an
appreciation of their difficulties must also be perceptible in our preaching.
I have left the most important aspect to the end: even where the sermon is focus-
ing on the obedient action of the people, it must not cease to speak about God.
For, according to biblical and Reformed understanding, it is not only our justifi-
cation that is the work of God alone, but our sanctification too (cf. 1 Cor 1:30;
1 Pet 1:2). Of course, this sanctification does not occur without us: God has

EARP Ching
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chosen us, after all, as his partners in covenant; he wants our co-operation and,
in this, our free and self-responsible action.But yet, it is God who effects this will
and work in us (Phil 2:137). 
The sermon on repentance, of changing one’s ways, does not take its power from
the volume of its ethical appeal, but from the encouragement that God believes
us to be capable of much (Mt 28:20), from the discovery of our God-given po-
tential (Romans 12), from the recognition of the power of the Spirit with which
God has equipped us in our battle against the powers of evil (Mk 16:17f.; Eph
6:10-17).
Whether the preacher is counting on the power of the Spirit will be demonstrat-
ed not least in whether he or she is capable of discovering its traces in the life of
the congregation. The letters of the apostle Paul are full of the grateful recogni-
tion, appreciation and articulation of all the good that is being done in the con-
gregation.
Reformed preachers, specifically, should learn a lesson from him. For, in this re-
spect, I found many of the lectures and documents from the General Council to
be quite simply substandard. An outsider could have gained the impression that
we were talking about congregations and churches which, without exception,
were stuck on the path of injustice, and thus had to be called on to take the very
first step in a new direction.
We have a way of practicing criticism which has nothing to do with modesty or
humility, but shows contempt for the many encouraging acts of justice also to be
found within our churches. 
A sermon on justice which is unable to recognize fruits of the Spirit is desolate.
Part of the skill of preaching is the art of praising. Let us do so in following Paul’s
example: We always give thanks to God for all of you …constantly remembering
before our God and Father your work of faith and labour of love and steadfast-
ness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Thess 1:2f.).

Peter Bukowoski (1950) studied Theology and Music in Berlin, Bonn and
Cologne. He is the Director of the Reformed Seminary in Wuppertal and teaches
homiletics and pastoral care. Since 1990 he is Moderator of the Reformed Alliance
Germany and currently Member of the Executive Committee of WARC.
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Commitment after Accra: In Europe

Jan Gerd Heetderks, Oosterhout, The Netherlands

Declaration of Accra (WARC 2004)
5. We have heard that creation continues to groan, in bondage, waiting for its lib-

eration (Romans 8.22). We are challenged by the cries of the people who suffer
and by the woundedness of creation itself. We see a dramatic convergence be-
tween 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 eco-
nomic system defended and protected by political and military might. Econom-
ic 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% is equal to that of the poorest 57%, and 24,000 peo-
ple die each day from poverty and malnutrition.

This is the beginning of the “Declaration of Accra”1 and sets out the area in
which the Churches are acting. We find another expression of these ideas in the
glad confession “The earth is the Lord’s!” God should reign and not Capitalism,
not an unbridled materialistic way of behaving and not an uncontrolled accu-
mulation of wealth and unrestricted growth.
Although a good many formulations in the Declaration of Accra and several
analyses of the current situation have led to criticism in some European church-
es, the subject-matter has been widely taken up and European churches have
again put the question of justice and poverty on the ecclesiastical agenda as a
matter of urgency.

Many Reformed churches within Europe have in the last years conducted an an-
imated discussion on the consequences of globalization – particularly on the
consequences of “Capitalism without bounds”:

 

 
 

2
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What conditions are necessary for trade to be fair and just? What qualifications
are needed in the money-market, what significance should money be permitted
to have? Which ethical criteria are necessary for an economy which serves the
people? What are the consequences of the assertion that trade controls every-
thing, what kind of ethics is concealed behind this self-regulated market?
What are the tasks facing the Church in this context and how can it meet them?
The WARC in Europe together with the Reformed Alliance in Germany has
produced a survey of the main emphases and projects in which the Reformed
churches in Europe – following the Declaration of Accra – are involved against
unfair structures of globalization.
Alongside the “traditional” projects against poverty or the projects of political
co-operation in development, more and more ventures to help the poor are
emerging in Europe. Currently the topic of “Child Poverty” is moving increas-
ingly to the fore.
A further central focus of European commitment can be seen in projects relating
to the protection of the climate and the preservation of a balanced agriculture.

Here it is above all the large European Reformed Churches – Switzerland, Ger-
many, the Netherlands – which are doing sound work and have developed out-
standing exemplary projects. This may depend on resources of money and per-
sonnel, but certainly also on the fact that these large institutions constantly seek
the partnership of non-governmental organizations and work in co-operation
with them.
The discussions in the European Churches had various main focuses:

Analysis
What are the real driving-forces in our economic system? Where does money be-
come Mammon? Where is God’s sovereignty totally undermined and other
agencies (money, the obsession with capital, economic or military interests) are
the real driving-forces of global development? The General Secretary of the
Protestant Church in the Netherlands, Dr. A.J. Plaisier, writes on the current cri-
sis:

“There are two elements which at present are to the fore:
1. Our economic system has become a system which can be described in Shake-

speare’s words: Money breeds money. The medium of exchange has taken over
control. That can go well for a long time … until the system nevertheless breaks
down.

2. Our economic order is directed exclusively to the increase of our own wealth. The
unrestrained growth of material wealth lets others pay the bill. Which others?
Who are the debtors? One day they will stand on our doorstep: Human nature

GAnE GEMEnT
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which has become spiritually poor; the indigent who were unable to participate;
the third World, becoming impoverished; the natural springs which have dried
up; the earth, which cannot endure this gluttony”2

Dialogue with Politics and Commerce.
The Church does not live for itself. The Church lives in dialogue with people.
For this reason the churches regularly seek dialogue with those responsible in
politics and commerce on the questions thrown up in Accra. Here it is a matter
of discussions on the economic system as such, also – and above all – with em-
phatic reference to the responsibility of politics and commerce for the poor in
the South, but also in their own land. In the economic crisis various churches
have sought contact with their governments to point out emphatically that sav-
ings should not be made in the area of developmental aid or affect the poor in
their own land.
Thus, for example, the conference of European churches at the beginning of
May 2009 drew attention in an open letter to the Presidents of the European
Union under the title, “The economic crisis is a call for change”,3 to the conse-
quences of undirected globalization, and in the course of this demanded ethical
conditions for the political action of the EU.

Examination of its own Finances
How does the church itself use its money? How does it spend its money? Critical
analyses have taken place on this topic, and decisions – some radical – have been
made (e.g. the pension fund of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands recent-
ly invested 10 million Euros in the Ecumenical Developmental Co-operative,
Oikokredit).

Development work by the Church
The churches’ development work has gone on undiminished. In the process it is
conspicuous that co-operation with commercial businesses has also been more
intensively sought. In such co-operation the churches function as bridges: They
warn businessmen and women to conduct their businesses in a socially vigilant
way and to accept responsibility. “Corporate Social Responsibility”, the taking
on of responsibility for social development by companies, is one of the particu-
larly forward-looking projects of this co-operation.
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Poverty in Europe
When one speaks of poverty in Europe one must add: this is nothing like the ex-
istential poverty under which the people in the developing countries suffer. Basi-
cally no one in Germany, Poland or Portugal has to go hungry or do without
clothing or somewhere to live. No one is turned away from hospital when he or
she needs medical treatment. And no one has to pay for schooling. The social net
may in the meantime have developed holes, but it exists – just. Yet: It is indis-
putable that economization, e.g. in educational establishments, intensifies the
problem of poverty. In the meantime it has been scientifically proved that chil-
dren from poorer homes have less chance of achieving qualified school-leaving
certificates. We have said for a long time – poverty is hereditary. Charitable or-
ganizations, trade unions and academics have for years been warning of the in-
creasing poverty in Europe. Naturally “European poverty” – in comparison with
the poverty in the countries of the South – is different, is not life-threatening.
Yet it excludes people, deprives them of a voice and puts them at a disadvantage.

A Quotation about Poverty in Germany:
“27% of the people in Western Pomerania live beneath the poverty threshold. Western
Pomerania is the poorest region in Germany. Anyone who has less than 60% of the
average income counts as poor. The poverty threshold in Germany in 2007 for a per-
son living alone was 764 Euros per month, for a couple without children 1,376 Eu-
ros, for a couple with two children 1,835 Euros. Those particularly threatened by
poverty are the unemployed and single parents and their children.”4

In most European countries almost all areas of daily life are regulated by the
market – by money. People find themselves in poverty when their income can-
not supply the subsistence minimum. But how high must this income be? In
Germany the Social Welfare Allowance counts as the “official” borderline to
poverty. Other calculations start from the national average income: Anyone who
does not have at least more than half of this average income counts as poor.5

Children are particularly affected by poverty. A study made by the European
Union postulates that one in five children in Europe is poor.6 Half of these chil-
dren come from single-parent families or families with numerous children.
A person who has little money at her or his disposal tends to be undernourished,
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worries more, is more easily affected by psychological illnesses such as depres-
sion, and has fewer possibilities of changing his or her situation. When one looks
at the development of poverty in Europe under the conditions of globalization –
and especially too with the consequences of the financial crisis – the prognoses
are devastating. The commitment of churches and social welfare institutions will
be called upon in future even more than before.

What are the Churches doing?
The Churches are intensely and extensively involved – which two examples here
may illustrate.

The Children’s Table Project (Kindertafel)
Even in Germany many children suffer from hunger. And by far not every child
receives a warm meal each day. The Evangelical Church of Westphalia (PCW) is
continuing its campaign against child poverty, “Don’t let us down”, with the
Kindertafel programme. The campaign of the Evangelical Church of Westphalia
aims to make people in the church and in society in general aware of their share
of responsibility and to thematize the background and consequences of child
poverty. To the political goals and demands of the Westphalian Church’s cam-
paign belong – in addition to a hot meal each day for every child – children’s par-
ticipation in the life of the community irrespective of the financial situation in
their homes. To this belong among other things free places in nursery-schools
and open whole-day schools, free schoolbooks, access to computers and the in-
ternet, participation in school excursions and access to public cultural and
leisure activities. Here, however, it is not simply a matter of material things but
of love, security and acceptance. For: “Poverty does not begin with underprovi-
sion of material goods but when people are not given recognition, when they
cannot enter with their abilities into the life shared by all.”

Helpen onder protest – Help under Protest
The Protestant Church in the Netherlands has requested the diaconal services in
the local parishes to register cases of poverty and also to register what kind of
help and lobbying is being carried out by the congregations. The results of the
investigation7 are regularly presented to the responsible minister in order to re-
fute the myth that everyone can live well on Social Security and at the same time
to indicate how many stitches in the network of provision the state-run institu-
tions let drop in their accompaniment of the poor. Material is also produced for
the diaconal organizations of the local parishes – how and by what means they
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for their part can give concrete help to the poor and, on the other hand, how
they can forcefully and effectively represent the interests of the poor to the re-
sponsible civic authorities.

The Churches in the European area of the WARC have assumed responsibility
in various projects. In so doing they have taken into account the fact that in Eu-
rope too, many people have been affected by the changes brought about by glob-
alization. What many people even toady cannot imagine: In the traditional
“Welfare States” of Europe there is dire poverty. The European Churches are
committing themselves under conditions which are increasingly more difficult –
declining financial resources and a growing secularization of society increasingly
hamper their engagement.
Following the Declaration of Accra the European churches have reconsidered
and extended their engagement in manifold ways. Inter alia they have done this
as a reaction to the Accra Declaration which emphatically demands that all econ-
omy and all capital should serve humanity. For: “The earth is the Lord’s!”

Jan Gerd Heetderks (1957) is a minister of the Protestant Church in the Nether-
lands. From 2003 to 2007 he was the President of the Protestant Church in the
Netherlands. He is currently the spokesman of this church and Vice-President of
WARC-Europe.
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Europe’s Discussion about Justice
Problems – Perspectives – Visions

Douwe Visser, Geneva, Switzerland

Introduction
My wife and I were kept waiting at Schiphol Airport for our son to arrive from
Accra. He had been there for three weeks as a steward at WARC’s General Coun-
cil in August 2004. We saw that the KLM flight had landed so we could expect
our son to come at any moment. It took a long time since he had decided to
drink a coffee with a few of his fellow-stewards who had an ongoing flight from
Amsterdam. In the mean time the delegation of the Protestant Church in the
Netherlands (PKN) had arrived. Knowing them I had a short conversation with
them. They were clearly unhappy with many aspects of the past General Coun-
cil. Not in the least with how the acceptance of the Accra Confession had gone.
It was a short conversation but it showed a condensed level of bitterness and
concern.
In the months thereafter the evaluation of the Accra meeting and its outcome
was done, at least in the Netherlands, in a more balanced and in a ‘less first reac-
tion, emotional’ way. Critique on the Accra Confession and the way it was ac-
cepted by the General Council was streamlined in an attitude of taking up the
challenge and working with it in the Dutch context.
The Netherlands is just one country in Europe and the PKN is just one of the
215 member churches of the WARC, but the reception of the Accra Confession
there is a good starting point for a more general reflection on Europe’s participa-
tion in the covenanting for justice work of the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches. What have been the problems? What have been perspectives and what
are the visions ?

Problems
In May 2009 I had a consultation on Communion and Justice in Sao Paulo for
WARC’s Latin American member churches. There were around 30 participants.
In general they were staunch supporters of the Accra Confession and the
covenanting for justice work. They were also clearly inspired by liberation theol-
ogy models and they wanted the outcome of the consultation to show that as a

 

 
 

3
isD cus ions

– EUROPE’S DISCUSSION ABOUT JUSTICE – 29

kap 03Visser_kap 03Visser  20.05.10  09:43  Seite 29



basis. However it was also honestly said, that the liberation theology model had
not been so helpful in a country like Cuba. That reminded me of reactions you
can hear in Europe concerning the Eastern European context.
Although nowhere in Europe Communism has the same position now as during
the years of the Iron Curtain and the Cold War, the division between Eastern
and Western Europe is still highly noticeable. It can be noticed also in the evalu-
ation of the Accra Confession. The general feeling among Eastern European
WARC member churches is critical, to say the least. One can hear sometimes
that the language being used in the Accra Confession and also in the overall
covenanting for justice work reminds one of the Marxist ideological language so
favoured by the former communist regimes. Some also feel that there is no room
for a critical approach as there was neither in communist countries. Above all
many feel that the world wide economic models they now are part of, have im-
proved their level of welfare far more than during the communist era. Of course
not all are critical in this way and opinion has changed quite a bit during the re-
cent credit crisis. But in general the word ‘capitalism’ has no longer the same pe-
jorative connotation as often as in the global WARC context.
The Western European situation is different. First of all a good number of the-
ologians and economists within WARC member churches have been involved
and have supported the so-called processus confessionis leading to the accept-
ance of the Accra Confession. Many European member churches were greatly
interested in matters of global justice and sought to have this also worked out
from a theological perspective. However in the run up to the Accra General
Council and in the process after, there was a dominant feeling of not being heard
and being misunderstood. The following factors played a role in this critical eval-
uation:
n  Europeans felt that in Accra the blame for injustice was put too easily on the

shoulders of the global North. There was little criticism of actors of injustice
within the South and if it was mentioned, it was also directly linked again to
the dominance of global North actors.

n  There was the feeling that the floor in Accra was very much dominated by a
very outspoken part of the WARC member churches without them listening
to other voices or even preventing dissident voices to be heard.

n  The word ‘empire’ as defining the source of evil and injustice was not seen as
helpful, especially when it was seen as uncritically linked to concrete regimes
like the USA.

n  Within Europe it was felt that parts of the world with the loudest support for
the Accra Confession were not doing much with it while within Europe more
was being done notwithstanding the critical evaluation of Accra 2004.

n  An often-heard opinion is that there is a theological deficit within WARC’s
covenanting for justice process.

n  Europeans felt that their critical questions were not taken seriously or that they
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were being seen – because of this – of not standing behind the commitment to
justice.

The above-mentioned factors played a role in the relation between the WARC
and its European member churches. However in the reception of the Accra con-
fession and the involvement in the covenanting for justice work there are other
problematic factors directly linked to the European context:
n  Europe is for many of its countries part of the global North from the perspec-

tive of economic wealth. As such Europe is directly profiting from the global
economic situation that causes economic injustice for many of the poor coun-
tries.

n  Looking at the global ecological situation, Europe as a whole has a very large
so-called ecological footprint and is as such most probably the cause of pollu-
tion and climate change.

n  European countries have played a dominant role in colonising countries in the
global South and still play a role in neo-colonial situations.

n  Also European churches and especially many of its members are directly prof-
iting from the lack of balance of global economic wealth.

n  European theology has often played a role and still plays a role in justifying sit-
uations of economic and ecological injustice.

n  European churches have often played, not the least by using their financial
powers, a dominant role in the ecumenical movement hindering equal global
involvement.

These factors do cause uneasiness in the European context when, like with the
covenanting for justice work and the Accra confession, only a self-critical process
can be the right answer. If the global South really gets a voice, and that was the
case in Accra 2004, then there is no easy message to digest in e.g. the European
family of churches. No wonder many feel tempted to put the blame only on pro-
cedural mistakes and one-sided critique.

Perspectives
The long list of problems could lead to the conclusion that the position of the
European member churches within the WARC is of a critical nature and that
due to this plus the European economic context the involvement of the Euro-
pean Churches in the covenanting for justice work is merely problematic. This
however would be a totally wrong conclusion. Looking at the years since Accra
2004 many things have happened that give a positive perspective.
First of all there has been an open ear from the side of WARC’s governing body
and its secretariat in Geneva to look with a critical eye at the decision making
process in Accra 2004. There has been careful listening to critical voices also
from the European member churches. For this it has been helpful that there has
been explicit critique.
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In general the European member churches have not let themselves be dominat-
ed by frustration but have seen the importance of the commitment to justice.
Many also within the churches, ministers in congregations and others were only
inspired by what happened in Accra and church leaders in general were wise
enough to look at what is in fact only important: Gods justice for the world! The
covenanting for justice work played a great role in new bilateral relations, e.g. be-
tween German and South-African WARC member churches.
Discussions about the language used in the covenanting for justice work have
lead to more understanding and more acceptance of some of the definitions be-
ing used, e.g. the word ‘empire’.
A lot of work has been done to make it clear that being committed to justice is
something of the heart of (Reformed) theology. It is the call to God which justi-
fies us and sanctifies us to do justice in the world. The Calvin anniversary year
2009 yet again made clear how deeply rooted this commitment is in the Re-
formed tradition and as such – it is believed – in the Word of God itself.
The credit crisis, due to its often catastrophic impact, made it clear that the glob-
al economy has many sinful aspects that can only be condemned.
In 2009 the WARC organised eight regional consultations on Communion and
Justice, the first one in Europe. Nowhere, most certainly also not in Europe, was
there any movement of putting the commitment to justice in the background.
With all regional variety the passion for this commitment is dominant every-
where. In Europe it also gave room to seeking clearer understanding. The same is
valid for the global consultation on the Accra confession and the covenanting for
justice work organised in Johannesburg September 2009: the discussion was
open, honest and helpful for strengthening commitment.
The merger between the Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC) and the WARC
that will lead to the formation of the World Communion of Reformed Church-
es in June 2010 makes it very clear as to what the mission of the organisation is:
“Called to be a Communion of Churches, committed to justice”! In no way can
it be feared that European member churches will be an obstacle to obey that call,
on the contrary!

Visions
Europe is one of the most secularised parts of today’s world. In all countries
mainline churches are declining. In most societies church attendance has gone
down very much over the past decades. The position in society is often margin-
al. Still in many ways the Church has a financial position that reminds us much
of the past when the Church had a more prominent position in society. In Ger-
many and many parts of Switzerland Churches are financed through state tax
benefits (Kirchensteuer). In Scandinavian countries, except for Sweden, the
Lutheran Church is still a State Church. In a country like the Netherlands
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Church and State are fully separated but Christian education is still 100% finan-
cially state supported. Many Churches and especially mission organisations have
accumulated a lot of wealth over the past centuries. Although all European
Churches have problems to meet ends financially, compared with the rest of the
world – with the exemption of maybe the USA – the financial position of West-
ern-European churches is still very strong. However the future for many Euro-
pean churches looks bleak. In the Netherlands e.g. the number of those visiting
a Church service at least once per month has gone down 50% since 1971. If this
continues at the same level then sometime in the forties of this century the last
churchgoer will switch off lights. In conjunction with this decline of church at-
tendance the relevance of the Church and its theology has very much gone down
as well. This is valid also for WARC member churches. In this aspect we have to
be aware however that a great deal of young people who have left the Church,
still favour highly Christian values and are often very active in justice movements
such as Green Peace, Kairos etc…
In Eastern Europe the situation is different. There the position of the Church
has become stronger. However this is valid mainly for the Orthodox Church.
The Reformed WARC member churches are – except for Hungary – small
churches that cannot have a prominent position in their societies. Their financial
means are also very limited.
What can, against this background, be the vision for a commitment to justice in
the European member churches of the WARC and after June 2010 the WCRC?
A few ideas listed below can help to develop a vision.

n  It is not helpful when the discussion about justice in Europe is being dominat-
ed by a sense of guilt. Of course there is no doubt justification for ‘feeling
guilty’: involvement in the two World Wars, (neo-) colonialism, paternalistic
mission relations etc… There is no reason at all to deny the negative aspects of
the past and where they are still valid in the present to do away with them. But
in conjunction with this it is necessary to be first of all inspired by positive as-
pects of the past and present. Mission work in the past has contributed a great
deal to the development of the Church and Society in global South countries.
Many of those active in mission fields were also in the forefront of pleading for
independence of European colonies. The ecumenical justice movement can be
grateful for many contributions of European church leaders, theologians,
economists etc… A document like the Accra Confession has played a great
role in WARC European member churches. Most WARC member churches in
Europe have also played a great role in matters of gender justice. In brief: Eu-
rope can be and should be inspired by a great deal that has happened and is
still happening within its Churches concerning their commitment to justice.
In the discussion about justice it is good to be aware of this great contribution.

n  In discussions about justice it is for Churches of utmost importance to be
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aware of the fact that here the heart of faith is at stake. In Reformed tradition
sanctification is a very important aspect. One could almost say more than jus-
tification. Reformed traditionally does not focus on ‘how’ God has justified us
but ‘whereto’ he has justified us. Therefore the focus on sanctification and the
concrete aspect of that is our call to do justice in the world. This theological
basis is fundamental. It has to be believed otherwise churches are committed
to justice within – for them at least – a vacuum. Secularisation in Europe has
indeed often meant a loss of sense of transcendence. It is a caricature but still it
can be said that in some church circles, also in Europe, it looks as if the ‘J’ of
‘Jesus’ has been replaced by the ‘J’ of ‘Justice’. If so then in the end a church
will have nothing to say anymore. The call to justice within churches should
always be heard in conjunction with Scripture and Confession. Only in this
way will we experience this call as a holy matter.

n  In line with the previous argument it is necessary to use in the analysis of situ-
ations of justice and injustice definitions that have their origin in Scripture
and Confession. An example is the word ‘sin’. There should be no hesitance to
use this word in matters of injustice. It is prophetic language that should not
be used in a too frequent and as such inflating way but for the evil situations
that are catastrophic and have human causes there should indeed be no hesita-
tion to speak of sin. Only then we can also talk about grace and forgiveness. It
is also helpful to be inspired by the Christian eschatological visions e.g. of the
Kingdom of God. Not as an alibi that our work here on earth is in the end use-
less but to make us aware that we are part of Gods work and that therefore we
should not be desperate if things here and now will not be perfect.

n  For European Churches it is important to be actors in the call to justice but al-
so to be listeners. Not only in the sense of listening to the Word of God but al-
so in the sense of listening to Churches and their representatives in other parts
of the world. It is not first of all the call of Europeans to analyse the situation
of justice and injustice in e.g. Africa. Even when comments could be justified
that the blame is put on the shoulders of e.g. Europe too easily it is still impor-
tant to wait and to hear how voices from other parts of the world will con-
tribute to a balanced analysis of the global situation. Having said this we
should be aware of the fact that the division in global South and North can be
misleading. There is a global South in the North and a global North in the
South. Not all in Europe are profiteers and not all in the global South are vic-
tims. The word ‘empire’ used as a definition in matters of injustice has a glob-
al connotation. But it is helpful in the European discussion about justice to
have some patience and to hear what others have to say about their situation.

n  The commitment to justice should also have its place and find its inspiration
in the spiritual life of the Church. Liturgy with all its components of sacra-
ments, preaching, praying and singing is the place where life and justice are be-
ing celebrated. Where also suffering and injustice is being brought before God.
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The Reformed tradition with the openness for the Old Testament and its the-
ology, with the Psalms being part of the singing tradition, with the great con-
tribution to church music has a lot to give inspiration in obeying the call to
justice. It is important that European Churches play a role in the ongoing de-
velopment of Reformed worship. There is a tendency to ‘evangelicalise’ Re-
formed worship, not the least in Europe. This may happen out of a feeling that
the evangelical movement will bring success also in declining European Re-
formed Churches. It is however very doubtful whether this success – if there is
one – will not only be a temporary matter. There is enough in the Reformed
worship tradition to be inspired by and it gives certainly a good voice to the
awareness of injustice and the hope for a better world to come.

Conclusion
This short overview is meant to analyse part of the background of the discussion
about justice in especially WARC member churches in Europe and to give some
ideas for the ongoing development of a vision. WARC member churches in Eu-
rope want to be part of the World Communion of Reformed Churches after
June 2010 and they want as such to be part of a Communion of Churches that
sees the obedience to the call to justice as a deep part of its faith in God the Fa-
ther, Son and Holy Spirit. This with the awareness that the word of God has as
its ultimate goal, that all may have life in fullness.

Douwe Visser (1953) is a minister of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands. He
worked in Zambia, for the Reformed Church of Zambia and in the Netherlands. He
was president of the Reformed Ecumenical Council, 2005-2008. Since June 2008 he
works in Geneva for the World Alliance of Reformed Churches as Executive Secretary
for Theology. His PhD thesis was on the concept of sin in Bonhoeffer's theology.
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Democracy – A Matter of Choice!?1

Martina Wasserloos-Strunk, Rheydt, Germany

Church and Democracy – it took a long time until both got along well. Especial-
ly the history of German Protestantism shows the difficulties of the church and
democratic structures and systems. The state was regarded as God’s gift but what
about democracy? Within the last century the church has entered different un-
holy alliances apart from any kind of democratic ethos. She was motivated by
goals which had nothing in common with the welfare of people. In this explicit-
ness perhaps for the first time the Barmen Declaration pointed out the church’s
role as a sentinel and public voice. It pointed out clearly the responsibility that
the church has for the state. The fifth thesis of the Barmen Declaration2 states
clearly that the state has its appointment according to Gods assignment to pro-
vide justice and peace “according to the measure of human judgment and hu-
man ability”. 

The church as a sentinel? What does this mean in the context of democracy?
With reference to the countries of the northern hemisphere, democracy is, in
spite of all critic, the form of government which is accepted and practiced most
by its citizens. A transformation or abolishment of the democratic system in Eu-
rope is truly unthinkable. 
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1 Paper delivered at the consultation of the URCSA/ERK Joint Globalisation Project in
Emden, Germany, 27 September – 2 October 2009.

2 “Fear God. Honour the emperor. (1 Pet 2:17) Scripture tells us that, in the as yet unre-
deemed world in which the church also exists, the state has by divine appointment the
task of providing for justice and peace. [It fulfils this task] by means of the threat and
exercise of force, according to the measure of human judgment and human ability. The
church acknowledges the benefit of this divine appointment in gratitude and reverence
before him. It calls to mind the kingdom of God, God's commandment and righteous-
ness, and thereby the responsibility both of rulers and of the ruled. It trusts and obeys
the power of the Word by which God upholds all things. We reject the false doctrine, as
though the state, over and beyond its special commission, should and could become the
single and totalitarian order of human life, thus fulfilling the church's vocation as well.
We reject the false doctrine, as though the church, over and beyond its special commis-
sion, should and could appropriate the characteristics, the tasks, and the dignity of the
state, thus itself becoming an organ of the state.” 
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However democracy is still at risk even here. It is not put to risk by powerfully
eloquent demagogues or disintegrating philosophies but in a much subtle way.
Political institutions are undergoing a global structural change which overruns
national boarders and disrupts systems in their foundations. Self-evident struc-
tures of democratic communities such as participation and subsidiarity do not
organize by them selves and are not to be presupposed anymore. 
In this context the churches have an important task which should not be under-
estimated. Churches are the ‚movers and shakers’ for democratic awareness and
the sovereignty of the people. Coming from the church’s tradition of Barmen 5
they are a critical authority concerning those structures, which do other than
function in order for the welfare of the people. Churches will only then fulfill
their office as a sentinel, if they act along the basics of the three ecumenical steps
of seeing, judging, acting concerning democracy!

Democracy in times of globalization – what needs to be done? 
“Democracy is a box, 90 centimetres high and 35 centimetres wide. On top,
democracy has a lid with a slot. Every few years – in Germany always on a Sun-
day – a great number of people flock to these boxes.” The boxes are called “urns”,
thus exactly the same name as the receptacles in a cemetery in which the ashes of
the dead are preserved. This is really a curious use of this term, since democracy
is not burnt and buried on election-days; on the contrary, every few years it is
born, renewed again and again. Election-days are the birthdays of democracy
and the election-campaign that precedes it is, as it were, a time of good wishes.
Democracy, however, is far more than an election (…) Democracy does not take
place every few years but every day: It is the most successful, best and most
peaceful system of operation for a country that exists. It is a system in which
everyone who is a citizen of a country can have her/his say.”3

The above is a description of democracy given by Heribert Prantl. Do you detect
a note of irony in his comparison of ballot boxes with urns? It might hardly be
the case. However the Süddeutsche Zeitung, as many other members of the media
in Germany and even the German Protestant church, has appealed to all Ger-
man citizens to exercise their right to vote. These appeals were all very necessary
if one looks at the results of recent opinion polls. According to one study, con-
ducted by the association of banks, things are not well with regard to the Ger-
man population’s interest in politics.
Between 2003 and 2009 an “interest in politics” has demonstrably declined in
Germany. From 2003 to 2006 there was still a clear difference in respondents
who were “very interested” and those who were “not interested” in politics. Re-
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3 Heribert Prantl: Wahlen in Deutschland, Süddeutsche Zeitung für Kinder, 19 September
2009. 
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cently, however, the numbers have moved closer together, with a higher number
of respondents being “moderately interested” and clear increase in “not interest-
ed” respondents.4

Is this the much-feared loss of trust in, the erosion of, democracy? Or is it that it
is simply asking too much of people that they should judge and assess politics
and act politically? On the other hand, at the local municipal elections several
weeks ago the turnout did after all reach 43% – almost high as in the elections in
Afghanistan; but then, in Germany one did not have to reckon with reprisals by
political opponents. 

Democracy without content
The election-campaign of the last weeks has shown very well and in the truest
sense of the word exactly what the problem is. In it one finds election posters
with statements like “Germany can do better!”, “Vote for the chancellor!”, or
“Riches for all!” and, by the same party two lamp-posts further “Tax the rich!”
Political parties have also used the possibilities offered by the internet in their
campaigns as never before – with catch phrases such as: “Vote: Which MPs.
would you miss? Would I miss any MP?”
The system of the election-campaign system was not a substantial confrontation
with democracy, Europe, the financial crisis, politics, participation, the appro-
priateness of particular decisions, the shaping capacity of the one or the others –
the terminology appealed in the end. “For Germany – lend a hand!”, read one
slogan. Very well, then – lend a hand to what or whom, then? And how?
The election-campaign has shown what the basic problem is in politics under
conditions of globalisation, namely that it has become indeterminable. Who can
judge whether the health policy of the last parliamentary term has been success-
ful? There has been a health policy, but what are the parameters of valuation with
which we judge whether it corresponded to a red, black or green party-pro-
gramme – or whether it was perhaps helpful or detrimental?
Earlier, when political action ensued within nation-state borders and, first and
foremost, took place as a clear antithesis to that of the Eastern Bloc, everything
had been clear. This had to do with borders – geographical, ideological as well as
political borders. Democracy was ideologically unrestricted and geographically
“enclosed”. It was clear who the actors were and the programmes too were clear
– with the East or against it; rearm or not; recognise the German Democratic
Republic or not; comprehensive Schools, yes or no. In short, political success
could be measured.
We have heard and will hear that democracy presupposes, but also the presence
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4 The results of the opinion poll, “Politisches Interesse in der Bundesrepublik“ can be
viewed online at http://www.statista.com.
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of the homo politicus – the person who makes democracy and its values his/her
own and “writes them on the flag.”

Democracy and what is gnawing at its roots
Transnationality
In the meantime it is almost obsolete to point out that the democratic structures
and nation state regulations exist in a frame of action that has long been success-
fully transcended by global economic interconnections. Internationally the in-
fluence and power of enterprises, international and transnational institutions
and organisations operating independent of governments are increasing. For a
long time we have reflected on and discussed the primacy of politics, however, in
the meantime businesses have become transnational and little by little have
made political action more difficult or even impossible.5

From our brothers and sisters in the South we hear that the question regarding
the parameters of the world in which we live has long been settled – at least for
them. It is the world market that determines trade. Global society is a global
market society with well-known consequences: the formation of transnational
monopolies lead to a global planned economy under the private capitalist sover-
eignty of transnational companies which are in part larger than entire national
economies and whose needs, for example for energy resources, lead to an increas-
ing militarisation.6 This is precisely what the Accra Declaration calls “Empire”.7

However, people in industrialised nations also experience the failure or the help-
lessness of politics and the subjection to powerful economic players who have lit-
tle interest in democracy – and that is why so many appear to feel that in the end
it does not make any difference for whom or whether one votes. In this way,
starting from an initial situation that is already difficult to cope with, democrat-
ic discipline and republican virtues are all too quickly broken undermined. In
the context of globalisation the old model of democracy no longer appears to
function properly.

Communication
Everything is changing, not only political systems. Society is changing from an
industrial one to a society of communication and knowledge. We are currently
witnessing an immense increase in, acceleration, intensification and globalisa-
tion of communication. In Calcutta there are people working at a call centre
who have learned the language and dialect of their customers from southern
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5 Colin Crouch, Postdemokratie, Frankfurt 2003, 9ff. 
6 Jürgen Habermas, Die postnationale Konstellation. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1998, 91.
7 http://warc.jalb.de/warcajsp/side.jsp?news_id=1174&&navi=46.
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Spain to be able to inform them of the state of their accounts in a bank in Mala-
ga. These people live in the time-zone of southern Spain, go shopping when peo-
ple shop in southern Spain and go to bed when the lights go out in Malaga.
Global communication is flexible, exists across boundaries or knows no bound-
aries. It creates parallel worlds. What does not fit is made to fit.
In such a global context political action that has bearing on the future is becom-
ing more and more problematic. Because in our age of accelerated communica-
tion we communicate, as it were, without pausing for breath, without visualis-
ing, without first deciding and only then translating decisions into action. We are
losing the element of insight into the present and of learning from the past. Be-
fore we can review the past we are already overtaken by the future. The future is
less and less shaped by traditions and past experiences. The here and now, at
most, directs our defences against anticipated dangers.
Under these conditions democratic structures produce, in a manner of speaking,
tectonic vibrations – they bump against the limits of their effectiveness and show
themselves as economically and structurally vulnerable systems. Furthermore,
the differences in the tempo of development of global society and global finan-
cial society under the conditions of the global intensification of communication,
loss of tradition and acceleration, lead to the result that the foundations of dem-
ocratic action erodes the foundations of democratic action? – not only globally,
but already also within still existing nation-states. Under the premise of demo-
cratic trading, globalisation results in a withdrawal from the conditions upon
which democracy was conceived and practised, namely transparency, restraint
and a process orientation.
It is becoming clear that here two fundamental problematic constellations of a
democratic system come into conflict, namely the fact that, in order for politics
to work in future, processes and methods are needed that require time and space
for political discussion. And, secondly, that the acceleration of communication
and action on a global scale stands in opposition to this.

Media
With regard to general questions of communication in a globalised society, the
role of the media must be scrutinised more closely. Freedom of reporting and the
freedom of the media in general are certainly an important consequence of mod-
ern democracies. However, we increasingly see that freedom from the influence
of the state does not automatically mean freedom from all influences – quite
apart from the fact that there is no a priori exclusion of influence by the state.
For a long time now, the media has been led and financed by major communica-
tion trusts all of which promote their own interests and positions through the
media channels at their disposal. Large advertising campaigns of customers leads
to the trimming of programmes to suit the needs of these paying customers. If
news broadcasts and political programmes do not draw the necessary number of

 

AD ocM r yE c

– DEMOCRACY – A MATTER OF CHOICE!? – 41

kap 04Strunk_kap 04Strunk  20.05.10  09:53  Seite 41



viewers, the programme is “cut to shape” in order for it to bring in advertising
revenue. Yet, the staging of politics in the media has originally been beneficial for
democratic systems since its visualisation reduced the access threshold and made
it easier to take notice of politics. In this way the interest of large numbers of
people in certain political issues could be aroused and they could be informed
about these issues. Admittedly precisely the consistent shifting of political “en-
lightenment” to talk shows and television duels is much more likely at times to
heighten the profile of personalities than content – to say nothing of the difficul-
ty of checking the content! In this process a “participatory democracy”, in which
the sovereign power, namely the citizens, create their own picture of an issue
through participation and engagement, disappears in favour of a “spectator
democracy”. As a result political parties and programmes, engaging in civil soci-
ety and political discourse lose much of their significance. Rounds of talks, as it
were, take over the task of the “mature citizen” to inform him/herself politically
and take political responsibility. With its capability for staging politics and for
influencing people the media undeniably became a major power in democratic
systems. The media now even have the concrete, conscious and deliberate ability
to bring about political decisions. The interconnectedness between the “politics
of the media” and neoliberal ideology subordinating every political and social
structure to criteria of the market economy can, at least implicitly, be demon-
strated.

Loss of trust
In the meantime, the crisis in which democracy finds itself is obvious. Citizens
of nation-states suddenly find themselves responsible for the “whole of the great
state” and they know and experience all too clearly that nation-state democracy
in the truest sense of the word has reached its limits – at least as long as there are
no adequate structures replacing it on a global level.
What occurs is insidious erosion from within, a growing distance between citi-
zens and the state, politics and political parties; a loss of trust; a loss of solidarity.
Much rather runs up against felt disapproval, the model of “Europe”, as an ex-
ample, or the European Parliament are rather seen – at least by the German peo-
ple – as a hindrance, frequently as threatening, and often as completely needless
– as, for example, when one discusses the often-quoted curve of the cucumber! A
common European identity? Forget it – at least in Germany. Positive aspects of a
European democracy are scarcely noticed – attempts to communicate and high-
light them leave a hopeless impression. 
Yet, despite all criticism the model of “Europe” is a success story. Sixty years of
peace is in itself reason enough to welcome the coalescing of Europe. The reduc-
tion of regulations, standardisation and simplification make living in Europe
easier for us – and yet apparently this is seldom experienced as such. When
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countries open their borders for one another, the consequences of this opening
has to be consistently regulated. This can translate into gains in freedom, but it
also necessarily includes the restriction of freedoms.
On the intellectual level at least, “Europe” has not yet found its way into the
hearts of many Germans. It may be that they, with their more distant and per-
haps unemotional relationship to political institutions, have a blind spot in this
respect. At least in Germany the people traditionally find it difficult really to be
enthusiastic about any particular political system. There naturally are historic
reusen for this and it finds its expression in pragmatic “constitutional patriotism”
stamped by republicanism and it tends to be more intellectual.8 It aims not at an
ethnic concept of community, but rather at identification with the normative
bases of the community – constitution, fundamental values and institutions.
The political scientist Klaus Beyme describes the effects of constitutional patri-
otism as follows:
“The coolness of constitutional patriotism conceals deficiencies in experience.
Efforts must be made to achieve a balance between cognitive and affective ele-
ments of identification. But how can this take place in regard to the [European]
Union? Can the EU generate affective identification? … There is an increasing
fear that constitutional patriotism contains dangers even at the European level.
The ‘standardization of life decreed from without’ increasingly gives rise to na-
tionalistic counter-reactions in many European countries.”9

But there is certainly far more over and above this. To be able to develop a Euro-
pean identity it is necessary to reach decisions independent of and free from vari-
ous national interests. However long and difficult as it might be, only when polit-
ical organs beyond that of the state develop their own political distinctiveness and
leave their national identities behind can the democratic form of their election be
accompanied by a democratic identity that allows them to be understood as Eu-
ropean democratic organs. And, only when the necessity to develop these identi-
ties is effectively and constructively communicated to the different European na-
tion-states can there be a “democratic European principle”. With a European
democracy founded on consensus but also, finally, anchored in the national con-
sciousness of European countries the ground can be pulled from under the feet of
rejection and impairment of democracy the plug can be pulled on the rejection of
and the view of an European democracy as being an impairment to democracy.
We certainly find ourselves here at a transitional stage which is currently highly
vulnerable and can eventually turn into a threat to democracy in Europe.
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8 On this see “Staatsbürgerschaft und nationale Identität”, id..Jürgen Habermas: Faktizi-
tät und Geltung, Beiträge zur Diskurstheorie des Rechts und des demokratischen
Rechtsstaates, Frankfurt, 1992. 

9 In Herfried Münkler, Marcus Llöanque & Clemens K. Stepina (eds.), Der demokrati-
sche Nationalstaat in den Zeiten der Globalisierung, Berlin, Akademie Verlag, 2002, 108.
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Finally it would naturally be an oversimplification as well as slightly dishonest
not to point out here that Europe, in many places, is on the verge of developing
into an “empire”. Even if this is not the theme in this paper, I have to say with
caution that regarding Europe and its development questions of power interests
and the struggle for scarce resources also exist.

Loss of sovereignty and transparency
The hegemony of the people as the realisation of the democratic principle is no
longer the premise of nation-state sovereignty and thereby ultimately its protec-
tion against external heteronomy. In these times of radical global change, where
the regulations of the nation-state are no longer a priori effective and the struc-
tures of super-ordinate institutions are still not completely developed, citizens
feel that they have lost their power to organise their participation and and all too
often capitulate to the situation with giving as the reason that “one cannot
change anything anyway”.
The lack of transparency in heterogeneous systems leads to uncertainty and the
loss of the ability to make and justify credible political decisions. To return to the
German election campaign, it is a perfect reflection of this. It was simply full of
common pearls of wisdom behind which one was meant sound political insights.
Voters became witnesses to the confirmation that politics is a complicated busi-
ness and that one should all the more trustingly leave this business in the hands
of specialists. However, the question remains: are these political players really
specialists, and is the surrender of the citizens’ political responsibility to others
appropriate foundations for a democratic system?
The loss of transparency and the lack of sovereignty, as described by Ulrich
Beck10, ultimately lead to alienation. Individuals in the post-democratic societies
are confronted with the disintegration of a community that has previously been
consolidated by a more or less unified collective consciousness and in which
there used to be security of orientation and expectation. Because of the impene-
trable differentiation between control within and beyond the nation-state, indi-
viduals feel as if they are facing a hyper-reality (of whatever sort). They are in-
creasingly subjected to experiences of alienation. It is no accident that awareness
of what philosopher Peter Sloterdijk in a powerful picture describes as “being
pitched out of the foam of security” is being viewed as the cultural conflict of the
twenty-first century. Like cells of foam, the “cells” of social life (family, profes-
sion, politics, households, places of work, associations) exist alongside each oth-
er without being attached really, but also without being really separable. The di-
alectic between desired sole responsibility and individualisation, on the one
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10 Ulrich Beck, Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne, Frankfurt, Suhr-
kamp, 1986, 12f.
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hand, and the problem of loss of relationship, on the other, is evident in Euro-
pean societies.11 The metaphor of society as “foam” points to political and social
demands for integration which are far from being adequately discerned, de-
scribed and addressed. 
Yet it is precisely now and precisely here that the discipline of the homo politicus
is decisive in order to establish democracy and its emancipatory creative power
beyond questioning in the new structures as well. With this in mind it may be
helpful to take note of philosopher Otfried Höffe’s three criteria for a democra-
cy that has a future:
Politics witnesses that it has a future when it perceives in time the important
tasks of its community and plays a leading role in all three phases: first in the
public debate, then in the search for effective solutions and finally in taking a de-
cision. It has no future if it does not discern, suppresses or neglects important
tasks.12

High time to ask what democracy in fact really is
Specialist literature on the theme of democracy fills whole libraries. I do howev-
er want to make highlight some basic structures of democracy.
Democracy is a projection surface. A democratic system finds its first and con-
clusive premise in the reciprocal recognition of the other’s freedom. Thereby
freedom forms the basis of democracy while it is, at the same time, a prerequisite
for democracy to create freedom. For many people in democratic systems
democracy itself is the surface onto which a manifold wishes – many of which in
fact have little to do with democracy itself – is projected and which cannot be re-
solved “democratically”. 
The democratic constitutional form of a country does not automatically guaran-
tee well-being and security. This is because, on the one hand, the “will of the
people” found in freedom may itself cause insecurity, while, on the other hand,
it is also possible that authoritarian systems too might possibly ensure well-being
and security. The following serves as an example of this: After September 11 the
need for security in the West increased under the threat of terrorism. There is
much dispute on what kind of measures are necessary to protect people from ter-
rorist attacks. On the one hand, security should be ensured by the state; on the
other, encroachment on citizens’ private lives is viewed as unacceptable. Both
views are justifiable and this points to a central problem of democracy: Not all
conflicts of interest can be the subject of majority decisions. In a case such as this
it is systematically false to put freedom and security on one and the same level.
Here it is security which ensures freedom. And – even if this may sound hereti-
cal – it may be necessary to restrict freedoms in order to ensure freedom. On this
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11 Peter Sloterdijk, Sphären III, Schäume, Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 2004, 27ff.
12 Otfried Höffe, Ist die Demokratie zukunftsfähig? Munich, C.H. Beck 2009, 212.
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point modern democracies are open to attack. More security at the price of free-
dom breeds discontent and the fear of ultimately falling into the hands of a con-
trol-state. However, it is precisely this that guarantees the continued existence of
freedom in democracy.

Democracy and reason
The foundation for democratic decisions is not necessarily the reason or good
sense of a nation – whatever that may be – but its will. This does not automatical-
ly mean, on the one hand, that the democratic will of the people is unreasonable –
on the contrary, Kant already made the freedom of the will a prerequisite of reason
and was convinced that humankind has the ability to make reasonable decisions in
spite of other desires: “Reason is not an antithesis but a sign of freedom.”13

We cannot deny that in political theory there have been those who have main-
tained exactly the opposite. The constitutional lawyer Carl Schmitt, for example,
argued vehemently against democracy on the grounds that precisely the forma-
tion of majorities always encourages fragmentation of that which is reasonable.14

Democracy lives by participation and creates the foundations of the same. It
does this, for example, by creating the conditions for the social and political
emancipation of whole sections of the population. But all is not accomplished by
the creation of preconditions: democracy does not simply create conditions; it
lives by the translation of these conditions into action. This being the case,
democracy is, as it were, a self-perpetuating model of emancipation if it is in the
position of allowing rationality to arise within its processes. The inclusion of var-
ied interests, the depiction of facts and the necessity to justify and explain in or-
der to obtain majorities – these are mechanisms that create an open and cor-
rectible process of knowledge – i.e. rationality.

Democracy and its subject
Against this background it becomes clear that a not insignificant part of the dif-
ficulties which faced by democracy in the global context arises from the fact that
from the beginning the debate on what constitutes the subject of political action
is not an unambiguous one. Even if there is an almost universal – and in large
parts legally undergirded – agreement – on the kind of demands facing a state
that defines itself as “democratic”, there still remains disagreement on who the
active subject of democracy should be. Is it the people integrated into a nation,
or is it the individual affected?
There is also no clarity on what the goal of political action within a democratic
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13 Immanuel Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (1785), first section.
14 Carl Schmitt, Verfassunslehre, München/Leipzig, Dunker und Humblot, 1928, 128.
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system should be: is it the self-determination of the people and the conscious
structuring of the political community, or is it, ultimately, the effective control
of those in government?

Is it all over now for democracy? 
Too complicated? Too obscure? Too ponderous? Too boring?
In all discourses on political systems and processes it is evident that among differ-
ent models of government the democratic system is still appreciated, not uncritical-
ly but it still meets with the greatest amount of approval. Whether classic democra-
cy as we live it and wish to preserve in Europe and North America can be the ap-
propriate export model for all other countries and societies is, however, not ab-
solutely clear. At any rate, self-aware European democracies should be cautious
with promises of salvation and suggestions of complete democratic prototypes as
the solution for complex problems in cultures whose political structures they have
recognised only in (very small) part, to say nothing of really understanding them.

High time for preservation of democracy
Global structures – if they exist – are chaotic and conflict-ridden. Over against
the interconnectedness and scale of global society stands the lack, the absence of
a close chain of transnational global institutions. The current lack of transparen-
cy also leads to problems of legitimation. Politicians do not help by keeping qui-
et about the fact that the modernisation of the world urgently requires the mod-
ernisation of society too.15

Politicians furthermore make a mistake in countering the spectre of globalisa-
tion simply with comforting words such as “We can do it!” Apart from the fact
that this immediately reveals a virtually paternalistic attitude to the decision-
makers their countries, namely their citizens, it is also simply not true. To ob-
tain a balance between rights and regulations, between directing by the govern-
ment and economic expectation – so that each complements the other and
does so for the good of the global community – more is needed than to “whis-
tle in the dark”.
At the level of international organisations it must be made clear in what way ex-
actly the powerful positions of mighty nations and the lobbyists of international
capital stand a priori in the way of democratisation – and must this be changed.
The path to democratisation can by no means pass the international institutions
by and bases on which this can be prevented must be clarified without delay. It
makes little sense to radically question international organisations. They are in
most cases already attempts to achieve something in cooperation with others.
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15 Christoph Möller, Demokratie: Zumutungen und Versprechen, Berlin: Klaus Wagen-
bach Verlag, 2008, 122ff.
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Naturally, in many cases this cooperation is fragmentary and those in power in
these organisations greatly influence the politics of the organisations. But the
fact that it has, for example, finally proved possible to put the issue of a (further
developed) of Financial Transaction Tax (FTT) on the agenda of the IMF – a
great success for the emancipatory forces in civil societies that have been pursu-
ing this and spreading information about it for years.16

Sometimes, experience teaches, international organisations do move after all!
For, the more international organisations impinge on the freedoms of individu-
als, the sooner questions on their legitimacy arises. International organisations
may, for example, see themselves as the champions of peace, freedom and wel-
fare. With an high intention for good governance but in the absence of demo-
cratic procedures like those in the traditional nation state they are worse con-
trolled when they exercise power than democratic states under the rule of law.
The UN Security Council published a list of suspected terrorists who are prohib-
ited from using any of their assets. However he UN does not provide any control
through courts.
The constitutionalisation of the Law of Nations is most certainly the goal to
strive for and it is absolutely necessary. The individual should be defined as being
the subject of the Law of Nations, structures of legitimation should be created –
for example, at the level of the UN – and the development of a common concept
of public welfare is absolutely necessary. These latter three are the basic precon-
ditions if we are to give a “constitutional character”17 to the Law of Nations.
However, constitutionalisation is not yet democratization. When individual per-
sonal rights are codified under the Law of Nations, and the actions of govern-
ments are increasingly bound to rules which hold good even when it goes against
the will of a government, this means that democratic politics will be made possi-
ble for the first time.
Hence, we are not standing here at the beginning; strictly speaking we are a step
ahead of it. 
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16 According to IMF director Dominique Strauss-Kahn, the IMF will look into the issue
of a Financial Transaction Tax (FTT). In a speech in London on 23 November 2009
he said:

16 "... we have been asked by the G-20 to look into financial sector taxes. This is an interes ting
issue. Can the tax system help reduce excessive risk-taking in the financial sector? Can it be
used to further the legitimate goals of fairness and equity in this area? There are a number of
ways to think about this, and we will look at it from various angles and consider all propo -
sals. Let me say that the financial sector should contribute to the cost of the rescue and to
limi ting recourse to public financing in the event of a future crisis. I suggest this for practical
 reasons because, in my view, there would not be political support in parliaments for a rescue
on the scale we have seen during this crisis." (Online: http://www.imf.org/external/
np/speeches/2009/112309.htm. Accessed on Sept. 2009.)

17 Christoph Möller, Der vermisste Leviathan, Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 2008, p. 109.
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What does this mean for the churches? How can we understand the churches
role as a sentinel within the context of Barmen 5? 

It appears to be of the utmost importance that new life needs to be breathed in-
to the foundations of political action within democratic systems and to commu-
nicate these foundations against the individualisation and the fragmentation of
societies. Angry frustration with politics will only rather lead to the deterioration
of freedom?
Finally, the wish to solve the problem merely at the level of structures likewise
appears to me to be insufficient. We also need a higher valuation of political ac-
tion, training in republican virtues, the challenge to enter into discussion and,
if need be, into dispute. If we take the necessary precautions, and take its bases
as our basis, I do not believe that globalisation needs to be a threat to democra-
cy.
Within this context churches have a high credibility and various ways of creating
and influencing society. However credibility within the very own structures of
church is the condition for the appointment. Compared to nation state systems
which now start to consider cooperation across their national boarders due to
economic pressure, the churches have always been transnational and organized
in cross boarder networks. From the beginning they have organized multilateral
relationships, gathered experience and took over responsibility for larger con-
texts. 
The church has the appointment to watch over the democratic systems under
pressure and observe if the basic elements of democratic power structure are still
functioning within the circumstances of the global context. 
Without participation, freedom, separation of powers, transparency and demo-
cratic self-confidence the global world will whether be a life sustaining place in
the sense of Barmen 5 nor a home for people. 

Martina Wasserloos-Strunk, (1963) is a political scientist specialising in political
theory. She is a member of the Moderamen of the Reformed Alliance Germany. As a
member of ATTAC Germany she is responsible for communication between the Re-
formed Alliance and civil movements working towards a just economy. On behalf of
the European Area of WARC she published the book "Europes Covenanting for Jus-
tice".
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Europe’s Road to Justice – 
The Project:

„Europe Covenanting for Justice“ 
Martin Engels, Wuppertal-Ronsdorf, Germany

Since the very beginning Christianity and economical structures have been in-
tertwined in a seemingly inseparable way. Beginning with Paul who followed
trading routes of the Roman Empire later being followed by missionaries accom-
panying merchants who traveled by wagons and ships across continents and
oceans the gospel was spread globally. Finally even the roots of the ecumenical
movement a hundred years ago are  unthinkable without the economic interna-
tionalization in the middle of the 19th century. A decade after the new millenni-
um has begun, the ambivalence of this relationship between Christianity and
economy has become clearer than ever before. For parts of the world the interna-
tionalization of the economy has lead to an unforeseen growth of prosperity and
wealth whereas for others the mechanisms of this economy have lead to a mas-
sive threat of life. Amidst this development we find our churches on the one side
as well as on the other side of this massive change, sharing their faith in the tri-
une god, the creator, redeemer and sustainer of life. The cries raised by the sisters
and brothers of the churches heavily suffering under injustice deriving straightly
from the mechanisms of the economy have been heard in Europe. The undeni-
able devastating results for life have sparked vivid discussions and broad action
throughout the majority of the European member churches of WARC. 
In the aftermath of the General Council in Accra the Reformed Alliance in Ger-
many in cooperation with the steering committee of WARC-Europe began to
collect reactions and projects connected and related with the Accra-Confession
and the ongoing “Covenanting for Justice”-process. The focus of this joint proj-
ect was to bring the common struggle for justice within the diversity of the Eu-
ropean churches to light. The work on the project started amidst the utmost se-
vere global economic and financial crises underlining the issues of social and eco-
logical justice voiced in Accra in 2004. Within the context of a sudden transfor-
mation of society, orientation seemed to be lost and the voices of the church
were not only heard but also listened to. The need for orientation in the light of
the Gospel at this time of crisis was seen more clearly inside the churches and
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was being asked for by people and institutions with a distant relationship to the
church. In fact, the cries of those suffering due to social and ecological injustice
found more resonance as the crisis showed that the issues addressed to was not
only a phenomenon of a distant reality but reality here and now for many people
sitting in the pew. A kairos making apparent that the issue of ‘Justice in econo-
my and on earth’ does not only concern other people but influences our whole
common life.
In the procedure of the project all European member-churches were asked to
send in reports as well as projects affiliated with and inspired by the ‘covenanti-
ng for justice movement’. The responses that have been sent in show the mani-
fold ways in which the issue “covenanting for justice” has been addressed within
the last years. 
However, the contacts as well as the resonance are also a mirror of the diversity of
the European member-churches and their different contexts in which the ques-
tion of justice in economy and on earth have been and are being addressed to. 
On the one hand we see majority-churches in countries like Switzerland, The
Netherlands as well as in parts of Great Britain and Germany engaging in this
topic on all levels of church life. The Accra-Confession and its impact were
 discussed by congregations and synods and action was taken on local and
 national level co-operating with other (N)GOs involved in the topic. Even  
the attempt to grasp these manifold projects and documents would go way be-
yond the scope of publication but would be an indication of the sincere en-
gagement. 
On the other hand, the smaller churches especially in the South of Europe may
not play such an influencing role in their society as their sister churches in the
northern part, but the responses show a wholeheartedly engagement for the eco-
nomic and social issues of the time. One major pressing issue for the countries
along the Mediterranean Sea are the unprecedented ‘waves’ of illegal immigrants
seeking asylum and a chance for a better life on the European continent. The so-
cieties are confronted with numbers of refugees crossing the ocean under utmost
life-threatening conditions from Africa as well as from the Middle East. The
ministry “Helping Hands” of the Greek Evangelical Church is one example for
the commitment of minority-churches to provide basic help for immigrants and
trafficking victims. The interview with Maria Bonafede from the Union of the
Methodist and Waldensian churches in Italy reports the vivid struggle for the
rights of men, women and children seeking asylum in Italy by explicitly oppos-
ing the latest legislation passed by the Italian Government. Compared with the
churches in the North-West of Europe only significantly few responses were sent
in by churches located in the Eastern part of Europe living in the context of
post-communist countries. Surely most churches with a reformed tradition in
the Eastern parts of Europe are in the situation of minority churches struggling
with pressing problems different from those of their larger sister-churches in the
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Western neighbor countries. Due to their situation as a minority church and
their size they simply do not have the same capacities to engage in the discussion
sparked in Accra to the same extent others might do. Besides this reason located
on a mere organizational level two further reasons shall be named which voice
concerns that should not be overheard in the ecumenical discussions. Post-com-
munist countries in Europe have benefited largely from the Eastern European
expansion of the European Union accompanied by the economic system. This
surely might be a reason for the skepticism of a fundamental critic raised by con-
cept of ‘empire’.1 Closely connected to this reason is a second reason located in
the heart of the Accra-Confession often rather regarded as a ‚declaration’. It is the
“ideological color” and political „overtone” of the semantics used in the text. The
responses of the churches here voice a concern deriving from their experience of
recent history. Having suffered greatly under the actual existing communism
there is a high sensitivity concerning any kind of political contextualization of
the Gospel and especially any kind of „communist” reading of it. In spite of
these general and theological concerns that have been voiced concerning the “Ac-
cra-Declaration” and their perception, the general issue of justice in economy
and on earth is widely shared and there have been various implementations of
the covenanting process. Therefore we find astonishing work and projects being
done there, dealing with the particular problems globalization has imposed on
the people in this part of Europe. Due to the current economic downturn the
“young” European economies in the East are severely suffering form the implica-
tions of global economy and their by comparison smaller influence on society
and politics.
A last perspective should not be lost out of sight since it also reflects the plurali-
ty and especially the inequality of regions and countries on this continent: a few
sister-churches in the south east were merely available by contemporary commu-
nication such as email and fax. 
After this first step of a more or less structural analysis it is possible to state a
clear tendency within this common effort of the covenanting for justice process.
The churches in countries with the largest economies in Europe have embraced
the issue profoundly. In other words: especially in the context of societies, which
under a simplified perspective could be described as the actors among the glob-
alizing world, many different projects were launched on national, regional and
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1 Especially in the European context the concept of ‘empire’ has been broadly discussed
and the standpoints have been highly controversial. However the Globalization-Project
(cf. Chapter 12) and profound analysis (cf. Wasserloos-Strunk, Chapter 8) have lead to
a fruitful progress in the understanding by keeping all sides of the discussion from
falling back into old paradigms. Cf. also the Message of the Global Dialogue Meeting in
Johannesburg 2009.
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local levels. Awareness was built up among church-members. Starting with reli-
gious education of children2 leading to adult-education3 and workshops, the
question of justice in economy and on earth was raised in various contexts of Eu-
ropean societies. The issue was also dealt with on the level of church-leaders and
synods as well as discussed in theological debates. The effort of the churches is in
most cases not limited to church-bodies but co-operation with NGOs or the
government-bodies was explored. The engagement of churches in this field was
echoed by other organizations leading to experiences that projects once launched
on a congregational level had a far reaching impact. 
Unfortunately this discussion that has gone on in churches within the last years
has not yet been reflected in a similar way within academic theology pursued at
most universities. Indeed even a deficit of research was stated for the theological
reflection on the field of internationalization and globalization. 4

In many conversations and discussions dealing with the project “Europe
Covenanting for Justice” there has been a powerful perception that the issues
raised by the Accra-confession are only directed towards the “other” churches -
namely the churches of the Southern hemisphere. It was the feeling of being fin-
ger-pointed at which lead to a refusal of parts of the Accra-Confession, even
though otherwise they greatly shared common values and efforts behind the se-
mantics. The sociologist Niklas Luhmann5 focused his research on communica-
tion processes and might clarify difficulties experienced within the discussion the
Accra-confession. In a very lucid way he identifies any kind of moral discourse as
form of privation of respect concerning the dialogue-partner. It elevates one
partner on a morally higher standpoint. He identifies this structure as a major
hindrance for a successful communication. Refraining from this paradigm pro-
vides the chance for controversial discussions in an open space struggling for a
solution in the pressing issues of the times. This will not lead to arbitrariness but
to a higher accountability. It give’s the chance of voicing the common struggle
for justice in one’s own specific context. It provides the chance to widen the hori-
zon beyond one’s own church tower and locate it within the context of the large
communion. 
This is precisely the point the joint project “Europe Covenanting for Justice” was
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2 Cf. the project “Learning Justice - the world is getting smaller – think large!” of the
Protestant Church of the Netherlands in Chapter 15. 

3 Cf. the ecumenical report “Hope in God’s Future: Christian Discipleship in the Con-
text of Climate Change” of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church
and the United Reformed Church in Chapter 13. 

4 Cf. Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, Zu diesem Heft, in Verkündigung und Forschung, Vol.
54 (1/2009), 2-5, 3. 

5 Cf. Niklas Luhmann, Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt a.M. 1998, Suhrkamp,
244.
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focused on. On the one side it should reflect the scholarly insight into the main
topics discussed within the European Churches and Theology. While critical
voices6 rightly point out the danger of persisting on this level only, this approach
prevents the discussion from simplifications and incommunicable standpoints
outside the horizon of the reformed protestant Christianity. As this can only be
one side of the coin the second scope of our project was therefore laid on con-
crete projects in the light of the Accra-Confession, aiming to facilitate a com-
pendium of various European voices and delivering insight into the European
situation of the struggle for Justice and providing material for the ongoing
process within the new communion of the reformed churches in the world. 
In the end of this joint project “Europe Covenanting for Justice” there is a aston-
ishing amount of manifold engagement concerning the issue of ‘justice in the
economy and on earth’. The struggle for justice was an issue in churches in con-
gregations and churches even if the Accra-Confession played no major role. The
responses showed outstanding engagement of smaller churches, putting all pow-
er and creativity into ideas fighting injustice. The larger churches brought this
question into all fields and levels of society and engaged in uncountable projects.
There is a shared hope that these various European voices will join in the choir
of the communion of sisters and brothers in Christ seeking for justice and life in
the light of the coming God. It is the experience made during the project that
the common ground of our communion is laid by the Gospel and is antecedent
to all discussions and debates yet to come: “There is one body, and one Spirit, even
as ye are called in one hope of your calling; One Lord, one faith, one baptism, One
God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.” (Eph 4:5)

Martin Engels (1980) is assistant pastor of a reformed parish in Wuppertal-Rons-
dorf. He studied theology in Wuppertal, Heidelberg, Kyoto and Bochum. He is a
member of the Reformed Alliance Germany and worked as executive secretary on the
publication-project “Europe Covenanting for Justice”.
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6 René Krüger, The Biblical and Theological Significance of the Accra Confession, A Per-
spective from the South, in: Reformed World 55 (2005) 3,226-233, 227. 
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Theology of hope in times
of Globalization

Sjaak van’t Kruis, Utrecht, The Netherlands

Introduction
It is not easy to come with a definition of globalization. From a historical perspec-
tive globalization can be described as ‘the process of increasing integration in
world civilization’.1 From a sociological point of view however, the focus is mostly
on the economic aspects of globalization. In that perspective globalization is de-
scribed as ‘the international integration of markets in goods, services and capital’ 2

In the theological discussions on the field of globalization, there is a tendency to
focus all attention on the economic aspects of globalization. Without doubt the
economic aspects are a strong factor in the globalizing world. We can  however
argue whether economical globalization is the main challenge for church and
theology. If we understand globalization as a development that will lead to the
shaping of the world into a village, the question can be posed if globalization as
such can be seen as a movement of hope. The enormous development of means
of communication and as a result the spread of information at the one hand and
the ongoing improvement of transportation at the other hand, have led to grow-
ing global networks and inter-connectedness. It has opened possibilities for shar-
ing and communication that are unprecedented. 

Globalization as a phenomena of hope?
To answer the challenging question whether globalization as such can be seen as
a development of hope, we have to take a closer look into the phenomena of
globalization itself. In that case we have to focus on the ecumenical aspects of
globalization rather than at the economical aspects. 
The uniting aspects of globalization can not be understood without the history of
the church and the missionary movement. This missionary movement has always

 

 
 

5
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1 B. Kogut, and M. Gittelman, ‘Globalization’, in: R. Tung, (ed). The IEBM Handbook of
International Business, London, 1999, 200-214. 

2 G. Garrett, ‘The Causes of Globalisation’, Comparative Political Studies, 33, (6-7),
2000, 941-991. 
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been at the core of the Christian church. From that perspective the church can be
seen as one of the driving forces behind globalization. In this respect we are re-
minded to the original meaning of the word oikumene as the whole inhabited
world. Christian faith is a strong driving force in the crossing of geographical,
cultural and ethnical boundaries (although in the history of Christianity this has
not always been visible). Further: Christian faith is lived in a community. From
the very beginning this community is a worldwide unity. The church is the (one)
Body of Christ. This comprehensive view at the unity of mankind belongs to the
core of Christian faith. We should acknowledge however, that the historical pic-
ture of these aspects of Christianity is ambiguous. Too often the core of Christi-
anity became blurred because the church could not resist the temptation of pow-
er. In that case the result was division and not unity. The movement from the
church to the ’ends of the earth’ has often been a movement in close cooperation
with (colonial) powers, on their search for new possibilities for trade. The history
of the church is full of this tension between ecumenical and economic interests. 
This conclusion is however not sufficient to answer the question whether the ec-
umenical dimension of globalization as such can be seen as a movement of hope.
To answer that question we should dig a little bit deeper into the soil of the his-
tory of the church and its missionary movement.

`Civilization’ as the heartbeat of Christianity
In the late 18th century Pietism and several movements of awakening have led to
an enormous growth of missionary activities towards ‘the ends of the earth’. This
growth was fuelled by new organizations that came into being in the UK (Lon-
don Missionary Society – 1795), in the USA (the American Board of Commis-
sioners for Foreign Missions -1810), followed by all kinds of organizations at the
European continent (Rheinische Mission -1828), Nederlandsch Zendel-
inggenootschap 1797 – Dutch Missionary Society, etc.) At the core of these so-
cieties and their activities, there was the strong conviction that the personal sal-
vation in Jesus Christ as a hopeful perspective for mankind, should be pro-
claimed throughout the world. An even stronger movement was initiated as a re-
sult of the so called spirituality of the ‘millenium’ (the soon event of Christ’s sec-
ond coming), that was initiated in the USA and that had a deep influence on the
Christian student movement. It was in this context that the slogan ‘Evangeliza-
tion in this generation’ was born. The personal faith in Jesus Christ was connect-
ed with a strong awareness of calling and commitment. In an essay on these im-
portant developments L.A. Hoedemaker speaks of a ‘spirituality of conquest’.3

pEoH

3 L.A. Hoedemaker, ‘De oecumenische beweging in het verlengde van de zendingsbeweg-
ing’ in: Bert Hoedemaker, Anton Houtepen, Theo Witvliet, Oecumene als leerproces, in-
leiding in de oecumenica, Utrecht, 1995, 59-68.
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At the bottom of these enormous enterprises there was often the strong conviction
that mission and civilisation were two sides of the same coin. In that case mission
was an ally of the project of Enlightenment: the modernisation of the world.4

The Kingdom of God
The alliance of the missionary movement and civilization became more and
more problematic at the end of the colonial period and after the 1st and the 2nd

World War. Civilisation had become a difficult concept, because of the deep cri-
sis in Western Europe, a crisis that had affected humanity and civilisation in such
a profound an horrible way. 
Concepts of ’civilization’ were no longer of use in describing the aim of the calling
of the church. The renewal of Reformed theology that took place in Europe led to
a new approach. Karl Barth’s theology challenged the projects of modern mankind
in replacing them by the revelation of Jesus Christ as the decisive breaking point in
history. This Christological view at history and eschatology (!) was the inspiration
for the so called ‘theology of the Kingdom of God’. This theology was profoundly
elaborated by Oscar Cullmann in his book ‘Christ and Time’ (Christus und die
Zeit: die urchristliche Zeit- und Geschichtsauffas sung, Zürich, 1946). No longer was
civilization seen as the goal of mission, but the proclamation of the Reign of God.
This theology became so important in the field of mission, because it offered a new
and practical translation for proclaiming the Gospel. Mission was no longer a spir-
itual matter but it could easily be connected with all kinds of practical work in the
field of agriculture, health, etc. The theology of the Kingdom of God has among
others led to the missiological concept of the comprehensive approach. Preaching
of the Gospel and activities in the field of development were seen as a inseparably
connected. These projects of development could be seen as ‘signs of the coming
Kingdom’, signs of the new era that had started with the coming, the death and the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. His Kingdom becomes visible in concrete action. The
reign of Christ is not an isolated event, it has universal dimensions. 

Oikumene and universality
This paradigm became the leading vision also within the ecumenical movement.
Shortly after World War II the shift was made within the ecumenical movement
from unity of the churches as the aim of the ecumenical work, towards the uni-
ty of the world.5

pEoH

4 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, New York, 1991, 344.
5 In fact there is a long tradition within the history of the church in which the universal

character of the Gospel is connected with a universal view on actual historical develop-
ments. Already the 3rd Ecumenical Council in Ephesus (431) stated that the reign of
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The universal approach towards history is strongly fostered at the 4th Assembly
of the World Council of Churches in Uppsala in 1968. ‘’Uppsala set the unity
and catholicity of the church squarely within the sphere of God's activity in his-
tory. Stating that ‘the church is bold in speaking of itself as the sign of the com-
ing unity of mankind’, the assembly admitted that secular ‘instruments of con-
ciliation and unification... often seem more effective than the church itself ’.
Therefore, “churches need a new openness to the world in it's aspirations, it's
achievements, it's restlessness and its despair. All church structures from local to
world level, must be examined to see whether they enable the church and it's
members to be in mission. More dialogue with the world and more effective
proclamation to the good news are equally needed. For the first time the idea of
‘a genuinely universal council’, able to speak for all Christians, was articulated’’.6

The view at oikumene from the perspective of the unity of mankind however leads
to tensions in the field of Christology. What is the relation between the universal-
ity of salvation and the particularity of Christ? The universal aspect of Christology
had been widely elaborated in Barthian theology in which was stressed that the
Lordship of Jesus Christ has decisive impact not only on the church, but on the
world. The world however is not aware of this reality. The church is conscious of a
reality that applies also for the world. This view is in danger to lead to an uncriti-
cal view at ecclesiology. It is also not clear how the universality of salvation is relat-
ed to the particularity of Jesus Christ. It seems that the Christological language
that is used, becomes more and more empty. In other words: Christology is in
danger of becoming merely an ideology to maintain a universal view at history.7 At
the same time however the concept of oikumene also becomes blurred. Konrad
Raiser even speaks of 'transnationale Ökumene' (transnational oikumene) which
means the economical, military and political system.8

Finally the universal Christological approach is linked with a vision in which the
project of Western modernisation and secularization are regarded as universal
civilization. After all the renewal of church and theology after the 2nd World War
did not lead to ‘liberation’ of mission from the goal of civilisation. On the con-
trary, the Western paradigm of progress, which is at the core of Enlightenment
and this universal Christological vision become almost inseparably intertwined.9

pEoH

Christ becomes a reality in actual history: the church and the Roman emperor are the
visible signs of this Reign. Later on the so called Imperium Romanum was regarded as
the Universal Reign of Christ. After the Roman Empire ceased, the church was seen as
the Universal Reign of Christ: One God, one Christ, one pope, one church (Jürgen
Moltmann, Das Kommen Gottes, Christliche Eschatologie, Gütersloh, 1995, 184, 203).

6 In: Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement, 2nd edition, 2002. WCC Publications,
Geneva (http://archives.wcc-coe.org/query/Detail.aspx?ID=40916).

7 Konrad Raiser, Ökumene im Übergang, München, 81.
8 Ibidem, 138.

– THEOLOGY OF HOPE IN TIMES OF GLOBALIZATION –60

Kap 06kruis_Kap 06kruis  20.05.10  10:03  Seite 60



The question has to be raised whether this close relationship between Christian
faith and the project of Western modernity does not lead to the loss of the mean-
ing of Christian faith it self. Or, to put it more bluntly: does this relationship not
shape Christian faith into merely an ideology?

Opposing voices 
The approach towards history from an universal Christological perspective led to
criticism from theologians in the Global South. One of the results of this criti-
cism was the foundation of EATWOT in Dar-es Salaam, Tanzania, in 1976.
Christians from the Global South had become aware that the ‘universal’ theolo-
gy they had inherited from the West was not pertinent to their context of pover-
ty and marginalization; traditional theology had to be reformulated become
meaningful to peoples struggling for a more just and egalitarian world.10

At the one hand the objective of the appeal that came from theologians from the
Global South was the context of (economic) injustice. At the other hand, the fo-
cus was a hermeneutical one. Western concepts of ‘universality’ tend to look up-
on other values and cultures as realities which have to be reshaped. This becomes
even more apparent in approaches that look upon secularization as an inherent
result of the global spread of the Gospel (and of modernization). In his book The
Secular City, published in 1965, that came with the subtitle “Secularization and
Urbanization in Theological Perspective”, Harvey Cox argues that secularization
is itself a result of biblical faith and that secularization sets the agenda which
gives meaning to the church's mission. According to Cox the biblical command-
ment ‘no other gods’ led historically to the ‘disenchantment’ of nature and the
relativization of politics and values. Therefore the church must learn to ‘speak in
a secular fashion of God,’ as the liberating power operative in nature and history
that is discerned through the model of the Exodus. 
Ultimately this point of view does not only lead to the loss of the identity of
Christian faith, it also proclaims a kind of universalism that is rather narrow-
minded: it only takes into account the Western context which further is seen as
absolute and universal. 

pEoH

9 ‘Die quasi naturhaft gedachte, christologische Gesamtqualifikation der westlichen
Fortschrittsge schichte führt damit (...) zu der Tendenz, dass das Credo des Glaubens
und das Credo des westlichen Fort schritts eigentümlich miteinander Verschmelzen
oder jedenfalls bisweilen ununterscheidbar anei nanderzurücken scheinen.’ Dietrich
Werner in his research on the missionary approach within the World Council of
Churches, Mission für das Leben - Mission im Kontext, Ökumeni sche Perspektiven mis-
sionarischer Präsenz in der Dis kussion des ÖRK 1961-1991, Rothenburg, 1993, 99, 83-
120, 149.

10 http://www.eatwot.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=27&
Itemid=26
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This universal vision on the progress towards one global secular city brings the
Asian theologian Aloysius Pieris to the conclusion that these types of universal
theological approaches are an example of using theology for the sake of Western
colonialism.11

Theologians from the Global South oppose to the universal Western vision by
drawing attention to God’s revelation or incarnation in each culture. According
to the Gambian theologian Lamin Sanneh, God’s activity in history is His per-
manent incarnation in each culture. This means that in each culture there are re-
flections of God’s revelation.12

This point of view does not only lead to a higher valuation of non-Western cul-
tures, it also fosters cultural plurality. It no longer assumes that unity of the
world has to be seen from the perspective of uniformity (the uniformity as fruit
of modernization), but it gives space for numerous contextual approaches to-
wards the Gospel. 
If the Bangkok meeting of the Commission for World Mission and Evangelism
(1973) was correct in stating that ‘culture shapes the human voice that answers
the voice of Christ’, then it should be clear that theologies designed and devel-
oped in Europe can claim no superiority over theologies emerging in other parts
of the world. 
Theologians from the Global South make us aware of the immanent character of
suppression in Western Enlightenment with its ideal of unity. This even more so
because it is clear that this unity is not a unity that is already present. To reach
this unity, struggle is needed and even conquest. It is remarkable that the ‘Clash
of Civilizations’ as described in Samuel P. Huntington’s famous 1992 lecture at
the American Enterprise Institute (which he developed in 1996 in his book The
Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order) focuses on a future that in
fact has already be present for decades. This reality however is not a reality of
clashes of civilizations only, it appears also (and maybe even primarily) to be a
clash of interests and (economic) power.

Unity and uniformity
If we take into account cultural and contextual plurality as fruits of the interac-
tion between God’s revelation and concrete human history, our vision towards
unity has to be enhanced. The unity or the catholicity of the church is not one-
ness in the sense of uniformity, but unity in diversity. Koinonia is the keyword to
understand this unity. Konionia is not merely fellowship, but it has the strong
notion of communion. Communion should be understood from its rootedness
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11 `Ein klassisches Beispiel sich der Theologie zu bedienen, um der westlichen Kolonial-
ismus durchzusetzen' (Werner, Mission für das Leben, 152).

12 Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message, The missionary impact on culture, Maryknoll,
1989.
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in the communio with Christ. In this perspective Christ is the ‘ultimate Other’.
The ‘otherness’ of the Other and of the others is a presupposition in the Biblical
thinking of communion. Koinonia does not mean that the ‘otherness’ of the
‘Other’ is lifted or neutralized at a certain point. It is on the contrary maintained!
Even when to koinonia is referred as the (growing) unity with Christ, this is the
case. Koinonia is the communion of dissimilar and unequal parties. It is exactly
this important notion that will help us to answer the question posed in the first
part of this article concerning globalization as a movement of hope. 

The ambiguity of globalization
Although globalization also contains hopeful aspects, globalization itself divides
as much as it unites. The unity that is shaped by globalization is not a unity in
diversity, but there is a strong tendency towards homogeneity. One of the
strongest driving forces behind globalization is liberal capitalism and its constant
drive for profit. This ongoing search for higher profits and more wealth ulti-
mately leads to the loss of human lives. The unity it provides is the unity of the
shareholders. The enormous wealth of the West has led to dramatic conse-
quences in the field of the environment. It has also resulted in unprecedented
movements of migration. This migration has again led to the protection of
boundaries and to huge amounts of displaced persons. Human trafficking and
the illegal trade in human organs are only a few of the consequences of this de-
velopment. The point is that globalization is an anonymous phenomena. It is a
phenomena that can not be controlled. This reality challenges the nation state in
a profound way. Nobody seems to be in control. In fact nobody is in control. In
his analysis of globalization13, Zygmunt Bauman comes to the conclusion that
our postmodern societies are full of fear because people are aware of the fact that
‘nobody is in control’. This constant fear leads to xenophobia and racism. As
globalization in itself is not a movement of hope, the churches are challenged to
reflect upon the meaning of hope in times of globalization.

The apocalyptic vision
Before we will take a closer look to a theology of hope, a few remarks should be
made on the concept of ‘empire’, used in the discussions of WARC on econom-
ic globalization. According to official documents of WARC, there is one om-
nipotent power behind globalization (in its economic aspects). This power is not
only universal, it is also transcendent as it applies its power not only in present,
but also in the past. The ‘empirelanguage’ used within WARC is apocalyptic lan-
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13 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Fear, Cambridge, 2006
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guage: ‘In the name of peace and security, the global empire is exercising ‘om-
nipotent’ power through its military weapons systems of mass destruction and its
intensive, totalistic warfare. Already, wars such as the Crusades, the conquest of
the Americas, and the colonial wars against the racial and ethnic peoples in Asia
and Africa have caused massive victimization of peoples. This historical process
of systematic, massive conquest and destruction of people and the earth has ex-
tended into modern times. World Wars I and II, the US atomic bombing of the
Korean and Japanese peoples, the US Cold Wars against the Korean and Viet-
namese people, and the Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq wars against those people
and their communities have evolved into total wars of omnicide. Current devel-
opments by the empire in global militarization threaten the total destruction of
earth as a living abode. The nature of war has been radically transformed into
limitless war in time and space under the geo-politics of global empire. But the
omnipotent power of empire can never obtain ‘total security’. Its absolute power
through modern military technocracy – omnicidal weapons systems and the
claim of omnipotent power – constitutes a tyranny over all living beings’.14

The paradigm of ‘empire’ is not very helpful in developing a theology of hope in
times of globalization. First of all because the paradigm is too simplistic in its ap-
proach towards reality. In this perspective it does not account for opposite inter-
ests among the players on the global market. It does not discern between the in-
terests of the state and that of bankers, of that of shareholders and entrepreneurs.
It does not take into account the growing influence of emerging new economies
(India, China). It seems to be blind towards the ‘neo-colonial’ behavior of e.g.
China in Africa. And more important, it does not provide a critical attitude to-
wards nepotism, corruption and ethnic conflicts in other contexts outside the
USA. Unless ‘empire’ is to blame for all evil in this world. That presupposition
however is not taking into account the role of the individual and his responsibil-
ity. Finally: it is too simplistic a conclusion to look upon evil as something that
has only one origin and centre: the United States of America.

Theology of hope in the context of globalization
The apocalyptic and transcendent shape of ‘empire’ does not leave much space
for (a theology of ) hope. We either have to withdraw from this world and disen-
gage from daily life, or we have to engage in creating a universal revolution. As
‘empire’ is omnipresent, the battle against this apocalyptic beast has to be univer-
sal as well. It does not only include the battle against the driving forces of liberal
capitalism, it also has to fight Western Christianity as its ally: “Western Christi-
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14 http://warc.jalb.de/warcajsp/side.jsp?news_id=809&part_id=0&navi=6
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anity has been closely related to empire since the Roman days and has thus
spread throughout the world. It is now being used to provide ideological legit-
imization for today’s empire. Globalized Christendom and the ‘crusades’ it em-
barks upon today are symbiotically intertwined with global capital and the pow-
er of the global empire. In its triumphalistic pursuits, it discounts if not con-
demns all other religious faiths and cultures. The indigenous religions of many
communities are destroyed and Islam is vilified. 
The convergence of Christian religion with Western modernity has destroyed
the religious and cultural life of peoples and their communities throughout the
world. The powers and principalities of the global market and empire are being
baptized by these theological distortions of ‘Christianity’, which promote reli-
gious conflicts and bigotry globally. 
The Christian religion of empire treats others as ‘gentiles’ to be conquered, as the
‘evil empire’ to be destroyed or as the ‘axis of evil’ to be eradicated from the earth.
The empire claims that the ‘goodness’ of the empire must overcome these ‘evils’.
Its false messianic spirit is imbued with the demonic. 
These false claims destroy the integrity of faith(s), and radically erode the identi-
ty of Christian faith in Jesus Christ. As the spirit of empire penetrates souls, the
power of global empire possesses the bodies of all living beings. Lord of its do-
main, it builds temples for the global market to serve Mammon’’.15

These bold statements show in a clear way the problem with universal para-
digms. Universal paradigms do not leave sufficient space for the ambiguity of re-
ality. They do not take into account the existence of different contexts and they
do not sufficiently take into account the role of the individual and the plural
complexity of concrete reality. In this respect the concept of ‘Empire’ is (again) a
Western modern and thus universal view on history. It sticks to the existence of
one universal all embracing totalitarian ‘grand narrative’. Finally it does not take
into account the postmodern criticism of modernity. 

History as the field of promise 
The critical statements on the role of (Western) Christianity as quoted in the
text above, is not without reason however. Jürgen Moltmann states, that there is
a strong relation between ‘metaphysical monotheism’ and ‘political monothe-
ism’.16 With ‘metaphysical monotheism’ Moltmann refers to a type of monothe-
ism in which God is seen as a supreme Being without any affection. In Greek
concepts theology is in duty of the state. The gods are served to assure peace and
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15 Idem.
16 J. Moltmann, Trinität und Reich Gottes, München, 1980, 209-217; cf. J. Moltmann,

Politische Theologie-Politische Ethik,  München, 1984, 42-48.
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prosperity. Early Christianity was regarded as a threat for the established order by
the state. This is why the Apologists defended Christianity as a religion which
was supportive to the state. In their framework they defended monotheism in
which God was seen as One, as immovable and immutable. Monotheism with
its attributes of endlessness, immutability and immovability is reflected in the
oneness of the state: one God, one emperor, one state. 
Moltmann’s theology of hope is in strong opposition with this type of monothe-
istic thinking. Moltmann stresses the eschatological character of God’s revelation
in Christ in this sense, that God is not seen as an immovable Being. God is ‘on
the move’. We will experience His presence if we are willing to move with Him
in the direction of the future. In Moltmann’s theology the future is really the fu-
ture, it will reveal a new reality, which is not present yet. The resurrection of
Christ is a historical event in this sense, that it creates history: it brings forward a
new reality.17 This new reality is a mirror of the new reality of the resurrection it-
self, being ‘creatio ex nihilo’.18 History is ‘salvation history’ (‘Heilsgeschichte’). As
such history is full of promise. History is a futural-eschatological category. His-
tory can change. The existing social order is criticized by the hope on a new fu-
ture. The mission of the church takes place under the eschatological horizon of
God’s coming Kingdom.19 In the perspective of Moltmann’s theology of hope
this also means that people can change history. It is only when people become
part of God’s mission (the transformation of the world) that they come to their
destiny. Hope is more than just an emotion, it is the dynamo of change. The
church is a community of people who transcend the existing order and who are 
on their way to a new future. That is why Moltmann calls the church ‘the con-
gregation of Exodus’. The mission of the church is change. 
There is of course much more to say about Moltmann’s theology of hope.20 This
very short description however already leads to the question of the particularity
of the death and the resurrection of Christ in relation to the reality of the ‘Exo-
dus character’ of the church. Does the transformation of the world depend on
the church? The history of the church is not very promising in this perspective.
The question arises how we validate the present shape of the world. This world
as it is today is a world in which Christianity is present. Does this mean that un-
til know the church has failed and that the church will act in a better way in the
future? Another important question is that of the role of the victims in our

pEoH

17 J. Moltmann, Theologie der Hoffnung, München, 1964, 163,164.
18 Ibidem, 76.
19 Ibidem, 308.
20 The same is true for the transcendent aspects of eschatology, e.g. in his more recent

study Das Kommen Gottes, Christliche Eschatologie. In this eschatological study Molt-
mann underlines the cosmic and transcendent aspects of eschatology. Not only hu-
manity and mankind will be recreated, this also applies for nature and history. 
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world: the oppressed, the poor, the marginalized people. How do they become
agents of change? Do we sufficiently understand the dehumanizing aspects of
poverty, of oppression, of injustice? 21

Liberation and hope
The starting point for a theology of hope lies in the meaning of the cross and the
resurrection of Christ. In the person of Christ, the age to come, which alone will
endure for all eternity, has arrived. It arrived in his person and was redemptively
present in his work on the cross. The cross of Christ is the judgment of the end
of time now exhausted within time. For the people of God the ‘end time’ judg-
ment has already happened. ‘Empire’ has already been conquered. The cross of
Christ is the ultimate judgement on the powers in this world. This radical mes-
sage means that we are liberated from all powers. We do not depend on them.
We are free. Christian hope means learning to live in freedom. We are also freed
of the burden to realize salvation in this world or to even change the world. The
church does not change the world. The church proclaims that this world and its
powers have been judged by the death and the resurrection of Christ. “And hav-
ing disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, tri-
umphing over them by the cross’’ (Colossians 2: 15). This creed is the most rad-
ical criticism of ‘Empire-like’ powers. Are these just words? The church lives
from this reality and in doing so she gives shape to this new era. That is why the
proclamation of the realm of Christ will inevitably lead to ‘signs’ in which the
new reality of the Reign of God becomes apparent. Moltmann calls these signs
‘anticipations’ : they are sacraments of God’s real presence in reality.22 These
sacraments are provisional: they remind us of the eschatological reality, but they
are not that reality itself. They also have a character of ambiguity. The road to-
wards the future is not linear and progressive. This has also to do with the char-
acter of the eschatological reality itself. God’s reign is not the reality present at
the end of the road of human history. The eschaton is not the result of human
enterprise and or the efforts of the church as the resurrection of Christ is not the
foundation for the progress of history. It is on the contrary the ultimate crisis of
history. The cross and the resurrection of Christ point to the eschaton as the
transcendent reality of God, breaking in in our history. We should also notice
that the signs or the sacraments of the Reign of God bear the shape of the cross.
Not only because they are controversial and critical, but also because the charac-
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21 An impressive view on this reality can be found in T.A. Mofokeng, The crucified
among the crossbearers, Towards a Black Christology, Kampen, 1983

22 J. Moltmann, Theologie der Hoffnung, 314.
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ter they bear is not a triumphant one. They bear the signs of struggle, of tears
and sometimes even blood. 
The resurrection of Christ can not be regarded without the perspective of the
cross. That is why the Reign of God is primarily visible among the outcasts and
the marginalized, among the victims of history. But the signs of God’s Reign will
always be provisional. Even if we would succeed to save the present victims of
our history, we are not able to save the victims of the past. Is there hope for them
who we can not save? Or do we leave them as garbage at the refuse dump of his-
tory? A theology of hope should be able to answer these burning questions. It
can only do so if it does not look upon eschatology as a final reality only. It also
has to elaborate on the transcendent character of eschatology. The new reality of
God fuels our hope even when hope is beyond our horizon and our possibilities. 

J.M. van ’t Kruis (1952) studied theology in Utrecht and Groningen (doctorate
1998). He was Pastor in the Netherlands Reformed Church (1977-1983), Teacher
at the Theological Seminary of the Christian Church of Central Sulawesi – Indone-
sia (1985-1990) and Officer for the Relationship with Migrant Churches in the
Netherlands (1990-2004). Currently he is Officer to the General Secretary of the
Protestant Church in the Netherlands.
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Empire - Provocation with
a Perspective

Martina Wasserloos-Strunk, Rheydt, Germany

Empire is a topic that has constantly fueled, inspired and sometimes unfortu-
nately stifled discussion since Accra. What “empire” is, whether it exists and
what it does to us – how we are ultimately part of it – has been discussed in
many settings, from different standpoints, and with great enthusiasm, some-
times even bordering on aggression. 
The fact that global power structures have been termed “empire” has often been
understood as an accusation leveled at the European churches of being part of
the imperial machinery themselves. This was interpreted as a sweeping judgment
on European commitment to justice and finally the South was directly accused
of disregarding victims of unjust neoliberal global structures in Europe, indeed,
of seeing them as being, as it were, in “complicity” with empire. 
The heated debate around this concept is worthy of attention. Arguably there is
more behind it: people get worked up about the issue of global power structures
but that topic triggers emotions about other conflicts as well. 
Notwithstanding all of this, the Accra Confession explains what is meant by
“empire” very clearly, carefully and with a great sense of political realism: 
We recognize the enormity and complexity of the situation. We do not seek simple an-
swers. As seekers of truth and justice and looking through the eyes of the 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 “em-
pire” we mean the coming together of economic, cultural political and military pow-
er that constitutes a system of domination led by powerful nations to protect and de-
fend their own interests (AC 11). 
As in many other passages, too, the Accra Confession is not always easy to classi-
fy as a linguistic text type. This particular section does not use the language of
confession, nor does it sound like a statement. It is more a reflection on the sub-
ject of “empire”, its manifestation and our own involvement—with all the pre-
cautions necessary to avoid being too categorical. 
The General Council in Accra wrestled over this section of the Confession and
probably that is why it is semantically so hard to categorize. That, however, is a
boon for any discussion of the matter. 
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“Appropriate and insightful,” were the terms used by Peter Bukowski, Moderator
of the Reformed Alliance in Germany,1 to describe the talk about empire. Ap-
propriate and insightful because talking about empire brings into focus the pow-
er constellations that are shaping up politically and shows us what coalitions of
economic and military interests have established themselves. Empire-talk com-
pels us to analyze the situation. 
That being so, it is hard to follow the repeated claims from the North that the
wording of the Confession contains accusations and conflicts to be read “be-
tween the lines.” 

Empire – an old term for new-style dominance 
What the Accra Confession says about the structure of “empire” has long been
consensus in other disciplines. Political science, for example, has been working
intensively on the subject of empire at the same time. The topic is downright
fashionable as an object of analysis in both conservative and left-wing circles. 
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have presented a lucid analysis of the post-
modern empire, but other academics have also described the new type of power
structures of the globalized world. What an empire is, how it functions—or also
how it does not function, what internal logic it follows, whether it is even need-
ed in the global context and under what preconditions—the question of the
foundations of imperial sovereign structures in the age of globalization, the dif-
ferences over against the classical “empire” of the old days, the new alliances,
combatants, technical insignia of dominance and communication orbs have
been sufficiently described and applied to the easily identifiable empires of the
global age. 
Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt give this description: 
In contrast to imperialism, Empire establishes no territorial center of power and does
not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentralized and deterritorializing
apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its
open, expanding frontiers. Empire manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies,
and plural exchanges.2

By contrast with many church responses, Negri and Hardt do not describe the
new-style empires as totalitarian and thereby inevitable and absolute.3 The au-
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1 http://www.kirchentag2007.de/presse/dokumente/dateien/BIB_9_1266: “As a theo-
logical definition, talk of empire (as Jesus used the word Mammon) is appropriate and
insightful, precisely because it makes us more aware of the fact that political and/or eco-
nomic forces and constellations confront us almost like persons.”

2 Hardt, Michael/Negri, Antonio, Empire, Havard University Press, 2000, xii.
3 Hardt, Michael/Negri, Antonio: Multitude, War und Democracy in the Age of Empire,

Penguin USA, 2004.
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thors also supply an ambitious vision of a democratic global society—one which
is certainly not uncontroversial but shows that “another world is possible”4. 
Political scientist Herfried Münkler comes up with a rather smug analysis: “Be-
ing empire is not all fun.”5

Empires are not, “figures from sentimental literature and cinematic reminis-
cences”. Empires exist and, according to Münkler, they are undergoing a “trans-
formation of imperial order”. 
Münkler says that, in the 20th century, new forms of imperial systemization ap-

peared which are no longer confined to territorial presence and militarization.
Elements like economic integration, control of technological innovations and
business law take on a central role; they already played a part at the time of the
Roman Empire but they have a new significance today.
Other questions are standard elements of imperial policy – the resource ques-
tion, economic policy, legal codes. 
By contrast, the empires of today do not always have an easy time at another
point; they have to contend with the media of the entire world public – at least
when they do not go so far as to switch off the Internet, as China has done. This
creates public awareness, which sets clear limits on imperial tendencies, e.g.
when it costs too many victims to be empire or the price is too high. Or when
many people note that many other people are likewise victims.
The most important insights include the fact that - with the decline of colonial
imperialism and under the conditions of globalization - present-day empires dif-
fer completely from those of the past. New empires distinguish themselves
through a heterogeneous power policy. In more recent times, that has meant not
necessarily pursing a classical policy of aggressive conquest: troops march in,
land is conquered. Whether a power is an empire is not shown by the conquered
square kilometers, but by how the power succeeds in using its power, how pow-
er is secured and with whom. Nor is an empire “America”, “the EU”, country X,
but, as the Accra Confession aptly describes, a “coming together”. The power of
empire is shown not just through the visible presence of imperial storm troops,
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4 Ibid. 9: „Stark vereinfacht könnte man sagen, dass die Globalisierung zwei Gesichter
aufweist. Auf der einen Seite umspannt das Empire mit seinen Netzwerken von Hierar-
chien und Spaltungen den Globus; (…) Andererseits bedeutet Globalisierung aber
auch, dass neue Verbindungen des Zusammenwirkens und der Zusammenarbeit entste-
hen, die sich über Länder und Kontinente hinweg erstrecken und auf zahllosen Interak-
tionen fußen. Dieses zweite Gesicht der Globalisierung bedeutet nicht die weltweite
Angleichung einer und eines jeden; es bietet uns vielmehr die Möglichkeit, unsere Be-
sonderheit zu wahren und das Gemeinsame zu entdecken, das es uns erlaubt, miteinan-
der zu kommunizieren und gemeinsam zu handeln.“

5 Münkler, Herfried: Imperien, Die Logik der Weltherrschaft – vom Alten Rom bis zu
den Vereinigten Staaten, Hamburg 2008, 184ff.
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but through movement of capital that flows at the imperial behest, through
communication shaped and defined by imperial control of communications and
the divide et impera of alliances with the empire and its satellites.

An empire is a “coming together” of power. 
What constitutes power? While part of the power of the Roman Empire could be
recognized from the map, modern empires can no longer be described in nation-
al borders. Modern empires make themselves visible through the movement of
capital, goods and services, control of communication systems and the brain
drain. The borders of modern empires are lost – to quote political scientist Her-
fried Münkler – “in the expanse of space”.6 However, they only survive when they
succeed in crossing the threshold to the Augustan age. As a constituent of every
imperial construct, Münkler has discerned its ability to allow the periphery to
participate in the welfare of the imperial center. In the case of the USA, the em-
pire under discussion, this means in quite practical terms that the constant mili-
tary securing of its own interests in the long run provokes “increasing resistance,
higher costs and heightened unrest on the home front”.7 For that reason alone,
no empire can survive for long by power accumulation and military engagement. 
In the light of the above, it is apparent that we can certainly speak today of pow-
er “coming together”, of power centers that fulfill these criteria. They pursue a
powerful policy of expansion that is nowadays no longer expressed in the con-
quest of distant countries but uses modern instruments – a post-imperial impe-
rialism. Who could deny that China is an empire?8

Hence the reserve shown by European churches in the empire discussion can
hardly be explained on the grounds that empire had not been adequately de-
scribed or defined. 
The Accra Confession reflects precisely the tenor of the above. Empire is a 
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 inter-
ests (AC 11). 
It is all the more surprising to see the effect that section 11 has had on post-Ac-
cra discussions. 
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6  Münkler, Herfried, Neues vom Imperium, Das alte Rom und der 11.September. Refle-
xionen über politische Ordnungen im Anschluss an Montesquieu, 2007, in: Die Welt,
12 February 2005.

7  Fisch, Jörg on Herfried Münkler, Die Wiederkunft des Imperiums, Neue Zürcher
Zeitung, 20 July 2005.

8 Prince Kum’a Ndumbe III gives an interesting insight into Chinese influence in Africa
in his introduction (What the Chinese show us) to the chapter  on “complicated Africa”
in the German edition of the Atlas of Globalization, Le monde diplomatique, Decem-
ber, 2009.
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Aspects of a difficult relationship in a church family 
While the churches in Europe declared the use of the term unhelpful, for the
churches of the South it has been a key term for dealing with their own history
and the structures of globalization. The issue of empire is attracting great atten-
tion in the way it has been perceived and worked on since Accra. Against the
background of their experiences of colonialism and oppression, the churches of
the South designate the exploitative structures of unbridled globalization and
understand the role of the church in the context of empire as that of a worldwide
movement that has to raise a prophetic voice and speak out against the life-de-
stroying consequences of neoliberal globalization. 
Empire, in this perception, is the reincarnation of the New Testament Baby-
lon—the imperium romanum that destroys life and seeks to destroy God’s cre-
ation, in un-Christian fashion. Empire is said to be the metaphoric vision of the
adversary, the life-destroying power that denies God. The discussion about em-
pire calls for apocalyptic language in order to really plumb the depths of the
threat. The presence of empire, according to voices from the South, poses vital
questions to faith and confession. A priori and through its structure it is life-de-
stroying and acts against God’s creation. 
It has become clear in the discussions that many people’s lives in the South are so
desperate and miserable that only strong images can attempt to describe them.
And the language of church declarations and final documents expresses precisely
this desire to send powerful messages. 
For the churches in Europe it was difficult, if not impossible, to accept this defi-
nition. The originally so realistic and balanced definition in the Accra Confes-
sion, and the description of one or several empires as really existing models of
political order and thereby their demystification, suddenly became unacceptably
loaded for the North, especially given the enthusiasm with which the South re-
ceived the document. 
This was expressed in rejection, denial, vocal disapproval and, in some places,
even polemics. One reaction to the Accra Confession and the use of the concept
of empire was presented under the heading: “What the World Alliance of Re-
formed Churches could have also decided”:9

All these states (South Korea, Australia, China, India) liberalized their economic sys-
tem to introduce market economy mechanisms, some unwillingly and under military
pressure from the USA. From these and similar developments there arose what
WARC disparages as “empire.” Unquestionably most people can think themselves
lucky to live in this empire.10
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9 Lucke, Bernd: Was der Reformierte Weltbund auch hätte beschließen können. Evan-
gelisch-reformierte Kirche Hamburg, 2004 (manuscript for discussion at the Synod in
2005).

10 Ibid.
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It is clear that such cynicism does not contribute to an objective debate. Further-
more, suddenly it was no longer so interesting to discuss the issue of where em-
pire develops its fatal power. Rather the North-South discussion operated in the
field of emotional meta-messages in church family relationships that were not al-
ways without friction:
The use of the term “empire” became a shibboleth for: acceptance or rejection.
Bend the knee or die a martyr’s death! Are you for or against empire! And like-
wise: are you for the victims and those deprived of their rights, or against them?
Are you for the brothers and sisters in the South or against them? Anyone who
wants to discuss empire is good, and anyone who rejects the term may be sus-
pected of being its agent. Anyone who does not confess is a combatant. In the
ecumenical debate the empires that actually dominate our world were thus
merged into the empire, whose totality can only be resisted in confessional for-
mulations – which at the same time are declared the standard for solidarity with
brothers and sisters. 

Here one thing is clear: people in Europe - where blatant injustices are becoming
visible, where people suffer and are threatened - of course also need to confess
belief in God’s promise of grace and solidarity with those who are vulnerable.
However, the description of empire and its different avatars as a global power
factor became so theologically loaded that it, first, aroused the appearance of a
life-threatening omnipotence at all levels, which it seems hopeless to try to op-
pose. Then, second, the North became the target of a continuing charge of com-
plicity which, while rarely expressed explicitly, was often implicit. And that al-
though the sober description in section 11 of the Accra Confession had been
possibly capable of finding a consensus! 
The churches in the North have all too often avoided the question of their in-
volvement in global exploitative structures by claiming that they are highly com-
mitted to justice and have placed that topic high on the agenda of their assem-
blies… And yet all the specific questions remain: that of our energy consump-
tion, when this can only be covered by anthracite from South African or Colom-
bian mines – with working conditions that are intolerable and dangerous; that of
our attitude to food, when the remains of our chicken consumption are shipped
to Ghana and not only cause illness there but also destroy local industries. And
those are just two examples among many.  
Going beyond these practical questions, the discussion about the existence and
form of whatever kind of empire is in fact only a proxy debate that has provoked
extreme discomfort in church discussions, since it also shows the difficulties peo-
ple have in letting themselves be drawn into friendly debate and taking account
of the other’s context, sometimes against the background of a dreadful history.
Thus dialogue became difficult in the smokescreen of the implicit. 
Much in this discussion has provoked amazement, even annoyance. For example,
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governments in southern countries express their emancipated freedom in rejecting
development programs from the North on the grounds that the link to respect for
human rights or health and safety regulation is pure paternalism; they then turn
around and accept a no-strings-attached program from China, allowing their own
people to work without the benefit of health and safety regulations. They must
therefore be prepared to face questions about their moral integrity and a discus-
sion about who is actually empire and what instruments it uses.  
On the other hand, the constant reference to abuses – corruption, lack of trans-
parency and disloyalty toward their own citizens, as is often heard in discussions
in the North about the South, cannot deny – let alone eliminate – the fact that
many people in countries of the South live in situations of oppression and threat
to their livelihoods. Nor is the very justified question about the responsibility of
affluent countries of the North answered or in any way settled. When brothers
and sisters “on the one side” disparage good intentions with knee-jerk anti-colo-
nialist reactions, those “on the other side” withdraw from critical reflection by
making sweeping accusations of corruption. 
Apart from these arenas of conflict management among brothers and sisters it
may be helpful to note that the approach to analyzing structures of globalization
of people in the North is completely different to that in the South. Argentine
theologian René Krüger describes it as follows: 
In the North, a method of evaluation is frequently used which sets the positive and neg-
ative aspects and  elements of neoliberal globalization side by side, and then tries to
advise how to check the negative effects and combat the disadvantages, in line with the
logic “keep the good and correct the bad.” (…) In contrast, attention in the South of
the globe is repeatedly drawn to the extensive negative effects of the globalized world
economic system. 
The subjection of all humanity and nature to the logic of barefaced acquisition of
ever more capital is denounced as inhumane, sinful and contemptuous of life.11

Krüger calls the approach of the North “an abstract quest for truth” and thus an
“academic debate”, far removed from real life and of no use. The “South’s
hermeneutic approach”, by contrast, stems from “the concrete urgency of survival
and the search for justice, for which the starting point lies in analysis of the living
conditions of human beings who have been harmed by neoliberal globalization.”12

Both approaches have their weaknesses. Whoever cool-headedly analyzes 
the ranking of globalization’s advantages and disadvantages misses some essen-
tial points, is not touched inwardly by the suffering of those who are affected,
and does not need to open up to their lament or to his/her own responsibili-
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11 Krüger, René: The biblical and theological significance of the Accra Confession: a per-
spective from the south, In: Reformed World, 226, Volume 55 (3) Sept. 2005.

12 Ibid., 227.
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ty.13 And those who confine their analysis to describing injustice and inhuman-
ity do not get at the actual structures, do not unravel the internal system of
these events – and do not need to discover their own share in these situations or
self-critically ask questions about their own responsibility.
These different approaches have frequently sparked off disagreement and con-
flict at ecumenical assemblies – e.g. when people from the South report on their
real-life, often difficult situations and people from the North at the same time
supply more or less abstract analyses and instructions for action without taking a
moment to sympathize before getting down to their policy agendas. With re-
spect to the very helpful discussion on global power structures, this thinking in
opposites –“us” and “them” – has generated friction and resistance that has at
least slowed down a more in-depth discussion about the imperial structures of
globalization. That was due to the different forms of response, but also to the
imprecise semantics of some of the statements from the South. 
One example of how carelessly complex political structures can be stirred into an
ideological mishmash by the concept of empire is the Faith Stance of the partic-
ipants at the Manila Consultation (2005) describing the political situation in
North Korea: 
North Korea’s economy, already weakened by the ravages of neoliberal globalization,
has been pushed to the brink by the US trade embargo and economic sanctions. (…).
Refusing to hold bilateral talks or to normalize relations with North Korea, the US
has demonized the country, calling it part of the “axis of evil” in hopes of forcing a
regime change. This has only provoked North Korea to go nuclear, in turn heighten-
ing tensions and fuelling the arms race in North East Asia.14

What kind of serious reply is possible to that? Whoever turns offenders into vic-
tims in this way misuses the real victims and does not allow the reader to under-
take a sympathetic and careful consideration of their situation. This instrumen-
talizes the victims and is thus a double victimization. Anyone who simplifies
North Korea’s criminal policy toward its own people, calling it reaction to provo-
cation, uses a stereotype that is unthinking and harmful. In terms of political sci-
ence, the Manila Paper contains a highly questionable analysis of real structures
that barely conceals its inflammatory intention under the guise of the theologi-
cal category of “empire”. 
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13 Cameroonian political scientist Munasu Duala-M’bedy describes in his book Xenolo-
gie – Die Wissenschaft vom Fremden und die Verdrängung der Humanität in der An-
thropologie (Freiburg/Munich1977) the involvement of former colonial powers in
the contexts of perceiving “the strange as their own” and their flight from empathy in-
to rationalization – leading to profound problems of incomprehension that have im-
pacted even on the ethnographic accounts of academic anthropology.

14 An Ecumenical Faith Stance Against Global Empire For A Liberated Earth Commu-
nity. http://warc.jalb.de/warcajsp/side.jsp?news_id=1166&navi=45.

– Empire - Provocation with a Perspective –76

Kap 07Struck_Kap 07Struck  20.05.10  10:40  Seite 76



Talk of empire, as this example shows, is in terms of speech-act theory not just a
matter of naming the subject matter. It is speaking and acting. Speech is loaded
with collateral themes, capitalism critique, imperialism theory, apocalyptic exege-
sis and the depths of a common history – talking empire is a highly political act. 

Lordless powers: bridging the divide 
In our debates since the General Council in Accra we have been struggling to
find a basis on which to agree on the definition of “empire”.
Together, and learning from one another, we have gone down roads that have
opened our eyes to our respective identities and traditions. We have learned from
one another that the empire issue is not just a question of Realpolitik [or practical
politics], but reflects the whole breadth of relations in the Reformed family. That
includes old wounds caused by imperialism and colonialism and likewise blind-
ness toward the other side’s commitment and genuine desire to make reparation. 
Empire – or at least the history of its reception since 2004 – has made it clear to
us that we were all too inclined to think in terms of “us” and “them”. This cuts
both ways and is somehow arbitrary – regardless of the direction in which we
look. Sometimes we had the impression that we would never find a path leading
to a consensus. The stumbling blocks on our different routes are simply too big
– old unsettled accounts, colonial and anticolonial identities, cultural diversities
and, not least, language, which has never been able to exactly define all the expe-
riences involved. 
And yet: our conversations and discussions, the struggling and searching for a
bridge toward one another, the goodwill that ultimately exists on both sides and
the insight that we need each other, have enabled the finding of a common basis
for discussion about empire. 
In the conversations of the Reformed Church and the United Reformed Church of
Southern Africa (URCSA), but also and primarily at the Global Dialogue launched
in 2009 in South Africa, a definition drawn from Karl Barth won the day. It has
meanwhile met with broad consensus and opened the way to common action:15

We speak of empire, because we discern a coming together of economic, cultural, po-
litical and military power in our world today. This is constituted by a reality and a
spirit of lordless domination, created by humankind. An all-encompassing global re-
ality serving, protecting and defending the interests of powerful corporations, nations,
elites and privileged people, while exploiting creation, imperiously excludes, enslaves,
and even sacrifices humanity. It is a pervasive spirit of destructive self-interest, even
greed—the worship of money, goods and possessions; the gospel of consumerism, pro-

pEM ire

15 On the concept of “lordless powers” in 2006: Plasger, Georg, Das Imperium - ein
theologisch brauchbarer Begriff?, www.reformiert-info.de/side.php?news_id=264&
part_ id= 0&part3_id=56&navi=3.
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claimed through powerful propaganda and religiously justified, believed and fol-
lowed. It is the colonization of consciousness, values and notions of human life by the
imperial logic; a spirit lacking compassionate justice and showing contemptuous dis-
regard for the gifts of creation and the household of life. 
Karl Barth describes how human beings use their skills to initiate developments
but cannot keep them under control.  What Barth calls “lordless powers” are
unbridled, potentially harmful human actions. They are powers we authorize in
all the limitations of our understanding, action and desires.16

Clear structural analyses and the clear-sighted description of the circumstances of
our globalized world help us to understand, but they equally produce perplexity
and helplessness. Talk of “lordless powers” – this mythological talk adds another,
broader perception to our scientific, rational perspective. It is about powers we can-
not express in language and that impel us to speak of the “demonic” without in the
least being rid or acquitted of the ultimate responsibility. It is mythological talk
that describes something for which we lack the words. With it we can express our
impotence, our entanglement and our helplessness despite all our good intentions. 
Mythological language expresses the inexpressible in images. It is a second level
of understanding enabling other approaches to the real situations of our world.
It is thus not appropriate to pit “rational” against mythological language – that is
the great benefit of this new approach.  When we speak of “being held in God’s
hand”, the question of how many fingers hold us is then irrelevant. Such talk
means finding different approaches to human reality that are completely inde-
pendent of each other and unlock independent experience and knowledge.
In the ongoing debate about the “lordless powers” it will be exciting to give closer
consideration to parallels between Karl Barth’s definition with, for example, Karl
Marx’s fetish theory – and place the description of capitalism as an “idol” more ex-
actly in this context. Presumably this will produce precise descriptions of harmful
power relations and dependency structures in the context of globalization.
With all the rejoicing about this common position, the new definition cannot
spare us individual responsibility – it cannot be cause for leaning back in new-
found freedom. The “lordless powers” must not be misused as a “deus-ex-machi-
na” reflex or rhetorical trick that immediately relieves us of discussion about the
unjust structures of globalization and our share in it. Barth himself consistently
demythologized the “lordless powers” and placed them in the context of the real
world. Nor do “lordless powers” mean that the evil in the world is merely the re-
sult of fatal entanglement, or that the distortions of globalization – exploitation,
oppression, unrestrained reaching for power – simply flow freely, as it were like a
bye-product of free will. 
Nuances in the discourse on empire – theological, metaphorical talk, on the one
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16 Barth, Karl, The Christian Life. Church Dogmatics IV/4. Posthumous lecture frag-
ment.
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hand, and realpolitik talk about global power structures, on the other – have thus
opened up new opportunities in handling a difficult topos. In the internal Re-
formed dialogue this expanded terminology led to the crucial breakthrough. On
the one hand, it seriously addresses the helpless of many people in the North and
also the shame of ultimately being on the side of the winners in the “imperial”
structures, without really being able to impact on the political reality of the divi-
sion into winners and losers. On the other hand, discovering the existence of
“lordless powers” challenges us to engage in even more critical reflection and
spiritually work through the consequences. 
Cuban theologian Ofelia Ortega clearly describes the ambivalence of this per-
ception but with the profound certainty that here the last word has not yet been
spoken: 
The Empire functions today, as never before, through colonization of subjectivity. It is
a complex construction of a colonized subjectivity. This is more than imperial ideology
- we are facing an imperial subjectivity—which ends up in suicidal annihilation of the
human being, of human freedom, of human judgment, and from a dreadful ecological
perspective, of human and natural life on the Earth. (…) Paul, the militant of anti-
imperial eschatology, announces that imperial reality is ending. There will be an “after
the Empire”, an after every empire, also of this one, because the empire is just the face
of this world, never its truth. Above and against the final word of the empire, the cross,
there comes God’s truth, Resurrection. It is a beyond, beyond the power of the empire,
beyond the ideology of the empire, beyond imperialized subjectivity.17

Our own limitation and our compulsion to find a final form of words prompts
us to pray in all humility and ask for God’s guidance and transforming power. 
Perhaps it is now, for the first time, possible to speak with clearly defined terms:
to separate the necessary theological talk about empire and the consequences for
our faith from their absolute, eschatological overtones and to work out how,
with the aid of political science, we can gain clarity about our options and op-
portunities for achieving more just global structures. This way, talk of empire
will cease to be abstract and become extremely real. 

Martina Wasserloos-Strunk, (1963) is a political scientist specialising in political
theory. She is a member of the Moderamen of the Reformed Alliance Germany. As a
member of ATTAC Germany she is responsible for communication between the Re-
formed Alliance and civil movements working towards a just economy. On behalf of
the European Area of WARC she published the book "Europes Covenanting for Jus-
tice".
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17 Ortega, Ofelia: Communion and Justice, Contribution to the Global Dialogue, Sep-
tember 2009, Johannesburg.
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Climate Justice and Tax Justice:
Key for Global Ethics

Christoph Stückelberger, Geneva/Switzerland

Justice, based on equality, is a key value in all value systems around the world in-
cluding: all world religions, non-religious philosophical systems, and world
views. But there are obviously manifold interpretations of the content and
meaning of justice/equity, its priority related to other values and its implementa-
tion. The blood revenge in many tribal traditions around the world is not the
same justice as the “new justice” of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount with its message
to “love your enemy.” Even respecting this diversity, in international human
rights declarations and conventions as well as international law, the global hu-
man community has already reached an impressive level of common under-
standing of justice. The following contribution begins with a brief description of
the relationship between global and contextual ethics. Chapters two and three then
develop principles of global climate justice and apply them to the current politi-
cal debate on climate politics. In a similar way, chapters four and five, principles
of tax justice are then applied to the current hot topic of tax evasion and tax jus-
tice for developing and emerging countries. The author’s background is protes-
tant, reformed theology and ethics; nevertheless, this article does not develop the
specific theological and reformed justifications of the various principles and di-
mensions of justice, and he refers to his other publications for such founda-
tions.1

Global and Contextual Ethics
Today’s globalized, interdependent world needs common values for interaction
and joint action. At the same time, it needs the respect for diversity as a gift,
beauty and richness of this humanity. But what is the relation between the 
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1 E.g. Stückelberger, Christoph/ Mathwig Frank, Grundwerte. Eine theologisch-ethische
Orientierung, Zurich, Theologischer Verlag, 2007, 74-100; Stückelberger, Christoph:
Global Trade Ethics, Geneva, WCC Publications, 2002. 
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two? Globethics.net proposes the following understanding for dialogues on
values2: 
“Global ethics is an inclusive approach towards common binding values, guid-
ing principles, personal attitudes and common action across cultures, religions,
political and economic systems and ideologies. Global ethics is grounded in the
ethical recognition of inalienable human dignity, of freedom of decision, of per-
sonal and social responsibility and of justice. Global ethics acknowledges the in-
terdependence of all human and non-human beings and extends the basic moral
attitudes of care and compassion to our world. Global ethics identifies trans-
boundary problems and contributes to their solution. 
Global ethics fosters public awareness of those fundamental values and princi-
ples. They are the foundation on which the universal consensus on human rights
is built. Human rights are the most tangible and legally binding expression of
this ethical vision. Global ethics fosters trust among human beings and strength-
ens caring and action for global environmental protection.
Contextual ethics takes seriously the identity of persons and institutions in their
local, cultural, religious, economic and political contexts. Global ethics needs to
be local and contextual in order to have an impact on individual action and so-
cietal structures. On the other hand, contextual ethics becomes isolationist if it
remains local and is not linked to global ethics.
Contextual ethics appreciates and respects diversity in its different forms as so-
cial, political, cultural, religious, and bio-diversity. There is an enormous rich-
ness in diversity. It may decrease vulnerability and be a source of sustainability. 
Contextual ethics contributes to global ethics. Together they can lead to unity in
diversity. All cultures and religions can contribute to global values. For example,
the contribution of African values to global values includes that all of reality is a
continuum, from the spiritual to the human to fauna, flora, and the inanimate
world. Therefore, injuring nature is unethical. This implies responsibilities to-
wards non-human living beings and the inanimate universe as well as the contin-
uum between generations that have gone before and that come after us.
Global and contextual ethics are two poles which challenge each other and in-
separably belong together.
Global and contextual ethics have to consider power structures. Global ethics
can be abused for domination over other cultures, religions and values. Contex-
tual ethics can be abused to defend traditional privileges or power. On global as
well as on local level, ‘power over others’ tends to be oppressive, ‘power with and
for others’ tends to be empowering and nurturing. Power as ‘power from’ (e.g.
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2 The following chapter, mainly written by the author, is quoted from Globethics.net
Principles on Sharing Values across Cultures and Religions, published by Globethics.net,
Geneva 2009. www.globethics.net. 
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