Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam,
Claudio Carvalhaes (Eds.)

(De)coloniality and religious
practices: liberating hope

|_ INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY
IAPT. | OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
cs CONFERENCE SERIES



Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio Carvalhaes (Eds.)

(De)coloniality and religious
practices: liberating hope

|__| INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY
IAPT. | OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
|cs | CONFERENCE SERIES



Cover painting Exodus by Flavio Scholles. Acessible in: www.fscholles.net

International Academy of Practical Theology. Conference Series
Volume 2 (2021)

Website: https://iapt-cs.org
ISSN: 2628-0000

Herausgeber:

International Academy of Practical Theology
Prof. Dr. Trygve Wyller (President)

Faculty of Theology

University of Oslo

Blindernveien 9

Domus Theologica

0371 Oslo

t.e.wyller@teologi.uio.no

Prof. Dr. Birgit Weyel (Executive Committee)
Faculty of Protestant Theology
Liebermeisterstr. 12

72076 Tiubingen
birgit.weyel@uni-tuebingen.de

Published Free Open Access

@056

Hosted and indexed by Index Theologicus (University Library Tiibingen)
https://ixtheo.de

Book Print On Demand by
WiesingerMedia GmbH
Stuttgarter Str. 10

70736 Fellbach
wiesinger@wiesingermedia.de


http://www.fscholles.net
https://iapt-cs.org

Preface

With this 2nd volume of the International Academy of
Practical Theology Conference Series, we commemo-
rate the 30" anniversary of IAPT. Founded in August
1991 at Princeton Theological Seminary in New Jersey,
USA by eight charter members, our organization up-
holds its commitment to the study of and critical re-
flection on theological thought and action. We have
carried out this task particularly by attending to the
various historical and cultural contexts of praxis and
by striving to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion.

This volume also celebrates another milestone for
IAPT: the academy’s first biennial conference in Latin
America. It is an anthology of keynote speeches and
selected papers presented at the 2019 biennial confer-
ence hosted by Faculdades EST in Sdo Leopoldo, Bra-
zil. Focusing on the theme (De)coloniality and Reli-
gious Practices: Liberating Hope, this collection is
organized into three topic areas: Decolonizing Theo-
logical Concepts and Practices; Religious Practices,
Cultures, and Spiritualties; and Liberating Hope—
Practical Theology in Action. It includes essays reflect-
ing the global reach of our research and practices on
subjects such as Latino/a/x theoethics, unlearning re-
ligion among GDR children from Namibia, the influ-
ence of the “Prosperity Gospel” in Brazil, a competen-
cy framework for ministerial formation in South
Africa, and promoting interreligious transformation

Prefacio

Con este segundo volumen de la serie de conferencias
de la Academia Internacional de Teologia Practica
(IAPT, por sus siglas en inglés), conmemoramos su
trigésimo aniversario. Instituida en agosto de 1991 en
el Seminario Teoldgico de Princeton en Nueva Jersey,
Estados Unidos por ocho miembros fundadores, nues-
tra organizaciéon mantiene su compromiso con el estu-
dio y la reflexion critica sobre el pensamiento y la ac-
cién teoldgica. Particularmente, hemos llevado a cabo
esta tarea atendiendo los diversos contextos histéricos
y culturales de la praxis y esforzandonos por el avance
de la equidad, la diversidad y la inclusion.

r 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: ITI-IV
DOI 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.693
ORCID: 0000-0002-2588-9892
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among Christians and Muslims in Northern Nigeria,
among others.

A professional organization like IAPT is built on
the effective leadership and generative service of its
members. So, please join me in thanking our editors,
Julio Cézar Adam, Valburga Schmiedt Streck, and
Claudio Carvalhaes, for creatively framing and man-
aging this book project together with the other mem-
bers of the editorial board.

Let us express our gratitude to our esteemed grad-
uate assistants, Ivan Kipper Malacarne and Johannes
van Oorschot. Ivan, a student at Faculdades EST, orga-
nized the conference series and served as copy editor.
He also facilitated communication with the editors,
authors, reviewers, and Open Journal System (O]JS)
administrators. Johannes, an IAPT associate member,
managed the OJS administration from the University
of Tibingen. To Isabella Mighetto, our London-based
English language editor, Francesco Punzo, who did
the layout and typesetting, and all those who gener-
ously contributed to the production of this volume, we
give thanks.

We look forward to future volumes of the IAPT
Conference, as we work daily toward seeing the acade-
my’s goals come to full fruition.

Faustino M. Cruz (IAPT President)

Ademas, este volumen celebra otro hito para la
IAPT: La primera conferencia bienal de la academia en
América Latina. Es una antologia de conferencias ma-
gistrales y documentos seleccionados presentados en
la conferencia bienal de 2019 organizada por la Facul-
dades EST en Sdo Leopoldo, Brasil. Enfocada en el
tema de la (de)colonialidad y las pricticas religiosas:
liberacion de la esperanza, esta coleccion se encuentra
organizada dentro de tres dreas temdticas: La Descolo-
nizacién de Conceptos y Practicas Teoldgicas; Practi-
cas, Culturas y Espiritualidades Religiosas; y Esperan-
za Liberadora—Teologia Practica en Accion. Incluye
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ensayos que reflejan el alcance global de nuestra inves-
tigacion y practicas sobre temas como la ética teologi-
ca Latina/o/x, el desaprendizaje de la religion entre los
ninos en la Republica Democratica Alemana (RDA) de
Namibia, la influencia del “Evangelio de la Prosperi-
dad” en Brasil, un marco de competencias para la for-
macion ministerial en Sudafrica y la promocion de la
transformacion interreligiosa entre cristianos y mu-
sulmanes en el norte de Nigeria, entre otros.

Una organizacién profesional como la IAPT esta
construida sobre el liderazgo efectivo y el servicio pro-
ductivo de sus miembros. Asi que por favor unanse a
mi en agradecimiento a nuestros editores, Julio Cézar
Adam, Valburga Schmiedt Streck y Claudio Carval-
haes, por enmarcar y dirigir creativamente este
proyecto de libro junto con los otros miembros de la
junta editorial.

Agradecemos a nuestros estimados asistentes grad-
uados Ivan Kipper Malacarne y Johannes van Oor-

Prefacio

Com este segundo volume da Série de Conferéncias da
International Academy of Practical Theology (IAPT)
nds comemoramos o 30° aniversario do IAPT. Funda-
da em agosto de 1991 no Princeton Theological Semi-
nary em New Jersey, EUA, por oito membros fun-
dadores, nossa organizagao mantém seu compromisso
com o estudo e a reflexio critica sobre o pensamento e
acao teoldgica. Cumprimos essa tarefa principalmente
atendendo aos vérios contextos histdricos e culturais
da préxis e nos empenhando em promover a diversi-
dade, a equidade e a incluséo.

Este volume também comemora outro marco para
a IAPT: a primeira conferéncia bienal da academia na
América Latina. E uma antologia de palestras e artigos
selecionados apresentados na conferéncia bienal de
2019 organizada pela Faculdades EST em Sao Leopol-
do, Brasil. Enfocando o tema (De) colonialidade e
Prdticas Religiosas: libertando a esperanga, esta co-
letdnea esta organizada em trés dreas temdticas: Des-
colonizando conceitos e praticas teoldgicas; Praticas
religiosas, culturas e espiritualidades; e Libertando a
esperanga — teologia pratica em a¢do. Inclui ensaios
que refletem o alcance global de nossas pesquisas e
praticas em assuntos como a teoética latina/a/x, desa-
prendizagem da religido entre as criancas da RDA da
Namibia, a influéncia do “Evangelho da Prosperidade”
no Brasil, uma estrutura de competéncia para a for-
magdo ministerial na Africa do Sul e promogido da
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schot. Ivan, quien es estudiante de la Faculdades EST,
organizd las series de conferencias y sirvié como edi-
tor de textos. Ademads, facilitd la comunicacion con
editores, autores, correctores y los administradores del
Open Journal System (OJS). Johannes, quien es un
miembro asociado de la TAPT, dirigi6 la adminis-
tracion del OJS para la Universidad de Tubinga. A Isa-
bella Mighetto, nuestra editora en inglés con base en
Londres; Francesco Punzo, quien hizo el disefio y la
composicion tipografica, asi como a todos aquellos
que contribuyeron generosamente en la produccion de
este volumen, les damos las gracias.

Esperamos los futuros volimenes de las conferen-
cias de la IAPT, mientras continuamos con el trabajo

diario buscando que las metas de la academia se hagan
realidad.

Faustino M. Cruz (Presidente, IAPT)

transformacao inter-religiosa entre cristaos e mugul-
manos no norte da Nigéria, entre outros.

Uma organizagdo profissional como a Academia
Internacional de Teologia Pratica baseia-se na lider-
anca eficaz e no servigo generativo de seus membros.
Assim, junte-se a mim para agradecer aos nossos edi-
tores, Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam e
Claudio Carvalhaes, pela criagdo e gestdo do projeto
deste livro em conjunto com os demais membros do
conselho editorial.

Expressemos nossa gratidao aos nossos estimados
assistentes de pds-graduacéo, Ivan Kipper Malacarne
e Johannes van Oorschot. Ivan, aluno da Faculdades
EST, organizou a série de congressos e atuou como
redator. Ele também facilitou a comunica¢do com os
editores, autores, revisores e administradores do Open
Journal System (OJS). Johannes, um membro associa-
do do IAPT, gerenciou a administracio do OJS na
Universidade de Tiibingen. A Isabella Mighetto, nossa
editora de lingua inglesa residente em Londres; a
Francesco Punzo, que fez o layout e a composicdo, e a
todos aqueles que generosamente contribuiram para a
produgio deste volume, agradecemos.

Esperamos futuros volumes da Conferéncia IAPT,
amedida que continuamos com o trabalho didrio para
ver os objetivos da academia se concretizarem.

Faustino M. Cruz (Presidente, IAPT)
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Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio Carvalhaes

In 2019, the Conference of the International Acade-
my of Practical Theology was held in Brazil, the first
time in Latin America. We were immersed in the
concepts of liberation and hope, both central mo-
tives of Liberation Theologies, deeply rooted in Lat-
in American cultures. We gathered in Sao Leopoldo,
a city in the South of Brazil, a place first inhabited by
the indigenous Kaigangs and which in 1824 was the
birthplace of German immigration to the area.
Members and guests from over 20 countries attend-
ed the conference and contributed their knowledge
and research. There were people from India, South
Korea, China, Australia, Germany, Sweden, Bel-
gium, Finland, Norway, Slovakia, Denmark, Neth-
erlands, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, South
Africa, Ghana, Nigeria, Canada, the United States,
Mexico, Ecuador, and Brazil. The conference was in
both English and Portuguese, with simultaneous
translation for the main lectures, and we had a
translator for the paper presentations. Some attend-
ees even learned a little bit of Portuguese.

The chosen theme for the Conference was
(De)coloniality and religios practices: liberating hope
which oriented the keynotes, roundtables, plenaries
and paper presentations. Together, we all discovered
the ways in which practical theology is and should
be challenged by local knowledges. The conference
didn’t intend to show Latin America as a case study
for theology or to offer an illustration of practical
theology. Rather, the conference hoped to show that
other forms of thinking and doing practical theolo-
gy can be carried out away from Europe and the
United States.

Latin America is still haunted by colonization,
and coloniality is everywhere. The continent contin-
ues to be marked by social and economic contrasts,
by violence and corruption, by ecological destruc-
tion, stealing and plundering. By contrast, cultural

r 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 1-3
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.300
ORCID-ID: 0000-0002-8346-1093, 0000-0001-6632-5930,
0000-0003-4098-0376

and religious effervescence and diversity permeate
all social levels, and hope and joy are an intrinsic
part of our culture. The heritage of diverse and mul-
tifaceted spiritualities is a source of resilience for
people, especially the poor.

People live at the crossroads of so many encoun-
ters, renewals, creations and transformation. Con-
viviality, food, hospitality, various forms of different
forms of knowledge production rituals, sensualities,
all forms of art, popular religion and pop culture are
some expressions that connect us to various ways of
living for an unfolding future. Undoubtedly, these
cultural, social and religious manifestations always
surprise us with their contradictions, power, and
unexpected flourishing.

These paradoxical or contrasting realities are ev-
ident in the different ways in which Christian reli-
gions, theologies and institutions articulate their
reflections and practical engagements, whether
through traditional and contextual theologies, Pen-
tecostal theologies, the prosperity gospel, Neopente-
costal movements or interreligious crossings. Latin
America’s religious landscapes are certainly chang-
ing. Pentecostal and Neopentecostal churches are
growing fast and are set to outgrow Roman Cathol-
icism in the near future. We are also seeing the
strengthening of Afro-Brazilian religions and In-
digenous spiritualities. Buddhism and Islam are
growing religions as well, and the fluctuation be-
tween major Christian religions and these religions
is complex and extensive.

It is from within these complexities that we must
think about the many forms of practical theologies:
indeed this was the background to our preparation
for the conference. Our Brazilian group organized
two seminars prior to our event with Latin Ameri-
can practical theologians, Biblicists, sociologists,
philosophers, artists and other people in order to

(@) v-nc-no |
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provide a more expansive notion of Decoloniality in
this context.

The book you have now is the result of the key-
note speeches and some of the papers presented
during the conference. We kindly thank all our col-
leagues who participated in the Conference and pre-
sented papers, and especially to those who offered
their contribution for this publication. This volume
has been divided into the following three sections.

Decolonizing theological concepts and
practices

In this first section, the articles discuss the theories,
methods and approaches of decoloniality, describ-
ing and analyzing the roles of practical theologies in
relationship to colonialism, postcolonialism, and
decoloniality across local, regional and internation-
al contexts, paying particular attention to historical
and socio-political markers. Moreover, the major
keynote speeches and a selection of other papers
dealt with a plurality of theological approaches, and
the demand that practical theologies should posi-
tion themselves to be rooted within local knowledg-
es, from the grassroots engaging with local chal-
lenges and perhaps contributing to new cultures of
liberation and hope. In the wake of critical theolog-
ical approaches in Latin America, decolonial theol-
ogy offers an opportunity to unveil and investigate
the different mechanisms that construct and control
the economy, genders and sexualities, subjectivities
and knowledges from other forms of practices and
thinking, power and privilege, as well as the earth
itself.

Religious Practices, cultures and
spirituality

The second section engages with religious practices,
cultures and spiritualities. It explores the roles of
practical theologies in diverse global contexts as well
as diverse practices and religious pluralism, particu-
larly where historical churches and/or theologies
find themselves facing new religious challenges. The
chapters look at religious, spiritual and cultural
practices which unfold through topics such as hospi-
tality, different forms of resistance, wage equity (in-
come equality), power and violence. The authors
cover religious identity formation, religion and na-
tional constitutions, religion and migratory move-

ments, contextual theologies and the new religious
movements, such as neo-Pentecostalism. Finally,
they describe to us the significance of cross-cultural
mourning rituals and the notion of sentipensar.

Liberating Hope: practical theology in
action

In the third and final section of the book, decolo-
niality is articulated within practical theology as a
practice of hope. The authors go on to explore count-
er-cultural theology in churches located on the bor-
der, interreligious transformations between Chris-
tians and Muslims, beauty and the body and the
image of God. We learn of various challenges to ac-
cessing the digital world, about memory, theological
formation and liturgy.

The framework of decoloniality is new to many
people. As editors of this book, we recognize that
several of the texts presented here are the result of
the authors’ first approach towards the theme of de-
coloniality. For other contributors, they may be fur-
ther along in their journey. We hope the book brings
an unusual, innovative and though-provoking vari-
ety of approaches and perspectives.

We thank the members of the editorial board
and other members of the academy who diligently
reviewed the submitted texts, corrected and decided
to publish the texts that make up this book. We also
thank Ivan Kiper Malacarne, postgraduate student
of Faculdades EST, for his support in the editing of
this volume.

The painting illustrating the cover is called Exo-
dus. Local artist Flavio Scholes (www.fscholles.net)
seeks to express the many exoduses that constitute
Brazil and in particular, the region where we find
ourselves today, the Vale dos Sinos. Through perpet-
ual colonization and decolonization processes: of
indigenous, African, European (primarily Spanish,
Portuguese, German and Italian) and Japanese peo-
ple, among several other groups, we are in constant
and symbolic exodus. Some more than others. With
this work of art, Scholes expresses the reality of the
bodies and lives of people who are permanently re-
constituting themselves - individually and as col-
lectives - in the struggle to survive, to be recognized
and respected as part of a lived reality that is in a
spontaneous and violent transition. We thank him
for granting permission to use his art.

Over the months in which we collected and orga-
nized this volume, the world was struck by the
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Covid 19 pandemic and we still live in an unrecog-
nizable world, with millions of people around the
globe infected, and thousands dying. The economic
crisis which brings with it unemployment, poverty,
hunger is ubiquitous. To add to this, the planet is
seriously in danger with droughts, flooding, crimi-
nal fires devasting forests and ecosystems such as
the Amazon and Pantanal in Brazil, fires in the

United States and Australia. This brings us to the
undeniable seriousness of the theme of (De)colo-
niality. We emphasize that practical theology can-
not distance itself from these issues anymore and
has a task to build and liberate hope into the future.

With celebration and gratitude we offer you this
book
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Decolonial Praxis: Sowing existence-life in times of

dehumanities’

Catherine Walsh

This text is concerned with two interrelated questions of the “hows” of decolonial praxis. How
to struggle against the present-day colonial matrices of power and their growing practice of de-
humanities? And, how to struggle for, think from, and sow an otherwise of re-existence-life?
These questions and the reflections, thought, and actions that they open, give essence to what |
understand as and describe in this text as decolonial praxis.

Preludes, Disclosures, and Revelations
(a prologue of sorts)

I am not a theologian, but of course you already
know that. I also have no relationship with orga-
nized religion, with the institutionalized structures
of creed and faith, nor with the institution(s) of
Church. In fact, from a young age I rejected all of
this. My spirituality and ties to the Sacred —my
“Spirit knowing” to use the phrase of M. Jacqui Al-
exander (Alexander 2005) — is intimately tied to my
sociopolitics, feminism(s), and life experience lived
mostly —for the vast majority of my adult years— in
the margins and fissures of the West, first in alterna-
tive communes and later in Latino-Caribbean com-
munities in the US, and in the last 25 years in Ecua-
dor/Latin America/AbyaYala, where the close ties to
Indigenous and Black communities and movements,
at these communities’ and movements’ request,
have opened other logics of the sacred, of existence,
of life.

Yet it was the “practical theology” of a US Cath-
olic priest —specifically his thought-practice of pol-
itics and liberation theology— that first introduced

1 Keynote talk presented to the IX Congress of the Inter-
national Academy of Practical Theology, Sao Leopoldo,
Brazil, April 5, 2019.
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Catherine Walsh is Emeritus Professor and director of the
Latin American Cultural Studies doctoral program at the
Universidad Andina Simén Bolivar-Ecuador, where she
also coordinates the Afro-Andean Documentary Center,
the largest archive of Black collective memory in Latin
America. She is the author of several hundred publica-
tions in various languages, and has been an invited pro-
fessor and speaker in five continents.

me to the meaning/reason of oppression, liberation,
and sociopolitical struggle. It was 1968, the year I
turned 16. This priest brought a group of us youth,
organized in a kind of study-group with him in a
small Massachusetts town, to Chicago to attend a
Catholic Youth Convention but, above all, to wit-
ness the “Democratic Convention”. That is to wit-
ness not what occurred inside the Convention but
on the streets where tens of thousands of protesters
rallied against the political status quo, the Vietnam
War, and the assassination several months before of
Martin Luther King. The aggressively violent re-
sponse of police riot squads, and the levels of mass
bloodshed they caused, provoked, from then-on, a
radical change in the US political and social land-
scape. The analysis with this priest of what we wit-
nessed and lived that day —a sociopolitical/theolog-
ical analysis and reflection on the system of power
and oppression — remains with me to this day. It

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 4-12
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.189
ORCID-ID: 0000-0002-2411-346X
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was also key in helping me understand - and de-
nounce a year later — in the Catholic High School
that I attended, the complicity of the institution of
the Church in this system of power. Some years lat-
er, in the 1980s when I had the opportunity to work
closely with Paulo Freire (now under grave attack by
the Brazilian government), I began to see the inter-
twining of theologies and pedagogies of liberation,
pedagogies/methodologies/theologies that, as Paulo
would say, do not necessarily need, in praxis, the in-
stitutions of religion or schools. Such praxistical
posture of course, was present in the work of Leoni-
das Proano in Ecuador, Gustavo Gutierrez in Peru,
Ernesto and Fernando Cardenal in Nicaragua, Os-
car Romero in El Salvador, and still today in the
work of Leonardo Boff and Frei Betto in Brazil, to
name just a few. But also, and over many centuries,
it is passed on and lived by Indigenous and Afri-
can-descended people in their praxis-based philos-
ophies and pedagogies of the sacred and the spiritu-
al and/as existence-life.

For me today, it is the question of the “hows”, in
particular two-interrelated “how” questions: how to
struggle against the present-day colonial matrices of
power and their growing practice of what I will de-
scribe later as dehumanities, and how to struggle
for, think from, and sow an otherwise of re-exis-
tence-life, that give essence to what I understand as
and will describe here as decolonial praxis.

I. Existential Beginnings

The simple life of those who preceded us,

their particular ways of understanding
collective well-being and wealth

are a mirror so that the new generations

can measure the value of their inner being and
the greatness of their ancestral philosophies.

Abuelo Zendn (Garcia and Walsh 2017)

I begin with the words of Abuelo Zendn, wise elder,
sage, and philosopher of/for existence. It is Zenon, a
real and symbolic grandfather-ancestor, who con-
tinues to walk the collective memory of the Black
peoples of the Gran Comarca, the Great Black Terri-
tory of the Colombo-Ecuadorian Pacific, and their
ancestral praxis-based thought rooted in lived exis-
tence. It is a thought-praxis constructed before and
against the states that, as Zenon says: “made us what
we never were, what we never wanted to be” (Garcia
and Walsh 2017, 33). It is a praxistic thinking with-

out individual owners, rooted in Mother Earth (or
what Zenon calls “Mother Mountain”), and planted
in territory as a philosophy, as a principle of faith, as
a collective proposal to sustain dignity, existence,
and life.

How are we to sustain dignity, existence, and life
today, I ask, in these times of violence-war-death?
And, in a related sense, how to denaturalize this sit-
uation-reality, a question that recalls a similar one
posed a number of years ago by the philoso-
pher-theologian Franz Hinkelammert. Such ques-
tions are particularly key today in Brazil, as many
know all too well. This past March 14" (2019) was
the one-year anniversary of the killing of the Rio de
Janeiro City Councilwoman Marielle Franco; Mari-
elle, Afro-Brazilian, lesbian, and favela-dweller, shot
down in broad daylight on a busy Rio street. To this
day, her assassination goes uninvestigated, her killer
unknown.

Marielle and Brazil are certainly not alone. How
to sustain dignity, existence, and life today is a cen-
tral question in all of this territory: a territory that
Indigenous peoples in a take-back naming refer to
as AbyaYala, land in full maturity, land of vital
blood. And it is a question, I suspect, that is also
present throughout the Global South, and increas-
ingly in the Global North (with its own “Souths”).
But there is another related question that I also want
to ask: how to listen, and how to learn to unlearn to
relearn from and with these philosophies-knowl-
edges-thought-praxis of existence-life, philoso-
phies/pedagogies and maybe even theologies of
sorts that are part of continuous and persistent pro-
cesses of resistance, re-existence, and re-creation?

In fact, Abuelo Zendn himself reflects these per-
sistent and continuous processes, processes that
mark a decolonial attitude, to use the expression of
the Puerto Rican Fanonian philosopher Nelson
Maldonado-Torres. For Maldonado-Torres, this at-
titude recalls that proposed at the beginning of the
20™ Century by W.E.B. Dubois, that which “de-
mands responsibility and willingness to take many
perspectives, particularly the perspectives and
points of view of those whose very existence is ques-
tioned and produced as dispensable and insignifi-
cant” (Maldonado-Torres 2008, 8). It calls up what
Black feminist thinkers such as Sylvia Wynter and
Audre Lorde have referred to as relational ways of
seeing the world, including the relation between
privilege and oppression. It brings to the fore an ac-
titud quilombola —to recall the Bahian collective
with this name—, what Neil Roberts understands as
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a freedom-based stance of marronage, what Edizon
Ledn describes as cimarron thought, and what Betty
Ruth Lozano details as the epistemic insurgencies
and life-pedagogies of Blackwomen (which she
writes as one word) (Roberts 2015; Le6n 2015; Walsh
and Leo6n 2006; Lozano 2019). Taken together, these
life-pedagogies and insurgencies, forms of cimarro-
naje, and decolonial and quilombola attitudes point
to and conjure up re-existence in the sense that Ad-
olfo Alban gives to the term; that is: all of the mech-
anisms, strategies, actions that Afrodescendant
communities have used, and continue to use, to re-
invent, redefine and resignify life in conditions of
dignity and self-determination (Walsh 2018a).
Abuelo Zendn, in this sense, signifies and sym-
bolizes re-existence, re-existence in/as decolonial
praxis. Zenon is a being you cannot see. Some in the
Black communities of Ecuador say that he was phys-
ically present some years ago, the maternal grandfa-
ther of another teacher-wise elder who recently went
to meet his ancestors: Juan Garcia Salazar. Some say
that after Zenon passed, he returned; or maybe, they
say, he never left. Today his words, his philosophies,
and his praxis-based thinking continue, recalled
and positioned most especially by Juan Garcia.
Within Afro-Ecuadorian communities, Zendn is
understood as the ancestor who brings Black dias-
poric existence-based thought into one single voice,
a voice that as Garcia describes, is “sparing, simple,
and of our own, without additions;...a voice that
dismantles words that are not our own, words that
Zenodn uses as counterwords. ...When Zenon speaks
the people speak. Tradition and memory are
talking” (Walsh 2019, 129). It is Zenon, says Juan
Garcia, who sows and cultivates existence-life; part
of a present that calls forth and walks with the past
while at the same time helping us to move forward.
Abuelo Zenoén endures —in present time and
tense—, giving guidelines and advise to the exis-
tence-based struggles of those who identify as wom-
en and men (or as neither or both), to those whose
humanity is denied, and to those living beings (of
the rivers, forests, mountains, Mother Earth, and
sea) that the system of capitalist, extractivist, racist,
patriarchal, anthropocentric, modern / colonial
power is killing; the system of power that is killing
us all. Certainly, Zeno6n and Juan Garcia have much
more to offer here as ancestor-spirit re-existence
teacher-guides, as practitioners of decolonial praxis.
I will return to them at the end of my talk. However,
now I wish to open some deeper reflections on these
current times, on the cries, practices, and growing

institutionalization of what I understand as dehu-
manities.

Il. The Cries

I cannot speak of the framework that I am weaving
here, of philosophies, existence, life and decolonial
praxis-thought, without starting from the cries,
from what thinkers like Gloria Anzaldua and Frantz
Fanon associated in their times with “the colonial
wound.” I am referring to the cries provoked today
by what the Zapatistas refer to as the capitalist hydra
with its many regenerating heads, and the devastat-
ing storm that is not just coming but is upon us right
now. And I am referring, in consonance with many
in AbyaYala, to the cries against the current lived
reality of violence-war-death taken to the extreme
with their multiple dehumanities.

Of course I too, as may be true with many of you,
have a history of cries, some more recent and some
long present. The problem is that, until recently, I
had learned to keep them within; it is a problem, I
suspect, that is not mine alone. I am referring to the
cries that take form, grow, swell and dwell in the
belly and gut, cries that get stuck in the throat and
that seldom come out, precisely because the system,
including the institutions (i.e., families, schools,
universities, the church) in which we are formed
(and de-formed) and may even work, teach us the
discipline of individual and individualized silence.

It was in 2014 that my cries began to come out,
shortly after Ayotzinapa, the attack by forces of the
Mexican narco-state on a group of students from a
rural teacher-training school, a school known for its
activism and critical thought. Three students were
killed and 43 made to disappear, their whereabouts
still unknown. In the days after, I organized a vigil
and remembrance in my University in Quito.
Through a telephone connection marked by weeps
and wails, we listened to the stark account of one of
the survivors. We covered the walls with the faces
and names of the 43, an act that occurred through-
out the AbyaYala and beyond, including globally via
social media. And we shared our anger, indignation,
disgust, horror, and pain; Ayotzinapa and the Ayot-
zinapas that crudely evidence the extent of the com-
plicities of the colonial matrices of power, and of
savage capitalism taken to the extreme.

Several weeks later I was invited to be part of an
International Conference at the Nacional Autono-
mous University of Mexico-UNAM, an 80th birth-
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day celebration and homage to the Argentinian/
Mexican philosopher of liberation Enrique Dussel.
The Conference began with the words of welcome of
the organizers and University authorities. Ayotzina-
pa was not mentioned by them or by the first speak-
ers. When it was my turn to speak, I asked the large
audience present, the authorities, panelists, and En-
rique himself, how this complicit silencing/silence
was possible. It was a silence and silencing that
seemed especially out of place in a Conference that
proposed to celebrate “the life that is liberation” af-
firmed in the work and word of Dussel. The Univer-
sity authority sitting next to me whispered in my ear
“we do not talk about this [Ayotzinapa] here.” My
anger and indignation refused suppression and si-
lence. My cries came out and since then I have re-
fused to contain them.

As I said to Enrique and to the audience at
UNAM, to remain silent is be complicit with the vi-
olence. It is to succumb to the pedagogies of fear and
be part —whether willingly or not—of the growing
project of dehumanization and dehumanities, a
project of death, appropriation, extirpation, and ex-
traction that, from Mexico to Brazil, aims to elimi-
nate all (including beings, knowledges, and philoso-
phies, practices, and pedagogies of existence, and
life) that hinder its advance, dominion, and power.?

Certainly silence, with the indifference it often
suggests, is not —nor has it ever been— an adequate
response to violence, oppression, and domination.
Those engaged with philosophies, pedagogies, and
theologies of liberation know this well. I recall the
“cries” voiced by the Ecuadorian practitioner of Lib-
eration Theology Leonidas Proafio in sonorous dia-
logue and shared indignation with Paulo Freire
(Proano 1993). But, of course, those who know it
even better are the people who live the daily reali-
ties, threats, and fears of disappearances, gendered
and racialized violences and “cleansings”, femini-
cides, racial-ethnic-genoocides, epistemicides, an-
cestracides, territorial displacements and disposses-
sions, police and military repression... To this we
can add the violences that occur daily in universi-
ties; gendered, racialized, and epistemic violences
with, as I will argue later, constitute their own prac-
tices and enabling of dehumanities.

Certainly it is necessary to voice cries against the
physical, psychological, epistemic, spiritual and ex-

2 See Walsh 2018b and also Dussel’s response in the Epi-
logue of this same book.

istence-based violences that seek to violate, deni-
grate, invade, discipline, control, and silence bodies,
voices, minds, spirits, souls, and rebellion; to recog-
nize, hear, and make cries of indignation, anger, and
of organization. Yet the cries themselves, as we well
know, are not enough. As sonorous expressions
against the present realities of violence-death-war
and for an otherwise, the cries announce and pro-
nounce. However, they do not necessarily get at the
depth and profoundness of the circumstance, peril,
and danger, nor do they, in and of themselves, reveal
the systematic character of the violences, or what I
have begun to consider and describe as the new con-
figurations of coloniality, that while global, are once
again —as was the case more than 500 years ago—
using Latin America as a central testing ground.
There is much I could say about these configura-
tions, however, I will center my comments here on
one particularly ill-fated mode of power: what I refer
to as “dehumanities”.

IIl. On Dehumanities

I understand “dehumanities” as the present-day
institutionalization and institutionality of vio-
lence-war-death, an institution and institutionality
that not only aims to wrest the humanity of the ma-
jority, but also to redefine and reframe humanity
itself. Let me give some concrete examples.

The first pertains to two “public” feminicides
that began 2019 in Ecuador. One was of Martha, ob-
ject first of gang rape (I say “object” because with
this act they tried to objectify her, remove her sub-
jectivity and humanity). The men —supposed
friends— then killed her, throwing her, like trash,
over a ravine. The other feminicide was of Diana,
stabbed multiple times by her partner in a street full
of “people”, although no one, including the police,
paid attention until someone identified the killer as
Venezuelan and she —the victim— as Ecuadorian.

Upon receiving the news, Ecuador’s President
Lenin Moreno organized a press conference in
which he called for the public to form “citizen bri-
gades” against Venezuelans because any of them
could, he said, be part of those formerly incarcerat-
ed groups that, according to him, Maduro was/is
sending to Ecuador. Immediately the impro-
vised-authorized “brigades” ran through the streets
of this city and others hunting Venezuelans. Rumors
were that many people were injured (although the
official press said nothing). A few hours later, Presi-
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dent Maduro sent three planes for all who chose to
return to Venezuela. President Moreno gave permis-
sion for one plane to leave. The hunting continued...

Another announcement from the president soon
followed. To counter the growing violence in the
country, he said, we must (re)establish in schools
and universities a curriculum of ethics, civics, and
love for the PATRIA (the homeland). Neither Diana,
nor Martha, nor the names of the women who are
killed every 50 hours in Ecuador (the official count),
were named or mentioned. With their deaths, their
subjectivity-humanity died too. Neither was there
any mention of course of the hundreds and hun-
dreds of girls and boys raped and/or sexually abused
in just this last year, in the same schools and by the
same teachers who will now make the new curricu-
lum “innovations”. I ask: is this not all part of the
growing dehumanities? (Dehumanities, of course,
that the Catholic Church is also familiar with).

A second example. It is November 2018, and I am
in Mexico on a multi-city speaking tour, travelling
by bus. Through the bus window, I see trailer trucks
pass by, one after the other. I remember what I was
told a few days ago by some friends: that the trailer
trucks carry many “things”, including the bodies of
the disappeared (47,000 by some “official” accounts),
some still alive and others not. I recall what they
told me about the trailer trucks that began to appear
a few months before in the neighborhoods of several
cities, refrigerator trucks calling out by loud speaker
for the residents to come out and see if one of their
disappeared was among the frozen bodies piled up
inside (of the estimated 36,000 unidentified).?
Trucks that also take bodies to medical schools;
corpses-specimens for the universities of “excel-
lence”, for the “scientific” study of what we continue
to call “higher” education. As I travelled on the bus,
I'still had in my mind the trailer trucks I saw several
days before in Mexico City, the trucks from which I
saw descend 100 Hondurans and Central Ameri-
cans (part of the Migrant Caravan on the way to the
US border) that had been made to disappear and
then re-appear. Meanwhile, the television on the bus
(like the screens at the airport) projected advertis-
ing on the “magical tourism” promoted by the
then-government of Pefia Nieto. You can visit “mag-
ical” towns and peoples, said the tourist publicity,

3 Figures cited by Lluvia Cervantes in the panel “Sembrar
vida donde esta la muerte,” Universidad Central, Bogota,
Colombia, February 5, 2019.

see the beauty of nature, and even do a “cleansing”
of the evils of stress and urban tension.

... It is November 2018 and although Lépez Ob-
rador has not yet assumed the presidency, his proj-
ects are circulating in the media. One of them: the
“Mayan train” is already in construction, destined
to pass through southern Mexico, including, “inev-
itably” some contend and “strategically” I say,
through “autonomous” Zapatista territories. The
“Mayan train” which will take tourists to enjoy na-
ture and the “pristine” beaches (not yet Cancu-
nized), to consume the water that is almost gone and
to “tour” the state-caused misery of Mayan peoples.
A train and tour without prior and informed con-
sultation and consent as required by the Constitu-
tion. Even its name is annoying and dehumanizing,
says the Subcomandante Zapatista Moises, not only
because it puts us on “tour” (as objectified spectacle,
to recall the phrase of the cultural studies practi-
tioner/theorist Stuart Hall), but also in the name it-
self that negates the linguistic and cultural diversity
of Tsotsil, Tzeltal, Tojolabal, Chol, and Mam peo-
ples.

The examples go on and on. I think of the 8 In-
digenous and Black leaders killed and the many
more critically wounded in these last days of March-
April 2019 in Cauca, Colombia as communities pre-
pared for the regional and nation-wide Minga, a col-
lective mobilization and work-effort that questions
the government’s and the state’s continued disre-
spect and negation of life, territory, justice, democ-
racy, and peace, a narco-para-state that is enemy of
the people and that makes and maintainsthe vio-
lence-death-war machine.

I am speaking of dehumanities institucionalized,
perpetuated, executed, and justified by states and
governments of both the Right and Left (if those
terms, which I personally doubt, still even apply).
Dehumanities often justified —whether explicitly or
implicitly— by intellectuals on the Left who contin-
ue to believe that the solutions are in governments
and state, in better policies, laws, and projects, in-
cluding ones that name decoloniality, as was the
case in Ecuador in the government of Rafael Correa,
and most recently in Maduro’s Venezuela with the
formation of an Institute of Decoloniality. For me,
all of this is part of the emergent “decolonial dan-
gers’, one of which is the idea that decoloniality can
be legislated and enacted “from above”, institution-
alized within the very institutions that form part of
the capitalist-patriarchal-colonial order/disorder,
within states that as the Ailuu and Way intellectual
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and Venezuelan university professor José Angel
Quintero Weir argues, are no longer national (if
they ever really were) but corporate, that function
not in benefit of society (if we can still use that
word), but in benefit of capital and the income of the
governments that sustain it and the interests of the
associations and corporations; that is, the corporate
state (Quintero 2019).

Of course, dehumanities are also part and parcel
of universities today, of the increasing commodifi-
cation of knowledge and the corporativization and
transnationalization of public higher education.
From Mexico to Argentina, the connections of pub-
lic universities with extractivist industries (frack-
ing, mining, and oil), genetic bioprospecting, and
other projects of dispossession-war-death, are well
documented. “Cities of knowledge” already in oper-
ation in Mexico (“Pachuco”) and Ecuador
(“Yachay”), both with South Korean financing and
technological know-how, position knowledge as a
new productive matrix in which the ancestral
knowledges of Indigenous and Black communities
are considered as commodities, without the necessi-
ty, of course, of the ancestors, communities, or peo-
ples themselves; epistemic extractivism taken to
new depths.

Up against these realities, the social and human
sciences are myopic and silent. Some say that their
own survival consists in keeping their gaze within,
distancing themselves from social reality, from the
demands of real people who fight for life and hu-
manity (this understood broadly in non-anthropo-
centric terms), and who fight against dehumanity.
The Argentinian socially committed-philosopher
Maria Eugenia Borsani speaks of the growing pres-
ence of dehumanized, dehydrated human and social
sciences, of the field of the so-called humanities on
the way to their own death. In some countries, the
humanities and social sciences have already been
eliminated (e.g., in 2015, the Ministry of Education
in Japan eliminated the social sciences in 60 univer-
sities replacing them with areas that “better re-
spond” to society’s needs). In Brazil, the project is to
“cleanse” universities of Black, Indigenous, and gay
students and professors, of “vagabond” women,
prohibit discussions that criticize government and
engage issues of gender, sexual diversity and
non-Christian religions, encouraging students to
film disobedient professors, and to reestablish “tra-
ditional values” (read: white-conservative Chris-
tian-heteropatriarchal-western “universal” values),
thus taking the dehumanities in higher education to

even greater horrific extremes. The establishment of
what is called (almost always in English) the “Global
University” is one more example: an institution tied
to the political-financial power of the conservative
evangelical church and its allies, centered in “uni-
versal” values, and a curriculum that is functional
to the global productive, technological and profes-
sionalizing order-disorder and most often on-line to
avoid the “problems” that can occur with human
contact. One more direct manifestation of the proj-
ect of violence-war and its path to discipline, re-
form, and recolonize humanity.

Of course, education is not the only institution
under assault, so too is religion. Brazil knows this
well, with African-descendant practices and philos-
ophies/theologies, and the Liberation Theology as-
sociated primarily with the progressive wing of the
Catholic Church, under direct attack, an attack that
interweaves politics, racism, and the perceived prob-
lem of a so-called gender ideology. Here there are
new mechanisms, apparatuses, and institutions,
and institutionalizations of dehumanities, includ-
ing an evangelicalism that the Franco-Moroccan
journalist and Rio resident Lamia Oualalou de-
scribes as the “theology of prosperity”; “a logic that
says to its adherents you have the right to every-
thing: health, a good material life, and not in the
next life but now!” (Febbro 2018). Through market
strategies, and the penetration of various powers,
says Oualalou, including in judicial apparatus, poli-
tics, the police, and even the jails, evangelical
churches have taken over in Brazil and are seeking
to do so elsewhere. It is a preaching without theolog-
ical arguments and most often without the Bible, a
sort of individual individualized humanism that si-
multaneously advances the interests and accumula-
tion of capital, and the discipline, control, and paci-
fication of the masses, most especially the Black and
Indigenous poor, which, in the case of Brazil, in-
cludes the territory and populace of the favelas.

Brazil is not alone. Throughout the region a new
political-religious-heteropatriarchal alliance is tak-
ing form in which conservatives of the Catholic
Church are also involved. It is an alliance that the
so-called “progressive” Ecuadorian president Rafael
Correa, defined as a necessary “return to human na-
ture”; to “women who look like women, and men
like me who appreciate our masculinity”, a neces-
sary move to address “this extremely dangerous ide-
ology of gender ...the barbarism that are issues not
of the Lefts or Rights, but a moral concern” (Granda
2017, 77). An alliance that has pushed the levels of
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violence against women and persons who identify as
LGBTI. An alliance of multiple political use, reflect-
ed in Alvaro Uribe’s discourses and diatribes against
the Colombian Peace Accord plebiscite including
his tweet: “the need to stimulate family values...de-
fend our religious leaders and moral pastors” (cited
in O’Boyle 2016, n/p). An alliance present in the re-
election of Sebastian Pifieira in Chile in 2017, the
coup in Brazil of Michel Temer, the campaign and
election of Duque in Colombia, and of course in the
campaign, election, and continued presence of
Trump, to mention just a few.

...By now it should be clear what I mean by the
institution and institutionalization of dehumani-
ty(ies)...

More than 50 years ago, Frantz Fanon made ex-
plicit the direct relationship of dehumanization and
colonization, the latter understood as a model of
continuous power that is both political, ontological,
epistemic and existential. For Fanon, decoloniza-
tion necessarily implies re-humanization, learning
to unlearn and negate negation. In a similar vein,
Lewis Gordon argues that it is the existential lived
reality of the situation/condition of humanity negat-
ed that produces Black existential thought, thought/
philosophies that affirm the condition of humanity
of people whose very existence is denied (Gordon
2000). For both Gordon and Fanon, and for many
more whose humanity-existence-life is negated, the
question is how to continue living.

IV. The Hows of Praxis

I return to my questions of the “hows” expressed at
the beginning of this talk. How to struggle against
the present-day colonial matrices of power and the
growing practices of dehumanities and dehuman-
izations? How to denaturalize the situation of vio-
lence-death-war? How to sow and sustain dignity
and existence-life? And, in the same vein, how to
struggle for and how to plant and cultivate the oth-
erwise of existence-re-existence-life that is decolo-
nial praxis? Questions that necessarily open reflec-
tions on praxis itself, and on what I refer to as
decolonial cracks and the praxis of fissure.

Praxis, in a Freirian sense, is “an act of knowing
that involves a dialogical movement that goes from
action to reflection and from reflection upon action
to a new action” (Freire 1985, 50). It is reflexive and
reflective, critical, theoretical, and pragmatic. It is
intentional in that it acts upon and in reality: to
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transform it, aware of its own processes and aims.
And it is grounded in a critical humanism of inqui-
ry and intervention that chooses existence and life
over the dictates of dehumanities and the colonial,
capitalist, patriarchal system. As Paulo Freire once
said, “for apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis,
individuals cannot be truly human, Knowledge
emerges only through invention and reinvention,
through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful
inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the
world, and with each other” (Freire 1985, 58).

Moreover, as an analytic perspective, sociopolit-
ical standpoint, and pedagogical-methodological
stance, praxis enables us to transcend the linear pre-
cepts, binary-based suppositions, and outcome-ori-
ented views of western knowledge, research, and
thought. It helps us think from and with the ongo-
ing processes of decolonial shift and movement
rather than simply with and from decoloniality as
paradigm, consequence, and position. And it helps
give presence to relation, the relation and correlate,
to use Sylvia Wynter’s term, of action-reflection-ac-
tion, but also of present-past; the (co)relationality
that grounds ancestral non-Western knowledges,
worldviews, and life practices, and that orients a
perspective, prospect, and proposition of struggle
for a different model of life, living, knowing, and be-
ing in and with the world.

Praxis, of course, takes many forms; the praxis of
Liberation Theologies are certainly examples. But
the praxis/es that most interest me today are not the
ones conceived with and from the totality of the sys-
tem, not those centered on the liberation of the
masses, on wide-scale transformation, and on Revo-
lution; praxis that has HOPE in capital letters. For
me, the struggle today is not from the totality, but
from its fissures and cracks. My struggle and wager
are for the praxis that exists despite the system,
challenging it, transgressing and transcending it,
and making it crack. For me, it is in the cracks and
fissures where an otherwise of existence-life contin-
ues to take form, where the conditions of negation
are negated, where affirmation and hope (this in
smaller letters) are created and lived.* The praxis of
cracking, the praxis that opens, extends, and con-

4 Recalled here is Leonardo Boff’s text “The Political
Strength of Hope” where he repeats the sentence of Saint
Augustine: “Hope has two beloved daughters: Indigna-
tion and Courage; Indignation teaches us to reject things
as they are, and Courage inspires us to change them”
(Boff 2017).
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nects the cracks, and that sows within them, is —
again for me— what makes decoloniality a verbality
(to use Rolando Vasquez’s expression) (Vasquez
2012); that is, an action of simultaneous do-
ing-thinking-sowing-cultivating-creating-re-exist-
ing-living.’

V. Decoloniality and/as the Sowing of
Existence-Life

Decoloniality, for me, is not an abstract theory nor a
new critical paradigm. It is a perspective, stance,
and proposition of thought, analysis, sensing, mak-
ing, doing, feeling, and being that is actional (in the
Fanonian sense), praxistical, and ongoing. More-
over, it is prospectively relational in that it looks,
thinks, and acts with the present-future-past, in-
cluding with the peoples, subjects, and situated and
embodied knowledges, territories, and struggles
that push toward, advance, and open possibilities of
an otherwise. It is in this sense that decoloniality
can be understood as a process, practice, and project
of sowing seeds; of cultivating, nurturing, and
growing, always vigilant of what the Zapatistas refer
to as the storm brewing, the catastrophe that is now
upon us thanks to the incredible capacity of regen-
eration of the capitalist hydra, and relatedly, the
continual reconstitution of the coloniality of power.

In the 2015 Zapatista organized seminar or
“seedbed” of critical thought, the Insurgent Subco-
mandante Galeano asked participants for “the seed
that questions, provokes, encourages, pushes us to
continue to think and analyze: a seed so that other
seeds listen that they have to grow, in their own way,
according to their own calendar and geography”
(Comisién Sexta del EZLN 2015, 33).

From the context of the Great Comarca of the
Afro-Pacific, Juan Garcia Salazar and Abuelo Zendn
remind us of the seeds sowed by peoples of African
origin in the lands of the Americas, seeds of ances-
tral knowledge, philosophy, memory, and tradition,
of resistance and of and for life (Garcia and Walsh
2017). These are the seeds, they say, that need to not
just be remembered but also re-sown in contempo-
rary times and with attention to the present-day re-
ality of deterritorializations, dispossessions, expro-

5 For an extended discussion and examples, see my Part
One “Decoloniality in/as Praxis,” in Walsh 2018a. Also
see Walsh 2017.

priations, co-optations and false inclusions, and the
recoloniality of power, being, knowledge, and na-
ture.

Decolonial praxis, as I understand it, is just this:
the continuous work to plant and grow an otherwise
of existence-re-existence-life despite and in the bor-
ders, margins, and cracks of the dehumanities de-
scribed here, dehumanities that are part and parcel
of the new configurations of the dominant prevail-
ing order/disorder.

The pedagogies of this praxis are multiple. They
are sown and grown in the contexts of decolonial
struggle, wherever and however this struggle is con-
ceived, situated, and takes form. And they are sown
and grown in the methodologies and/as pedagogies
(to recall Freire) of struggle itself. I am thinking of
struggles that walk asking and that ask as they walk,
and of struggles that bring to the fore the forces of
the sacred, ancestral, spiritual, and creative. I am
thinking of all those struggles against the dehu-
manities described here, against the modern/colo-
nial matrices of power in their myriad manifesta-
tions and faces. And I am thinking of all those
struggles —and all those efforts, strategies, process-
es, and practices- to push, enable, create, and con-
struct a decolonial praxis and a decolonizing other-
wise.

It is praxis, as Enrique Dussel reminds us, which
makes the path (Dussel 2014). And it is the sowing
and growing that give root to praxis; a sowing
and growing that herald life in an era of vio-
lence-death-war, and that give cause to decoloniality
as a process, practice, project, and praxis of radical-
ly “other” thinking, feeling, sensing, being, know-
ing, doing, and living.

I close, as I opened, with Abuelo Zendn: “Sow in
order to be again,” Zenén says, “sowings and re-sow-
ings of existence-life” (in Garcia and Walsh 2017,
41); sowings absolutely necessary in these times of
violence-war-death, of dehumanities taken to the
extreme.
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Decoloniality: Theory and Methodology

Claudio Carvalhaes

The author describes the work of decoloniality within Christianity and proposes a methodology
for this process, drawing on anthropophagy, perspectivism, carnival and social movements from
Latin America. To take on the theological decoloniality option, one needs to re-consider the
sources, foundations and practices of an universal Christianity and re-read it from local commu-
nities, its instances of power, presences and absences. Influenced by the indigenous people of Rio
Grande do Sul and the Xingu, Indigenous epistemologies, we are called to dream not only about
a religion of humans, but also dream of animals, mountains, soil, water, seeds, and nature.

Introduction'

Welcome to Brazil-il-il-il: a country that lives be-
tween the first and fourth worlds. The first world is
the few ruthless people who control the power: agri-
business, bankers, and landowners. The second
world is the voraciously greedy upper class, corrupt
politicians, TV owners, social media, and religious
leaders. The third world is a prejudiced middle class
that hates poor people while dreaming of being rich.
And the fourth world is the vast majority of its in-
habitants: all poor, white, indigenous, black, almost
black, all very poor.

Welcome to Brazil: the country of high colonial-
ity where imported “cordial racism” is a potent
weapon of domination that has been hidden for
years and is now on public display. The very nice
Brazil we all once thought existed has recently
shown its true face and it is much scarier than many
of us Brazilians ever imagined.

Welcome to a terribly Christian, imperialist, reli-
gious Brazil: formed by the union of a right-wing

1 This article was presented as a performance-lecture with
movements and many layered symbols, some of them
you can see in the pictures. Also people watched the 2019
samba music from Estagdo Primeira de Mangueira:
Historia Pra Ninar Gente Grande (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=F9nRZt86zbc) during the lecture.

r 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 13-21
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.206
ORCID-ID: 0000-0003-4098-0376

Claudio Carvalhaes, Associate Professor of Worship at
Union Theological Seminary — New York City. His work
and research centers on liturgy, liberation theologies, de-
colonial studies, performance theories, and ecologies.
His upcoming book is on eco-liturgical liberation theolo-
gy. His recent books are Liturgies from Below: Prayers
from People at the Ends of the World (Abingdon Press,
2020) and Praying With Every Heart — Orienting Our Lives
to the Wholeness of the World (Cascade Books, 2021).

Catholic church with neo-Pentecostal churches.
Their shared agenda is “family, tradition, and prop-
erty”, and they support the most radically conserva-
tive forms of living and repressive policies. Welcome
to a country where stratified mainline Protestants
range from neo-Calvinism and its vicious ethics of
suppression and control, to a small number of
churches and pastors offering a counternarrative,
standing outside the game because they are a very
small presence, without much power.

Welcome to a country of religious diversity with
a variety of Afro-religions who suffer from a certain
Christianity that has historically specialized in an-
nihilating anything sacred to Afro-religions, de-
stroying temples and threatening the lives of their
leaders.

The current president of Brazil-il-il was elected
based on his approval of torture and promises to
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arm the population, exterminate Indigenous people,
slaughter the Black population, rule over women,
abandon children, leave the LGBTQ community
openly exposed to patriarchal structures of violence,
and deliver the Brazilian economy to the Chicago
neoliberal school of Milton Friedman. Welcome to a
living nightmare, one that has always been here for
all of the oppressed communities! Brazil’s president
is a worse version of the USA’s Trump and a similar
version of the Philippines’ Duterte.

In spite of all the above, we do have many en-
chanting attributes. We are a land of beautiful inter-
sections and unique differences! A country of many
passages. If you ever read Clarice Lispector or Gui-
maries Rosa, listened to Caetano Veloso or Gilberto
Gil, saw the Grupo Corpo and felt the soul of the
people of Bahia, or have been immersed in the end-
less wisdom of our Indigenous people, you will see
the eternal brilliance of this country. In spite of
many historical attempts of domination by brutal
and ignorant groups of white settlers and renters of
the nation, our plurality is an antidote to fascism
through our varied earthly landscape, the people’s
miscegenation in confused hybridities, untamed re-
ligious mixtures, social complexities, rich episte-
mologies, and fusions of feelings and thinking. We
carry the vast intricacies of Native worldviews; we
are the expanded systems of the African Orixas, the
Africanization of the Tai Chi, the wild and outra-
geous malemolence (fluidity, improperness) that
makes peoples of white orientations furious, we are
the fullness of guiltlessness, and the soaring of sen-
sual delightful bodies in fusions. Here philosophers
make songs and singers write compendiums of so-
cial histories. We live from reversed anthropologies,
people’s counter-theologies, invented spiritualities,
transverse liberation theologies and practices from
the people below. We both are and are not the
church, anti-church ministries, unhinged pastoral
ministry, and creativity beyond the pale.

So even before welcoming you to colonial Brazil,
we should welcome you from Abya Ayala, the name
given to the Americas by the Kuna-Tule people.
From Sao Leopoldo, and all the regions here, we
must honor the life of the Arachas, Carijos,
Caigangues, and other ancestral first nations.

Decoloniality

When we speak of decoloniality, we speak of ways
to detach and unlearn from the imperialist-colo-
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nizing movement that is still alive today, the civiliz-
ing and conquering forms of European renaissance
and modernity. We are the result and the embodi-
ment of European thought gone universal. We are
black, white, brown, yellow and red, but almost all
Black because of the “denigrating” processes creat-
ed by Europe: to de-nigrate, that is, to make all
non-Europeans, niggers, Blacks. In meeting the
barbarous Muslims and Jews of Europe and then
the almost-human Indigenous peoples of the
Americas, and the almost-Black humans of Africa,
European thought developed its entire framework
of mirror images and created an imperialist civili-
zation process of exclusion that fashioned ways of
assigning differences and offering identities and
similarities from unique ways of thinking, acting,
perceiving, believing, feeling and even defining
what human being was supposed to be. When Eu-
ropeans told us what was right, they also told us
what was wrong.

The construction of Western Europe occurred
through the extensive control of the global slave
trade market by trans-Atlantic voyages, used to
plunder the non-European world with its religious
logic, “civilizing” mission, and distribution of dis-
eases. Colonialism, a consequence of imperialism,
was formed by multiple arms of civilizing domina-
tion: economics, politics, extraction, slavery, law,
health, and religion.

The force of this new dominant condition of
geo-political imposition makes European thought
(organized from abstract fictions) become a univer-
sal theory and practice. From their villages, Europe-
an thinkers have become universal necessities. For
example:

Kant’s reason and categorical imperatives would
also become reason and categorical imperatives in
the New World;

The theological-Christian perspective of Hegel’s
history, clearly a European history, now becomes
universal, and the (Christian European) Spirit of
history is the absolute spirit that becomes an over-
powering force over any other spirit;

The hierarchical structuring of Western thought
was presented by Heidegger through the division
between humanity and the rest: animals and plants.
“Man” has language while animals do not. By reject-
ing other forms of communication as language, an-
imals are assigned to a lower category while humans
are consequently above other creatures;

Descartes’s “proof of existence” through think-
ing as a condition of being, fundamentally individ-
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ualized, crushed other ways of being and thinking
not done from the cartesian modes of perception;

The onto-theological thinking of Marx defines
Indigenous people as the past of history, while also
designating whites, from capitalism, as the future of
history;

There is no humanity except through the lens of
European epistemologies. There is no nature except
that organized in a hierarchical binary of man-na-
ture, established by modernity. There is no politics
except in the expressions of the politics of emanci-
pation of modernity. There is no God but the God of
European Christianity. There is no Jesus but the Je-
sus re-read by the Greeks and European theolo-
gians. There is no other knowledge but modern epis-
temology. There is no body but the body erected in
modern functions and definitions. There is no plea-
sure, or joy, except those ordained and not ordained
by Freud, Lacan, or Reich. There are no rights but
modern human rights. There is no understanding of
religion other than the European. There is no econ-
omy except in the forms erected by the social clashes
of Greek-Christian-European democracy. There is
no beauty but the fine arts of European museum
aesthetics. There are no ontologies other than Mod-
ern Ontology, as defined by rationalism.

And for all that, there is so much to criticize of lib-
eration theologies.

We have become the great epistemological back-
yard of Zoo-Europe.

We must therefore employ an epistemological
decolonization, which Anibal Quijano called episte-
mological reconstitution, and offer other interpreta-
tions beyond modernity to regain forms of thinking
and creating knowledge from other places of the
world. Philosophy, anthropology, history, and fun-
damentally, theology are places drenched with mo-
dernity, where space for other interlocutors serves
only as an illustration that further intensifies the
endless light of modernity. From this groundless
ground, Christianity speaks from an incomplete
and faulty set of ideas which take concrete forms of
exploration that are always ahistorical and disem-
bodied.

In this epistemological reconstitution we seek
what Walter Mignolo calls the “colonial difference”

2 This is a play on words in Portuguese: the word Europe
can be pronounced in phrases that when spoken in a rap-
id manner sound like one is saying “zoo-europe.”

that hides in the coloniality of the processes of des-
titution and shows itself clearly but also opaquely in
all modern denotative thinking (Mignolo and
Walsh 2018, 186). This is what Mignolo calls the ma-
trix of colonial power (Mignolo and Walsh 2018,
111).

This notion of matrix of colonial power was al-
ready at the center of the word colonialism, formed
by colon, cultus and culture. Alfredo Bosi in his book
“The Dialectics of Colonization” says that coloniza-
tion is the taking of land, culture and “religion” as
an ancestral memory, “a totalizing project whose
driving forces can always be sought at the level of
the colon: occupy a new ground, exploit their pos-
sessions, submit their natives” (Bosi 1992, 15).

With colonization, we lose our vincularidad, our
attachment with the land. “Colo” is the cultivation
of the earth as well as the cultivation of the self.
Hence, with the loss of this connection, this funda-
mental link, we create a way of cultivating ourselves
that will always be suspended from the earth. Ac-
cordingly disconnected, we live a spirituality des-
perately lacking a grounding place, a lack that gives
itself to endless false promises of affection or imagi-
nary beliefs. With our de-linked life and uprooted
bodies from the earth, our desires also become up-
rooted and become that which can hide this broken
link. With regard to the religious aspect of this
de-attachment, colonialism cuts off the re-actual-
ization of our origins made possible by the re-me-
morialization of the ancestors of the earth. With
this colonial cut-off, people who once drew their
greater connection from ancestors attached to the
land, are now lost. As lodgers and paying occupants
of the land, land which is seen by the Zooropa as
Terra Nulius, we search for heaven without under-
standing the earth. We are eschatological masters of
time and ontological renters of space.

Against this colonial occupation and detach-
ment from the land and history, decoloniality seeks
old forms of vincularidad, other knowledges and
other tastes, other looks, other ways of thinking,
feeling, acting, living and bonding with the earth.
Decoloniality seeks other forms of life and other
forms of love. Catherine Walsh suggests we de-colo-
nize modern European thoughts by re-linking us to
peripheral thoughts and finding other ways to re-ex-
ist, resurface, and re-emerge (Mignolo and Walsh
2018, 6).

For Martinique thinker, Franz Fanon, “Decolo-
nization, which proposes to change the order of the
world, is seen as a program of absolute disorder”
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(Fanon 1968, 17)... But it is precisely this absolute
disorder that decoloniality asks for. Because it is in
this dis-order that we can find freedom and libera-
tion. Walter Mignolo speaks of the necessary disin-
tegration of the Western power matrix, of the de-an-
nexation of the structures of modern coloniality,
especially forms of understanding, and the use of
political structures as nation-states.

Thus, all decolonial ways of thinking are forms
of de-linking, de-europeanizing, and promoting the
de-annexation of Renaissance and modernity,
which are totalitarian and totalizing forms of
knowledge and forms of life. However, along with
this decoupling and detachment, decoloniality is a
simultaneous process of re-linking and relationality
with other marginal, alternative, land-related
knowledges within a decolonial plurality.

Decoloniality wants to be transversal, border
crossing, celebrating the thoughts that are born from
the co-influence of other people who are not only Eu-
ropean, entangled in the complication and co-impli-
cation of various thoughts from below that flee from
the totalitarian univocal epistemic thinking of Eu-
rope. As decolonialists, even as Christians, perhaps,
we should speak no more of an essence of eternal uni-
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versal that has always existed which we must repre-
sent somehow throughout the world. We will not buy
into denotative epistemes, which always speak con-
cretely from abstract ideas. On the contrary, we speak
from the materiality which we live in, the touch, the
smell, the pain, the oppression, the feeling, the wind
that blows where we are, the human beings who join
the humanity of fish, the feelings of the mountains
and the human presence of the jaguar. Then we will
imagine what and who we are.

Let us now think of some decolonial method-
ological forms that work within what Enrique Dus-
sel calls trans-modernity or the fifth age of the
world, or which Eduardo Viveiros de Castro calls
high-modernity.

Methodology

I wanted to speak in detail about anthropophagism,
perspectivism and carnival. But since I do not have
time, I am going to make an amalgam of everything.

Tupi, or not tupi that is the question
(de Andrade 1928, 47).
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Anthropophagism is a gift of the Indigenous peoples
from Brazil to the world. Anthropophagism or can-
nibalism was the ritual of eating enemies. When Eu-
ropeans arrived in Brazil and came into contact with
Tamoios and Tupi-Guaranis, several of the Europe-
ans were eaten by these Indigenous peoples. The ritu-
al of cannibalism was a conjunction of factors, but
fundamentally, as Eduardo Viveiros de Castro puts
it, “what was intended was this alterity as a point of
view about the Self ... a paradoxical movement of re-
ciprocal self-determination from the point of view of
the enemy” (de Castro 2015, 233-234).

The anthropophagy of Oswald de Andrade, “in-
tuited on the Brazilian vocation to incorporate the
other, to add and multiply and to transform the lan-
guages using all the logics, one kind of turns to the
other, for a Brazil that was not them” (Wisnik 2012).
Anthropophagy will read everything: adapting ev-
erything, creating and re-creating an amalgam of
new thinking, new lives for their communities. In
this way, modernity is not forbidden, but redone, re-
read, abandoned, eaten and shitted, reinvented in
whatever means necessary. In this way, Oswald de
Andrade’s anthropophagy is not about the devour-
ing of the other in order to triumph mercilessly but
rather, the addition of the perspective of the other as
one’s own perspective.

Anthropophagy will open the space for
the coming of perspectivism

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, perhaps one of the
most important voices of our time, elaborated a
deep and visceral analysis of Amazonic Indigenous
ontologies and made connections with modern
thinkers to remove their aura of unique speech.
Castro does with anthropology what we need to do
with practical theology. He entered the Indigenous
world and from there rephrased the forms of an-
thropology and put in check its scientific status. As
an inhabitant of high-modernity, he created a
“counter-anthropology - a certain idea of anthro-
pology modified and subverted by Indigenous an-
thropologies presenting an “Amerindian thought”
debugged, generalized, and simplified so that it
could be confronted polemically with ours” (de Cas-
tro 2015).

To seek the Indigenous perspective was to put
Eurocentrism itself in perspective with two egalitar-
ian views of life and relations. Just as Castro under-
stood Indian mythology, he also understood philos-

ophy: as a mythology. He imploded the binary of
savages versus moderns and thus made us all see
savagery as the work of the moderns. “I wanted to
call attention to the strict dependence of philosophy
with its ‘pre-philosophical’ moment, that is, the
non-philosophical, which is its mythical soil, from
which all the themes and concepts of Western phi-
losophy and metaphysics are born and thus orga-
nize its geographical orientation, its locality, undo-
ing the universality of local myths.” Castro affirms
his radical ontological anarchism as a methodologi-
cal position of principle and practice of anthro-
pology and as an exercise in the permanent decolo-
nization of thought as the self-determination of
Amerindian peoples (de Castro 2015).

For Castro, it took a “deforming projection of
our dominant intellectual tradition based on the
indigenous world,” in order to elevate the condi-
tions of our gross and convenient modern irratio-
nality to its processes of production of knowledge
and exploitation. He engaged decoloniality with-
out getting involved in decolonial theory itself by
practicing bricolage, stealing things from Europe
as a “poacher, one who goes in and steals things
hidden in the land of others.” Put another way,
“I'm only interested in what is not mine” as de An-
drade says, or to “understand the ideas of others to
radicalize it even more,” in the words of Castro (de
Castro 2015).

If anthropophagism and perspectivism both
work with Indigenous thinking, carnival will be the
hybrid movement of this Brazilian amalgam work-
ing alongside Black people, as a way of criticizing
modernity and its children: coloniality, the concept
of race, and slavery.

Carnival is the theory of decoloniality in prac-
tice. Beyond the “golden showers” and neoliberal
agendas of exceptionally cruel and ignorant presi-
dents, carnival is the knowledge and practice of a
people who create larger-than-life festivals and re-
size, re-read, and re-create the country’s life as it
presents itself to us. For Orlando Calheiros, “samba
does not create a political conscience, samba is the
political consciousness already awakened from
these ‘poor and peripheral’ people... a criticism
made through poetry, through music, through an
aesthetic. [The singer]) Bezerra da Silva spoke of this
aspect explicitly when he affirmed that ‘the favelas
get beaten up always and samba is its defense™ (Cal-
heiros 2019).

This year the samba school winner in Rio de Ja-
neiro was the famous “First Station of Mangueira.”
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From his samba-enredo, “Lullabies to Put Adults to
Bed,” part of the history of Brazil was recounted by
3,500 samba school components. The carnival artist
Leandro Vieira explains the plot of the school: “is a
look at the history of Brazil more interested in the
missing pages. The story of Indigenous, Blacks and
Poor, popular heroes who never found space in the
official books and we never learned about in schools.
So, we are giving prominence to those who never had
prominence in the history of Brazil. “The opening
float said: I want a Brazil that is not in the official pic-
ture.”

Inside that float, the official portraits displayed
are central figures in Brazilian (official) history,
while outside the official car, real Indigenous and
Black people. The dancers in front of the car re-pres-
ent history in another way. At one point the central
figures leave the car, which is the place of promi-
nence in history, and while they are out of the car,
the audience realizes that their bodies are tiny,
showing how infinitely smaller they are when com-
pared to the historical presence of Blacks and Indig-
enous people in this country.

At the end of the show, the yellow-green flag of
Brazil that reads “Order and Progress” becomes the
pink and green flag of the Mangueira School, which
reads: “Indigenous, Blacks and Poor!” In the last car,
Mangueira remembers Marielle Franco: a Black
woman born in the Maré favela, a lesbian, a council
woman in Rio de Janeiro, who was murdered last
year and whose case has not yet been resolved. As
Eliane Brum states, Marielle “was the embodiment
of a movement that came from the interiors of the
deep forgotten strength of Brazil. Marielle embod-
ied an uprising that did not die with her but has
been massacred in recent years. Marielle represents
a creative uprising that dreams of another Brazil,
who wanted to cross the oligarchies cheerfully with
their bare feet as they did during this Carnival - to-
wards another way of being Brazilians, in the plu-
ral” (Brum 2019).

Decoloniality in its deepest expression!

The Theory of Decoloniality Extended

As we look at Latin America we see immense move-
ments that create new worlds. Like the Indigenous
Zapatista National Armored Movement in Mexico,
the MST - Movement of the Landless People,
the Peripheral Collectives of Brazil, the Cocaleros
of Bolivia (Ochoa 2014), the Afro-Andean and
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Afropacificas resistances of Colombia® La Via Cam-
pesina,* all the washerwomen, seed planters, urban
workers, the National Indigenous Conference in Ec-
uador and the entire Indigenous struggle spread
throughout Latin America where its leaders are be-
ing devoured by the system. However, where there is
coloniality there is decoloniality. And resistance
forms the backbone of our people. Indigenous resis-
tance and the Black Quilombos have always fought
against colonization by pulsing with life and alter-
native knowledges. Resistance and resilience are the
way of being of our Amerindian people.

These groups challenge us theologically to do the
following:

To consider the earth as the central grounding
place of all living and thinking and the whole eco-
logical biome as a correlated living being without
hierarchies;

To consider resistance as the only way of living in
the world;

To acknowledge that women are the target of vi-
olence from the global-white-military-hetero-patri-
archal-fascist state;

To insist on women as fundamental in the orga-
nization of life and leadership of movements;

To consider the possibility of organizing life
without any European presupposition, be it reli-
gious, political or economic;

To consider the ways in which the “religions” of
Indigenous and African traditions can become a
guiding framework to re-link us to the earth and to
create fruitful and extensive connections with other
forms of life.

Theological Decoloniality: An Option

Against the annihilation of Black, Indigenous and
queer people and all “minorities,” and against the
destruction of the planet, the neo-liberal/neo-Pen-
tecostal challenge, the looming threat of agribusi-

3 “Hacia El Buen Vivir. Desde lo cotidiano-extraordinario
de la vida comunitaria. Una invitacién para comprender
la accion politica, cultural y ecologica de las resistencias
afroandina y afropacifica Columbiana.” http://bibliote-
ca.clacso.edu.ar/clacso/se/20190118032420/Ubuntu.pd-
f?fbclid=IwAR3s0ZlcitEU9_VkPTA_3FqGpSsN-
QFsmBboGmn2-yZi7fsNgA7loz5t5PxA.

4 The Peasants Way, An International Organization That
Works For The Sovereignty Of Food http://viacampesi-
na.org/en/.
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ness and fascism, the war against women, there is an
immense necessity to offer pastoral alternatives and
theological practices that can carry new forms of life
and survival. Christianity must offer ways to dis-
connect thinking from that which does not offer re-
sults in everyday life, in the re-existence of peoples,
in the resurgence of other forms of experience and
in the re-emergence of other connections and loyal-
ties. Fundamentally, Christianity must have a com-
mitment to decolonization and an understanding of
decoloniality, as Walter Mignolo correctly states:
Christianity in its original forms was a non-Western
religion which became a Western and imperial reli-
gion (Mignolo 2012).

It is necessary to make a transubstantiation of
Christianity. That is, to eliminate the European sub-
stance of our faith and transubstantiate it in other
ontologies and practices. For if we eat God at the Eu-
charist, in an anthropophagic way, the whole pro-
cess of digestion is itself a sacred process. Transub-
stantiation happens in our body, making its way
from our mouth through the digestive tract and
through our intestines. Thus, the end of the Eucha-
rist is the defecation of God. Holy Shit! Being taken
by God, we decolonize the presence of God through
the process of anthropophagy. Our religious meth-
odology is given in the body and not in the spirit.
The itinerary? From mouth to ass. We eat, we are
eaten, we de-link, dis-connect, re-exist, re-emerge,
always in new fluidities and potentialities. As En-
rique Dussel says, Christianity must return to its
messianic origins before Constantine (Mignolo
2012).

We need those who show us this form of messi-
anic Christianity. Like the work of Camilo Torres
Restrepo, Oscar Romero, Pedro Casaldaliga, Cardi-
nal Arns, Ernesto Cardenal, Hélder Camera. How-
ever, our history always leads us to speak about the
Christian men who fought, while we speak very lit-
tle of other religions and of women. Therefore, new
forms of epistemological decolonization of theology
must come from other religions, from other ontolo-
gies, from other mythologies, from other world-
views, and fundamentally from women.

“Brazil, our time has come to listen to Marias,
Mahins, Marielles, Malés.” Says Mangueira samba.

A feminist Christianity made with the crossing
of non-Christian women like Mother Menininha do
Gantois, Luiza Mahin, Tuira Kayapo.

A feminist Christianity crossed by the presence
of theologians who recreate the Christian world
from the poorest women, like Ivone Gebara and

Nancy Cardoso, two of the most important Brazil-
ian theologians who have never been able to teach
in Brazilian patriarchal universities because they
are radical, living on the shores and peripheries of
Amerindia. Without the theological and biblical
teachings of Gebara and Cardoso, and many oth-
ers, there will be no decolonial theology in Latin
America.

A feminist Christianity must be traversed by the
pastoral presence of Dorothy Stang, a Queer Chris-
tianity, crossed by the various human sexualities,
whose deviant presence of André S. Musskopf nour-
ishes us with a theological queerness. A Black Chris-
tianity as in the works of Ronilso Pacheco. A Chris-
tianity complete with the presence of communities
where full people live with physical challenges and
social abandon and who are usually expurgated
from public spaces.

We need a Christianity shaped by African Bra-
zilian religions, Afro-Indigenous religions like Jure-
ma and ancestors connected to the earth. We need
re-readings of Christianity that do not aim at saving
Christianity, but rather, problematize the most basic
elements of the Christian faith. Fundamentally we
need Christianities that start with the process of
colonization and its land-grabbing.

We are in desperate need of a Christianity whose
Jesus Christ will not be a representation of God
transformed into an idea, but rather, an earthly
epistemology crossed by other ontologies. Jesus as
humus as we are humus. In this confluence, in this
Christianity of many detours, unexpected associa-
tions and contrary to itself, we will give space to new
life movements that can move along with the pace of
life and other forms of life beyond the human. For
our commitment is not with historical Christian
traditions, but with the honoring of life present in
the ministry of Jesus.

Perhaps we need more ontological anarchism to
guide our religious lives (de Castro 2019). Perhaps
we need a return to the Indigenous world. For with-
out the Indian gaze, we will be white, almost all
white, and we will have no world to live in.

The Decolonial Wound — The World from
the Losers’ Viewpoint

The decolonial wound unites us towards decolonial-
ity. If in the first movement of liberation theology
we began with the option for the poor in more gen-
eralized ways, engendered by European thought,
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new forms of liberation theology seek forms of
choice for the poor from wounded, oppressed, and
forgotten bodies. Thus, decoloniality broadens and
even challenges the option for the Poor from the de-
colonial wound. As Mignolo explains:
Decoloniality becomes a process of recognizing the colo-
nial wounds that are historically true and still open in the
everyday experience of most people on the planet... It is a
heterogeneous historico-embodied move, it perceives the
wound of coloniality hidden under the rhetoric of moder-
nity, the rhetoric of salvation. Decoloniality is at once the
unveiling of the wound and the possibility of healing (Mi-
gnolo 2013).

The decolonial wound is our poison-remedy!

A New Pastoral

Juan Luis Segundo in his book Accién Pastoral Lati-
noamericana, Sus Motivos Occultos warned us about
the church’s lack of mobility to move into the de-
mands and challenges made urgent and necessary
throughout the whole continent. The church needs
not only to understand, but to change. Already in
1972, he pointed to our fears as the impediment to
necessary change and action. He told us that we
were afraid of ourselves, of the salvation of the mass-
es and of the gospel, that we would not know what to
do with ourselves if those changes occurred.

Fearful of change due to the markers of Empire
in the very bones of Christianity, the Catholic and
Protestant churches saw their faith weakened,
which made space for the Pentecostal church to
rise. The neo-Pentecostal churches are growing in
leaps and bounds in Brazil with a new wing of a
colonial gospel that has been remodeled according
to the contours and meanings of neoliberalism,
filled with highly militarized prejudices and fol-
lowing the irrationality of extractivism and state
exceptionalism.

On the other side of this gradient are the incred-
ible works of the Catholic Pastoral Commission of
the Earth, working within the most needed areas of
the country, CIMI, the Indigenous Missionary
Council working closely with Indigenous people,
and the presence of CEBIL: Ecumenical Center For
Biblical Studies and the protestant work of Julio
Cézar Adam, Valburga Schmiedt Streck and Ronil-
so Pacheco, creating a decolonial work of practical
theology without fear. With them and their people,
a new decolonial and liberating practical theology is
proclaimed. We must stand in solidarity with those
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who are in the most dangerous conditions and situ-
ations.’

Conclusion — The Ability to Dream

I end this talk filled with contradictions and com-
plexities that I cannot solve. I must confess that all I
have been able to hear these days are the Indigenous
shamans telling us that very soon the sky will be
falling on our heads. That is the end of the world.
They tell us that we need to learn to dream in other
ways. To dream the dreams of forests, rivers and an-
imals. In order to do that we must move away from
the anthropocentrism of theology. There is way too
much about humans! Enough of that! Any discourse
or practice related to God must be in flux with the
earth. That means a decodification of the theologi-
cal systems and an entering into a flow of living
based on the flying of the birds, the pollination of
the bees, the swimming of the dolphins, the path-
ways under the soil of the worms, the roots of the
trees, the lives of the plants, the ways of the onga.

The Xama Yanomami Davi Kopenawa in his
book The Falling Sky: Words of a Yanomami Sha-
man, a must-read for all of us, says this:

Whites only treat us as ignorant because we are different
from them. But their thought is short and obscure; it can-
not go far and elevate itself, because they want to ignore
death. (...) Whites do not dream far like we do. They sleep
a lot, but they only dream about themselves (Denowski
and de Castro, 2017, 2112-2116).

5 We need a pastoral work that includes interreligious dia-
logue. In fact, it is necessary to decolonize even ecumen-
ical thought, which is organized around European no-
tions of religion. We need a pastoral work that articulates
the theologies of liberation, the decolonial discourses
and practices of the end-of-world peoples, and work with
new and old reordered rituals. Also, we need to create
new forms of decolonial love. The Christian understand-
ing of love is based on the European literature of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We love from indi-
vidualized forms and feelings of love without care for the
neighborhood. We need to return to the love of Jesus and
to his Jewish roots that demand love as a place open to
strangers. Perhaps we can learn a new form of love along-
side the local Kaigangs, whose culture is based on the
production of relationships and not on relationship to
production. They can teach us a de-romanticized love, a
love whose centrality of the fruit called pinhao brings to-
gether a whole community. Thus, it takes both a decolo-
nial turn in liberation theology and a liberation theology
in decolonial turn to help us think in new ways.
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Fundamentally, decoloniality would be the art of no
longer dreaming about ourselves. That’s why I end
with Gilberto Gil’s song Indio do Xingu (Gil 1991).
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Decoloniality, Ecology and Sustainability

Wanda Deifelt

Colonialism has left a long shadow over the Latin American continent. Among its many side-ef-
fects are environmental degradation and a population struggling to maintain itself in sustainable
ways. Exploitation of natural resources, enslavement of peoples, and the elimination of indige-
nous populations are among its painful consequences. Colonialism refers not only to economic
disparities and ecological threats but encompasses an empire mentality that continues to assail
us. To a great extent, religion has served as an ideological scaffolding, to justify the sacrifices
required from the most vulnerable and disenfranchised. While the entire planet groans in pain,
humanity can no longer limit itself with mainstream views of development and theological dis-
courses that condone this destruction. However, instead of despairing, we are invited to envision
sustainable ways of dwelling on the land, embracing ways of life that honor the intersections
between economic, environmental, and social wellbeing. To enable this, it is paramount to re-
claim theological discourses and practices that maintain life in abundance and affirm the dignity
of all living creatures. This can be done through an ecological approach — studying the oikos, the
house and the multiple households we inhabit: our personal bodies, social bodies, and the body

of the entire planet.

Introduction

From the way we dress to the programs on television
that we watch, from the music we listen to, to the
news we pay attention to, there is a hierarchy of val-
ues that is deeply influenced by a colonial mentality.
Colonialism can be defined as the conquest and
control of other people’s lands and goods, but it is
also an introjection, an imposition, and eventually
an appropriation of the colonial mentality as one’s
own - and this is called coloniality (Mignolo
2011, 2).! Although my observations refer primarily
to colonialism and coloniality as experienced in
Latin America and the Caribbean, it should be not-
ed that colonialism is a recurrent and widespread

1 Coloniality refers to the logic at the basis of historical
colonialisms, related to the colonial matrix of power or
coloniality of power (Mignolo 2011, 2).
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feature of human history.? It usually comes with the
label empire: Roman, Mongolian, Ottoman, British,
American, etc. Latin America, too, has had its em-
pires, including among indigenous populations. Not
only the notable Aztecs and Incas, in the 15th centu-
ry, who extracted tributes in services and goods
from other indigenous groups, but also their most

2 A current example is the recent exchange between Mexi-
co and Spain on the issue of colonialism, with Mexican
president, Obrador, demanding Spain apologize for the
atrocities committed against indigenous people (Burgen
and Agren 2019).

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 22-31
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ORCID-ID: 0000-0001-9884-4161
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recent iterations — with nations of the continent ea-
ger to exert power over others.

Deconstructing Colonialism

It is important to remember that, in Latin America
and the Caribbean, the concept of civilization came
hand-in-hand with how human beings were posi-
tioned within empires. Europeans eventually la-
beled the Mayans, Incas and Aztecs as civilizations
because they had a hierarchical structure: there
were rulers and ruled, those who decided and those
who obeyed (Hanke 1959). What made the Aztecs
the strongest empire was also the amount of vio-
lence used to ensure its domain. They were known
for practices that included human sacrifice, as part
of the religious ceremony that they believed ap-
peased their gods to spare them from suffering.
Those indigenous communities that were egalitari-
an, rotated leadership, or did not comply with Euro-
pean notions were labeled as barbarians. They were
deemed savages, others, inferior beings without the
capacity to make decisions on their own.?

From the colonial practices of pillaging land and
people, enslavement of indigenous and African pop-
ulations, forceful conversions to Christianity, and
robbing human beings of their dignity, to the mod-
ern practices of neo-colonialism that pervade hearts
and minds, Latin American history is a history of
institutionalized looting. Although it may have
started in 1492, when Christopher Columbus first
arrived at the island of Hispaniola (modern day Do-
minican Republic and Haiti), its legacy continues
well into the 21st century. Recently, corruption and
mismanagement have become topics for populist
right-wing rhetoric, but the reality is that the appro-
priation of public assets for private gain and using
personal influence for public prestige are a trade-
mark of Latin American and Caribbean politics and
economics. Cleptocracy, rather than democracy, has
been the longest running system in the continent.

Eduardo Galeano’s magnum opus, The Open
Veins of Latin America, maps this quite well. First
published in 1971, it was considered so dangerous
for its critical views that the military governments

3 Quijano argues that the colonial structure of power re-
sulted in a caste system, ranking Spaniards at the top and
those that they conquered at the bottom due not only to
their different colour skin but also their presumably infe-
rior culture (Quijano 2007, 168-178).

of Chile, Argentina and Uruguay banned it. Galea-
no was exiled for detailing the pillage Latin America
and the Caribbean have suffered. He not only de-
nounces it, but illustrates how the mentality of the
colonizers has pervaded and continues to influence
social, political and economic decision-making.*

The effects of colonialism are felt on both the
land and its people. In post-Columbus Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, their population became vic-
tims of enslavement and genocide. The riches of the
land, the bodies that inhabited this land, and the
land itself were plundered. For the longest time, the
economy of the continent could be summarized as
an “after-dinner” economy, that is, everything one
takes after the main meal: coffee, sugar, cocoa, to-
bacco, and rum. When markets fluctuated in Eu-
rope or the United States, these were the first items
taken off the grocery list. More recently, exploitative
trade deals and political alliances reveal not only a
dependence from developing nation on internation-
al empires (e. g. the US and more recently China) but
also the creation of national elites who collaborate
with and benefit from the exploitation of their fel-
low citizens. Galeano’s book is particularly reveal-
ing of the historical willingness of Latin American
leaders to defend foreign interests. It details a string
of murderous US-backed dictators and the arrange-
ments made to cover up this bloody history in the
form of neocolonialism:

These so-called local elites inherited the colonial state
whose function was not to serve the colonized but to ex-
ploit them. Classical colonialism ostensibly ended when
these local collaborators demonstrated, through train-
ing and internalization of colonial values, their proclivi-
ty to serve as auxiliaries of neocolonialism (Bulhan 2015,
243).

An update of Galeano’s book would certainly in-
clude the expropriation of wealth and the environ-
mental degradation that the latest iteration of colo-
nial interests — neoliberalism - has bestowed upon
the continent. The town of Brumadinho in Brazil
illustrates the way in which international conglom-
erates are able to exploit natural resources without
accountability towards local populations and envi-
ronmental safety. Tragedy struck on January 25,
2019, when the rupture of a tailings dam in Bru-

4 Similar views are presented by authors such as Carlos
Rodrigues Brandao, Orlando Fals Borda, Boaventura de
Sousa Santos, etc.
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madinho, released a mudflow that covered houses,
animals and people. At least 206 people died as a
result of the collapse, and the environmental im-
pact of the toxic mud is still being assessed. The
dam is owned by Vale, the same company involved
in the 2015 Mariana dam disaster, also in Brazil.
The Mariana dam was an iron ore tailings dam, and
its rupture killed 19 people and was described, at
that time, as the worst environmental disaster in
Brazilian history. “The level of toxicity in the tail-
ings is not yet clear, but iron oxide can choke river
sand and poison the surrounding vegetation. It can
also compact the soil, preventing new growth of
plants on land. Three years after the previous disas-
ter, water from the affected Doce River is still legal-
ly unfit for human consumption in 90 % of moni-
toring stations” (Watts 2019). Around 60 million
cubic meters of iron waste flowed into the Rio Doce,
causing toxic mudflows to pollute the river and its
estuary.

Like many other cash-strapped countries, the
economies that stem from colonial, neocolonial, or
neoliberal policies are not concerned with sustain-
able practices that ensure the wellbeing of the land
and its people. To the contrary. Cash-crops such as
sugar cane, coffee, cocoa, and more recently soy
beans and cattle are geared towards profit at the ex-
pense of environmental and human sustainability.
They foment slash and burn, deforestation, and
heavy use of pesticides and herbicides. Agro-busi-
ness replaces family farms because industrial-size
ventures are seen as more profitable than organic
farming and cooperatives.

In his book, Galeano renders Latin America a
continent blessed with bountiful natural resources
that has been systematically stripped of its wealth
while its people remain among the poorest on earth,
with high levels of infant mortality, illiteracy and
child prostitution. Missing from Galeano’s account,
however, are the movements of resistance that never
allowed the colonizing discourse and practice to
prevail. Not reported are the micro and macro
modes that opposed colonialism, engaging historic
figures such as Zapata, Tupac Amaru, and Toussaint
L'Ouverture. The history of colonialism is also filled
with attempts of decoloniality. This resistance, car-
ried out by movements within civil society and rev-
olutionary struggles cannot be deemed as inconse-
quential.

Take the rebellions of enslaved people, for exam-
ple. In 1835, in Salvador, Bahia (Brazil), a small
group of slaves and former slaves, inspired by Mus-
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lim teachings, rose up against the government (Reis
1993). This uprising is known as the malé revolt, as
Muslims were known, from the Yoruba, as “imales”.
Even if their revolt was suppressed, they were part of
the long tradition of resistance and resilience, simi-
lar to the Haitian revolution (1791-1804). Further,
when systematic and structural changes were not
complete, there were always movements that were
inspired by hope. Runaway slaves formed commu-
nities that subverted the logic of subservience and
racism. Quilombola communities, formed by run-
away enslaved people, continue to thrive. Today,
many of these communities are engaged in sustain-
able agriculture, production for self-consumption,
and selling their surplus crops at local markets. In
addition to these, the Quilombola community in
Sao Lourengo, RS (which I recently visited) also pro-
duces artwork that celebrates their Afro-Brazilian
heritage, displayed through, among other mediums,
paintings of strong black women as a celebration of
their role as keepers of the culture.

While there are individuals and communities
drawing on the power of resistance and resilience to
curb the power of colonialism, there are also efforts
to minimize the history and the effect of colonial-
ism itself. In Spain, for instance, there is an attempt
to rewrite Spanish colonial history by labeling it as
the “black legend” (leyenda negra). It claims that
“colonialism” was allegedly invented (like fake news)
by people outside of Spain to instill a feeling of guilt
and shame onto the Spaniards. In the words of one
of the founders of the Spanish Civilization Founda-
tion, Borja Cardelts, “We need to improve the
self-esteem and cohesion of Spaniards when it
comes to their shared history and what they have
contributed to humanity... Hernan Cortés and
Francisco Pizarro brought ‘a far more humanitarian
system’ to the Aztec and Inca empires they con-
quered” (Jones 2018). In other words, we are wit-
nessing a 21st century re-hashing of the arguments
used by 15th and 16th century conquistadors - that
the expansion of the Iberian empires was also an ex-
pansion of Christendom, bringing along civilization
and an elevation of the native soul.

The argument needs to be made that colonialism
is real. In spite of the attempts to minimize its ef-
fects and “re-write” history, the imbalance in power
and access to goods that colonialism generated must
be recognized. It continues to leave a lasting shadow
over countries all over the world. The first challenge
for scholars involved with the teaching and practice
of theology is memory. How can we memorialize
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the tragedies of colonialism without dwelling on
victimization? Can the memories of past oppres-
sions help devise ways to overcome them in the
present? How can we emphasize agency in the midst
of structures that deny the power of grassroots ini-
tiatives (similar to those we visited in our field trips
during this conference) or gloss over them as ro-
mantic exceptions instead of viable alternatives? Is it
possible to honor the pain of the land, lamenting
our tragedies, while still remaining hopeful?

The complexities of colonialism and the
intersectionality needed to dismantle it

Before Eduardo Galeano, Frantz Fanon had also ad-
dressed the effects of colonialism. Frantz Fanon was
born in 1925, on the Caribbean island of Marti-
nique, which was then a French colony. During
WWII Fanon joined the French army and, after be-
ing stationed in Morocco and Algeria, served in the
battle of Alsace. He experienced severe racism in
Europe. For example, when the Allied forces crossed
into Germany with photojournalists, Fanon and his
fellow Afro-Caribbean soldiers were not included in
any of the photos. The regiment was “bleached” of
all non-white soldiers. Another example of racism,
as he recalled, was that white women freed by black
soldiers preferred to dance with fascist Italian pris-
oners instead of Fanon and his fellow Afro-Caribbe-
an soldiers (Gordon 2015). After the war Fanon re-
turned to Martinique to finish his baccalaureate
education, but eventually went to France to study
medicine and psychiatry. After qualifying as a psy-
chiatrist in 1951, Fanon worked in France for a while
but found his way to Algeria (1953), where he stayed
until his deportation, in 1957.

Fanon’s life may present helpful insights for prac-
tical theology because it reflects the paradox of iden-
tity both as a result of colonialism and its resistance.
In his book, The Wretched of the Earth (1961), Fanon
criticized the dehumanizing effects of colonialism
upon individuals and nations. The book is “an in-
dictment of the violence and savagery of colonial-
ism which he ends with a passionate call for a new
history of humanity to be initiated by a decolonized
Third World” (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
“Frantz Fanon”). One of the ways colonialism takes
shape is through the mind. The oppressed always
believe the worst about themselves. Fanon was able
to address the trauma of being categorized as an
“inferior other” by a dominant racist culture, and

from this place recuperate a sense of identity, pur-
pose, and belonging.

Fanon helps us understand why people vote
against their own interests, why they support those
who are only looking out for themselves, or who be-
lieve that criticism based on evidence can be dis-
missed as fake. He dissects the colonizing project
that makes people not want to step out of the colo-
nizing pattern and mentality, but rather wish to be
colonized by a bigger and better power. Fanon
names this hierarchical worldview as the definition
of the black human being as “negro.” It is not only a
label based on race, but it constitutes an ideological
construction with its own reverberations. Based on
psycho-analytic observations, Fanon reflects on the
trauma of colonialism and its effects: it promotes
negative attitudes towards other black people and
Africa, normalizes attitudes of debasement, and
presents itself as the only way being in the world - so
much so that no other alternative appears to be pos-
sible (Fanon 1965).

The difficulty of overcoming the sense of alienation that
negrification sets up as necessary for the black human
being lies in learning to see oneself not just as envisioned
and valued (that is, devalued) by the white dominant cul-
ture but simultaneously through a perspective con-
structed both in opposition to and independently from
the racist/racialized mainstream, a parallel perspective
in which a black man or woman’s value judgments—of
oneself and of others of one’s race—do not have to be
filtered through white norms and values. It is only
through development of this latter perspective that the
black man or woman can shake off the psychological col-
onization that racist phenomenology imposes (Internet
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Frantz Fanon”).

Besides race and class, also gender identity has been
a source of alienation and stigmatization. Feminist
theory has explored value judgement and stereo-
types that affect women and all those who embrace
gender fluidity. Judith Butler identified the confor-
mity to binaries — male/female, rich/poor, black/
while, or colonizer/colonized - as a performance.
Feminist, womanist, and queer theologies draw
from the notion of performativity to explain why
women, for example, suffer under male gaze. Wom-
en need to perform femininity, and in Brazil this
means exposing our bodies while hiding our brains.
Women conform to what we perceive as the expec-
tations society has for us, considering that a wom-
an’s value is her beauty and sensuality. The reduc-
tion of human beings to certain characteristics
limits human potential and universalizes these

25



Wanda Deifelt

|
-

traits in order to create systems of oppression and
perpetuate social hierarchies.

While decoloniality has been used to refer to the
intellectual break away from the colonizers™ ideas
that made the colonized feel inferior, it also refers to
the process of self-determination — whether as indi-
viduals or nations — that can range from nonviolent
revolutions to wars of national liberation. We as-
sume that, in the same way countries want to break
the yoke of colonial power and become independent,
human beings long for autonomy and agency. We
may believe that people seek liberation and self-de-
termination. But Fanon observes that the colonized
mind adopts the mindset of the colonizer, claiming
it as its own, thus introjecting a sense of worthless-
ness. It is not only more convenient and safer to have
others making decisions on one’s own behalf, but
one’s very capacity to make these decisions is ques-
tioned. In this entrapment, self-determination is not
only a fraught concept but is also seen as a threat.

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire echoes Fanon’s
ideas in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Freire points
out that the oppressed have a dual existence. Be-
cause “being human” is a privilege of the oppres-
sors, those who are oppressed internalize the op-
pressors’ mentality because the dominant group is
seen as normative. To be human, then, is to emulate
the oppressors. In a capitalist and consumerist soci-
ety, to be is to have. Those who belong to the domi-
nant groups understand that it is their privilege to
both possess material goods, but also people. People
are dehumanized and turned into objects, who can
be owned and disposed of. For Paulo Freire, through
consciousness raising, those who have been histori-
cally subjugated can reclaim their own agency. But
this liberation is neither an individualistic effort nor
something that can be done for others. He states:
“While no one liberates themselves through their
efforts alone, neither are they liberated by others”
(Freire 1972, 42). This process of liberation happens
through mutual support and encouragement, with
each other, but not for the other.. Finally, Freire
points out that those who are oppressed also have
the capacity to become oppressors. They can reverse
the roles and use the same tactics used by their op-
pressors.

Fanon and Freire do not have an idealized view
of those who have been historically marginalized
and disenfranchised. Both name the perils of a mere
turning the tables in the struggle for liberation, to
seize privilege and social positions while replicating
the same structures of hierarchy. A decolonization
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that simply replaces the settler elite by a native elite
that continues to exploit its population is no decolo-
nization. It is merely a change in ownership.

An aspect that needs further attention in Fanon’s
and Freire’s analyses is a more nuanced understand-
ing of oppression. This is one of the contributions of
feminist theory and theology. Authors such as Ivone
Gebara and bell hooks point out that the lines be-
tween oppressor and oppressed are not always as
clearly delineated as Fanon and Freire describe. In
some situations, a person can be privileged while in
other situations, they may be discriminated (Hooks
2015). In the complex web of power, there are inter-
sections of oppression and privilege. Navigating and
negotiating these different realms and levels re-
quires awareness of the power dynamics themselves
and the honesty needed to assess one’s own role in
them.

But a colonized mindset often prevents this crit-
ical approach, including assessing the role that reli-
gion itself - and Christianity in particular - plays in
theologically justifying social stratification, includ-
ing the enslavement of indigenous and African peo-
ples. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the mod-
el of Christendom extended the colonial power of
Iberian countries while also expanding the rule of
the Roman Catholic church in the new lands. The
model adopted by the Roman Catholic church, prior
to the Second Vatican Council, was one of tacit
agreement with colonial oligarchies. In terms of
ethical deliberation, it was the church that decided
on behalf of its members what constituted a morally
correct way of life. Protestant churches were late ar-
rivals to the continent, but they largely complied
with the status quo and left ethical decisions for the
individuals to make, granted that they were biblical-
ly sound. A more recent phenomenon is the growth
of Pentecostal and Neopentecostal churches. While
there are exceptions, the majority of these churches
have individual pastors or bishops promulgating a
list of dos and don’ts (rooted in biblical literalism)
while prominently featuring prosperity theology
and praise worship.

The description of these different traditions is an
over-simplification, but its function is to illustrate
the role religion played in the past and continues to
play in the present. While the historical symbiotic
relationship between Church and State served to
pacity indigenous and enslaved peoples and justify
socio-economic exploitation, the advent of contex-
tual theologies (such as liberation, feminist, black,
womanist, indigenous and queer, among others)
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uses religious discourse and practice to empower
those who are disenfranchised. These liberation the-
ologies emphasize agency, the role of people and
communities vis-a-vis a colonial mentality. They re-
late to what Paulo Freire described as consciousness,
the awareness of one’s place in the world and the
ability to intervene in reality in order to change it.

There is no authentic change in the way we treat
each other and the environment if there is not also a
change in our way of thinking. Thus, the second
challenge for scholars involved with the teaching
and practice of theology is how to foment and em-
bolden these initiatives of consciousness raising. Is
it possible to draw from the memories of colonial-
ism and identify their current effects (through neo-
liberal politics or economics, for instance) upon hu-
man beings and the environment? How can this
awareness create greater ecological consciousness,
helping individuals and communities see beyond
immediate financial rewards on to the wellbeing of
future generations? How can religion — and Christi-
anity in particular - be a catalyst for change?

The interplay between colonialism,
environmental degradation and
unsustainable practices

Sustainability is defined as development that “meets
the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (Brundtland 1987). While sustainability
tends to focus on the interplay between profit, plan-
et, and people, I would like to draw on the concept
of buen vivir that is rooted in the worldview of the
Quechua peoples of the Andes, sumak kawsay. It de-
scribes a way of doing things that is communi-
ty-centric, ecologically-balanced and cultural-
ly-sensitive. Eduardo Gudynas explains that buen
vivir is an unfolding philosophy. It describes “a way
of life and a form of development that sees social,
cultural, environmental and economic issues work-
ing together and in balance, not separately and hier-
archically as at present” (Balch 2013). Latin Ameri-
can theologians have been attuned to this,
particularly within the CETELA and Aby Ayala net-
works. In many of his books, Leonardo Boff refers to
these initiatives, while also pointing out the connec-
tion between social inequalities and the impact this
has upon escalating natural destruction (Boff 1995).
Ecofeminism, too, has articulated this holistic per-
spective (Gebara 2002).

These environmentally-conscious approaches
point out the limits of current development models
and the strain left on the environment and its in-
habitants.® Furthermore, they postulate that theolo-
gies that reinforce dichotomies between body and
soul, reality and eschatology, creation and the di-
vine, individual interests and collective needs also
must be critically evaluated. Environmental degra-
dation affects plants, animals, soil, water, and peo-
ple.® Taking the case of illegal mining in the Brazil-
ian Amazon - known as garimpo - for instance, one
can easily see its impact in a broader sense, involv-
ing deforestation, the pollution of rivers with the
dumping of mercury, the trade in drugs and arms,
alcohol, prostitution, and human trafficking. It has
negative impact on forest communities as well as
the natural habitat.” A map of illegal mining in the
Amazon, released in December of 2018, shows the
scale of pollution and damage to the environment,
but it also offers a window into the world of crime
that mining creates.® The environmental crisis re-
quires a theological response, calling churches and
communities of faith to denounce environmental
abuses and stand by those who are most deeply af-
fected.

This theological approach requires that scholars
and activists be well informed. Modern colonialism
(also called neoliberalism) does more than extract
goods and wealth from a conquered country - it re-
structures economies, drawing individuals and
communities into a tangled web involving the flow
of human and natural resources. It impacts the most
vulnerable, such as indigenous populations, since
they are seen as an impediment to progress.” This
interconnection between natural exploitation and
its detrimental effects can also be illustrated in his-
torical terms, between colonized and colonial coun-
tries, when slaves were trafficked from Africa to the

5 For further reading on the effects of mining - also small
scale — in the Amazon area see the following article:
Phillips 2018 and Phillips 2019b.

6 Seen as lucrative, but mining towns are often the last re-
sort for people without other options: “There was no au-
thority, there was prostitution, hired killings, [forced]
disappearances and people trafficking... There was every
kind of illicit business and all types of crimes with a lot
of female victims, including minors” (Collyns 2019).

7 Data on deforestation can be found at: Carrington 2019.

8 The effect of illegal mining and it environmental impact
is further analyzed in this essay: Phillips 2018.

9 The painful results of deforestation are noted among in-
digenous populations: Phillips 2019a.
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Americas, West Indian plantations produced sugar
for consumption in Europe, and raw cotton was
moved from India to be manufactured into cloth in
England and then sold back to India. In whichever
direction human beings and materials travelled,
“the profits always flowed back into the so-called
‘mother country’ (Loomba 1998, 3-4)".

Nowadays, international capital bypasses “coun-
tries” (which are often seen as burdens because of
taxation and environmental regulations) by creat-
ing supra-national conglomerates that continue the
pattern of colonial exploitation. The end result is
that, in the name of a free market, profit is extracted
and is not reinvested locally, while the social and en-
vironmental responsibility for clean-ups and treat-
ment of diseases, among other problems, falls on
local populations. The outcome is that the most vul-
nerable are left to fend for their own survival."! This
environmental injustice is also a theological prob-
lem, as certain communities (particularly poor, in-
digenous, and people of color) are disproportionally
exposed to pollution and its effects on health and
environment with unequal protection and access to
the laws, regulations, and governmental programs
to ensure their wellbeing.

The intersection between profit, people, and
planet requires a careful balance — and that is at the
basis of sustainability (Watts 2019). The focus of
sustainability is to save natural resources and the
human environment while also preventing deterio-
ration of economic and social development.'? The
United Nations correctly identified that environ-
mental problems were global in nature and that it
was in the common interests of all nations to estab-
lish policies for sustainable development, including
policies regarding carbon emissions to reduce
greenhouse effect. The Paris Agreement, for in-

10 Loomba’s argument is that the flow worked in both
directions: slaves and indentured labor as well as raw
materials were transported to manufacture goods in the
metropolis, or in other locations for metropolitan con-
sumption, but the colonies also provided captive markets
for European goods.

11 The plight of the urban poor, for instance, is exemplified
by the population living on top of garbage without access
to sanitation or safe drinking water: Cancian and Ladei-
ra 2019.

12 The foundational work on this is the Brundtland Report,
which can be downloaded as a copy of the UN General
Assembly document A/42/427: https://sswm.info/sites/
default/files/reference_attachments/UN%20WCED%20
1987 %20Brundtland%20Report.pdf.
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stance, signed in 2016, is a global response to the
threat of climate change. This careful balance be-
tween the wellbeing of the planet and its inhabi-
tants requires ethical reflection and deliberation, a
task for which scholars involved with the teaching
and practice of theology are well equipped to ad-
dress.

Sustainability — that the needs of the present can
be met without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs - is an invita-
tion for action and reflection. It requires that empa-
thy and compassion be extended not only to our
current generation (whom we see) but also to future
generations (whom we do not yet see). This echoes
Jesus’ own words (1 John 4: 20-21), proclaiming love
towards all of God’s children, whether they be near
or far”® In a time in which immediate rewards
trump future benefits and ostentation of material
goods surpasses the wellbeing of the oikos, there is
needed for a profound reflection on humanity’s pur-
pose and reason to be. In this, religious communi-
ties are vital agents of transformation. Already in
the 1970s the World Council of Churches (WCC)
articulated the need for broad paradigms to tackle
environmental degradation and socio-economic
disparities. In its 1983 assembly in Vancouver, the
WCC encouraged member churches to address en-
vironmental concerns as part of a common effort to
promote Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation
(known as the JPIC process) (Deifelt 2016).

Our fixation with immediacy affects how we
think sustainably about the resources needed by fu-
ture generations (and how they are impacted by de-
forestation, water management, the use of pesticides
in our foods, etc.) as well as our relationship to other
human beings. It demands that we also address the
us in sustainability, i. e., the human component of it
and how it relates to decoloniality. I do not want to
rehash a sensationalistic approach to sustainability
and ecology - sometimes broadcasted as climate
change sending people to therapy (Tsjeng 2019). In-
deed, many people feel overwhelmed and paralyzed
because there is so much to be done. But while it is
true that nobody can address everything that jeop-

13 1 John 4:20-21: “Those who say, “I love God,” and hate
their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not
love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love
God whom they have not seen. The commandment we
have from him is this: those who love God must love
their brothers and sisters also” (New Revised Standard
Version).
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ardizes the life of the planet, it is equally true that
everybody can do something to promote life and its
flourishing. Sometimes, it is more manageable to fo-
cus on a particular facet of a current issue and from
there reflect on its causes and effects on a broader
scale. This interlinking and overlapping approach is
called intersectionality.

Kimberlé W. Crenshaw introduced the term in-
tersectionality to address the marginalization of
black women within not only antidiscrimination
law but also in feminist and antiracist theory and
politics (Crenshaw 1991). Since then, the theory and
practice of intersectionality has generated the kind
of interdisciplinary and global engagement that also
characterizes the work done by theologians, schol-
ars, and practitioners. Human experiences are inter-
sectional, and intersectional experiences are greater
than the sum of racism and sexism and classism and
ageism or speciesism. The notion of intersectional-
ity helps us better understand the human experi-
ence - the particular and complex manner in which
colonialism has subordinated peoples and commu-
nities — and it can also help us better assess our im-
pact on the planet and envision sustainable solu-
tions.

Modern slavery is a good example of how multi-
ple issues intersect. A recent report in The Guardian
exposed the state of slavery in the 21st century
(Hodal 2019). According to research compiled by
the International Labor Organization (ILO), more
people are enslaved today than any other time in
history: one in 200 people is enslaved. While there
were around 13 million people captured and sold in
the transatlantic slave trade, today an estimated
40.3 million people are living under some form of
slavery. What constitutes slavery? Being forced to
work against one’s will, being owned or controlled
by an “employer” (exploiter), having limited free-
dom of movement, being treated as a commodity, or
bought and sold as property. Women and girls make
up 71 % of modern slavery victims; children com-
prise 25 % (circa 10 million).

Enslavement means being dehumanized. It is the
denial of one’s human rights and fulfillment of basic
needs. Whether the means of enslavement is human
trafficking or forced marriage, migration or threats
of deportation, it is also deeply intertwined with
other issues: incapacity to farm because of climate
change, scarce resources to maintain family liveli-
hoods, gender gaps in accessing education or jobs,
and a growing divide between haves and have-nots.
It is undeniable that modern slavery is a profitable

business: “A forced laborer generates roughly $
8,000 in annual profit for their exploiter, while sex
traffickers earn an average of $36,000 per victim”
(Hodal 2019). It is estimated that modern slavery
generates $150 billion in profits per year.!* Human
lives are commodified and the wellbeing of the plan-
et jeopardized in order to generate revenues.

Vitor Westhelle once explained the effect colo-
nialism has on its people by paraphrasing the fa-
mous Brazilian saying “There is no sin South of the
Equator.” He addressed sin and suffering in the Lat-
in American context by deconstructing the mental-
ity of objectification and idealization that is super-
imposed onto the land and its people. The continent
was invented so that it could be discovered, he ar-
gued. Its possibilities are given within the con-
straints of the known and the imagined, as voyagers
who claim to discover something that has always
been there. The concept of sin, in Latin America, is a
“a plea to abandon an imaginary paradise for a real
life of risk and danger, or, perhaps better said, be a
plea to leave hell imposed by a fantastic hope. But
this hope can only be named by the voice of a people
who knows and tells the story of their mistakes,
their vileness, and their fall.” (Westhelle 1998, 248
249). Besides the abuse of human rights and envi-
ronmental mismanagement, to justify the sacrifice
of life and land on behalf of progress is a sin that
demands action.

A defeatist stance might argue that it is impossi-
ble to tackle this structural sin; that it is our human
predicament and our propensity for wrongdoing.
Modern slavery and deforestation are reduced to
current expressions of humanity’s original sin. But
perhaps this despondent state of mind itself consti-
tutes an example of coloniality. As Fanon stated, “In
order to assimilate the culture of the oppressor and
venture into his fold, the colonized subject has had
to pawn some of his own intellectual posessions.”
(Fanon 1963, 13)"°. The colonial mentality is so per-

14 The International Labor Organization presents compre-
hensive statistics on the nature and scope of forced labor.
See https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/sta-
tistics/lang--en/index.htm.

15 “The choice concerning violence that the colonized na-
tive must make, in Fanon’s view, is between continuing
to accept it—absorbing the abuse or displacing it upon
other members of the oppressed native community—or
taking this foreign violence and throwing it back in the
face of those who initiated it. Fanon’s consistent existen-
tialist commitment to choosing one’s character through
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vasively incorporated among subaltern peoples that
they believe nothing can be done to alter current af-
fairs. They see others, who are similarly oppressed,
as either a competition and threat to the little gains
they have made (where they fight over the crumbs
falling from the table) or they use their status and
privilege to ensure that they too can exercise a mod-
icum of power by diminishing others (exemplified
by the multiple configurations of perceived hierar-
chy of white folk in relation to indigenous peoples,
colored people vis-a-vis blacks, or economically
poor men exerting dominion over the women in
their own class). The outcome is that somebody is
always worse off, prone to stigmatization, or deserv-
ing of their lot. Theologians would agree that op-
pressed and colonized people turning against each
other, exerting violence and dehumanization, is an
expression of original sin. A decolonial approach
would go further and say that these abuses are a sin
against our origins, against the good in creation that
God envisions, and the abundant life Jesus pro-
claimed.

In this context, the final challenge for scholars
involved with the teaching and practice of theology
is to propagate a message of transformative hope
and solidarity. An alternative to the construction of
social and economic “others” is an intersectional ap-
proach in which differences are not used to discrim-
inate, but rather to build coalitions of mutual em-
powerment and advocacy (Deifelt 2015). Can our
theological endeavors create greater awareness
about other people’s plights, their struggles and
hopes? Likewise, can it foster common initiatives
and activities that promote the type of life together
that is at the core of buen vivir, where the wellbeing
of creatures and creation alike are ensured? Can we
imagine and work towards a time and place in which
human ability can transform us and the world into a
household of hospitality and care for the entire cre-
ation? I hope so and trust that, together, we can en-
visage and strive for this to become reality. As Des-
mond Tutu so wisely said, “What is the quality of
life on our planet? It is nothing more than the sum
of our interactions. Each kindness enhances the
quality of life. Each cruelty diminishes it” (Tutu
2011, 7).

one’s actions means that decolonization can only happen
when the native takes up his or her responsible subject-
hood and refuses to occupy the position of violence-ab-
sorbing passive victim” (Internet Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy, “Frantz Fanon”).
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Practical Theology and Decoloniality in Brazil:
reflections on a method in process

Julio Cézar Adam, Valburga Schmiedt Streck

If we understand practical theology in Latin America to be the theoretical reflection of religious
praxis from the paradigm of decoloniality, what would its method be? Practical theology’s method
in Latin America has been in close dialogue with liberation theology and its see-judge-act method.
This means that doing practical theology in this context has always been strongly related to the
practice of exclusion and socio-political vulnerability. All theology was seen as a second action,
since practice and life, in the context of the poor, was the locus theologicus par excellence. What
does this mean from a decolonial perspective? From a decolonial perspective, would the see-
Judge-method be the most appropriate? To what extent would the perception of reality be influ-
enced by this paradigm? To what extent would judging from scripture and theological tradition
be a way of reinforcing a certain form of coloniality? Likewise, to what extent would action, as
religious practice (the ministry of religious forms in the context of culture and society) express
decoloniality? On the other hand, Latin America has contributed on an international scale, to
research practices in human and social sciences, such as such as Participatory Research (Carlos
Rodrigues Brandao and Paulo Freire) and Participatory Action Research (Orlando Fals Borda). This
paper therefore problematizes the question: which method would best serve practical theology
in Latin America from a decolonial perspective?

Introduction

In the book Teologia Prdtica no Contexto da Améri-
ca Latina, practical theology is understood as the
theoretical reflection of religious praxis (Hoch 2011,
32). Considering this definition, what would practi-
cal theology from a decolonial perspective look like,
especially if one asks about its method? Reflection
on the method of practical theology in Latin Amer-
ica over the last decades has been in close dialogue
with liberation theology and its see-judge-act meth-
od.! Practical theology done from a Latin American
liberationist perspective has challenged practices of
exclusion and named issues of socio-political vul-

1 The see-judge-act method of Cardinal Joseph Cardijn,
incorporated in 1960 by Pope John XXIII in Mater et
Magistra, was consecrated as a path to follow by Latin
American churches (IHU 2012).
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Discussions about decoloniality and practical
theology take us to the following question: What
does this mean from a decolonial perspective? From
a decolonial perspective, would liberation theolo-
gy’s see-judge-act method be the most appropriate?
To what extent would seeing the reality be influ-
enced by this paradigm? To what extent would judg-
ing from scripture and theological tradition be a
way of reinforcing a certain coloniality? Likewise, to
what extent can action, religious practice, the min-
istry of religious forms in the context of culture and
society, express decoloniality?

The question about the need to decolonize prac-
tical theology or theology also points to its method-
ology. Can liberation theology, often criticized for
being a concept of modernity, help us to support the
search for a method in practical theology towards a
decolonial understanding? How can a decolonial
practical theology strengthen the task of finding
new democratic dynamics that promote dialogue
with and between the diversity of cultures, whilst
decolonizing power, knowledge and being.

In the search for methods that helped to influ-
ence practices and also research methodologies in
theological practices and education that originated
in the liberation movement and in the beginnings of
the decolonial discussion, two concepts should be
considered: Participatory Action Research and Pop-
ular Education. This paper therefore poses the ques-
tion: which method will serve practical theology in
Latin America from a decolonial perspective and
how is it possible to revisit methods already being
used, and articulate them in the decolonial under-
standing. There is an urgent need for leadership in
education, for insertion in small communities as
well as in academic reflections and research inte-
grating practical theology into the public sphere, a
so-called public theology.

It is important to emphasize that this approach
to method and decoloniality in practical theology
will be made from the Brazilian context, especially
in a Protestant context, of which the authors are
part. At the same time, it intends to look at the
broader context, both geographic and confessional,
something that, despite the great differences in real-
ity, characterizes research in this context (Susin
2012; Estermann 2012).2

2 Liberation theology in Latin America had an ecumenical
character among Christian churches from its begin-
nings, while the decolonial movements goes further in-

In the first part, two methodologies that come
out of the liberation movement and are at the source
of the decolonial movement will be briefly present-
ed. In the second part we will focus on the methods
used in practical theology, analyzing them from the
perspective of decoloniality. In the last part, conclu-
sions will be drawn to analyze aspects of a method
from a decolonizing perspective that can be used for
practical theology.

Revisiting the origins of a proposal of
decolonial methodology in Latin America

The 1950s and 60s were marked by a variety of social
movements in the world, such as Woodstock, the
civil rights movements and the Prague Spring. Like-
wise, in Brazil and in Latin America many groups
were organizing and there was an effervescence of
calling for social justice. Among these progressive
political leaders, we also find a cry for justice in the
churches, especially in the Catholic Church. This
movement generated a strong theological reflection
with a focus on practice and was called Liberation
Theology. Latin American theologians like Leonar-
do Boff, Ivone Gebara, Paulo Evaristo Arns, Gus-
tavo Gutiérrez, Helder Camara, Hugo Assmann and
many others from the Catholic Church; Richard
Shaull, Ruben Alves, José¢ Miguez Bonino, Marcella
Althaus-Reid and others from the Protestant
Churches made a significant contribution in terms
of reflection and publication, especially in the 1970s
and 1980s. In the field of Popular Education, we
have Paulo Freire and Carlos Rodrigues Brandao in
Brazil and Orlando Fals Borda in Colombia.

The methodologies of popular education and
participatory action research (PAR) have been wide-
ly used in the social sciences, among which we in-
clude theology, especially practical and pastoral
theology developed in connection with popular ed-
ucation and PAR, often in the contexts of social
movements. It is important to mention that Helder
Camara, since the beginnings of the base communi-
ties in Recife, used Freire’s concept of conscientiza-
tion associated with the method of see-act-judge
(Condini 2014). It was a time of social struggles and
resistance throughout the world, but in particular in

cluding larger cultural/religious movements in the con-
tinent, as for example the Andean theology.
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the Global South, in search of transformation and
social inclusion.

Paulo Freire is the most widely known and cited
Brazilian educator. His best known work is Pedago-
gy of the Oppressed (1970). Influenced by Franz
Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (Fanon 2008),
Freire understands that the oppressed incorporates
the oppressor in his thinking and in their concep-
tion of the world. “The very structure of their
thought has been conditioned by the contradictions
of the concrete existential situation by which they
were shaped” (Freire 1972, 30). Paulo Freire under-
stood that it is through liberating education that it is
possible to construct an alternative way of thinking.
He denounced social exclusion, and worked with
popular classes in mobilizing, organizing and em-
powering them for social inclusion. His work pro-
vides the basis for popular education that became a
strong pedagogical movement in Latin America.

For him, the whole pedagogical process is inti-
mately connected with culture and history, and thus
represents a rupture from colonial pedagogies that
were deeply rooted in the Latin American conti-
nent. It can be said that Freire breaks with the old
model of education where the educator was always
right and gives the student a voice. This means that
the learner is seen as the subject of his story and not
as an object. The valuation of popular wisdom is an-
other mark of this pedagogical conception and of-
ters the possibility for the construction of ancestral
worldviews from the histories of the subjects’” ances-
tors. Eurocentrism is questioned, as remembered by
Dussel’s criticism that in Latin America, history and
the episteme were concealed by the Europeans
(Dussel 1998). As a result, popular cultures are em-
powered and the culture of popular groups is val-
ued. In this way, Freire understands that people be-
gin to mobilize for citizen participation by restoring
their subjectivity and questioning the coloniality of
power.

Paulo Freire repeatedly denounced “banking”
education, the culture of silence, cultural invasion,
violence, the patriarchy, racism, the exploitation of
poor and developing countries by rich countries of
the Global North. He argued that scientific depen-
dence on developed countries renders the people of
underdeveloped countries impotent in their capaci-
ty to build knowledge (Freire 1972).

It can be said that the beginning of popular edu-
cation and of social movements linked to the aca-
demic world took place in the 60s, germinating a
Latin American thought that opposes Eurocentrism
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and coloniality. Paulo Freire did not use the term
decolonial but is considered one of the movement’s
precursors (Mota Neto 2016, 119). He developed his
theory and praxis among theologians, politicians,
workers, artists who were articulating the ideas and
experiences of resistance against dictatorships and
repression, across the Latin American continent.

Paulo Freire’s methodological approach was de-
veloped and spread across the continent as an ex-
pression of hope for a better world. According to
Streck it is becoming a “pedagogy in movement, not
only because being dynamic it does not allow itself
to be fitted into narrow schemes, but also because it
is umbilically linked to popular social movements,
increasingly becoming an indigenous pedagogy, a
feminist pedagogy, a black pedagogy, a pedagogy of
the landless and homeless” (Streck 2013, 361). Theol-
ogy too, from the 70s onwards, has been greatly
influenced by Paulo Freire and his method of popu-
lar education. His Pedagogy of Conscientization
through generative words and generative themes
was also adopted by grassroots communities and,
according to Susin “it is a method in which one not
only learns to take the word, but that by taking the
word it implies becoming a subject and a social ac-
tor” (Susin 2012, 201).

Oppression and liberation are key concepts in
Freire’s theological and religious understanding and
praxis. Enrique Dussel, Leonardo Boff, Ruben Alves,
Juan Luis Segundo and other theologians have ana-
lyzed Freire’s concepts and have integrated them
into their reflections. Freire’s work as consultant for
education at the Word Council of Churches had
certainly influenced the development of his theolog-
ical perspective, as well as having influenced the de-
velopment of his theological perspective and the
acceptance of his ideas in theological circles.

Orlando Fals Borda worked with Richard Shaull
as well as Camilo Torres?, in Colombia, who togeth-
er introduced him to liberation theology. He studied
Sociology in Bogota and in the United States and
dedicated himself to working and researching with

3 It should be mentioned that Fals Borda was influenced
theologically and ethically by the ideas of John Mackay’s
Spanish Christ, Camilo Torres with the “efficacious love”
and Richard Shaull’s liberation theology. It was a time of
convergence of Protestant and Catholic theologians as
well as a convergence of theology and social sciences
with the understanding that Christian life signified soli-
darity with the oppressed and the need to change unjust
situations.
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popular classes as a professor of sociology. He rec-
ognized the importance of popular culture, the feel-
ings behind actions and how everything is connect-
ed to people’s daily lives*. He understood the vastly
different experiences of different groups, and the
importance of dialogue in order to learn about their
experiences. He understood that a university must
participate, and not hold itself separate from these
experiences and the knowledge of the local popula-
tion. He advocated for the overcoming of Eurocen-
trism and said that education in universities must be
in terms of everyday life, bringing together academ-
ic disciplines as well as non-academic knowledge
and ways of knowing (Fals Borda, 2009).

In a similar way to Paulo Freire, Fals Borda used
PAR (Investigacion Accién Participativa — IAP) to
produce knowledge with and for marginalized com-
munities. He helped organize and foster social
movements. For him, PAR is a political pedagogical
project, not simply a method for investigation. It is a
strategy of knowledge production that educates the
popular classes towards a more just and solidary so-
ciety (Fals Borda 2010, 205).

In the text El problema de la autonomia cultural
in Colombia, Fals Borda says that the following
paths to overcoming colonialism should be taken
into account:

- The creation of a science of its own on the scale of the
people and at their service, reducing the adoption of a
sophisticated science of consumption, designed for the
privileged classes;

- The creation of an interdisciplinary science starting
with the incubation of research projects and using inter-
disciplinary techniques; the formation of scientific and
cultural reference groups in Colombia and Latin Ameri-
ca;

- The development of a science that reveals existing
mechanisms of exploitation and domination, nationally
and internationally, as well as contradictions inherent in
our current economic and social system;

The formation of an intellectual committed to the revo-
lutionary autonomist effort, to produce science and cul-
ture as a natural emanation of his social conscience and
not as a simple wage earner (Fals Borda 2010, 132).

4 Fals Borda’s commitment to social problems comes from
the influence of his friend Camilo Torres. Camilo Torres
and Gustavo Gutiérrez studied together in Louvain.
Both influenced Fals Borda with their ideological con-
victions and social praxis alongside local people, and a
commitment to working with people who are excluded
became very important to him.

Fals Borda considered Paulo Freire a predecessor of
this method and indeed, both point out ways for
subaltern groups to reflect on their situation and
find ways to escape the situation of coloniality. To-
day, both are considered references to a decolonial
pedagogy, identifying ways for marginalized groups
to be empowered and to reflect on their situation of
oppression.

According to Catherine Walsh, Fanon, Freire,
and Fals Borda are key pedagogues in this search for
an epistemological policy (Walsh 2013, 62). In this
framework, the social educator moves forward with
the oppressed, together, as an actor of resistance,
facing adverse situations via a critical reading of the
world.

Looking to theology, especially practical theolo-
gy, we understand that the method proposed by
Freire and Fals Borda helps, as an “instance of the
interrelationships within and among the different
components of educational or theological activity:
the social structure, the actors, the aims, the con-
tents, the strategies” (Preiswerk 1995, 283). Indeed,
“In the field of theology, the question of method is a
profoundly pedagogical question: how to learn is
not an instrumental question, since the object of
theology escapes apprehension, empirical verifica-
tion and manipulation; how to learn God, how to
learn faith is not, in the first place, a question of
Christian education or catechesis, but of fundamen-
tal theology” (Preiswerk 1995, 283).

The method of Practical Theology in
question.

Paulo Freire and Fals Borda’s reflections on decolo-
nial methods in education, theology and practical
theology are fundamental. Even though the authors
did not develop their propositions specifically for
practical theology, their investigations focus on the
liberating and transformative practices of education
and sociology in this context. For this reason, they
are of vital importance for our question regarding a
decolonial method in practical theology in the Latin
American and Brazilian context. These assumptions
will be summarized at the end of this study.

Not much has been written about a method in
practical theology in Brazil and Latin America. In
this study, we are considering two specific texts on
method: the text by Lothar Hoch, “Reflections on
the Method of Practical Theology” (Hoch 1998,
63ff), but focused on the Brazilian Protestant sphere,
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and the much more recent text by Olvani Sanchez
and Alex Vigueras, “La cuestion del metodo en Te-
ologia Practica” (Sanchez and Vigueras 2019, 155ff),
which is more focused on the Catholic context of the
Grupo de Santiago.

A certain method is also required to reflect on
these selfsame methods used by practical theology
(Hoch 1998; Sanchez and Vigueras 2019) and to an-
alyze the methods from the paradigm of decolonial-
ity) A necessary first step is to understand the con-
text of the church, theology and practical theology
from which we speak, and then to think about the
role of the method used in practical theology. In
other words, Latin American theological work is
marked by understanding reality as the first meth-
odological step.

As a first approach to understanding the theo-
logical and ecclesial context, we can say that the
church is marked by practice and action, as dis-
cussed above. From the beginning of the mid-twen-
tieth century, we witness a rather pragmatic church
and theology: from popular Catholicism influenced
by the Vatican II, through to the social advances of
historical Protestantism, all the way to Pentecostal-
ism, the churches and their theologies, which are
concerned with accounting for its context and com-
municating with its people. Practices and pastoral
work are developed as a way of dealing with social
demands, human and relational crises, spiritual ef-
fervescence or resistance against abuses of power.
This practical emphasis of the church is essential to
theology, especially practical theology, and its meth-
od. On the other hand, this concern with the con-
text leads to certain tendency to reduce practical
theology only to practices, to pastoral work, to min-
istry techniques (Libanio 1998).

In theology, the methods and methodologies ad-
opted were often a set of techniques used in practical
work, ministry and social service of the church than
they were a critical and theological reflection on
practice. It should be mentioned that sometimes
practical theology has allowed itself to be under-
stood as the area and discipline responsible for ac-
counting for pastoral practices, and that alone. Hu-
man and social demands, vulnerabilities and
political and economic atrocities often required im-
mediate action. At other times, neither pastoral
practice nor reflection were concerned with method
but were merely satisfied to adapt their methodolo-
gies while developing the work, improvising and
justifying their way of doing theology as something
only linked to that particular situation. The line of
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the Spanish poet Antonio Machado, “Caminante no
hay camino, el camino se hace al andar” [Walker
there is no path, the path is made while walking] is
an apt illustration of the way in which practical the-
ology has its own practical way-of-doing (Preiswerk
1995, 291). All this points to the importance of re-
flecting on the method of pactical theology.

A major text concerning the method is that writ-
ten by Lothar Hoch at the end of the 90s, arguing for
the importance of a method for practical theology
as a way to counteract its spontaneity and to ensure
research and theoretical reflection in the field. In
this chapter, the author reinforces the definition of
practical theology as the hermeneutic of Christian
practice whose double objective is to examine the
practice of the Church and the lived reality of faith,
thus promoting communication between Christian
tradition, the Church and the world, as we saw ear-
lier (Hoch 1998, 63).

In his text, Hoch discusses the difficulties in the
conception of a method for practical theology, due
to difficulties in the definition of practical theology;
limitations in the reflection on the relationship be-
tween practical theology and other theological dis-
ciplines; the importance of the distinction between
practical theology and pastoral work; and the dis-
tinction between the methods of the other sciences
and the specificity of the methods of practical theol-
ogy. This has been another trend of the method of
practical theology: to adopt methods from other
sciences, especially those of sociology.

Regarding the relationship with pastoral work,
one question that Hoch addresses is whether we can
follow Floristan’s proposition® to use the method of
pastoral practices in liberation theology, the see-
judge-act method (Catholic Action) as an “induc-
tive” method of practical theology. According to
Hoch, this method leads to a certain narrowing of
liberation theology itself, restricting it to its political
dimension and not contemplating religious and cul-
tural experience more broadly (Hoch 1998, 66). It
would be even more complicated to adopt this meth-
od for practical theology, since it is, as an academic
discipline, the theory of Christian praxis and not
just Christian praxis itself.

5 Asacritical reflection on the practice and the experience
of faith in the Church and in society, practical theology
re-emphasizes the importance of reflecting on its meth-
od, both for theological reflection and for concrete prac-
tice.
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On the specificity of the method in practical the-
ology, Hoch suggests that there are at least two
methodological perspectives: one that is more gen-
eral regarding theory and practice, which ensures
the proper identity of practical theology in relation
to other disciplines, but also a more particular per-
spective that has to do with the different subdisci-
plines of practical theology. Hoch suggests that
there are at least two methodological axes in practi-
cal theology, one of a more general nature that re-
lates theory and practice, which guarantees the
proper identity of practical theology vis-a-vis other
disciplines, and another of a more particular nature
that has to do with the different subdisciplines of
practical theology. The author draws attention to the
effectiveness of the methods adopted by other sci-
ences, which can allow us to perceive the practice of
faith and reality. In short, he states that “the method
of practical theology serves the operationalization
of theology insofar as it promotes interdisciplinary
transit: between practical theology and the other
theological disciplines; between the subdisciplines
of practical theology among themselves; and be-
tween practical theology and the other sciences”
(Hoch 1998, 70).

To finalize his considerations on the method in
practical theology, Hoch proposes a method for the
discipline that considers theory and practice dialec-
tically as interdependent terms. This interdepen-
dence is still a challenge in theology, since rational
and intellective theory and exercise still emerge as
being of greater importance. According to Hoch,
“Practical theology is the discipline that keeps alive
the awareness that it is precisely this dialectic be-
tween theory and practice, spirit and body, between
faith and action that engenders a legitimate Chris-
tian methodology and praxis that participates in
God’s action in history in the deployment of his
Kingdom” (Hoch 1998, 73). In view of this, Hoch
presents mediations with which the method of prac-
tical theology will have to deal: the mediation in
gender relations; the mediation between reason and
experience of faith; the mediation between Chris-
tian tradition and new forms of religiosity; and the
mediation of alternative values to those that govern
this century, such as globalization, human stratifi-
cation, the commodification of relationships and
life, the weakening of institutions; the very loss of
the notion of viable alternatives to the current mod-
els.

From the above-mentioned tendencies about the
“methods” adopted in the doing of theology, often

the theological method of practicla theology was
equated with the method of liberation theology,
see-judge-act, something Hoch himself questions
when referring to Floristan’s proposal, as we have
seen above. We consider it important to reinforce
this differentiation and also to reflect on the see-
judge-act method itself. In the early 1990s, in a crit-
ical study about liberation theology and its method,
Vitor Westhelle already drew attention to the limits
of the method itself as part of the crisis of liberation
theology.

Although not always explicit, I believe that this method
has been used in a more generalized way than is normal-
ly supposed. We find fundamental elements of the meth-
od in liberal theology of the last century [...]. It is the
distinction between observation and interpretive theory.
[...] I think that the basic problem of this method lies in
the overstretching of the relationship between the reality
to be analyzed and the domain of faith, between seeing
and judging, observation and interpretation, situation
and message, divided into two distinct methodological
steps: socio-analytical mediation and hermeneutical me-
diation (Westhelle 1990, 17).6

Specifying the problem, Westhelle writes:

In the first methodological step, in the socio-analytic
mediation, the analysis of faith is dispensed with and re-
ality is reduced to social, economic and political factors
recognized as the ultimate determinants of the produc-
tion and reproduction of life. As assumption it is tacitly
assumed that faith does not have a social texture, that is,
it is not a conditioning factor (Westhelle 1990, 18).

In the mid-1990s, Matthias Preiswerk published an
article, the result of a lecture at the Faculdades EST,
about method in liberation theology and Popular
Education (Preiwerk 1995). The author’s criticism is
not specifically about the see-judge-act method, but
the theological methods themselves. According to
the author, the question of method leads to the real
questioning of people in Latin America in the face
of the different demands of concrete life, and this
should not be the work of intellectuals, something
that resonates with the ideas of Fals Borda and Pau-
lo Freire. For him, the only relevant question is
about human beings, not only about political-eco-
nomic dimensions. In his article, Preiswerk asks
whom do the theological and educational methods
serve in Latin America. The author will also ques-

6 His criticism of the method is also found in the chapter
on the pastoral of the land.
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tion the magical use of the of the see-judge-act triad,
which risks being diluted into pragmatic moralism.

His understanding of method is rather pragmat-
ic: “Method is connected to the way things are done
to achieve what is expected” (Preiswerk 1995, 282).
Deploying this definition, the author proposes that
it is necessary “to speak of method as a system of
relations, as a structure of thought and of action, as
inspiration that assumes ruptures, disconnections,
the distances between the subjects with their own
desires and needs, the goals they intend to achieve,
the processes to achieve those goals, the obstacles
offered by the context” (Preiswerk 1995, 283).

Thus, we see that early on, in the more specific
reflection on the method used in theology and more
specifically in practical theology, there was a con-
cern to find a method that would in fact contribute
to a theological doing involving theory and practice
(Hoch) and contribute to the processes of liberation
and transformation (Westhelle and Preiswerk). The
see-judge-act method, innovative as it was, especial-
ly considering practical action as a starting point
and a point of arrival, was still seen as limited, with-
in a decolonial framework. We agree with this criti-
cism. As relevant as the see-judge-act method has
been to theological practice, its simple adoption as a
method of practical theology does not solve the lack
of a specific method for the discipline and does not
contribute to reflections on decoloniality.

We believe that from Freire and Fals Borda, we
have the basis to think about ways to establish a de-
colonial method for practical theology. Both authors
start with the concrete context of oppression (Freire)
and with the popular classes (Fals Borda). In addi-
tion, both are concerned with the concrete lives of
people and groups, with daily life and with individ-
ual experience in the processes of awareness and lib-
eration, whether through liberating education or
through participatory action research (PAR). The
methodological proposal for theological education
based on the intercultural paradigm of Preiswerk
corroborates our proposal (Preiswerk 2011, 3991f).

The reflection on the method in practical theolo-
gy by Sanchez and Vigueras (Sanchez and Vigueras
2019) corroborates the assumptions of Freire and
Fals Borda. For Sanchez and Vigueras, the commu-
nity of faith and the people who belong to it are the
subject of practical theology and consequently pro-
tagonists in the development of a method.

Indeed, when time comes to discuss the procedural dy-

namics of practical theology, one assigns a different val-
ue to a method that intends to resort to the communities
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in order to investigate them, from one that seeks to work
with them to carry out the investigative projects. Like-
wise, one proceeds distinctly when looking at the com-
munity as an addressee of the already elaborated theo-
logical elaborations than when one recognizes in it and
in its practices, the fertile soil to construct new theologi-
cal knowledge (Sanchez, Vigueras 2019, 160)".

In their methodological proposition, the authors
value what is unique, the concrete individual in a
precise situation, the kair6s, to the detriment of the
objective and generalized readings of the human be-
ing and the context; narrativity appears as the most
suitable way of approaching reality and its unique
character; corporeality is considered as a key to
meaning, uniqueness and experience and therefore
must be considered in the method of practical theol-
ogy (Sanchez and Vigueras 2019, 160-162). In addi-
tion, the authors, like Fals Borda, consider interdis-
ciplinarity as fundamental for interaction with the
reality with which one wants to theologize (Sinchez,
Vigueras 2019, 162ff).

Conclusions: Decolonizing methods in
Practical Theology

Within the theme of the 2019 IAPT conference “De-
coloniality and religious practices: liberating hope”,
in Sao Leopoldo, Brazil, we propose broadening re-
flections and criticisms of the methods of practical
theology, based on the paradigm of decoloniality.
Decoloniality sharpens reflection and intensifies
criticism of the methods adopted. Our main ques-
tion is: What are the consequences when we reflect
on the method of practical theology from the deco-
lonial paradigm? Or, how to decolonize our aca-
demic methods, their distance from experiential
and practical questions, epistemological ties, etc.?
What would a decolonial method in practical theol-
ogy look like?

7 En enfecto, ala hora de discutir sobre las dindmicas pro-
cedimentales de la teologia practica, se valora de forma
diferente un método que pretenda recurrir a las comuni-
dades para investigar sobre ellas, a uno que busque tra-
bajar con ellas en la realizaciéon de los projectos investi-
gativos. De igual manera, se procede de forma distinta
cuando se mira a la comunidad como destinataria de las
elaboraciones teoldgicas ya elaboradas, que cuando se
reconece en ella y en sus practicas el suelo nutricio para
construir nuevo conocimiento teoldgico. (Sanchez,
Vigueras 2019, 160).
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More than a concept, decolonial studies are a
new way of perceiving local (and global) reality
through its differences, subtleties, diversities, frag-
ments, alterities, disruptions and social, cultural,
corporal, sexual, political and religious alternatives,
not just what is established and standardized.

[...] to talk about postcoloniality means to question and
deconstruct the dynamics of identification that inspire
the colonial forces, exposing their own weaknesses
through the heterogeneities inscribed in such a Subject,
with the intention of making visible the intrinsic bifur-
cations that characterize the global context, which allow
its constant malleability, transformation and opening
towards new forms of sociocultural construction (Pa-
notto 2016, 34).

The decolonial paradigm intensifies the exam-
ination of culture, daily life, body and person, em-
phasizing in particular, difference: those aspects
that do not fit into homogeneous patterns of sys-
tems and absolute truths and that are therefore seen
as weak, fragile and vulnerable. Within this para-
digm, liberation theology itself and its method can
be questioned. Based on various postcolonial and
decolonial studies, Nogueira Baptista notes criti-
cisms of liberation theology. One criticism relates
to Western categories as a means of liberating the
victims of the neo-colonial Western system itself.
Based on Simén P. Arnold’s writing, the author
points out three serious problems in liberation the-
ology such as not questioning the continent’s Chris-
tianity, its historical legitimacy and its ecclesiocen-
trism and clericalism; its difficulty regarding
original cultures and religious expressions; and its
lack of foresight regarding the failure of the left and
the advent of postmodernity. This criticism is also
related to the adopted method, as pointed out above
(Baptista 2016, 503f). Westhelle summarizes his
criticism by pointing out the dependence of libera-
tion theology and its methods on the Enlighten-
ment.

Even though Westhelle and Preiswerk’s critiques
of the method of liberation theology (and popular
education), do not use the concept of “decoloniali-
ty” or “postcoloniality,”® they point to questions that

8 In the entire book Teologia Pratica no Contexto da
América Latina, including the reissue of 2011, the terms
“decoloniality” and “postcoloniality” do not appear,
similar to what Kwok Pui-Lan and Stephen Burns (Pui-
Lan and Burns 2016) also observed when they analyzed
the book edited by David Ford, The Modern Theologians
(Ford 1989; 1997).

are now in tune with the decolonial paradigm.
Hoch, in his chapter, also pointed to questions that
practical theology would have to address: mediation
in gender relations; the mediation between reason
and experience of faith; the mediation between
Christian tradition and new forms of religiosity;
and the mediation of alternative values other than
those that govern this century, such as globalization,
human stratification, the commodification of rela-
tionships and life, the weakening of institutions; the
very loss of the notion of viable alternatives to cur-
rent models. Convergently, the methodological pro-
posal of Sanchez and Vigueras, seeks to overcome
academic and conceptual analyses distanced from
the concrete reality of life, with their experiences,
narratives and corporealities, taking into account
the kairés of the life and faith of concrete communi-
ties and people (Sanchez and Vigueras 2019, 166t).
All these aspects are part of the decolonial para-
digm.

Further questions could be added, such as the
hermeneutics of lived religion, everyday spirituali-
ties and religiosities, the force of narratives present
in life, in literature, in the movies (Adam, 2018); the
relations of practical theology with the arts and
popular expressions, with other knowledge and uto-
pias of indigenous traditions (such as Buen Vivir)
and ancestral traditions (Adam, Schmiedt Streck
and Streck 2018). Considering these questions, the
method of practical theology will have to be re-
thought, reinforcing the relationship between theo-
ry and practice, practical wisdom (phronesis) (Mill-
er McLemore 2016, 56), but mainly broadening and
deepening the vision we want to have of practices,
taking into account people - in their lives, bodies,
relations, struggles, beliefs, hopes and dreams.

In 2018, 13.5 million people in Brazil were living
on US$1.9 a day, according to the World Bank
(World Bank 2020). This number is equivalent to the
entire population of Bolivia, Cuba, Belgium, Greece
and Portugal. It affects mainly black people and mu-
lattos, especially black women and children. There
has been a record rise in poverty in the last seven
years, due particularly to neoliberal policies imple-
mented by governments.

Furthermore, evangelical Neo Pentecostal
Churches have grown immensely throughout the
Continent and have moved into politics. In some
cases, they have even supplanted the state, challeng-
ing democracies and supporting corruption. The
Roman Catholic Church and the historical protes-
tant Churches were also affected by Pentecostalism,
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resulting in taking on similar positions to the Evan-
gelical concept of morality, political understanding,
racial discrimination, etc. Perhaps then, the rich leg-
acy of the liberation movement of the past and the
decolonial ideas in a search for a method can be lik-
ened to Ariadne’s thread: called upon to find a way
out of the labyrinth.

We understand that popular education (Freire
1970) can help deconstruct a Europe-centered or
Eurocentric theology and support communities in
their formative process, recognizing them as sub-
jects of their own history. At the same time, the in-
teraction with the academy, especially in theology
courses on dialogue with social movements and
communities can find major inspiration in the work
of Fals Borda. Decoloniality challenges theology to
take part in dialogue and to articulate actions with
other cultures and theologies without judging and
condemning them. The task is to find new ways of
conceptualizing the conflictful realities and to sus-
tain a critical reflection that brings hope to human
beings and to the natural world, for a just and sus-
tainable future.
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God in National Constitutions:

A Liberating Reference?

Robert Mager

Practices referring to God may be religious, cultural, or political. Theologians are most accus-
tomed to religious practices. However, the drafters of political constitutions, who engage in a
rare but highly significant political practice, often invoke references to God, even in modern
secularized countries. Currently, 114 constitutions refer to God (and seven others refer specifically
to Allah). At first glance, those references could be overlooked as remnants of a past era; as a
columnist wrote, “a constitution says more about where a country is coming from ... than about
how the nation is now, or where it wants to go” (B. C. 2013). But as we shall see, those references
testify to very salient political issues, and they are normally analyzed as such, either from a histor-
ical, political or legal perspective (Dietze 1956; Domingo 2016; Iban 2016). Adopting a theologi-
cal point of view, | will explore the different ways in which God is referred to in national consti-

tutions and the significance of such mentions.

Introduction

This telling example, worthy of being quoted at
length, is the very beginning of a modern constitu-
tion:
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IN HUMBLE SUBMISSION to Almighty God,
Who controls the destinies of nations and the history
of peoples;
Who gathered our forebears together from many
lands and gave them this their own;
Who has guided them from generation to generation;
Who has wondrously delivered them from the dan-
gers that beset them;
WE, who are here in Parliament assembled, declare that
whereas we
ARE CONSCIOUS OF OUR RESPONSIBILITY towards
God and man;
ARE CONVINCED OF THE NECESSITY TO STAND
UNITED
To safeguard the integrity and freedom of our coun-
try;
To secure the maintenance of law and order;
To further the contentment and spiritual and material
welfare of all in our midst;

(@) ov-nc-no |

Robert Mager is a French Canadian theologian from
Quebec. He has taught Christology and Fundamental
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and Vice-president of the International Academy of Prac-
tical Theology (2011-2017). He has authored many arti-
cles on the fundamentals of practical theology, religion
in modern Quebec, and theology of action.

ARE PREPARED TO ACCEPT our duty to seek world
peace in association with all peace-loving nations; and
ARE CHARGED WITH THE TASK of founding the Re-
public of ... and giving it a constitution best suited to the
traditions and history of our land:

BE IT THEREFORE ENACTED ...

A theologian can hardly remain insensitive to this
political document’s faithful tone. It exudes breadth
and vision. The god it refers to is the God of history,
who sets God’s people free, and leads them to a
promised land. Modern exegesis has insisted on the
centrality of this redemption narrative in the Bible.
Various liberation theologies have built on it exten-

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 42-49
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.203
ORCID-ID: 0000-0001-7115-825X
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sively, albeit in a renewed perspective centered on
issues of poverty and injustice (Cone 1974; Rowland
and Corner 1990).

But it is sobering and unsettling to realize that
the above-quoted sentences introduce the 1961
Constitution Act instituting apartheid in the Re-
public of South Africa.!

This example raises a few questions, which will
underlie the following reflections. What is happen-
ing when God is explicitly invoked in a national
constitution? What are the theological underpin-
nings of such invocations? Can those references to
God be considered “liberating” in any way?

There are clear limitations to my brief inquiry.
My perspective is predominantly theological. I only
consider explicit references to God in national con-
stitutions. I do not get into the various clauses con-
cerning religion (e. g. religious freedom, secularism,
fiscal measures, etc.). I do not analyze the specific
dynamics of Islamic constitutions, which exceed my
expertise (for those constitutions, see Issa 2011 and
Georges 2012). My overview is synchronic rather
than diachronic, paying little attention to the his-
torical evolution of individual constitutions.

Invocationes and nominationes

In many constitutions, God is mentioned very brief-
ly and generically, in expressions such as “the name
of God” (e.g. Costa Rica, 1949; Dominican Repub-
lic, 2015, Ecuador, 2008), “faith in God” (Albania,
1998), “trust in God” (El Salvador, 1983) or “plead-
ing to God” (Paraguay, 1992). Some accentuate a
specific attribute, such as “the One and Only God”
(Indonesia, 1945) or “the guiding hand of God”
(Papua New Guinea, 1975; Solomon Islands, 1978).
Some display characteristic features pointing to a
specific religion: “In the name of Allah, the Benefi-
cent, the Merciful” (Kuwait, 1962); “In the name of
the Holy and Consubstantial and Indivisible Trini-
ty” (Greece, 1975; also see Samoa, 1962).

The literature about references to God in consti-
tutions occasionally differentiates invocationes Dei
(invocations of God) and nominationes Dei (men-
tions of God) (Schroder 2004, 345). Invocationes

1 Wikisource 2018. From here on, I will refer to the Con-
stitutions in the following way: “Peru, 1993” is the Con-
stitution of Peru initially adopted in 1993. The various
constitutional texts can be found on the Constitution
Project website (https://www.constituteproject.org/).

place the constitution under the patronage of God
or call for God’s help. Here are a few examples:

The Democratic Constituent Congress invoking
Almighty God ... has resolved to enact the following
Constitution ... (Peru, 1993)

By the grace of God Almighty ... (Indonesia, 1945)

In the Name of God the Merciful and the Compassion-
ate ... (Algeria, 1976)

Nominationes mention God as a source, principle,
guardian or in any other respect. For example:

We, the people of Albania, proud and aware of our
history, with responsibility for the future, and with faith
in God and/or other universal values ... (Albania, 1998)

We, the representatives of the Brazilian People ...
promulgate, under the protection of God, this constitu-
tion ... (Brazil, 1988)

Whereas Canada is founded upon principles that
recognize the supremacy of God and the rule of law ...
(Canada, 1982?%)

An approximate tool, this distinction between invo-
cationes and nominationes fails to account for the
many ways God is referred to in constitutions. Thus,
Johannes van der Ven (Ven 2003, 201) stresses the
importance of recognizing the “various linguistic
nuances’; many invocationes, for example, are actu-
ally “rhetorical petition prayers”, such as the invoca-
tion “God bless South Africa” found at the end of
the Preamble of today’s South African Constitution
(1996). Likewise, nominationes aim at several differ-
ent purposes, which call for further analyses.

To go beyond the distinction between invocatio-
nes and nominationes, I suggest the following mode
of analysis. When constitutions refer to God, God is
represented in a certain way; furthermore, the god-
head is understood to play a certain role; finally, im-
plicit or explicit expectations are present. I will fo-
cus on this interplay of images, functions and
benefits. From this perspective, I suggest that four
categories can be discerned in constitutions: God as
liberator, as ruler, as giver and as judge. I will briefly
address and assess each of these categories.

2 As is the case for United Kingdom, Canada’s Constitu-
tion is a compendium of various documents deemed to
have constitutional value, such as the one quoted here,
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which
was voted as part of the 1982 Constitution Act.
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God as Liberator

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, God is experi-
enced and portrayed first and foremost as a libera-
tor, the go’el (redeemer) who frees God’s people from
slavery. This understanding of God is most explicit
in the Pentateuch, but it is foundational to all bibli-
cal literature, from the dissipation of chaos in Gene-
sis up to the fulfilment of all things in Revelation. It
links God to history and underlies the idea of a cov-
enant between God and specific peoples.

The above-cited 1961 South African Constitu-
tion is a most telling example of this view. But there
are other traces of it. Nicaragua’s Constitution
(1987) mentions “those Christians who inspired by
their belief in God have joined and committed
themselves to the struggle for the liberation of the
oppressed.” The Dominican Republic’s national
motto associates “God, Country, and Liberty”
(2015). Other constitutions express their gratitude
for the country’s existence (Liberia, 1986; Seychelles,
1993), evoke the protection of God (especially South
American Constitutions: e.g. Argentina, 1853; Co-
lombia, 1991; Venezuela, 1999), ask for God’s guid-
ance (Tuvalu, 1986; Liberia, 1986, Paulu; 1981) or
God’s blessing (e.g. Australia, 1901; Kenya, 2010;
Hungary, 2011). God is understood as instrumental
in those countries’ history and destiny.

In those constitutions, the references to God are
dynamic, in the sense that they suggest concrete
benefits for the country. But they clearly open the
door to the “God with us” syndrome, as the former
South African Constitution exemplifies.

God as Ruler

The Kenyan Constitution (2010) acknowledges “the
supremacy of the Almighty God of all creation”
(Kenya, 2010). Many constitutions presume God’s
rule over the world. The United States of America’s
Constitution (USA, 1789) does not mention God,
but two USA State constitutions (Colorado, Wash-
ington) refer to God as “the Supreme Ruler of the
Universe.”

This vision of God as a ruler is the most common
in the constitutions. Its roots run deep in political
history: The Magna Carta, a foundational element
of the United Kingdom’s Constitution (1297), is
written “unto the honour of Almighty God.” God’s
rule is expressed in various ways. Many constitu-
tions mention the sovereignty of God (Samoa, 1962),
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God’s supremacy (e.g. Canada, 1982; Zambia, 1991;
Zimbabwe, 2013), God’s Fatherhood (Kiribati, 1979;
Grenada, 1973), or God’s Highness (Lebanon, 1926).
Their provisions are established “under God” (Ire-
land, 1937; Nigeria, 1999) or “under the guiding
hand of God” (Papua New Guinea, 1975; Tuvalu,
1986; Solomon Islands, 1978). In monarchic sys-
tems, the king or queen rules “by the Grace of God”
(Liechtenstein, 1921; Sweden, 1974) or takes the oath
“in the presence of Almighty God” (Lesotho, 1993).

The most frequent attribute we find in the consti-
tutions is “Almighty God,” and its variants (“God
All-Powerful,” “Almighty Allah,” “the omnipotence
of Allah”). They appear in at least 37 constitutions.
Power is the central notion here: God is seen as the
overarching authority from which the power of the
State proceeds or to which it is somehow related.
Sometimes, this relationship is clearly defined, thus
in Samoa (1962): “sovereignty over the Universe be-
longs to the Omnipresent God alone, and the au-
thority to be exercised by the people of Samoa with-
in the limits prescribed by God’s commandments is
a sacred heritage.” Many times, constitutions try to
articulate the sovereignty of God and the sovereign-
ty of the people: “All powers of government, legisla-
tive, executive and judicial, derive, under God, from
the people” (Ireland, 1937). But most of the time, the
reference to God’s power is simply stated, such as in
the Constitution of Switzerland (1999), which opens
with a brief but blunt “In the name of Almighty
God!”

Commentators remark that bracing a ruler’s
power against the authority of a divinity is an age-
old stratagem (Winiger 2010, 17). Others interpret
this enduring reference to God’s rule as a “claim that
human rights and human authority are not without
limitations and conditions but find their source,
their limitation, and their goal in the authority of
God. The human being cannot be the measure of all
things” (Schmid 2004, 29). Thus, the reference to
God’s rule appears to sway between the justification
of power and its ultimate limitation.

God as Giver

Konrad Schmid sees a close connection in the con-
stitutions between references to God Almighty and
the foundation of a moral order. He traces this con-
nection back to the deistic views of the early modern
period: “For the Enlightenment, God cannot be
proven, but he must be postulated as an infallible



A
-

God in National Constitutions: A Liberating Reference?

agency of supervision in order to guarantee a func-
tioning moral community. In this context, it is par-
ticularly advisable to refer back to God as the ‘Al-
mighty’: God is the almighty guarantor of a moral
order for state and society” (Schmid 2004, 21). Béné-
dict Winiger concurs with this idea, discerning a
Kantian perspective under the references to “God as
moral Lord of the world” (Winiger 2010, 21; my
translation). Indeed, some constitutions ascribe
moral considerations to the “Almighty God” figure:
“the people of Nauru acknowledge God as the al-
mighty and everlasting Lord and the giver of all
good things” (Nauru, 1968).

However, as the Nauruan example indicates, an-
other specific pattern appears in the context of these
moral considerations. It entails a donation and is of-
ten expressed with the image of a “source.” God is
seen as “the Giver of our life, liberty, identity and
our inherent rights” (Marshall Islands, 1979). God is
the “source of all reason and justice” (Argentina,
1853). “Human dignity is given by God to every hu-
man being, and this is the basis for all human rights”
(Somalia, 2012). This gift is related to God’s cre-
ational activity: “Since it appears to be the will of
God that man should be free as He has made all men
of one blood therefore shall the people of Tonga and
all who sojourn or may sojourn in this Kingdom be
free forever” (Tonga, 1875). Much like Nauru, the
Polynesian State of Tuvalu (1986) sees God both as a
ruler and as a provider: “the people of Tuvalu, ac-
knowledging God as the Almighty and Everlasting
Lord and giver of all good things, humbly place
themselves under His good providence and seek His
blessing upon themselves and their lives.” And
again: “The right of the people of Tuvalu, both pres-
ent and future, to a full, free and happy life, and to
moral, spiritual, personal and material welfare, is
affirmed as one given to them by God.” In many
constitutions, reference to God goes hand in hand
with the idea of gratitude for what God has given,
through terms such as “gift,” “gratefulness,” or
“benediction” (Liberia, 1986; Seychelles, 1993; South
Sudan, 2011).

The Polish Constitution (1997) offers a recent
and well-crafted version of this reference to God as
giver:

We, the Polish Nation-all citizens of the Republic,

Both those who believe in God as the source of truth,
justice, good and beauty,

As well as those not sharing such faith but respecting
those universal values as arising from other sources ...

Beholden to our ancestors for their labours, their strug-
gle for independence achieved at great sacrifice, for our
culture rooted in the Christian heritage of the Nation
and in universal human values ...

Recognizing our responsibility before God or our own
consciences,

Hereby establish this Constitution of the Republic of Po-
land ...

In this case, the imagery of the “source” is used to
anchor the moral order. The Polish people are also
“beholden” to their ancestors for what the latter
have achieved and transmitted. This Preamble re-
tains a strong reference to God while refraining
from invoking the powerfulness of God as ruler.
Through its openness to a variety of “sources,” it
seeks to invoke different roots for the moral order.
However, even this thoughtful expedient cannot si-
lence two enduring questions: What can this refer-
ence mean for people who are estranged from the
very idea of a god? And for the believers themselves:
To what extent can God be rightly viewed as a Mor-
al Absolute?

God as Judge

A last representation of God is quite discernible in
constitutions, that of God as judge. It emerges be-
hind the multiple calls to responsibility. Many coun-
tries declare themselves responsible “for the future”
(Albania, 1998), before “God and history” (Equato-
rial Guinea, 1991), “God and the nation” (Georgia,
1995), “God and man” (Germany, 1949), “God and
our own consciences” (Poland, 1997), “God, our
own conscience, past, present and future genera-
tions” (Ukraine, 1996), “God, the Nation, Africa
and the World” (DR Congo, 2005). We could under-
stand this responsibility as being answerable to God
as ruler, but there is a juridical twist to it, which can
be perceived in a minor article of the Argentinian
Constitution (1853): “The private actions of men
that in no way offend public order or morality, nor
injure a third party, are reserved only to God, and
are exempt from the authority of the magistrates.”
Another testimony given to the understanding
of God as judge is the massive appeal to God in
oath-taking (40 constitutions), even in constitutions
that do not entail any other reference to God (e.g.
Fiji, 2013; Jamaica, 1962; Lithuania, 1992). The oath
supposes consequences if it is ever broken. “The es-
sence of a divine oath is an invocation of divine
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agency to be a guarantor of the oath taker’s own
honesty and integrity in the matter under question.
By implication, this invokes divine displeasure if the
oath taker fails in their sworn duties.” There is a ju-
ridical overtone in such practices: a divine oath “im-
plies greater care than usual in the act of the perfor-
mance of one’s duty, such as in testimony to the facts
of the matter in a court of law” (Wikipedia 2019;
emphasis mine).

The essential provisions for oath-taking in con-
stitutions, their link with appealing to God, and the
larger call for responsibility provoke thought. Ex-
ploring these issues would take us far beyond the
scope of the present article. May I just point out two
potential avenues for further inquiry. The first one is
the fundamental importance of promises in political
life, as hinted to by the political thinker Hannah Ar-
endt (Arendt 2013, 243-247). The second is the age-
old relationship between religion, oath-taking and
the practice of libation. The very concept of respon-
sibility points towards this three-fold relationship:
the famed linguist Emile Benveniste has shown how
the etymology of the concept of responsibility points
towards the Greek and Latin root spend-, which in
turn bears the memory of the religious rite of liba-
tion (Benveniste 1969, 209-221).

In any case, the call for responsibility before God
(and nation, history, conscience) indicates that con-
stitutions are looking for ways to ensure that the
promises they make are binding and will ultimately
be accounted for. They express a wish that there be a
transcendent depth beyond the legal nature of con-
stitutional provisions. We may wonder, however, if
the appeal to a divine judge can have a real effect in
the concrete application of constitutions and if, in
sum, they do not represent a sophisticated version of
the famous “pie in the sky.”

The Theologico-Political Problem

The above-delineated four categories are distin-
guished in order to see the many ways God is re-
ferred to in national constitutions. They mingle in
some preambles, such as that of the Irish Constitu-
tion (1937):

In the Name of the Most Holy Trinity, from Whom is
all authority [God as ruler] and to Whom, as our final
end, all actions both of men and States must be referred
[God as judge],

We, the people of Eire,
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Humbly acknowledging all our obligations to our
Divine Lord, Jesus Christ [God as giver’],

Who sustained our fathers through centuries of trial
[God as liberator] ...

Do hereby adopt, enact, and give to ourselves this
Constitution.

The four categories represent, in a way, four cardinal
ways of locating God, either on a temporal axis (the
past liberator, the future judge) or on a spatial axis
(the ruler above, the giver below). In any case, they
attempt to strengthen constitutional foundations by
bracing them with a divine reference. In doing so,
they testify to an age-old problem: how can the po-
litical sphere, which is contingent by nature, be
firmly established? Can an absolute divine founda-
tion be invoked? Can the contingent and the abso-
lute connect in any way? Should they? In political
philosophy, those questions point towards what has
come to be known as “the theologico-political prob-
lem” (Strauss 1997; Meier 2006).

Early Modernity had broken with religious foun-
dations and undertaken to re-establish them on the
sole principles of reason and the will of the people.
But tragedies of the 20th century, especially world
wars and genocides, shook the confidence in such
foundations and laid bare the powerlessness of laws
when faced with widespread violence and injustice.
Different solutions were explored. After World War
II, there was a renewal of interest for the idea of a
“natural law” beyond rationality.

[Their proponents] believed in a natural law which was
derived from the order created by God, in which man’s
nature was the source of, and his reason nothing but a
means to, revelation. Natural law was not just some
product of human reason, but a system of norms which
through reason could be found in the order erected by
God, in which God was both principium and finis. They
believed in a law ... which Plato had referred to as the law
in itself ... Cicero had said of it that it was the same in
Rome and Athens, unchangeable and eternal at all times
and for all peoples, the voice of God himself, which could
not be abolished; nor could its validity be contested by
the resolution of a senate or a plebiscite (Dietze 1956,
75-76).

Natural law underlies many recent discourses on
human rights. As Dietze writes: “Under the Western

3 Obligation relates to the idea of gift through the themes
of gratitude and indebtedness (Online Etymology Dic-
tionary, https://www.etymonline.com/word/obligation).
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constitutions, basic rights appear as an objective
value. The pouvoir constituant does not grant them,
but merely guarantees them. Having their roots in a
natural law that is not so much the creation of hu-
man reason but of God, these rights are immune
from a subjectivist interpretation and can neither be
amended nor abolished” (Dietze 1956, 81).

More secular schools of thought attempted to
ground human rights on other principles, such as
human dignity or reason. Most constitutions refer to
human rights and do so in a very solemn way, even if
they do not relate them to a divine foundation. How-
ever, as Schmid (2004, 28) remarks:

It seems that the commitment to universal human rights
has attained quasi religious status in these preambles,
that at first sight appear to be secular. No longer is ac-
countability to the almighty God final criteria, but ac-
countability to the dignity of the human being. This
demonstrates, as with the particular western examples,
that constitutions—as the supreme texts of law—cannot
do without religious reminiscences, at least as structural
elements: whereas they do not invoke God, they do cele-
brate a firm “faith” in universal human rights, in which
they find their foundation extra se.

The theologico-political problem cannot be easily
solved. “Religious reminiscences” remain, even
when constitutions try to do without a religious
foundation.*

Critical Reflections

Our assessment of the references to God in national
constitutions leads us to a mixed appraisal. On the
one hand, many analysts find those references use-
tul to warrant the solemnity of constitutional mea-
sures.

To invoke God is, beyond the act of faith ... to give an
additional guarantee to the liberty and the rights of the
citizens, in the sense that a divine presence means that
human law is not the supreme and final norm of human
society, because everyone knows that positive law does
not exhaust the sphere of law. Likewise, this invocation
emphasizes that politics is not the unsurpassable hori-
zon of social life (D’Onorio 2008, 9; my translation).

On the other hand, other analysts deem such invo-
cations to be either inappropriate, ineffective, or

4 Even an openly atheistic constitution such as that of
North Korea (1972), as it exalts the leadership of Com-
rades Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, underlines that their
maxim is “The people are my God.”

harmful. From a modern perspective, constitutional
references to God seem out of place. Their location
in preambles and their very general phrasing tends
to make them useless in legal disputes.’ They testify
to ancient alliances between religious authorities
and political powers, which, too often, served to
warrant those powers and to justify unfathomable
crimes (Winiger 2010).

Other critical remarks are necessary from a
theological point of view. The massive legacy of
Christendom prompts many Christians to consider
the inclusion of God in national constitutions as a fit
homage to God or the Christian heritage and to see
its promotion as a faithful duty. We could witness
this sort of argumentation in the debate around the
European Constitution project (Berten 2004; Kil-
junen 2004, 51-52; Wynne 2007). But to what extent
isn’t the God of national constitutions a mere pro-
jection of our collective desires and needs? Do con-
stitutional references to God truly honour God?
Their insistence on “Almighty God” and on God as
“Supreme Ruler” of the universe leaves aside im-
portant aspects of the biblical tradition about God.
God calls Abram to leave his country and to move
towards “the land I will show you” (Gen 12:1). The
prophets constantly question the rulers’ appeal to
God to justify their deeds and policies. Jesus’ king-
dom is not of this world (John 18:36), and, therefore,
in Paul’s words, “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phi
3:20). In a word: from a Christian point of view, con-
stitutional references to God tend to suffer from an
eschatological deficit. But this leads us to a well-
known theological dilemma: Is the Christian view
of politics essentially a critical one, or can Christi-
anity (still) make positive contributions to the foun-
dation and development of countries?

A proposal

Konrad Schmid made a thought-provoking remark
in his study of constitutional preambles: “It could
very well be the case that a preamble that avoids

5 In Canada, “the British Columbia Court of Appeal has
gone so far as to describe the words of the preamble as ‘a
dead letter’ into which that court has ‘no authority to
breathe life’—an act of resurrection, it says, which only
the Supreme Court of Canada could hope to bring about”
(Farrow 2004, 162). For a counterargument regarding
the normative value of preambles in constitutions, see
Pieprzyca 2017.
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mentioning God is shaped by theological thought to
a greater degree than a preamble in which such
mentioning is explicit” (Schmid 2004, 29). The issue
might not be so much to name God but rather to
discourse in such a way that a space opens for tran-
scendence, be it a “nameless Transcendence.™

The conditions under which such discourse can
be achieved would have to be explored for them-
selves. Let me just suggest that they could be traced
in the South African case, as the country abandoned
the racist constitution of 1961 to move towards the
post-apartheid constitution of 1996. This contempo-
rary constitution abandons the epic godly narrative
to propose instead a brief preamble remembering
past sufferings, injustice and hardships, and ex-
pressing its fundamental belief in inclusivity:

We, the people of South Africa,
Recognise the injustices of our past;

Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in
our land;

Respect those who have worked to build and develop our
country; and

Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it,
united in our diversity.

We may notice that the three central categories of
Johann Baptist Metz’s new political theology are im-
bedded in this first sentence, namely: memory, nar-
rative, and solidarity. The memory is, as in Metz’s
view, the memory of suffering (Metz 1980). The pre-
amble goes on with the goals and principles held
dear by the country:

We therefore, through our freely elected representatives,
adopt this Constitution as the supreme law of the Repub-
lic so as to

— Heal the divisions of the past and establish a society
based on democratic values, social justice and funda-
mental human rights;

— Lay the foundations for a democratic and open society
in which government is based on the will of the people
and every citizen is equally protected by law;

— Improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the
potential of each person; and

6 The French-Canadian sociologist Fernand Dumont
wrote extensively about the key role of such transcen-
dence in human life, both on individual and societal lev-
els (Baum 2015; Dumont 1995, 215-234).
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— Build a united and democratic South Africa able to
take its rightful place as a sovereign state in the family of
nations.

The preamble concludes with a dual invocatio Dei:
“May God protect our people,” and “God bless South
Africa.” Such invocations recognize that, ultimately,
the people are vulnerable and in need of “blessing.”
Our beliefs, intentions and projects are full of hopes
and desires that we cannot entirely fulfill. God is in-
voked not as a warrant that closes the deal, but as
the trustworthy witness of a liberating journey
which remains our own.
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Rethinking hospitality, resistance and the calling:
Explorations of decolonial research strategies

Kaia Schultz Rensdal

What is hospitality, what is its content? Through explorations of decolonial research strategies
this article has its starting point in a narrative from Northern Norway. | discuss conceptualisations
of hospitality from theological and phenomenological perspectives, and as something that may
entail resistance from and for those involved. | present the Artic North as a very specific geo-
graphical, historical and cultural space. Certain events took place in these borderlands during the
so-called refugee crisis that set in motion encounters and narratives that were worth investigat-
ing. In the explorations of hospitality, | include the perspective of lived space and the phenome-
nological concept of prereflexivity, which are prerequisites for a discussion of the calling and

hospitality.

Introduction

This article explores decolonial research strategies,
connecting to the ways in which voices, bodies and
practices make up critical counter-power, and where
this counter-power is rooted. Hospitality, as well as
the response to the call of another human being, in
this context are interpreted within a theological
framework as practices of resistance and counter-
conduct.

Through a narrative from Northern Norway, I
explore the concepts of hospitality and calling from
theological and phenomenological perspectives as
something that may entail resistance from and for
those involved. The Artic North is the starting point
as certain events took place there in 2015 that set in
motion encounters and narratives that were worth
investigating.

The research relates to decolonial thinking both
indirectly, as the issue of migration, border-crossing,
and the reason for these are to a large extend linked
to varying remnants of colonialism and systemic
racism and marginality based in colonial logics. Im-
plicitly, the research as well as the text itself, relate to
research strategies that are tied to decolonial think-
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ing. Postcolonial critique, in the tradition of Edward
Said (Said 1979) points to the complete objectifying
of the oriental, non-white other, where this other has
been observed, administrated and controlled with-
out the freedom or power to participate, negotiate,
or decide. Traditional research methods are often
critiqued due to the objectification of the research
subjects or matters, reflecting this postcolonial
thinking. Starting with Spivak’s warning of hege-
monizing the other, decolonial methodology focuses
on how we learn “from below, from the subaltern,
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rather than only study him(her)” (Spivak 2005, 482).
In their endeavors, researchers often collaborate
with individuals who are not researchers, and the
goal is to avoid reducing their life, experiences and
practices to data. A research approach characterized
by collaboration focused on subject-to-subject rela-
tionships between the researcher subject and re-
search field may be understood as a decolonial re-
search strategy (cf. Wyller and Lid, Forthcoming
2021). Furthermore, new knowledge developed from
new spaces with other perspectives may lead to new
grounds for resistance and counter-conduct (Wyller
and Lid, Forthcoming 2021). Also when we research
with people who are not necessarily subaltern in
Spivak’s understanding, it is a question of letting the
people and practices speak, and, in an attentive and
embodied sense, participate and share.

To let the counter-conductive spaces, practices
and bodies speak, the presentation of the geograph-
ical and historical context and the narrative of con-
tacting and speaking with the research subjects be-
comes important, and may not follow the traditional
composition of academic writing. I will attempt to
comprehensibly weave the elements together.

In the explorations of hospitality, I include the
perspective of lived space and the phenomenologi-
cal concept of prereflexivity, which are prerequisites
for a discussion of calling and hospitality. These per-
spectives also relate to encountering and affected-
ness, and not reducing the research subject “to the
empirical alone” (Spivak 2005, 480), but to sharing
experiences and knowledge production, as situated
bodies. In other words, the research does not pres-
ent a “general body”, as in trying to say something
about general tendencies regarding hospitality; but
rather, it regards concrete present bodies, sharing,
also within the framework of research.

After presenting the context of the research, and
some of the presently relevant history, I will recount
the narrative of the encounters with the two re-
search subjects. All these elements, related to con-
text, history and shared encounter are part of the
information that forms the discussion. Thus, the
narrative will, in line with the methodology, include
a present researcher subject. As it is not only the
words spoken in the interviews that inform the dis-
cussion, the balance between information given in
the interviews and ‘other’ information may be awry
compared to traditional ethnographic and empiri-
cally developed writing.

Refugees in the North'

In 2015, almost one and a half million people crossed
the borders into Europe. They were refugees and mi-
grants searching for any possible route into a Euro-
pean country.

Norway has a 196-kilometre border with Russia.
Only one road crosses the border, with one border
station, called Storskog. It is illegal to make the
crossing on foot, but a bicycle is considered a vehi-
cle. At the beginning of the 21st century, an average
of five asylum-seekers crossed this border annually.
In 2015, 5,465 asylum-seekers found this way into
Norway, most having been granted once-through
visas in Russia. As early as March 2015, a few asy-
lum-seekers crossed this border; in August 100 peo-
ple crossed. By October, 50 to 60 people were cross-
ing daily. According to Norwegian law, asylum
applications can be processed either at the border or
inside the territory. Because it was impossible to dif-
ferentiate between asylum-seekers and others, as
well as handling the large number of people, the
border authorities simply decided to let every third
country national enter.

The local police, politicians, and population mo-
bilized. The transit reception center, the refugee re-
ceptions centers, and all the hotels in the area filled
up. The local politicians and news station reported
on the situation but were unable to catch the atten-
tion of the national authorities. International media,
however, was attentive, and once they started broad-
casting from Storskog, the Norwegian media and
government realized that this had become an inter-
national event.

Furthermore, it became both a national and an
international political issue. The refugees heading to
Norway were crowding the two Russian cities clos-
est to Storskog: Nikel and Zapoljarnyj. Russian bor-
der authorities and Norwegian police agreed to a
daily maximum of 200 border crossings.

Once the Norwegian government had realized
the severity of the situation, they mobilized to find
means of stopping the increasing flow of migrants
into Norway. The law had to be changed, and a leg-
islative amendment was enacted within ten days.
The locals were alarmed, as it was now late Novem-
ber and the climate was aggravating the situation.

1 Some of the narrative is also published in Rensdal 2019.
2 'The following account builds on local, national, and in-
ternational reports from 2015 and 2016.
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The government remained unaffected and increased
the offensive. The lack of clear agreements with Rus-
sia led to migrants being sent back and forth within
the border zone several times. In the end, Russia
drew a line so that none of those deported from
Norway were permitted to re-enter Russia. The
amendment allowed the apprehending of people
who were likely to be denied asylum, which led to
several asylum-seekers exploring the options of
church asylum.

The Artic borderlands

The frontier between Norway and Russia was first
staked out in 1863. Since then, the borders between
Russia and Finland have been re-drawn and fought
over many times. People have inhabited the area for
more than 10,000 years, regardless and irrespective
of these frontiers, and people on all sides are con-
nected to each other through family bonds and
friendships. Until around 200 years ago, the popula-
tion was predominantly Sami. The region played an
important role in the Nordics’ history as colonizers.
As the Sami population was threatening to outgrow
the whites in the early 1800s, the government
changed policies to repopulate the region with white
and “loyal” Norwegians. In the county of Ser-Va-
ranger, industry, as well as national and internation-
al politics have thus been the decisive forces of
change, influencing who settled and made up the
population. Refugees have crossed these borders
many times before, mainly due to wars, unrest and
persecution in Russia and Finland.

Throughout the Second World War around
160,000 German soldiers were based in this county,
with a population of around 7000. Many stayed in
people’s homes, sometimes while the families were
still living there. Additionally, 65,000 Soviet war
prisoners were held in the many camps in the area.
Locals fled or were evacuated by force, and the area
was destroyed.’ Children were sent to Sweden when
the war ended, for nourishment and healing, after
years of food deprivation and sickness. During the
90s, there was a direct route from Sarajevo* to
Ser-Varanger, as the county is a so-called reception

3 Kirkenes endured 328 bombardments, and in October
1944, it was burned to the ground, leaving only 39 hous-
es.

4 There are different reports of origin city; Skopje, Pristi-
na, Sarajevo, and Kosovo.
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county, which means that the county has an estab-
lished center with a specific capacity in personell
and beds for reception.

Shared borderland encounters

If you can reach Murmansk, you can get to Zapol-
jarnyj, a city with a population of 15,000, 53. 3 kilo-
meters from Storskog and the Norwegian border.
Between Zapoljarnyj and Storskog, there is only wil-
derness. It is very dark, and there is little passing
traffic. This area is as far East as Istanbul, and once
you cross into Norway, you jump two time zones.

13 kilometers from Storskog, across the border,
in the county of Ser-Varanger is Kirkenes, a town
with 3,500 inhabitants. The locals travel ‘next door’
to do their shopping. Many go to Russia once a week
to fill up their cars’ gas tanks, as the price on gas and
diesel is considerably lower than in Norway. Locals
have “grenseboerbevis” (a local border traffic per-
mit) and may cross the border without visas.

Some say that there is something called North-
ern Norwegian hospitality. If it exists, does it relate
to the geographical, historical and social context of
being a borderland? The context of the borderlands
was a starting point for exploring hospitality, and
one of the dimensions of hospitality became the
concept of calling and, eventually, that led to find-
ing practices and voices of resistance and count-
er-conduct.

I read about two people, Lars and Maria in
countless news articles. Two ordinary people who
took action when ‘the refugees came’ to Norway.
Through a friend and colleague in Kirkenes, I man-
aged to get the phone numbers to these two people.

I booked flights to Kirkenes, booked a hotel, and
planned to contact Lars and Maria to arrange inter-
views. I had a reminder in my calendar every day for
two months, “call Kirkenes”, but I kept hesitating. It
felt insignificant to be a researcher and to talk to
people three years afterwards, to interpret and think
about what they did.

I travelled there, just to be there, as a situated body.
It is a place that calls to be experienced, lived and felt.
The people, culture and history needs to be experi-
enced there. Three days after my arrival, I still had not
called, really struggling with the question of why it
was important to talk to them. On the fourth day, I
could not procrastinate anymore, and I called Lars,
tully prepared for him to say that he had no time to
talk to me. “Hello, it’s Lars!” came the response.
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I introduced myself, and explained why I had
called, and told him that my friend had recom-
mended I talked to him about “the refugees” and
that he had given me his number. He replied that it
was nice to hear that the other man thought he was
someone interesting to talk to. I told him that I knew
it was short notice, but I hoped he had the chance to
talk to me about his experiences. “Yes, sure, I'd like
that. How about tomorrow? Where can we meet?”

I met Lars in the hotel lobby. We talked for 2.5
hours. He talked about those months in 2015/16,
about everything that happened, and all the things
that had happened in his life because of those expe-
riences. I asked about Maria, who I had learned was
moving from Kirkenes. He told me she was still
around, and that I should call her. At the end of our
conversation, I asked him for a hug.

Lars, who is a man in his late forties, told me how
he is one of the many locals who goes to Russia for
cheap gas. During the fall of 2015, he met families
wandering the desolate road between Zapoljarnyj
and Storskog. More and more people and many
small children, walking or bicycling. People who
were not dressed for the harsh climate here. He, a
man who used to be an adamant adversary of immi-
gration, an “unknowing sceptic” as he calls himself,
was moved to action.

When I got to my room, I called Maria. “Hello,
it’s Maria?” I went through the introduction again.
“I can meet you tomorrow, no problem!” She told
me her story of those months when the refugees
came. We talked about Kirkenes as a historic place
of hospitality. She told me of doors that are always
open in Kirkenes. People will enter each other’s
homes and get a cup of coffee, even when there is no
one home. She thinks this has to do with the war
(WWII). As the Germans occupied people’s homes
for their own use, families would move into other
families’ homes. Maria’s grandparents had told her
how they lived several families together in one
home, and that this was part of people’s narratives,
thus shaping them as perhaps more welcoming and
open.

Maria, a nurse with two grown children, told me
how she was watching the news, seeing the families
who were walking or bicycling in the nothingness
between Zapoljarnyj and Storskog. She saw small
children and their exhausted parents. Almost invis-
ible bodies in the Arctic darkness. She saw people in
danger and was moved to action.

Both told me about how they were arrested for
helping transport refugees from the reception cen-

ter to church asylum. Maria paid her fine. Lars re-
fused and spent three years getting exonerated from
the sentence. Both said that their lives would never
be the same again. When we talked about hospitali-
ty, they both claimed the refugees as most hospita-
ble. That they had never received so much hospitality
as when the refugees came.

Hospitality and calling

The question of hospitality is in some instances one
of life or death. It can therefore not be a question of
courtesy or civility, and in this discussion, it is not a
political question. On the human level, what is ulti-
mately at stake is tied to ethics. Hospitality is con-
ceptually linked to theology, and ultimately appears
as an ethical demand in one form or another, as an
“ethics-as-hospitality” (Dikeg, Clark and Barnett
2009, 9). “When it is the ethical challenge of the oth-
er that is central, and this is confronted in action,
then a theologically relevant practice takes place”
(Wyller 2008). The Danish philosopher and theolo-
gian Knud Legstrup’s most famous work is The Eth-
ical Demand (Logstrup 2000 [1956]). In this work on
relational ethics, he stated that you can never engage
with another human without holding pieces of her
life in your hand. This demand is also part of Log-
strup’s work on vocation. Vocation is when humans
see themselves called by God to certain actions,
ways of life or professions. Over the last half of the
1900s, theological thinkers like Lagstrup developed
a theology and philosophy that included specific
ideas of vocation. Central here is that in the calling,
the term I will use, we are called by the other, by our
neighbor. This is not a religious concept, but instead
a universal concept that every human being is called
to heed this other life and take care of and protect it.
This should mean that when refugees come to our
door, they are the life placed in our hand to care for,
to show hospitality.

Lars and Maria both stated that hospitality was
something that came with the refugees. If that is the
case, it turns the concept on its head. If hospitality
comes with the other, the concept of calling from
traditional thinkers such as Logstrup is contested
and challenged. In an attempt to explore what this
may mean, it is fitting to reflect on the Nordic em-
phasis on traditional ideas of calling, as they can
been used to say something about hospitality.
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Embodied spatial calling

The theoretical premise is spatial thinking, primar-
ily in the tradition of the French sociologist Henri
Lefebvre, and his production of space (Lefebvre
2003 [1970]; 2007 [1974]; 2008 [1961]). The very short
introductory version of Lefebvre’s theory on the
production of space, in this context is that space is to
be understood in an active sense as an intricate web
of relationships that is continuously produced and
reproduced. Spaces are formative. Space is to be un-
derstood less as something that is, but as something
we do, or in the interpretation of Kirsten Simonsen,
space is a verb rather than a noun (Simonsen 2010,
45),

I will draw on prior explorations on the concept
of calling, which emphasizes the fact that individu-
als are placed in the sometimes disruptive calling re-
lationship as equals - the actions taken in the en-
counter determine the meaning for those involved
(Ronsdal 2018). The theological premise for this
particular understanding of calling is the tradition
sometimes referred to as Scandinavian creation the-
ology, where Logstrup was a central figure.

One starting point of this position is that life is
created and given to us. We did not create it our-
selves. This life is continuously created, in the here
and now (Wingren 1995, 35-36; 39-40). Our rela-
tionships and encounters with other people thus
shape our world (Legstrup 2000, 39). There are, ac-
cording to Legstrup, phenomena and aspects of hu-
man life that are not subject to our power, that be-
long to life itself (Leogstrup 2000, 30; 35, 38-39).
Logstrup rejected making the question of compas-
sion and care a religious one. Rather, he made them
a universal challenge, in a reciprocal interdepen-
dence regardless of faith or creed (Logstrup 2000,
34). As we are created (by God), life is expressed as
care for and reception of the other. Logstrup’s view
of creation is that it is universal, and that it is char-
acterized by motion, change, and life. That the world
and other humans are not our creations is decisive
in how we think about and act toward them.

The Other has always been an important figure
and phenomenon for theology; part of “the task of
perceiving the other” (Heimbrock and Meyer 2010,
1999). This emphasis links to phenomenology, where
the fact that we share a [created] life, reality, and
world makes us part of the same lifeworld [with di-
vine presence]: “A human is inherently related to
others, to nature, culture and society” (Wyller 2010,
190). Furthermore, we “share the same planet, there-
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fore unavoidably live at the expense of other life-
forms, and repeatedly do so at the expense of oth-
ers” (Gregersen, Uggla and Wyller 2017, 21).

This is a theology that is “particularly interested
in thinking of reality as a radically open concept,
which leaves space to think otherness and change-
ability for the world. Such extensions into discourse
are open for discussion, not holy laws to be either
condoned or condemned” (Heimbrock and Meyer
2010, 1999). It is a normative, philosophical, life-in-
terpreting approach towards God, life, humans, and
the world. The so-called Scandinavian creation the-
ology “stands and falls with the claim that there are
shared aspects of human life that offer room for
open-minded discussions of how to live the human
condition alongside people of other faiths, and with
people of no professed faith at all. [It] leaves ample
room for common sense and common commit-
ments, even where worldviews differ or even drift
apart. Everyday life constitutes a third realm be-
tween a purely political realm, and a purely religious
domain” (Uggla, Wyller and Gregersen 2017, 8).

These two lines of thought regarding human life
are distinctive to this theological interpretation. The
first is the understanding of creation, meaning in-
terpreting the world as “already God’s creation, a
reality which should be cared for and enjoyed for its
own sake, by believers and non-believers alike” (Ug-
gla, Wyller and Gregersen 2017, 11). Humans par-
take in continuous creation, a condition shared by
all.

The other distinction is the profession of a divine
presence also outside religious or sacred spaces — in
the everyday. This is also true in the everyday lives,
practices and spaces of people who do not necessar-
ily think of themselves as being religious. This gives
a sacredness to everyday life and to everyday spaces
that are open to theological interpretations of prac-
tices and locations of life traditionally not thought
of as sacred. The other human being, the one who is
fundamentally other to myself, is also a part of this
shared condition of living in a world that is contin-
uously created.

Bodies and prereflexivity

The Norwegian professor of the science of nursing,
Kari Martinsen, claims that in the confrontation
with another body, there is an embodied reaction to
this body, even before one begins to think about
who this person is (Martinsen 2014 [2000], 19-23).
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She refers to this embodied reaction as prereflexivi-
ty, meaning something that occurs before conscious
consideration. Bodies are aware of and respond to
other bodies.

Prereflexivity is significant in my interpretation
of the calling. I argue that the significant moment is
when encountering bodies respond to each other
momentarily, before all conscious considerations
and assessments of the situation can occur. These
moments are significant because in the prereflexive,
the encountering bodies are equal; they are just
equal bodies without predefined positions. In the
calling and in the encounter, in the prereflexive, it is
not as obvious who these vulnerable bodies are
(Ronsdal 2018).

There are several phenomenologists contribut-
ing to the concept of prereflexivity (cf. Logstrup
2000; Martinsen 2014 [2000]; Merleau-Ponty 1962),
among them Bernard Waldenfels, placing prere-
flexivity in the body. “The domain of our body in-
cludes all that really has to do with me without be-
ing done by me” (Waldenfels 2007, 75). Waldenfels
also emphasizes the encounter. He uses the concept
of pathos, noting that they are “those events which
are not at our disposal, as if merely waiting for a
prompt or command, but rather happen to us, over-
come, stir, surprise, attack us,” (Waldenfels 2011,
26). They are events that happen to us and do not
belong to a “first-person perspective as an act I per-
form, nor to the third-person perspective as an ob-
jective process registered or effected from the out-
side” (Waldenfels 2007, 74). He states, “In sum,
everything that appears to us has to be described
not simply as something which receives a sense, but
as something which provokes sense without being
meaningful itself yet still as something by which we
are touched, affected, stimulated, surprised and to
some extend violated. I call this happening pathos,
Widerfahrnis or af-fect, marked by a hyphen in or-
der to suggest that something is done to us”
(Waldenfels 2007, 74).

This prereflexivity as pathos is a central feature
in how I interpret calling. It places the prereflexive
in an ethical discourse, as being in the world is in
itself ethically and morally significant. It is human
to encounter others with empathy and pathos, but it
is not necessarily something we decide ourselves. In
his contemplations on vocation, the Swedish theolo-
gian Gustaf Wingren claimed that solidarity, which
is linked to empathy and hospitality, is something
we have to “endeavour to shake oft” (Wingren 1995
[1974], 39), in encounters with suffering. To shake

off or ignore empathy or solidarity demands con-
sciousness, not pathos.

In the moment of encounter, in the disruption,
there is a prereflexive moment of equality, where the
calling and the pathos may be pointed out. This
changes the space of encounter momentarily — and
thus changes the production of space. Space and
prereflexivity are thus closely connected.

The body and being bodies in a common life-
world - sensing and physically feeling with the en-
tire body - is something common to us all regard-
less of our religious position. Being aware of our
sensing the other in our encounters is related to be-
ing affected by the other, which also relates to ethics.

Even a small event, explicitly tied to embodied
affectedness, prereflexive response, and equal bod-
ies in lived space, has implications for how we inter-
pret and understand calling. Because the bodies
share the same circumstances - in the moment of
encounter, in the shared lived space - these individ-
uals are the same, equal bodies as bodies. The body
does not stop to consider whether this is someone
that it wants to aid: It simply responds.

Spaces and calling

I have established certain aspects with respect to
calling: it applies to us all, equal individuals en-
counter each other in the calling, and we are all sit-
uated, sensing bodies in the world. There is an ex-
plicitly embodied calling, happening inside a space
produced by the people there. It is an ethically nor-
mative notion — one may become affected. To return
to phenomenology, the affectedness and pathos be-
long with those who experience it.

Calling has to do with embodied and spatial
practices and socialities (Rensdal 2018). This take
on calling also has implications for how we may un-
derstand the concept of hospitality. By emphasizing
lived space, we may learn more about calling. The
calling is not only a disruption or an encounter or
sensuousness; it also takes place in lived spaces. The
calling is also in the nonspaces, those not included
in churches or ecclesial notions on calling. Border-
lands or borderspaces may be such nonspaces. Such
nonspaces may be counterspaces, in that they,
through their very differences, direct criticism to-
ward society, threatening general discourse and
challenging ethical discourse (Foucault 1984). Mi-
chel Foucault called these heterotopic spaces, and
they are rich and socially complex. Who calls and
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who responds in these spaces is not something de-
cided beforehand. Nor are the spaces themselves.

Lars and Maria’s experience of having met great
hospitality when encountering the refugees may in-
dicate something similar in terms of the undecided.
The premise is not that if you do not believe in a god
you are not in a reciprocal commitment toward fel-
low human beings (Rensdal 2018). Our bodies are
called, and they meet and respond in pathos when
undisturbed by thought. The action, in accordance
with Wingren, is latent, lying in wait, rooted in hu-
man existence, something that can be executed to
exemplary perfection by anyone, regardless of
knowledge or education (Wingren 1995 [1974], 101-
102).

Fluid hospitality

The reason for taking the perspective of calling, and
thus hospitality, is that it may also become a means
for exploring resistance.

Lars, Maria and I talked about a lot of things, but
I am not going to analyze their actions, thoughts,
ideas, and conceptualizations about what happened
in 2015. Rather, the narrative with them, their con-
text, our experiences, and the one little sentence
about hospitality gives means to discuss certain
theological and phenomenological concepts that
lets me explore aspects of hospitality. The one state-
ment on hospitality as something they experienced
may point out something.

The events took place so close to the border where
someone who was not supposed to come came. They
had nothing, and that is the reason they had noth-
ing to give, and no one on either side had the time to
make up an opinion. Certain circumstances fell to-
gether in a way that made certain encounters possi-
ble. This is the point where bodies can express needs
and where other bodies can respond in pathos.

In the often hostile border situations in border-
lands, there are also openings. There may be creative
potential, human encounter and connectedness,
in-betweenness and rupture, all opening up for
change, counter-action and thus resistance. We live
in a world where there is little time or sympathy for
detours and delays - hospitality and calling are in
themselves counter to this. However, it is the de-
tours and delays that disturb, break, and open for
the potential, the creative, and the resistance. In the
perspective of Henri Lefebvre space is constantly in
motion, always different, always being moved for-
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ward, being produced - the world is moved forward
by contrasts, contradictions, and tensions (Lefebvre
2007 [1974], 42).

There is an inherent, embodied reciprocity in the
calling. The calling is not something someone comes
to another with; rather, those involved meet each
other as equals with and in the calling with pathos.
The prerequisite is that we produce and share lived
space, which is why it is spatial. The other prerequi-
site is the body: The body is attuned to the other
body, sensing it and acting on it, prereflexively.

Even someone who seemingly has nothing to
give, nothing to offer a guest, may offer hospitality
unlike anything experienced before. Subjectivity is
created when the offer is acknowledged, accepted
and shared. Becoming the subject is resistance. It is
an absolutely radical transformation of the calling,
and an extension of hospitality.

Concluding remarks

A fluid hospitality takes the concept of calling and
makes it universal, becoming an interesting and
fruitful extension of both concepts in decolonial de-
velopment. Traditional notions of both hospitality
and the concept of calling may become passive,
while fluid hospitality may be pinpointed as a prere-
flexive, or even subreflexive, action. “The foreigner,
indeed, does not pose the question — he/she/it is the
question — a question that begs my response and my
responsibility” (Dufourmantelle 2013, 21).

In this embodied calling - in the pathos — we are
all equally vulnerable and exposed, and it is unclear
who calls and who responds - there is a potential for
a rupture or breach that transgresses prior power
status and knowledge. In the embodied spatial call-
ing, every body is an otherbody; no body is in com-
mand, and no body is defined beforehand.

The same could be claimed for hospitality. Hos-
pitality does not belong to any one, completely and
always, it is continuously changing. The one who
comes has our lives in their hands. What is given,
shown and shared in human relationships, for short-
er or longer time periods, is just that — shared. It
concerns much more than the question of who is
guest and who is host, who deserves what and who
is to receive: thus challenging traditional binaries
used to maintain destructive power structures.

In the power play that Lars and Maria have en-
tered into by taking action, by their specific disrup-
tive encounters, there is another production of space
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going on at the same time. Maybe the fluid hospital-
ity they experience in this lived space opens up new
subjectivities, thus pointing to counter-spaces of re-
sistance.

Presuming fluid hospitality, like calling, entails
equal bodies encountering each other in pathos,
there is a glimpse of universal better life, of equality,
reciprocity, and human interconnectedness. It is
immaterial, a transcendent, sensing, and embodied
hospitality. In the fluid hospitality the encountering
bodies surrender, or even entrust themselves to each
other, holding pieces of each other’s lives in their
hands, transcending the usual conceptions of (the
boundaries of) hospitality.

This spatial, embodied exploration and subse-
quent reflection on prereflexivity was actualized by
the methodology founded in decolonial thinking. In
the venture of the decolonizing of academic milieus,
this may also reflect on fundamental methodologi-
cal issues. Research related to various forms of mar-
ginality, such as migration, often involve delegating
“the voice and agency of migrants to legitimised ac-
tors or native activists, mostly in the name of their
status” (English, Grazioli and Martignoni 2019, 204),
once again leaving other voices and narratives out.
Multisensory, embodied methodology, experiencing
with those we research with may enable emerging
into fields where many voices can speak, in multiple
ways. Donna Haraway claims that “[TThere is a pre-
mium on establishing the capacity to see from the
peripheries and the depth” (Haraway 1988, 583). She
goes on to warn of the dangers of romanticizing the
visions of those marginalized through the claim of
seeing from their perspective. The methodology I
am arguing for here, however, does not have as its
claim that it sees from the positions of the others. It
does, rather, attempt to discover new perspectives
when research is based on the shared experience we
have with the people we research with.
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The income gap between rich and poor:
stealth colonialism

Raymond J. Webb
Settled and shaped by the 1 %

While there is some global improvement in poverty reduction, better healthcare, and other mea-
sures, the income gap between rich and poor is increasing, with its negative relationship to
educational opportunities, healthcare, longevity, happiness, and social cohesiveness. Besides
socio-economic harm, personal and collective agency are diminished, and the norms of distribu-
tive justice are violated. Practical theologians should understand and highlight the scope of the
problem and its consequences. This paper discusses the justice, agency, biblical wisdom, cultural
context, and empathy which are an important foundation for the construction by others of eco-
nomic and political efforts to narrow the income gap. Where the “1 %" invade, occupy, and
control the political, economic, and cultural space of all, a kind of colonialism (“stealth colonial-

ism”) is present.

Introduction

It should be noted that wealth, capital, and income
are different. Wealth is overall economic worth, in-
cluding one’s house, for example. Capital is more
like at-hand, usable economic resources, for exam-
ple, money in a bank account. Income is the money
that comes into a household. Disposable income is
the money that comes into a household minus taxes.
Income can come from an investment of wealth.

After a brief look at the world economic situa-
tion, we focus on the income gap between rich and
poor, its economic, social, and particular conse-
quences, and relevant practical theological princi-
ples. While there has been some material improve-
ment in the situations of many people in the lower
quadrant of economic prosperity, poverty remains,
the income gap grows, and its negative effects re-
main. The quiet invasion, occupation, and control of
more and more of the political, economic, and cul-
tural space thrives. This gross assault on distributive
justice is indeed “stealth colonialism.”

Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 59-66
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I. There is physical improvement in life
situations of many people on the
planet: the case for optimism

Steven Pinker argues “more or less” that things are
better than ever with regard to happiness, which he
says is related to absolute income, not comparative
income (Pinker 2018, 270). Income is increasing in
45 out of 52 countries studied. Happiness is also re-
lated to social support, generosity, and less percep-
tion of corruption (Pinker 2018, 271). Pinker argues
that recent years have brought measurable improve-
ment in longevity, health, abundance, safety, peace,
equal rights, freedom, literacy, knowledge, and op-
portunity for leisure-time enjoyment (Pinker 2018,
51). Hans Rosling (Rosling 2018, 52-53) notes that
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the percentage of the world’s population living in
extreme poverty (less than $2 per day adjusted for
inflation and prices) has dropped from 85 % in 1800
to 50 % in 1966 to 9 % in 2017. Latin America went
from 14 % living in extreme poverty in 1997 to 4 %
in 2017. Rosling (Rosling 2018, 248) argues that edu-
cational programs should present this generally op-
timistic view of the state of the world, things getting
better for the majority of people in the world.

Il. Serious problems are associated with
income inequality: the rich-poor gap

What do the income gap between rich and poor and
its financial consequences look like? In the U.S.
three people have more wealth than the lower half
of the population. In the world at large, 63 people
have more wealth than the 4 billion in the lower
half. Anand Giridharadas (Giridharadas 2018, 4)
notes that the average pre-tax income of the top
10th of Americans has doubled since 1980, that of
the top 1% has more than tripled, and that of the
top 0.001 % has risen more than sevenfold even as
the average pre-tax income of the bottom half of
Americans has stayed almost precisely the same.
Much wealth is income producing. Thomas Piketty
(Piketty 2015, 20) notes that wage inequality began
increasing in the U.S. and U.K. in the 1970s and
stopped decreasing everywhere else in the 1980s.
Piketty (Piketty 2015, 15) offers a picture of the Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) country ratios of income inequality
by comparing the top decile with the bottom decile.
Comparisons include Sweden 2.7; Germany 3.0;
U.K. 3.8; U.S.59. Anthony Atkinson (Atkinson
2015, 79) is convinced that a general fall in inequal-
ity in Latin America can be attributed to a reduc-
tion in skilled worker wage premiums and progres-
sive government transfers to the poor, since other
factors go in various directions depending on the
country.

The “sufficiency” substitute

Samuel Moyn (Moyn 2018, 3) is concerned that in
this age of a focus on human rights, the goal has be-
come greater sufficiency rather than greater equali-
ty. Sufficiency does not equal equality. The “distrib-
utive commitment” of the welfare state has been
uncoupled. The material rights of all, by virtue of
being human, generally set aside. “Sufficiency con-
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cerns how far an individual is from having nothing
and how well she is doing in relation to some mini-
mum of provision of the good things in life. Equali-
ty concerns how far individuals are from one anoth-
er and the portion of those good things they get”
(Moyn 2018, 3). At least some equality in the distri-
bution of goods in life is necessary; otherwise it
might turn out that two societies emerge — different
ways of life, the wealthy covering over their eco-
nomic inferiors with the moral that as long as basic
needs are met, it does not matter how much the rich
are above the rest. Moyn supports Barbara Ward’s
still unrealized call for a global distributive equality
(Moyn 2018, 155).

The opportunity versus outcome issue

Atkinson (Atkinson 2015, 3) called the 1980s the
“Turn to Inequality.” He supports the position of
Wilkinson and Pickett (Wilkinson and Pickett
2010) that we should be concerned about inequality
of outcome, rather than equality of opportunity. At-
kinson himself is focused on achieved economic re-
sources, making the distribution of market incomes
less unequal (Atkinson 2015, 13-14, 21). What is
claimed is that where opportunities do not lead to
improved outcomes, they are not usually in fact op-
portunities.

lll. Specific consequences of the income
gap

We briefly look at studies concerned with the nega-
tive relationship of income inequality to family, ed-
ucation, healthcare, longevity, happiness, and social
cohesion.

Family

Miles Corak (Corak 2013) found that income in-
equality is strongly related to family background,
more than to “hard work.” Income inequality is neg-
atively related to quality of education, access to high
level employment, and “upward mobility.” Remedi-
ation of the results of the gap must include focus on
inequality of outcomes. Bourguignon, Ferreira, and
Menendez (Bourguignon, Ferreira, and Menendez
2003) also found that observed outcome income in-
equality strongly related to family background.
However, after the family background is controlled
for, they note that inequality remains high in Brazil.
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Education

Sabrina Tavernise (Tavernise 2012) points out that
children from affluent families do better in school.
In rate of college completion - the best predictor of
workforce success -- the imbalance between rich
and poor children has grown by 50 % since the
1980s. She notes that Kornrish and Furstenberg
found that in 1972, rich families spent five times
more on their children than low- income families
but by 2007 the ratio was 9:1, even though low-in-
come family spending had increased by 20 %. Tav-
ernise highlights Meredith Philips’ finding that by
the start of school high-income family children have
spent 400 more literacy hours and 1200 more out-
of-the-home cultural activity hours than children
from low-income families.

Fifty people were recently arrested in a bribery
scheme to gain admission to prestigious U. S. uni-
versities by claiming fictitious talent in minor
sports. But Ron Lieber (Lieber 2019) has pointed
out another admissions edge at many prestigious
private colleges and universities, which are accessi-
ble to families in the upper middle class. One has a
better chance of admission if one does not need fi-
nancial aid and can pay the full amount (as much
as $300,000) for four years of tuition, room and
board.

Sean Reardon (Reardon 2013) has found a rela-
tionship between income and academic treatment,
“the income achievement gap,” which has grown
significantly in the last three decades and is attribut-
able to social trends affecting both income and edu-
cational preparation of children entering school.
Already large when children enter school, it does
not grow significantly afterwards.

Steven Durlauf (Durlauf 1992) developed a mod-
el that predicted children’s income from parents’
neighborhood choice, which is affected by income
and leads to economically homogeneous neighbor-
hoods, similar levels of educational opportunity,
and fewer successful role models in poorer neigh-
borhoods.

Alan Krueger developed the concept of the Great
Gatsby Curve: high economic inequality corre-
sponds with low economic mobility on a genera-
tion-to-generation basis. When the “rich- everyone
else disparity” is wide, people’s ability to improve
their financial health depends even more heavily on
their parents’ economic status. B. Mazumder (Ma-
zumder 2015) claims that the immobility described
by the Great Gatsby Curve may be related to in-

equality in skills. In another area, but typical of the
income gap, Krueger also found that most of the
gain in pop music income went to a few top record-
ing artists.

Health and longevity

In studies of the U.S., U.K., and Brazil, Lynch,
Smith, Kaplan, and House (Lynch et al, 2000) noted
that income inequality is generally associated with
differences in health. They found the best explana-
tion of this is to say that the political and economic
processes that generate income inequality influence
both individual and public resources such as school-
ing, healthcare, welfare, and working conditions.

In a review of research, Brian Keeley (Keeley
2015, 77) of the OECD saw a consensus that there is
a correlation between income inequality and health
and social problems. While there is not complete
agreement, there is evidence that income inequality
causes health and social problems independently of
other factors. Karachi, Kennedy, Lochner, and Pro-
throw-Stith (Karachi et al, 1997) found that income
inequality led to increased mortality, due to less ac-
cess to social capital (for example, trust in others
and opportunities for civic engagement). In a study
in Brazil, Pabayo, Chiavegatto, Filho, Lebrao, and
Kawachi (Pabayo et al, 2013) noted that persons liv-
ing in districts with higher income inequality were
at significantly increased risk of mortality compared
with those in low- inequality districts.

Happiness

Sherman and Stone (Sherman and Stone 2010) pres-
ent the general picture that the income gap between
the very rich and everyone else more than tripled
between 1980 and 2010. Rousseau (Rousseau 2009)
found that since 1995, U.S. income gains have ac-
crued to the richest 20 % of households and income
inequality has significantly increased. The happi-
ness gap has also widened substantially, happiness
having stagnated for the rich and fallen for the poor.
Happiness is “a commodity of the rich,” he says
(Rousseau 2009, 14).

Okulicz-Kozaryn and Mazelis (Okulicz-Kozaryn
and Mazelis 2016) in their research found that the
income gap and the happiness gap have been in-
creasing over the past several decades in the U.S.
The happiness gap has widened by about 40 % since
the 1970s for the poor and by about 50 % between
the middle class and the rich.
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Schneider (Schneider 2016) contends that studies
of the relationship between income inequality and
subjective well-being (life satisfaction and happi-
ness) remain inconclusive. But A. E. Clark, S. Fleche,
and C. Senik (Clark, Fléche and Senik 2016) offer a
conclusion from six studies that countries with in-
come growth saw reduced numbers in both the
“very unhappy” and “perfectly happy” categories of
self-rating, leading to falling happiness inequality in
countries experiencing income growth but not in
those which did not experience such income growth.
Similar to 70 years ago, two-thirds of U.S. inhabi-
tants cannot say that they are very happy (Pinker
2018, 325). Overall, there appears to be evidence that
the income gap is related to unhappiness.

Social cohesion

Joseph Stiglitz (Stiglitz 2013) fears that the social
consequences of the gap lead to a divided society. He
argues that the real solution to the inequality crisis
lies in focusing on community rather than self-in-
terest, otherwise we will have an even greater divide
in society. Stiglitz (Stiglitz 2013, 39-40) sees much of
the problem of income inequality in what is called
“rent seeking,” which is acquiring income not as a
reward for creating wealth but by grabbing a larger
share of the wealth which is produced. It occurs in
many ways: making markets less transparent and
competitive; taking advantage of asymmetries of in-
formation; taking advantage of the poor and unin-
formed; predatory lending; abusive credit card poli-
cies; laws allowing corporations to take advantage of
others; gaining access to favorable terms in regard to
another country’s natural resources; non- competi-
tive procurement; politics influencing governments
to make policies that work for one’s self-interest
rather than for the good of society; and eroding the
power of labor unions. All of this is taking money
from the rest of society and re-distributing it to the
top.

IV. Practical theological perspectives

Practical theology does not offer specific economic
or political programs for ameliorating the income
gap, nor does this paper. However, it does provide
ethically, theologically, biblically. and social scien-
tifically derived principles, perspectives, and values
which may undergird pragmatic solutions to the in-
justice of the income gap. Here we focus on distrib-
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utive justice, agency, biblical guidance, empathy,
and cultural context.

Distributive justice

Justice is the foundation of a democratic society.
Commutative justice regulates exchanges between
persons and between institutions and requires the
restitution of stolen goods to the owner or other res-
titution for injustice committed (CCC 1997, 2411).
Distributive justice regulates what the community
owes to its citizens in proportion to their contribu-
tions and needs (CCC 1997, 2412). Distributive jus-
tice expects that since all are created in the image
and likeness of God all should share in an adequate
amount of the world’s goods. After one has an ade-
quate (varied) amount for one’s own life the rest of
one’s goods may need to be used for the welfare of
others. As Pope Leo XIII advocated in Rerum No-
varum (Leo XIII, 1891, 36), “Once the demands of
necessity and propriety have been met, the rest that
one owns belongs to the poor.”

John Rawls’ (Rawls 1999, 53) highly influential
theory of distributive justice - justice as fairness -
rests on two principles. The first is that “each person
is to have an equal right to the most extensive
scheme of equal basic liberties compatible with a
similar scheme of liberties for others.” The second
and perhaps more important for distributive justice
is that “social and economic inequalities are to be
arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably ex-
pected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b) at-
tached to positions and offices open to all.” Unde-
served inequalities, e.g. birth, endowment, social
position, call for social redress - his “difference
principle” (Rawls 1999, 86). This Kantian perspec-
tive is geared toward equality of opportunity, rather
than equality of outcome.

Joseph Ratzinger (Benedict XVI 2009, 35) high-
lights the relational dimension of distributive justice,
which is important for the market economy “not only
because it belongs within a broader social and politi-
cal context, but also because of the wider network of
relations within which it operates. Markets need so-
cial cohesion, mutual trust, and internal forms of sol-
idarity to function well, not merely equivalence in
value in exchanges. The poor should not be seen as a
burden but rather as a resource, not simply an eco-
nomic balance and opportunity for development
(Benedict XVI 2009, 35). They are disadvantaged
when economic action is detached from political ac-
tion. Locating resources, ﬁnancing, production, con-
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sumption and all the other phases in the economic
cycle inevitably have moral implications and conse-
quences (Benedict XVI 2009, 37, 39). When econom-
ic action is detached from political action, imbalance
is the result. Globalization requires political logic
and action as well as a social order that conforms to
the moral order (Benedict XV12009, 67). In an inter-
connected world, distributive justice and some forms
of redistribution must play their roles.

Agency

Agency is the manifestation or exercise of the capac-
ity to act (Cf. Schlosser 2015). Such action is of inter-
est to us insofar as it is intentional, caused by our
mental states and events. Precluding the questions
of free will and determinism, as well as of habit, au-
tomaticity, deliberateness and consciousness, we
can look at agency as the capacity to act. Certainly,
the scope of our agency will depend on the means
we have to affect our situation or environment. It is
not unreasonable to say that our conscious inten-
tions are causal. Besides individual events, we fre-
quently join with others toward common purposes
or goals or need satisfactions. Agency also refers to
the capacity of groups to have resources to achieve
results and then actually achieving them. Cartels,
“legal” monopolies, oligarchies, and enormous ac-
cumulations of wealth by a few people all squeeze or
eliminate the agency of the many.

Contributing to the understanding of agency is
social theorist Margaret Archer (Archer 2000, 2-10),
a proponent of a critical realist theory of the rela-
tionship between society and people — structure
and agency —which does not conflate the two. The
notion of agency as distinct from structure is critical
if we are to “make things happen” and avoid passiv-
ity (simply having things happen to us). The circum-
stances of our birth are not of our own choosing; we
are assigned to positions on society’s distribution of
resources, which means that we become members of
collectivities which share the same life chances, “in-
voluntarily either privileged or not privileged (Ar-
cher 2000, 11).” But we need to be primary agents, at
times linked with others, to transform our circum-
stances and reconfigure society’s distribution of re-
sources. We need the capacity to “write our own
scripts” — agency. If all encompassing determinism
or internal psychic forces are presumed to control
us, agency is a thing of the past.

There is a connection between distributive jus-
tice and agency, in that some of the world’s goods

would be used to facilitate agency. If the goods of the
world need to be shared, then the capacity for agen-
cy similarly should be shared among the people of
the world. The gap in agency becomes severe and a
violation of distributive justice when a few have dis-
proportionate agency with regard to the rest.

David Hollenbach (Hollenbach 2002, 198) notes
the connection between distributive justice and
agency: “...if the institutional arrangements prevail-
ing in society prevent some persons from sharing
the social goods to the level required by their digni-
ty as members of the human community, require-
ments of distributive justice are violated.” Living in
a society requires interacting with others economi-
cally, culturally, and politically. One uses one’s free-
dom and agency to build the common good. With-
out social solidarity, one cannot make one’s own
contribution. Being treated passively dehumanizes
and results in marginalization. Hollenbach notes
the many forms of the resulting marginalization:
denial of the vote, limits of free speech, repression
by tyrannical governments, unemployment, poor
educational opportunities for all, de facto closing
the gates to social mobility, school resources based
on geography, the circumstances causing genera-
tional urban poverty and ghettoization (Hollenbach
2002, 1991t.).

Biblical wisdom

Narratives from the Hebrew and Christian Scrip-
tures (the Old and New Testaments) develop an am-
bience pointing toward equality within the people, a
culture of thriving through equality and weakness
through division. A literal reading of the Hebrew
Scripture presents a strong theme of justice, a con-
stant emphasis on peoplehood, and a negative view
of extravagance. The biblical creation story is ana-
lyzed to propose the notion of all human beings
made in and sharing the likeness and image of God
(imago Dei). Exodus describes the Hebrews’ en-
slavement plight in Egypt as unjust, immoral, and
calling for liberation. Of course, the Israelites are
liberated from slavery and each one is fed manna
and quail in the desert. The whole people do enter
the Promised Land.

Walter Brueggemann (Brueggemann 2012)
draws from the wisdom of the Hebrew Scriptures to
develop his contrast of the dominant imagination
and the prophetic imagination. Beginning from the
later greedy, idolatrous, enslaving Solomon, Brueg-
gemann (Brueggemann 2012, 42) describes the
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dominant “royal” imagination and consciousness as
a mindset of complacency, self-sufficiency, anxiety,
restlessness and autonomy. It is involved with
contractual and utilitarian arrangements, caution,
manipulation, self-interest, fearfulness, a lack of
truth, a “zero sum game,” and a commitment to
keeping the status quo (Brueggemann 2012, 32).
Prophetic imagination is centered on the surprising,
uncontainable YHWH (God). It rejects self-inven-
tion, competitive productivity and self-sufficiency
(Brueggemann 2012, 12).

Prophetic imagination is a new way of seeing, a
new consciousness, faithful to the tradition, mod-
eled on the prophets, calling for widespread conver-
sion. Such a prophetic imaginative consciousness is
consistent with concern to reduce the income gap
between rich and poor, the few and the many, the
fragmentation of the community.

The New Testament contains the promise of sal-
vation open to all. The five thousand are fed. Jesus’
parables of Lazarus and Dives, the widow’s mite,
and the Pharisee and the publican can be seen as
appreciations of equality. The man who would build
more barns to store his surplus grain dies too soon
to enjoy it. The early Christian community shared
its resources in common, giving to each according
to their need (Acts 3:31-4:10, 1989, NRSV). The rich
sold goods for the benefit of the community. Two
who sold but did not donate the promised receipts
were struck dead.

Deacons were appointed to assure that both He-
brew-speaking and Greek-speaking widows were
cared for. Our biblical examples all touch on distrib-
utive justice, agency, culture, and empathy. An ar-
gument for income equality can be made.

Empathy

D. Goleman (Goleman 2011) has described three
types of empathy. Cognitive empathy is being able
to “stand in the shoes of another” and know what
they think and feel. Emotional empathy is feeling
what the other person feels. Compassionate empa-
thy (empathic concern) is knowing and feeling what
the other person knows and feels but also being
moved to assist them as needed. An example is Jesus
being moved with compassion and then healing a
person in need. Some part of this may be “wired”
into us, but the willingness to act for the good of the
other is virtue, vital for human flourishing. In the
current pandemic crisis, without a vaccine, the dis-
ease is controlled only by population cooperation by
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using suitable distancing, masks, handwashing, he-
roic health professionals, and contact tracing. These
are the recommendations of scientists. Without this
community effort and enlightened leadership, the
death rate rises - possibly into the millions. Of
course, persons with fewer resources and lower in-
come have more crowded living spaces, greater vul-
nerability from higher rates of diabetes and high
blood pressure, economic pressure to work in more
dangerous environments (e. g. meat packing plants),
and a greater vulnerability to contracting COVID-19.
The income gap fosters this in that most deaths are
among patients in minimum standard nursing
homes, African Americans and Latinx persons, as
well as health care personnel. If persons apparently
less likely to contract the virus do not assist in an-
ti-spread behavior, then in fact those at the top of
the gap will be safer and those at the bottom will be
in even greater danger. Empathy is a critical motiva-
tion. “I want my freedom to do as I please” does not
live well alongside empathy.

Cultural context

This paper is not about devising political and eco-
nomic strategies for narrowing the income equality
gap. But those who do construct them must not ig-
nore the “cultural context.” The presence or absence
of distributive justice (social justice), the right of
groups and individuals to their own agency, reli-
gious insight, and the development of empathy (of-
ten through exposure) are significant threads in the
fabric of the cultural context. The recently oft used
maxim, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast,” should
be kept in view. Perspectives like neo-liberal eco-
nomics and thought, “rugged individualism,” “mind
your own business,” “you are poor because you are
lazy,” and “religion belongs in church” have strong,
but certainly not universal, cultural influence.
Practical theology connects specific situations
with aspects of the theological tradition. Distribu-
tive justice and agency relate to theological ethics.
The Bible is the Judeo-Christian community’s book
and guide in theory and practice. The cultural con-
text is an integral dimension of practical theology’s
connection making. Compassionate empathy com-
bines with a sense of justice to guide the practice of
ethical life. All of these provide dimensions of a
foundation for the political and economic strategies
others will develop to shape a lessening of the in-
come gap. Individuals flourish and society flourish-
es when the gap narrows. This does not preclude
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some people being rich, not does it eradicate all pov-
erty. It puts many more of us together, with all of the
benefits of social cohesion, health care, longevity,
educational access, and perhaps a better modicum
of happiness.

V. Conclusions

This paper is not about promoting a utopia but rath-
er the survival of cohesive society. There have, in-
deed, been improvements in the standard of living
for some people, but the ethical stance which is dis-
tributive justice seems minimally operative. The in-
come gap widens. When it comes to the things that
matter, “agency” is quite limited for most of those
with whom we share this planet. When people do
not have effective control of their own lives, they
are, in essence, driven out of their own “land.”
When a few invade and settle in the space of others,
this is colonialism. If I occupy your land, even to try
to improve your life (or your chance for salvation
through my religion), then I have power and claim
prescience and am in fact a colonizer.. If you are ef-
fectively removed from the economic influence, po-
litical power, and the shaping of culture, you have
been removed from the territory you have the right
to inhabit. The same fortunes that philanthropically
help to promote improvement in certain basics exer-
cise a quiet but wide-ranging control. In the whole
“stealth colonialism” case, those at the top end of the
income and resources spectrum control the life cir-
cumstances and agency of many more than just the
bottom half. They have pushed out or dominated the
rest economically, politically, and culturally, even if
they could claim to have the best of intentions. All
this has the quality of “stealth” because the discon-
nections to distributive justice, agency, and human
flourishing are barely visible and are often hidden
behind simple poverty-based analyses.

References

Atkinson, A. 2015. Inequality: What can be Done? Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard.

Archer, M. 2000. Being Human: the Problem of Agency. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Bourguignon, Francois, Francisco H. G. Ferreira, and Mar-
ta Menendez. November 2003. “Inequality of Outcomes
and Inequality of Opportunities in Brazil.” William Da-
vidson Institute Working Paper No. 630; World Bank

Working Paper No. 3174. https://ssrn.com/abstract=49
7242.

Brueggemann, W. 2012. The Practice of Prophetic Imagina-
tion. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.

Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC). 1997. 2nd ed. Li-
breria Editrice Vaticana.

Clark, A.E., S. Fléche, and C. Senik. 2016. “Economic
Growth Evens Out Happiness: Evidence from six sur-
veys.” Review of Income and Wealth 62 (3): 405-419.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC5015123/.

Corak, Miles. 2013. “Income Inequality, Equality of Oppor-
tunity, and Intergenerational Mobility.” Journal of
Economic Perspectives, 27 (3): 79-102. DOI: 10.1257/
jep.27.3.79

Durlauf, S.N. 1992. “A Theory of Persistent Income In-
equality.” Journal of Economic Growth 1 (1): 75-93.
https://www.nber.org/papers/w4056.pdf.

Fosu, A.K. 2017. “Growth, Inequality, and Poverty Reduc-
tion in Developing Countries: Recent Global Evidence.”
Research in Economics 71 (2): 306-336. https://www.
econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/54015/1/644542136.pdf.

Giridharadas, A. 2018. Winners Take All: The Elite Charade
of Changing the World. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Goleman, D. 2011. “Emotional mastery.” Leadership Excel-
lence 28 (6): 12-13.

Hollenbach, D. 2002. The Common Good and Christian Eth-
ics. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Karachi, I, B.P. Kennedy, K. Lochner, and D. Pro-
throw-Stith. 1997. “Social Capital, Income Inequality,
and Mortality.” Am ] Public Health 87: 1491-1498.
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdfplus/10.2105/
AJPH.87.9.1491.

Keeley, B. 2015. Income Inequality: The Gap between Rich
and Poor. Paris: OECD Insights, OECD Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264246010-en.

Leo XIII. 1891. Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor).
https://www.papalencyclicals.net/leo13/113rerum.htm

Lieber, R. 2019. “One More College Edge.” New York Times.
March 16, 2019. B1.

Lynch, J.W.,, G.D. Smith, G. A Kaplan, and J.S. House.
2000. “Income Inequality and Mortality: Importance to
Health of Individual Income, Psychosocial Environ-
ment, Or Material Conditions.” BM]J 320 (7243): 1200-
1204. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC
1127589/.

Mazumder, B. 2015. “Inequality in skills and the Great
Gatsby Curve.” Chicago Fed Letter (330). https://www.
questia.com/library/journal/1P3-3558260601/inequali-
ty-in-skills-and-the-great-gatsby-curve.

Moyn.S. 2018. Not Enough: Human Rights in an Unequal
World. The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Okulicz-Kozaryn, A. and J. M. Mazelis. 2016. “More Un-
equal in Income, More Unequal in Wellbeing.” Social
Indicators Research 132 (3): 953-975. doi: 10.7282/
T3ST7RXC.

Pabayo, R., A.D. Chiavegatto Filho, M.L. Lebréo, and I.
Kawachi. 2013. “Income Inequality and Mortality: Re-

65


https://ssrn.com/abstract=497242
https://ssrn.com/abstract=497242
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5015123/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5015123/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w4056.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/54015/1/644542136.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/54015/1/644542136.pdf
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdfplus/10.2105/AJPH.87.9.1491
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdfplus/10.2105/AJPH.87.9.1491
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264246010-en
https://www.papalencyclicals.net/leo13/l13rerum.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1127589/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1127589/
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-3558260601/inequality-in-skills-and-the-great-gatsby-curve
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-3558260601/inequality-in-skills-and-the-great-gatsby-curve
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-3558260601/inequality-in-skills-and-the-great-gatsby-curve
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-3558260601/inequality-in-skills-and-the-great-gatsby-curve

Raymond ]. Webb

|
-

sults from a Longitudinal Study of Older Residents of
Sao Paulo, Brazil.” American Journal of Public Health
103 (9): e43-e49. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/ar-
ticles/PMC3780697/.

Piketty, T. 2014. Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Trans-
lated by Arthur Goldhammer. Cambridge, MA: Belk-
nap Press of Harvard University Press.

Piketty, T. 2015. The Economics of Inequality. Translated by
Arthur Goldhammer. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press.

Pinker, S. 2018. Enlightenment Now. New York: Penguin.

Rawls, J. 1999. A Theory of Justice. Rev. ed. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Ratzinger, Joseph (Benedict XVI). 2009. Caritas in veritate.
Libreria Editrice Vaticana. http://www.vatican.va/con-
tent/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate.html.

Reardon, S.F. 2013. “The Widening Income Achievement
Gap.” Educational Leadership 70 (8): 10-16.

Rosling, H. 2018. Factfulness. New York: Flatiron.

Rousseau, J. B. G. 2009. “Happiness and Income Inequality.”
CIRANO Public Policy Group Working Paper http://
www-personal.umich.edu/~jbgrou/jobmarket/Happi-
ness%20and%20Income%20Inequality.pdf.

66

Stiglitz, J. E. 2013. The Price of Inequality: How Today’s Di-
vided Society Endangers Our Future. New York: W. W.
Norton.

Schlosser, M. 2015. “Agency.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy. Stanford University, Center for the Study of
Language and Information (CSLI). https://plato.stan-
ford.edu/entries/agency/.

Schneider, S. M. 2016. “Income Inequality and Subjective
Wellbeing: Trends, Challenges, and Research Direc-
tions.” Journal of Happiness Studies 17 (4): 1719-1739.
doi: 10.1007/s10902-015-9655-3.

Sherman, A. and C. Stone. 2010. “Income Gaps between the
Very Rich and Everyone Else More Than Tripled in Last
Three Decades, New Decades Show.” Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities, 25. http://www.scottgoold.org/
docs/cbbp_income_gains.pdf.

Tavernise, S.2012. “Education Gap Grows between Rich
and Poor, Studies Say.” The New York Times. February
12, 2012.

Wilkinson, R. and K. Pickett. 2010. The Spirit Level: Why
Greater Equality Makes Societies Stronger. Forward
R. Reich. New York: Bloomsbury Press.


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3780697/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3780697/
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate.html
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~jbgrou/jobmarket/Happiness%20and%20Income%20Inequality.pdf
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~jbgrou/jobmarket/Happiness%20and%20Income%20Inequality.pdf
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~jbgrou/jobmarket/Happiness%20and%20Income%20Inequality.pdf
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/agency/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/agency/
http://www.scottgoold.org/docs/cbbp_income_gains.pdf
http://www.scottgoold.org/docs/cbbp_income_gains.pdf

INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY
OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
CONFERENCE SERIES

per.|

Cs

Douglas Davies' Transcultural Model of Grief

Auli Vdahdkangas

Grief research on continuing emotional bonds between the deceased and the bereaved has
mainly used concepts and theories developed in the Western world with a few exceptions from
the Majority world as well. The concept of dividuality or multiple personhood of a bereaved per-
son is used in various Asian societies. The aim of this chapter is to analyse what Davies means
with his model and to evaluate the transcultural nature of it. The results of this chapter show that
Davies stresses embodied rituals because the starting point of dividual personhood is the inner
complexity of a person. Davies challenges a Western word-centred individual to reconstruct iden-
tity and find new meaning in life after bereavement. Dividual grief is a good beginning when
searching for transcultural models of grief. It is, however, not based on first-hand empirical
research on a specific culture, which makes the transcultural aspects in it very descriptive. | am
waiting for practical theological colleagues from the Majority world to start formulating models
of grief based on their own cultural backgrounds. Models that are strongly grounded in a specific

culture are really needed in order to understand such a central theological topic.

Introduction

Grief research has focused on continuing emotional
bonds between the deceased and the bereaved for
the past twenty years (Klass, Silverman and Nick-
man 1996; Valentine 2008; Klass 2006). This re-
search has mainly used concepts and theories devel-
oped in the Western world with a few exceptions
from the Majority world as well (Steffen and Klass
2018; Evans et al, 2017). Another example of search-
ing for transcultural aspects of grief is the new di-
vidual grief model of Douglas Davies. The concept
of dividuality or multiple personhood of a bereaved
person is used in various Asian societies (Marriott
1976; Strathern 1988). The aim of this chapter is to
analyse what Davies means with his model and to
evaluate the transcultural nature of it. I use the con-
cept transcultural and not the more widely used
transnational, since the focus is on cultural elements
connected with grief and not on physical border
crossings as such (Purnell 2012). I will not link this
paper into the discussion on decoloniality, which to-
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gether with the discussion of transculturality, would
be too extensive to cover in a single chapter.
Professor of religious studies Douglas Davies
from Durham University in the UK has studied var-
ious aspects of death and dying (see for example Da-
vies 2004; 2008; 2015b) but only a few have studied
his writings. Barry Fry only touches on grief in his
study on Davies” “words against death” theory (Fry
2015). Terence Turner studies Davies’ analyses on
grief but this is before his formulation of the dividu-
al model (Turner 2005). Davies received a commem-
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orative volume for his long career; two of the articles
in it deal with rituals of death. Anders Backstrom
compares the Swedish and British funeral rituals
and Valerie DeMarinis describes rituals connected
with abortion (Backstrom 2017; DeMarinis 2017);
neither of them examines grief. I found that there is
a significant gap in knowledge and thus wanted to
focus on those publications of Davies’ that deal with
grief and especially, dividual grief.

Data and Method

Two books and one article of Douglas Davies’ that
deal with grief form the data of this chapter. The
first and most important source is the 3rd edition of
Death, Ritual and Belief in which the dividual mod-
el is explicitly introduced in chapter three (Davies
2017, 75-78.) The previous editions from 1997 and
2002 dealt correspondingly with grief but in them
Davies had not yet introduced the model. The other
book that is central for the topic is Emotion, Identity
and Religion in which Davies discusses grief in de-
tail in chapter four (Davies 2011, 95-120). The third
source is an article entitled “Emotions, Grief, and
Reality-Unreality in Human Mortality,” which
seems to work as a background for dividuality
(Davies 2015a). In these two earlier sources, Davies
does not yet use the notion of dividual but already
connects grief to communities, reciprocity, and to
the discussion on continuing bonds. In order to un-
derstand Davies’ model fully, the other parts of
these written sources are important, not just those
parts in which he explicitly deals with grief. In addi-
tion to the written material, I have discussed the
model with Douglas Davies.! These discussions were
not documented research interviews; therefore, I
will not have direct reference to them.

I analysed the data using systematic concept
analysis and focused on the main concepts and how
Davies uses them (Nuopponen 2011). I gave special
attention to the cultural background of the notion
of dividuality which is also the starting point of this
chapter. Subsequently, I discuss rituals of memory
and meaning making after bereavement. The chap-
ter is wrapped up by an evaluation of the transcul-
tural elements of the model.

1 I was a COFUND fellow at the Durham Centre for Life
and Death Studies for Easter term 2018.
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Dividual identity and relationships with
the bereaved

The starting point of dividuality is an approach to
personhood that is radically social. Davies found
the notion of dividuality through reading the work
of McKim Marriott in India where he found that a
person was not defined as an individual but as a
dividual person (Marriott 1976; Davies 2017, 75). In
addition to Marriott, Davies refers to Marilyn
Strathern and her studies in Melanesia. Probably
the most quoted definition of a Melanesian person
can be found in Strathern’s work: “Far from being
regarded as unique entities, Melanesian persons
are as dividually as they are individually conceived.
They contain a generalized sociality within. In-
deed, persons are frequently constructed as the
plural and composite site of the relationships that
produce them” (Strathern 1988, 12). Strathern’s
definition notes that a dividual person is at the
same time also an individual, which is not much
discussed by Davies. Strathern additionally stresses
that multiple personhood symbolizes collective life
as a unity (Strathern 1988, 13). This collective ap-
proach is essential in order to understand dividual-
ity.

In addition to relationships, Davies defines di-
viduality from an intrapersonal perspective in
which the complexity of the inner identities of a per-
son are central (Davies 2017, 75-76). This aspect of
complex inner identities of a dividual person Davies
explains further with the following quotation in
which he refers to both Marriott and Christine Val-
entine: “Marriott argued that ... understanding
many aspects of social life in India would be en-
hanced by approaching the notion of a person not as
individual but as ‘dividual’. In this context, echoing
Valentine above, ‘individual’ described a person as
self-contained and, despite networks with other in-
dividuals, remaining firmly bounded and almost
insular” (Davies 2017, 75; see also Valentine 2008,
4-5, 83, 104). Davies further clarifies the complex
inner identities of a person with a reference to
Durkheim’s notion of Homo duplex. Davies writes,
“... society is so represented with an individual as to
lead to a more expansive sense of embodiment”
(Davies 2017, 76; see also Durkheim 1915). Relations
are thus important to the dividual person but divid-
uality is more than just what a person’s relations are
since the inner processes of a person are an import-
ant part of the model.
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Davies continues to discuss the difference be-
tween an individual and a dividual person: “.. the
dividual person is a more dynamic and interactive
entity than the individual. ... our interplay with the
worlds around us matters a great deal in making us
who we are and making it what it is” (Davies 2017,
76). In addition to the interplay with a person and
their surroundings, dividuality seem to point to the
continuing bond between the bereaved and the de-
ceased person (Davies 2017, 75-76).

In other parts of Death, Ritual and Belief, Davies
gives the impression that there is also a communal
dimension of grief in the definition of dividuality
(Davies 2017, 22, 51). In other words, he not only fo-
cuses on the emotional bond between the bereaved
and the deceased persons but also on the role of oth-
er members of the grieving community. Davies does
not, however, explicitly refer to communal aspects
of grief while defining dividuality. This communal
aspect of grief is important in individualized West-
ern contexts.

According to Davies, grief involves emotions
connected with death in which there is both a per-
sonal and social dimension. When stressing the so-
cial and religious identity of a dividual person, Da-
vies refers frequently to Emile Durkheim (Davies
2017, 64; Durkheim 1915). Additional central theo-
retical backgrounds are the psychological theories
of attachment of Sigmund Freud and John Bowlby
(Freud 1984; Bowlby 1969; 1973; 1980). Davies
makes a clear division from Freud and his use of
grief work and seems to put more stress on commu-
nal support of grief than on individually focused
grief work. Davies links communal support with fu-
neral and memorial rituals (Davies 2017, 56-57).
Davies is much more positive towards Bowlby’s at-
tachment theories and seems to build dividuality
partly on that.

Davies criticizes the Western postmodern em-
phasis on individualism, and, from that point of
view, his choice to search for terminology from
non-Western communal cultures makes more sense.
According to Davies, grief has become increasingly
individualised especially in Western societies (Da-
vies 2017, 75). Davies is the first to utilize the divid-
ual concept in grief research, but, as discussed pre-
viously, he did not invent the notion, as it has been
utilized in other research previously.

Post Mortem Bonds in Rituals of Memory

Rituals are valuable as part of grief support, Davies
proposes (Davies 2017, 75). He further explains that
the rituals of memory influence a person holistically
and acknowledge the body (Davies 2017, 198-199;
Davies 2011, 1, 52, 247-249). This makes rituals es-
pecially important in bereavement. Narrative mem-
ory is hence an important part of Douglas Davies’
dividual model. He explains this aspect further
when referring to studies on biography in bereave-
ment (Walter 1996; Walter 1999). Davies perceives
autobiography as an important tool for memory
through which the bereaved can reconstruct a be-
reavement narrative of the lost loved one. In many
non-Western societies, memory and oral narratives
are a natural form of grief therapy, which is revealed
by recent research as well (Nwoye and Chinwe 2012;
Nwoye 2005).

Davies argues that embodiment is central in
grief in which the bereaved reconstructs holistically
their own life history and relationship to the de-
ceased (Davies 2017, 74; Davies 2011, 103). Davies
explains this reconstruction of identity with a refer-
ence to Christine Valentine’s Bereavement Narra-
tives. Davies writes, “She describes how some inter-
views seemed to create ‘space for the deceased
person’, so much so that she gained ‘a feeling of his
or her presence between us™ (Davies 2017, 74 refers
to Valentine 2008, 172). At the beginning of her
book Valentine further explains her approach to
grief: “Instead it recognises how people’s relation-
ships with their loved ones may survive the life-
death boundary, the focus being placed on how be-
reaved people make sense of, and manage, the
changed nature of their relationship with deceased
loved ones. Bereavement is thus conceptualised as
an ongoing process of negotiation and mean-
ing-making” (Valentine 2008, 3-4). With these ex-
amples, Davies connects dividual grief to the tradi-
tions of continuing bonds and rituals of memory.

Davies proposes that funeral and other memori-
al rituals help to work through emotions; in his
words, “Funeral ritual and events following death
help channel these emotional changes of relation-
ship to the otherness of others and reveal the value
of reciprocity for understanding emotion and mem-
ory” (Davies 2011, 103). According to Davies, among
those religious traditions that motivate beliefs on
afterlife, hope of eternal life is also included among
these emotions (Davies 2011, 103; Backstrom 2017).
In the previous references to the two sources of this
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chapter, Davies explicitly discusses religious identi-
ty, life after death, and the connection between ritu-
als and the transcendent. In other parts of these
books, he connects them more implicitly with di-
vidual grief.

Davies discusses the rituals of memory on a the-
oretical level and does not refer to empirical studies
on rituals of grief even though such studies are
available. Here I would mention two studies on per-
sonalization of funeral rituals that fit well into di-
viduality (Ramshaw 2010; Schifer 2007). These
studies deal with the questions of memory through
ritual and investigate in what way personalization
can increase the relational process of bereavement.
Additionally, they suggest that personalized rituals,
which include aspects of memory and biography,
make it even more meaningful to the participants.
These are all things that the dividual model also
stresses.

Davies discusses reconstruction of identity
through rituals of memory, but he does not consider
whether transformation of the bond is part of the
dividual grief model (Davies 2017, 74). Recent grief
research has purported that the question is not sole-
ly one of reconstruction but rather of transforma-
tion of the bond through various rituals. For exam-
ple, Brenda Mathijssen found in her study among
bereaved people in the Netherlands that not all be-
reaved people wanted to continue the bond with the
deceased. According to Mathijssen, continuing the
bond is not the goal for all bereaved, but instead,
many see a need to transform the relationship with
the deceased and to find new relationships in their
lives as well. This transformation of a relationship
was possible through everyday rituals of clearing
the home of some of the objects of the deceased and
changing the place of photos (Mathijssen 2018, 2-4,
5-8).

According to the dividual model of grief, the be-
reaved receives support through rituals of memory.
Davies seems to see the bond between the deceased
and the bereaved as continuous and accordingly
does not indicate a need to transform this bond. In
order to gain a full picture of the model, the follow-
ing section studies Davies’ understanding of mean-
ing making after bereavement.

Meaning making after bereavement

Meaning making after bereavement is central to Da-
vies” dividuality even though he does not deal with
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it in the short chapter in which he defines the model.
In his other book, Emotion, Identity and Religion, he
ultimately links grief and meaning making together
(Davies 2011, 84, 96, 99). Additionally, the subhead-
ings of both books include existential questions
with words of faith and hope. According to Davies,
the attachment bond to the bereaved had been so
meaningful that there is a need to relate this loss to
meaning in life (Davies 2017, 57). These questions
are also central for practical theology (Louw 2014;
Lester 1995).

Davies refers to Durkheim’s notion of anomie,
which, according to him, explains the emotions of
the bereaved. In the words of Davies, “.. grief in-
volves a kind of anomie, as a person experiences a
decrease in vitality and a corresponding depletion
in identity” (Davies 2011, 98). According to Davies,
it is important that the bereaved does not remain in
a feeling of powerlessness but through the rituals of
memory and through the support of a community
can find new meaning in life. Davies purports that
grief is not a sickness but is a normal part of life (Da-
vies 2017, 65-67). This approach seems to imply that
the positive emotions are strongly represented in the
dividual model in comparison, for example, to the
attachment theory of John Bowlby which otherwise
seems to be central to Davies. Bowlby’s second vol-
ume is titled Separation, Anxiety and Anger (Bowlby
1973) and the third volume is Sadness and Depres-
sion (Bowlby 1980). Davies deals correspondingly
with negative emotions in his writings; for example,
while he discussed hope, he also considers hopeless-
ness (Davies 2017, 89; Davies 2011, 200-203). Guilt is
another emotion that can be grouped under nega-
tive emotions (Davies 2017, 55, 215). Davies’ model
of grief deals with grief that is a normal part of ev-
eryday life, not with traumatized grief which needs
treatment.

Regarding more positive emotions, Davies sug-
gests that the bereaved has to hold on to a sense of
reality even during grief and mourning (Davies
2015a, 14). In order to explain what the sense of re-
ality means, Davies quotes Clive Seale’s argument
that “takes grief to be but an extreme version of an
everyday experience of ‘grief’ which is routinely
worked upon in order to turn the psyche away from
awareness of Mortality and continuation in life”
(Seale 1998, 211 apud Davies 2015a, 14). This discus-
sion comes very close to the “words against death”
theory which Davies described in the second edition
of Death, Ritual and Belief. The basic idea there is
that rituals work as words against death, meaning
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that through rituals a person does not focus exces-
sively on the reality of death but also notes that life
goes on even though bereavement has happened.
Davies shares the notion of the importance of keep-
ing a sense of reality and continuing with life rou-
tines in both of the source books of this paper (Da-
vies 2011, 105-107; Davies 2017, 50-51). In Davies’
model the dividual person thus reconstructs his/her
identity after the bereavement, and this helps not to
remain in the sorrow of grief for too long but instead
to focus on the future as well. A similar trend is seen
in parts of Africa, where the focus is on the spiritual
nature of healing in grieving and in the resources
the community offers to bereaved persons (Nwoye
2005).

Missing transcultural elements

Davies gives quite an optimistic picture of a dividu-
al person. Other researchers of dividuality have
been more critical in their analysis and have pointed
out how partly contradicting identities of dividual
and individual personhood influence the decisions
and behaviour of a person (Hess 2006; Smith 2016).
Furthermore, Davies seems to romanticize dividu-
ality and does not consider the negative aspects of
relational personhood. Relational personhood is
also quite vulnerable to exploitation and abuse
(Brown 2006, 178). Dividual and partible person-
hood are closely related notions of the fractal person
(Smith 2016, 671). Overall, dividuality in these stud-
ies which were based on empirical data from those
contexts were the notion of dividuality is widely
used, also involves negative emotions and fear, con-
tradictory to Davies’ use of the notion. Similar crit-
ical findings on relationality in the African context
can be found from practical theologian Ester Acola-
tse. Acolatse formulates a new African relationality,
which is partly based on traditional communality
but acknowledges needs of our contemporary situa-
tion. She is especially critical towards gender in-
equality in traditional African societies (Acolatse
2009; 2010). There are also those African scholars,
who are in line with Davies and promote the har-
mony of traditional societies without criticism (Chi-
sale 2018). In my observation, Acolatse’s critical
view, especially towards gender inequality, could
also be applied to the notion of dividuality.

An important transcultural aspect of the con-
tinuing bond: a discussion on ancestors, is missing
from Davies’ model. When defining dividual grief,

Davies does not refer to ancestors even though in
other parts of the Death, Ritual and Belief book he
discusses ancestral beliefs in various cultures (Da-
vies 2017, 33, 103, 109-136, 143). Other researchers
stress that the role of ancestors is strong in dividual-
ity and the bereaved have a responsibility to conduct
burial rituals; otherwise, the deceased will not end
up among the living dead but stay in between to
bother those on earth. The examples concerning
burial rituals of dividual persons also involve fear
and negative feelings, not just the positive side of
communal support (Hess 2006, 289-290, 293-294).
Anglican bishop of Malaita, Terry Brown stresses
that relationships with ancestors, not just relation-
ships with those still living on earth are very im-
portant (Brown 2006, 174-175). Further, Brown
connects the discussion of dividual personhood into
theological discussions on Greek word koinonia.
many times translated as fellowship or community.
According to him, dividual personhood including
ancestral beliefs, both positively and negatively af-
fects how one understands and lives koinonia
(Brown 2006, 178-179). Brown, thus, also raises a
critical voice towards traditional notions of com-
munality.

Davies’ use of the dividual notion disjointedly
from its cultural context brings some difficulties to
the model as was discussed above. This is one of the
challenges when using elements from another cul-
ture without studying the context accurately.

The contribution of dividuality to grief
research

Davies constructs his model on the identity feature
of attachment theories and additionally on some el-
ements in the continuing bonds and narrative theo-
ries of grief, as has been previously discussed. Com-
bining these various perspectives is essential in grief
research even though Davies does not yet give a
clear picture of how dividuality unites these per-
spectives in practice and what it means to the life
situation of a grieving individual. Moreover, Davies
is not the first to unite these perspectives when
studying grief. For example, Cyril Schifer came to
the conclusion, in his study on New Zealand funeral
directors’ understanding of grief, that continuing
bonds and narratives of memory are essential parts
of personalized funerals (Schéfer 2007, 17). This was
ten years before he wrote about dividual grief, which
shows that it is not all that unique as a conceptuali-
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sation. What is supplementary in Davies’ model is
the strong link to attachment and discussions of
how this affects the reconstruction of the inner
complexity of dividual personhood. Similar insights
on multiple personhood and its effects to pastoral
counselling is seen in Pamela Cooper-White's rela-
tional theology (Cooper-White 2004; 2011).

It is essential that Davies includes meaning re-
construction in his model. It is an important open-
ing towards studying meaning making in bereave-
ment even though he does not yet operationalize
specific study designs nor does he reflect on the im-
plications for clinical practice. James Gillies and
Robert Neimeyer (Gillies and Neymeyer 2006, 44—
49, 53-56) designed an integrated model of meaning
reconstruction pathways based on large sample of
previous studies and identified three activities of
meaning reconstruction in the grieving process:
sense making, benefit finding, and identity change.
Davies’” dividual model contributes to at least two of
these, specifically, to sense making through rituals
of memory and identity change, which in dividuali-
ty is essential.

The existential discussion connected to dividual-
ity could have been more transparent. In particular,
when the primary concept of dividuality is transcul-
tural, the existential discussion could also include
transcultural issues of grief as Valentine, for exam-
ple, does in her study (Valentine 2008, 4). Another
topic connected with the existential discussion that
simultaneously raises interest and some misgiving,
is the practice of speaking against death. Tara Bailey
and Tony Walter have gone even further in their
analyses of funerals as rituals against death and they
write: “Whereas Davies analyses the power of pro-
fessionally delivered ritual words against death, our
data reveals how admired is the courage exercised by
non-professionals in speaking against death...We
thus argue that funerals symbolically conquer death
not only through words delivered by ritual special-
ists, but also through those who knew the deceased
congregating and speaking (Bailey and Walter 2016,
149). They thus follow the same line as Davies that it
is important to speak against death, but they focus
on those who knew the deceased well. Terence Turn-
er does not, however, agree with Davies on the
“words against death” theory. Turner criticizes Da-
vies for being primarily informed by Christian reli-
gious concerns (Turner 2005, 252-253). I agree with
Turner that Davies seem to identify with Christian
religious concerns which he should more openly ex-
press and justify in his writings.
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Davies’ holistic approach to complex issues has
been admired in previous research. Valerie DeMa-
rinis writes, “He manages to create a perspective for
understanding complex phenomena whereby the
interactions among individual components as well
as between these components and the larger struc-
ture can be understood” (DeMarinis 2017, 107).
DeMarinis continues, “Davies has incorporated a
sophisticated understanding of both the complexity
of and the necessity for understanding the dynamic
and life-long interactions among experience, emo-
tion and embodiment in terms of how meaning is
made, especially existential meaning (DeMarinis
2017, 108). Davies had not created his model of di-
vidual grief when DeMarinis wrote her text but I
approve of her point that Davies’ perspective for un-
derstanding complex phenomena is also valuable
when studying the complexity of grief as long as
models are properly defined.

When I evaluate the dividual model, its weakest
point is in its definition. Both books that are sources
for this paper are widely used as course books. For
this usage they fit well; they offer a wide perspective
on the study of death and the role of emotions. But
they do not go very deep into any specific topic; in
this case the dividual model is merely mentioned,
not deeply formulated. In spite of this lack of proper
definition, I see the dividual grief model as a good
first attempt to search for transcultural approaches
to grief.

Concluding remarks

Douglas Davies’ model on dividual grief would be
challenging to understand only through Death, Rit-
ual and Belief, even though it is the only source in
which he explicitly defines and discusses the model.
Emotions and identity are essential in order to un-
derstand the discussion on dividuality and it was
thus also necessary to focus on the other sources.
Davies is presently only in the process of formulat-
ing the model and this makes it even more essential
to look at his previous writings on grief that influ-
ence his understanding of the importance of rituals
of memory in the reconstruction of dividual per-
sonhood after bereavement.

The results of this chapter show that Davies
stresses embodied rituals because the starting point
of dividual personhood is in the inner complexity of
a person. Mourning gives a person an opportunity
to reconstruct an identity through narrated rituals.
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A bereaved person needs the support of the commu-
nity in this reconstruction. Davies challenges a
Western word-centred individual to reconstruct
identity and find new meaning in life after bereave-
ment. The themes Davies raises: bereavement, grief,
beliefs on afterlife, meaning of life and rituals of
memory are all central theological themes. As a re-
ligious studies scholar Davies does not use theologi-
cal analyses or Biblical argumentation to justify his
model. However, Davies’ model is very useful for
practical theology as well.

Dividual grief is a useful beginning when search-
ing for transcultural models of grief. It is, however,
not based on first-hand empirical research on a spe-
cific culture, which makes the transcultural aspects
in it very descriptive. I am waiting for practical
theological colleagues from the Majority world to
start formulating models of grief based on their own
cultural backgrounds. Models that are strongly
grounded in a specific culture are really needed in
order to understand such a central theological topic.
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Unlearning Religion: The “GDR Children from
Namibia” between Postcolonialism and Decoloniality

Alexander Schulze

When South West Africa was placed on the UN General Assembly’s agenda as being the first
region to gain independence from colonial rule, no one could foresee that Namibia would be one
of the last territories to gain independence. While the political decolonization of most of the
former colonies was essentially completed in the mid-1970s, on May 4th, 1978 the South West
African People’s Organization (SWAPOQ) suffered its biggest military setback. As a result of the
attack on the Cassinga refugee camp, in Angola close to the Namibian border, between 1979
and 1989 a total of 423 children were brought to the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Expe-
riencing their childhood and youth in the safe socialist state, they were educated according to the
ideals of the SWAPO and the curricula of the GDR in order to go on to become the elite of the
new Namibia upon their return. Religion was not taught and was largely suppressed. After their
sudden repatriation to independent Namibia in 1990, the so-called “GDR children” felt like
strangers in their own country. Despite their good education, they were denied the opportunity
to make a significant contribution to the development of the young country. Left alone and dis-
appointed by the promises of the SWAPO, the churches began to play an unexpected role in their
lives. It seemed that the suppression of religion during their childhood education had brought
about a gap that was calling to be filled. This article analyzes the religious practices of the “GDR
children from Namibia”. Based on the data available so far (Groop, Hopf, Kenna, Krause, Reuter
and Scheunpflug, Schmitt and Witte, Timm), the role of the churches can be described as ambiv-
alent. By filling the vacuum, the churches made it possible for the “GDR children” to reintegrate
into the existing system. In the medium term, however, the churches indirectly contributed to
leveling out their unigue competencies. The potential of the “GDR children” for the decoloniza-
tion process of independent Namibia was thus left unrecognized.

Introduction

Almost unnoticed by the public, on December 8th,
1978, a group of 37 girls, 43 boys and 15 women
landed at the Berlin-Schonefeld airport in East
Germany. The children were between 3 and 7 years
old and came from Namibian refugee camps in
Angola and Zambia. Many of them had lost their
parents in the fight for Namibia’s independence,
others had been sent as children of leading or dis-
graced South West African People’s Organization
(SWAPO) officials. Their stay in the German Dem-
ocratic Republic (GDR) initially pursued two mo-

l- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 75-81
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Alexander Schulze Ph.D., teaches practical theology in
Friedensau, Germany. He first came into contact with the
“GDR children from Namibia” when he was on his vicar-
iate in Namibia. Soon he discovered that these children
had grown up only a few kilometers from him, as pre-
schoolers in the GDR: Schulze in one of the few church-
run kindergartens, and the Namibian children under
strict observation from the SWAPO. It seemed that both
parties had a great deal to learn from each other about
their shared experience in the GDR, which, when they
finally met in Namibia, no longer existed in the way they
remembered it.
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tives: the safe accommodation and care of the chil-
dren as well as the education of the women, who
were to work as kindergarten teachers after their
return to Namibia. The previous negotiations be-
tween the SWAPO leadership and the GDR govern-
ment were based on the mutual misconception that
Namibia was about to attain independence in the
late 1970s and that the children and the women
would return very soon. In fact, the Namibian fight
for independence would last for more than 10 years:
the children stayed, the caregivers changed, more
children joined. And, a third motive was formulat-
ed that was to become essential for their stay in the
GDR: the education of the children in order to be-
come the elite of the new Namibia. Therefore, each
Namibian caregiver was guided by two German
educators. Together, they formed a trio that was re-
sponsible for a group of 12 boys and girls each.
They were housed in Bellin Castle, a former manor
house 180 km north of Berlin. Until the 4th grade
they attended the primary school in the neighbor-
ing village of Zehna. From the 5th grade, the first
children moved to the boarding school of the
“School of Friendship” in Stafifurt. There they at-
tended the Polytechnic High School in neighboring
Loderburg. In August 1990, amid the efforts for
German reunification, a total of meanwhile 430
children were repatriated to Namibia, which had
become independent only a few months earlier on
March 21st (Schmitt and Witte 2019). So far there
is no coherent study that has analyzed the religious
practices of the “GDR children from Namibia”, nor
their contribution to the decolonization process of
independent Namibia. However, there are studies
examining other topics related to the “GDR chil-
dren” that contain direct or indirect information
about their religious practices and their role after
their repatriation to independent Namibia. Based
on the data available so far, this article reconstructs
religious practices of the “GDR children from Na-
mibia” and their contribution to Namibia’s decolo-
nization process.

A unique combination of competencies

“Learning to unlearn” is defined by Tlostanova and
Mignolo as “basically pedagogical” (Tlostanova and
Mignolo 2012. 25). The GDR children were neither
the first nor the only ones sent abroad by the
SWAPO. But they were the youngest and the largest
connected group. In contrast to postcolonialism,
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decoloniality refers to processes that constructively
counteract colonial thinking patterns and maxims
that have survived the end of formal colonialism.
According to Castro Varela and Dhwawan, “Postco-
lonialism cannot simply be thought of as something
that ‘came in’ after colonialism, but must be viewed
as a form of resistance to colonial rule and its conse-
quences. So instead of looking at history as a linear
progression, postcolonial theory turns to the com-
plexities and contradictions of historical processes”
(Castro Varela and Dhwawan 2015, 16). The educa-
tion of the GDR children according to the ideals of
the SWAPO and the curricula of the GDR, in some
cases for more than 10 years, resulted in a unique
combination of competencies that can perhaps be
broadly characterized into the following three
themes: being highly educated, atheistic, and color-
blind; areas which could help overcome colonial
thinking patterns.

Multilingual

The good education of the GDR children refers not
only to their language skills, but to their general ed-
ucation, including the natural sciences. Regarding
language skills Ndlovu-Gatsheni states: “The forc-
ible imposition of colonial languages ... as languag-
es of teaching and learning created an impression
that their mastery was a sign of being intelligent.
Consequently, many educated African people dis-
tanced themselves from their indigenous African
languages.” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018, 41). This deci-
sion was taken from the “GDR children”. They grew
up trilingual. German emerged as their main lan-
guage followed by English and Oshivambo (Timm
2007, 174). While they could speak German better
than the German-speaking white minority in Na-
mibia, they had to catch up with their deficits in En-
glish and Oshivambo.

Cauna Jones is one of the children who came to
the GDR in 1979. She reflects about the time after
her repatriation: “I had big problems finding my
identity. What I've noticed about myself since I am
married to Paul and more and more involved with
other blacks is the mentality differences. I am not
the same person I was when I came back from Ger-
many. [ adapt more and more to the African culture.
10 years ago I probably would have said that I feel
more German, but now I would rather call myselfan
Ovambo girl, who speaks German” (Moller, Hens
and Radelhof 2003, 23:31-26:04).
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Atheistic

Although this was neither addressed by the SWAPO
nor explicitly requested, the GDR children were
raised and educated atheistically. Religion was not
taught and was largely suppressed in children’s lives
throughout their whole stay in the GDR. This al-
ready began with the selection of the staff employed
to look after the children: “When I applied, it was
said: Yes, immediately. It was four days before
Christmas when I should start. It was very fast. And
I thought, now I would have to get a message that it
starts, because I should be there for Christmas. ...
Shortly after Christmas I suddenly got back all my
papers without comment. I never got told the rea-
son. My lady boss at that time said: I cannot say it,
but I'll tell you anyway. You are ideologically not ac-
ceptable because you are religiously bound. People
like you cannot be given responsibility for the chil-
dren” (Riichel 2001, 30).

This also applied to the Namibian caregivers sent
by the SWAPO. Regardless of their own religious
beliefs, they were not allowed to talk to the children
about the Christian faith nor to guide them in reli-
gious practices. Monica Shikwambi had survived
the attack on the refugee camp Kassinga. After re-
covering and training in the GDR, she was one of
the Namibian caretakers for the children in Bellin.
She remembers the death of one of the children en-
trusted to her: “The doctor told us there was no hope
that he would recover. It was really sad to see my
dearest Indongo in the hospital bed helpless and
waiting to die... His groupmates asked, ‘When will
Indongo come back?’ It was hard for me as an edu-
cator to tell them that Indongo would not come back
and that he would die” (Shikwambi 1999, 84). Dimo
Indongo died at the age of 11 years. His peers were
not satisfied with the answer given to them. Monica
Shikwambi describes her inner conflict as an educa-
tor to give an answer that she does not believe her-
self and that contradicts her own worldview: “They
asked me where Idongo would go after his death.
The answer to this question was also hard for me,
because I was not allowed to tell them that he would
go to heaven because they had learned nothing
about Christianity. I simply told them that they
would not see him again” (Shikwambi 1999, 84).

With the beginning of the 5th grade, the first 60
“GDR children” were transferred to the “School of
Friendship” boarding school in Staf¥furt, 300 kilo-
meters away from Bellin. Here they attended the
Polytechnic High School in neighboring Loderburg.

At that time, the “School of Friendship” was mainly
home to older exchange students from Mozam-
bique. Regardless of their origin, all students were
taught according to slightly adapted curricula of the
GDR. Religion was not taught here either. Religious
questions were widely ignored (Krause 2009). Reu-
ter and Scheunpflug remark that Luther, Miinzer
and Calvin were mentioned in the revolutionary
movement of citizens and farmers, but their impor-
tance for Protestantism were not appreciated (Reu-
ter and Scheunpflug 2006, 145).

While in 1978, the Council of Churches in Na-
mibia (CCN) represented more than 80 % of the
Namibian population, most Namibian Christians
belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Churches
(Kjeseth 1989, 11). On May 30, 1990, just a few weeks
before the repatriation of the “GDR children”, which
had not yet been scheduled at that time, one of the
young people stated in a conversation with govern-
ment officials that they were denied the possibility
of religious education. Notwithstanding this, a re-
laxation of the religious regulations at the “School of
Friendship” can be assumed with the opening of the
wall on November 9, 1989. An indication of this may
be the hitherto inconceivable baptism of one of the
students in the first half of 1990 (BArch DL 3/137/1).
Timm concludes: “Basic knowledge of the Namib-
ian children about religion and their own religious
affiliation can therefore be accepted without having
found their way into the documented analyzes and
concepts, or even as a (...) distinctive feature. Be-
cause of the SWAPQO’s more liberal policy in reli-
gious matters, it can be assumed that the great blank
‘religion’ (...) sprang from the anti-Christian ambi-
tions of the SED (Socialist party in the GDR)”
(Timm 2007, 176-177).

Nevertheless, religious practices cannot be pre-
supposed for all “GDR children”. Likewise, it must
be assumed that possibly familiar religious practic-
es have been lost or at least lost their significance
under the influence of the GDR education for many
years. The autobiographic alienated short story by
Nambata Shapaka “The First Day in the Homeland”
(Shapaka 1999) illustrates the unease of the protag-
onist “Rosalia” immediately after her pickup from
the airport: “She is silent on the way to Tsumeb and
does not know what to say. Her parents notice the
joy of having their daughter back with them after
eleven years. Again and again, the mother is pray-
ing aloud to God, which makes Rosalia, who grew
up in socialism, a little bit scared” (Shapaka 1999,
109).
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Ambivalent

Ndlovu-Gatsheni describes colonial thinking as
patterns that “arose from a context where mission-
ary and colonial education taught Africans a lot of
wrong education ... that white people were superior
and black people were inferior” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni
2018, 41). A first collective confusion of their pre-for-
matting the children already experienced in con-
nection with their selection for transport to the
GDR. They knew white people to be occupiers, op-
pressors and enemies. Then it was a white woman
who put their names on the passengers list to Ger-
many (Nagel and Reinhold 2007, 00:08:44). In the
GDR, the children witnessed an uncomplicated and
mutually respectful behavior between black and
white people. The children regularly performed in
front of an audience: “The applause often did not
end, and tears ran out of the people’s eyes when we
began to sing and dance” (Schmitt and Witte 2018,
1360).

Ambivalent therefore does not mean that they
have not been able to differentiate between black
and white people, but that they have been able to
confront whites in a self-aware and unprejudiced
way. “Starting from the theoretical considerations of
subject positioning in postcolonial orders and the
interpretative-theorizing analysis of the empirical
material, one can formulate the assumption that the
construction of the biography, because of the tem-
porality attributed to it as inherent, first provides
the principle of the becoming of the subject and thus
can be used as a reference for other difference mark-
ers. Without the perspective of the whiteness of the
inner being, the external black would not appear in
the symbol of the ‘coconut” (Polat 2017, 209).

The ambivalent social behavior of the “GDR chil-
dren from Namibia” was expressed not only in their
reception of black and white people, but also in how
they encountered each other. While the majority of
the children were Ovambo, they included members
of other ethnic groups too (Timm 2010, 19). Al-
though they perceived the differences, they were
able to accept them.

Lucia Engombe

The fact that a certain religious education can be as-
sumed, at least among the older children, is shown
by the memory of one of the “GDR children”. Lucia
Engombe came to the GDR at the age of seven. She
remembers joint worship services with her mother
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in the refugee camp. About Sunday school she
writes: “Most of all I met a friend there, who was
there for me at all times — Kalunga, God. When sad
or scared, I knew that Kalunga would help me in
distress: I talked to God as to a friend, and he took
the sorrows away from me. And I got to know new
songs that were about God” (Engombe and Hilliges
2004, 25).

A report of the same GDR child about a noctur-
nal maneuver in Bellin shows the imprint of her ear-
ly childhood experience of the Christian faith. Exer-
cises as nocturnal maneuvers served the pre-military
training of boys and girls and met the educational
goals of the SWAPO. Equipped only with flashlights
and wooden toy rifles, the children, who had been
rudely awakened only a few minutes earlier, were to
crawl down a steep slope: “No one made a sound,
my heart was thumping, my panic grew. I can never
do that, I thought. But then I remembered Kalunga.
‘Dear God, protect me when I run down the dark
road that nothing happens to me.” So that God real-
ly heard me, I spoke half aloud ... ‘Lucia has prayed
to God!” The light cones of all flashlights were turned
on me, sneering laughter rang in. The next moment
teacher Jonas stood in front of me and gave me a
resounding slap in the face. ‘God does not exist, re-
member that! I do not want to hear that nonsense
anymore!” (Engombe and Hilliges 2004, 25).

In a state of greatest fear Lucia Engombe remem-
bers the God of her early childhood and begins to
pray. This forbidden religious practice is denounced,
mocked and punished. Immediately after the pun-
ishment, she is made absolutely clear that God does
not exist and that she should never forget that. Fur-
ther it is expressly forbidden to repeat ‘that non-
sense’. While the punishment primarily applies to
the conspicuous child, the unequivocal instruction
is addressed to all bystanders. The undifferentiated
phrase ‘that nonsense’ implies a vehement exaspera-
tion of the teacher, which includes both the Chris-
tian faith as well as the religious practice. “Tears
came to my eyes, sobs shook my whole body. Such a
vulgarity, I thought, God is my friend, my best, my
only one. Finally, I also prayed for the soldiers to
win for us. And it helped. After all, the SWAPO
spanked the South Africans properly the butt. So
praying could not be wrong” (Engombe and Hilliges
2004, 25).

The public exposure, reprimands and condem-
nation were experienced as confusing to Lucia En-
gombe’s worldview. She experienced God as her
‘best’ and ‘only one’ friend who answers her prayers.
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In this belief, she also prayed for the victory of the
SWAPO soldiers, which became more and more
likely. How could it be wrong to pray to God? “You
are the elite of the new Namibia! You do not need
God, your guide is Sam Nujoma!’ exclaimed teacher
Jonas. He shone into my scared face. ‘As a soldier
you do not cry. Go down there!” He pointed into the
dark valley. Teacher Jonas could say what he want-
ed! AsIstumbled down the dark path, I prayed soft-
ly that nothing bad should happen to me. With
God’s help SWAPO pioneer Lucia Engombe arrived,
plodding to the campfire” (Engombe and Hilliges
2004, 106-107).

Turning to the bystanders, the teacher repeats
the ubiquitous leitmotiv of the children’s education
in the GDR. By reminding the children to be the
‘elite of the new Namibia’, he separates Lucia En-
gombe from the group. The instruction, now direct-
ly addressed to her, to obey the command given in
advance, opens the way for the child to show loyalty
and to belong to the group again.

Back to Namibia, it is Lucia Engombes brother
Martin who challenges her to reflect on her re-
pressed religious practice. Their memories of the re-
pression, experienced years ago, are still present:
“Are you going to church?” Martin asked. ‘Don’t
know,” I answered. I had too many bad experiences
with my belief in God. I was mocked, laughed at and
punished for that. Again, I hid Kalunga in my heart.
“You have to go to church, Lucia,” my brother said.
‘God gives you support and confidence. He is always
there for you™” (Engombe and Hilliges 2004, 317-
318). In the music of her brother Lucia Engombe
finds a renewed access to her hidden religiosity.
While her faith is abstract and internal, her brother
encourages her to practice religion: “My big ‘little’
brother did not just play reggae music. He taught me
that reggae is a very religious music. But I had hid-
den God somewhere deep in my heart. “Where is
God?’ I challenged my brother. ‘God is the air in
you,” Martin replied. “The bad air I breathe?” ‘God is
the spirit in you,” he explained seriously. ‘Prove it to
me!’ I demanded defiantly. I believed in God, but in
one whom I could entrust my sorrows. Martin spoke
of the church I was to visit” (Engombe and Hilliges
2004, 325-326).

Lucia Encombe experiences further access to re-
ligious practice through her mother’s regular atten-
dance of church services: “I felt the void in my heart
that I wanted to fill and did not know how. I needed
a meaning in my life. Something it was worth hav-
ing been born for. For ten years, it had been the be-

lief in SWAPO, in the great power that relieved my
worries. I had suffered many things, beatings and
humiliation, but I had a goal. ‘Be ready! Always
ready!” I had lost that in the last few months. I was
not really aware of that. I only felt this emptiness,
which was filled by nothing” (Engombe and Hilliges
2004, 326). Her mother’s statement that SWAPO
President Sam Nujoma also believes in God irritates
her conviction that religious beliefs and SWAPO are
mutually exclusive: “Even Mother went there often,
though I had assumed that faith and SWAPO were
mutually exclusive. ‘Even the president believes in
God,” Mother said. Too bad, I thought that teacher
Jonas had not known that at the time when he dom-
inated me with: ‘God does not exist!” Since then,
God was something that was there at the same time
and not” (Engombe and Hilliges 2004, 326). Many
years later, the experience of denunciation, mockery
and punishment is still present. This public expo-
sure, reprimand and condemnation have become
deeply engraved.

In the right place at the wrong time

With their sudden repatriation to Namibia in Au-
gust 1990, the “GDR children” were confronted
with a reality that did not correspond to the ideal of
their childhood. That is how many of them felt.
Most of them were no longer children at that time.
Not every child could be handed over to their par-
ents. Many of them had already been brought to the
GDR as half or full orphans. Children who were not
picked up by their parents or relatives or who could
not be assigned to a caregiver were eventually re-
leased for adoption. Thus, the majority of the re-
maining children came into close contact with
white families of the German-speaking minority
(BArch DL 3/137/2). These families gave them a
home and enabled them to attend a German school.
Kenna states that “through the contact with the
German-speaking community, many GDR children
have been Christian baptized and confirmed” (Ken-
na 1999, 56). The Church will play a role for the next
generation (Groop 2012, 79) if a culturally- and his-
torically-sensitive Practical Theology succeeds in
pointing out perspectives for relevant work of the
churches in the here and now, which reveal injustice
and constructively encourage the process of decolo-
niality.
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Conclusions

1. In contrast to postcolonialism, decoloniality re-
fers to processes that constructively counteract colo-
nial thinking patterns and maxims that have sur-
vived the end of formal colonialism. The raise and
education of the “GDR children” according to the
ideals of the SWAPO and the curricula of the GDR,
in some cases for more than 10 years, resulted in a
unique combination of competencies that can be
characterized as highly-educated, atheistic and col-
orblind; valuable qualities for the decolonization
process.

2. The GDR children were no longer children at the
time of their sudden repatriation, but were still too
young to take on responsibility. The SWAPO was in-
capable, neither of recognizing the medium and
long-term opportunities that opened up with the
return of the children nor of providing for the com-
pletion of their education towards becoming “the
elite of the new Namibia”.

3. In contrast to the SWAPO administrators, the
church representatives proved to be reliable and
constant partners for the welfare of the repatriated
children. By caring for the basic needs of the GDR
children, the church representatives succeeded in
building on their early childhood experiences and
their henceforth suppressed religious imprints,
which became helpful interpretive templates for the
present-day.

4. While the churches made it possible to reintegrate
the GDR children into the existing system they per-
haps indirectly contributed to leveling out the
unique experiences of the repatriated. The potential
of the “GDR children” for the process of decolonial-
ity in independent Namibia was thus not recog-
nized. Time will tell if the next generation can build
on the potential of the parent generation.

5. Because religion is hard to unlearn, it requires a
culture- and historically-sensitive practical theolo-
gy, whose responsibility it is to develop - in their
classical disciplines as well as through interdisci-
plinary dialogue - perspectives for relevant work
for the churches in the here and now which reveal
injustice, and constructively build on the process of
decoloniality, towards liberating hope for the fu-
ture.
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“Liberation Theology opted for the Poor, and the
Poor opted for [Neo-]Pentecostalism”: lllustrating
the Influence of the “Prosperity Gospel” in Brazil’

Mark J. Cartledge

One of the most significant movements in the history of Christianity is Pentecostalism, and Brazil
probably has the largest number of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians in the world. Pente-
costalism is a global phenomenon and exhibits diversity of expression, depending on a combina-
tion of factors that include culture, ecclesial traditions, and localized beliefs and practices. Amid
this religious diversity certain key ideas appear to be pervasive if not altogether universal. One of
these key ideas is the so-called “prosperity gospel”, which refers to the belief that as part of the
blessings of the kingdom of God, believers have the right to expect both health and material
benefit. One of the contradictions with this kind of religious expression is the fact that the peo-
ple who appear to hold to this view most ardently are in fact the poor of Pentecostalism. Why is
it the case that the poorest of the poor hold on to a view that is often transmitted from the
United States of America and appears to reflect the material aspirations associated with the
“American dream” rather than the empirical realities of Latin American contexts? This paper
seeks to illustrate how [Neo-]Pentecostals hold on to their belief in the “prosperity gospel”, iden-
tifying the key biblical text that is used in this hermeneutic, as well as the cultural practices that
support its maintenance. From this analysis, questions are raised about what aspects might in-
form the so-called historic churches when seeking to negotiate their relationship with [Neo-]
Pentecostals.

Introduction

The quotation at the beginning of the title of this
study is a famous one and it is usually attributed to
an Argentine liberation theologian (Miller 2006),
who is making an important point about the role of
a movement within the Roman Catholic church,
namely an historic “option for the poor” in contexts
where the number of the “poor” is considerable. The

1 Research support for the International Academy of Prac-
tical Theology conference paper upon which this article
is based was provided by The Foundation for Pentecostal
Scholarship  (https://sites.google.com/tftps.org/tftps/,
last accessed February 12, 2019).
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poor themselves have ignored this preference to-
wards them and have instead opted for an alterna-
tive one, namely Pentecostalism (Martins and de
P4adua 2002; Martin 2005, 150; von Sinner 2012b,
102-112). Of course, the suggestion that liberation
theology is a failed theological movement is contest-
ed, and rightly so (Chesnut 1997; 2003). Neverthe-
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less, the idea that elitist and educated theologians
can have a preferential option for the poor and yet
be ignored by the poorest of the poor in favour of
what appears to be a regressive, patriarchal and
seemingly right-wing fundamentalist form of reli-
gion, is deeply uncomfortable. Nevertheless, this ap-
pears to be what is happening in different countries
around the world and including Brazil. Therefore,
this study seeks to illuminate aspects of the relation-
ship between the prosperity gospel and [Neo-]Pente-
costalism by looking at the Universal Church of the
Kingdom of God in order to give insight into the way
this Brazilian denomination has assimilated specific
American features that date back to the Pentecostal-
ism of the 1970s. First, Brazilian Pentecostalism is
introduced before sociological and religious reasons
for growth are considered. Second, the prosperity
gospel is illustrated with respect to the Universal
Church of the Kingdom of God before suggestions
are made for the historic denominations in Brazil to
consider.

Brazilian Pentecostalism

Brazil is not a poor country (von Sinner, 2012b, 35,
notes that is stands tenth in the world’s largest econ-
omies as measured by GDP); but it has a lot of poor
people, whose life chances are limited because of a
massive inequality in the distribution of resources.
In terms of religion, it is not hugely diverse, with
around 87 % still claiming to be Christian. Of that
87 % around 64 % would claim to be Roman Catho-
lic and just over 22 % designate themselves Protes-
tant, which would include Pentecostals as the largest
group in that bracket (Moreira 2018, 1). Thus, Pente-
costals would still appear to be a minority but they
are growing at such an amazing rate that they are
attracting media and scholarly attention. As Mar-
tins and de Padua explain:

The social exclusion suffered by the poor population in
Brazilian modernisation creates a type of magic pretence
that has the capacity to explain, through mystic and su-
pernatural powers, the causes of social injustice and the
misfortune lived by the individual. This magic reasoning
represents a way of relating with the world, taking away
human responsibility in the social and historic construc-
tion of one’s own destiny, that is submitted totally or par-
tially to the intervention of mystical powers, and that
transcends the capacity of the individual and demands a
ritual control of its interference (Martins and de Pddua
2002, 152).

This is a particular sociological analysis that cap-
tures something of the mix of the various factors
involved: social exclusion, poverty, social change,
spirituality, human responsibility and the creation
of an alternative reality that stands in contrast to the
experiences of life that the “world” has to offer.

Pentecostal Strategies

Most commentators tend to agree that the strategies
the Pentecostal movement uses include a radical
conversion away from the domain of the world, with
its street life of crime, violence, alcohol, drugs and
sexual licentiousness (Chesnut 1997, 17). Pentecostal
groups, at least historically, have been sectarian, cre-
ating alternative enclaves, whereby people can be
saved from the world and can be safe with God. It
was often women who first became interested: mis-
erable at home, perhaps with abusive and violent
partners, poor and scraping by on whatever money
was left over from the drinking, gambling and street
life (Chesnut 1997, 62-64). By hook or by crook, they
managed to drag their men along to a Pentecostal
meeting where they experienced the “power of
God”, were converted and subsequently found a
new set of social relationships in the church that
supplanted those on the streets, leaving behind ma-
chismo culture and investing what they had into the
domestic realm and the life of the church (Medcraft
1987, 83-85). With the better use of resources, the
family could eat well, buy nicer clothes, even acquire
electrical goods, and send their children to different
schools. Thus, we see the beginning of social mobil-
ity and an ethic of “self-betterment” (Martin 2013,
38). In the middle of these aspirations is the role of
“faith”. It is the women who believe first and who
exercise power, but in order to maintain this ethic of
self-betterment, they subsequently endorse the pa-
triarchal culture of the church. It is what Bernice
Martin calls the Pentecostal gender paradox (Mar-
tin 2001; Brusco 2010). They are empowered within
a patriarchal casing that is fragile. Should they
choose to topple it, they would be the ultimate losers
and they know exactly what that would mean for
them and their families. And it is largely through
the network of family relationships that Pentecos-
talism has grown, with women at its heart. Men are
no longer seen as “masters” or “oppressors” but as
“victims” of evil, capable of being liberated (von
Sinner 2012a).
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The Rise of Pentecostalism in Brazil

Brazil, as a former Portuguese colony, has been
largely associated with the Roman Catholic church
from around 1500. Protestants, for example the Hu-
genots, tried to obtain a foothold in the country in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries respective-
ly, only to be expelled (Hollenweger 1972, 94-95).
While Protestantism arrived after independence in
1822, the separation of church and state and the es-
tablishment of freedom of religion occurred in 1890,
although with a partial re-establishment through
the influence of Cardinal Sebastiao Leme in the
1920s and 1930s. This led to a de facto Roman Cath-
olic monopoly until the 1950s (Chesnut 2003, 30-
35). Pentecostalism landed at the beginning of the
twentieth century via two separate missionary
groups around the same time with Europeans who
had experienced the impact of Pentecostalism via
William Durham in Chicago. The Assemblies of
God (Assembleias de Deus) denomination was start-
ed by two Swedish missionaries in 1911, Daniel Berg
and Sumner Vingren, while the Christian Congre-
gation of Brazil (Congrega¢do Crista do Brasil [here-
after: CCBJ) was started by the Italian Luigi Fran-
ceson in 1910 (von Sinner 2012b, 131, 240-274). Both
groups arrived in Brazil in 1910 having no knowl-
edge of the other. Often historians call this the first
wave of Pentecostalism, and both of these early Pen-
tecostals predate the formation of classical Pente-
costalism in the USA (Hollenweger 1972, 75). The
second wave is associated with the arrival of the es-
tablished Pentecostal denominations from the USA,
like the Foursquare denomination, from the 1950s
and the use of mass rallies in sport stadia. “And by
the 1950s, Pentecostalism had won enough converts
to be able to bring a permanent end to the four-and-
a-half-centuries of a monopolistic religious econo-
my” (Chesnut 2003, 35). But it is also associated with
the establishment of newer Brazilian Pentecostal
denominations such as Brazil for Christ (Igreja Pen-
tecostal o Brasil para Cristo) founded by Manoel de
Mello in 1955, and the church God is Love (Igreja
Pentecostal Deus é Amor) founded by Davi de Mi-
randa in 1962. The third wave is traced to the mid
1970s and linked to newer kinds of Pentecostals (of-
ten referred to as “Neo-Pentecostals”) such as the
Universal Church of the Kingdom of God ([hereaf-
ter: UCKG], Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus, also
often referred to as IURD), which is less puritanical
than older forms of Pentecostalism and emphasizes
prosperity, healing and mass exorcisms in its ser-
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vices (Chesnut 1997, 39-40). It is these more recent
churches that have attracted a lot of attention be-
cause of their intolerance of African Brazilian
groups like the Umbanda. It is suggested that more
recently these third wave type groups have moved
into a fourth wave associated with neoliberal eco-
nomics, commercial branding, media savvy, con-
sumer orientation, syncretic tastes, and more ex-
plicit political engagement (Lingenthal 2012; Freston
1999).

Sociological Explanations

Sociological explanations for the rise of Pentecostal-
ism in Latin America include the idea that the
movement is one aligned with social change. With
the rise of industrialization and urban migration, it
is argued, the spirituality of Pentecostalism followed
the same trajectory and clustered in cities, provid-
ing support for the displaced and disorientated.
Alongside this explanation is the social protest ac-
count that sees Pentecostalism as fundamentally a
protest movement against the establishment of cap-
italism (Medcraft 1987, 74-76). Another view sug-
gests that while the elite held religious power via
Roman Catholicism, Pentecostalism subverted this
power by aligning itself with the lower social classes
in order to legitimate social differentiation and give
itself a social niche (Freston 1999, 148). This align-
ment with lower social classes also meant that it be-
came a popular form of religion and was indige-
nized through the use of music, ritual expression
and the social proximity of its leadership to the peo-
ple, since they are led by their own. It has been sug-
gested that its growth only really began substantial-
ly once this indigenization had taken place. Perhaps
one of the most compelling reasons for the growth
of Pentecostalism is that it provides an answer for
the pathogens of poverty, the chief of which is a lack
of health care (Chesnut 1997). Pentecostalism al-
most universally emphasizes healing because of its
soteriology, whereby Christ is understood as the
healer from sin-sickness. In a society with a lack of
universal healthcare, the church becomes a hospital
for the sick. In particular, it has become the main
“detox centre” for men suffering from substance
abuse (Chesnut 1997, 71). More recently, it has been
suggested that Pentecostals have bought into a neo-
liberal cosmology and now see themselves as part of
a global religious market (St. Clair 2017, 619). The
typical consumer of Pentecostalism is a poor, mar-
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ried, woman of colour, living on the urban periph-
ery and a former nominal Roman Catholic (Chesnut
2003, 158). As the middle classes have expanded,
and as Pentecostalism has become more diverse, so
it is now driven by a logic framed by this free market
ideology. This may indeed be the case for some Pen-
tecostals, especially Neo-Pentecostals, but it is not a
universal narrative (Martin 2011, 120).

Religious Explanations

Some have suggested that there are specific religious
reasons for its appeal and growth. These include the
initial persecution by the Roman Catholic church
and state officials. There is evidence that the reli-
gious hegemony of the Roman Catholic church has
historically been threatened by this expression of
Christianity, leading to persecution and sometimes
violent attacks, especially in the 1930s (Chesnut
1997, 33). This led to a sense of religious marginal-
ization by Pentecostals, which was embraced as a
religious virtue. They stood not only against the
world, but also against other forms of religion, in-
cluding other expressions of Christianity (St. Clair,
2017, 617). On this account, difference was accentu-
ated. But underlying this difference is another rea-
son, one which has resonance across not only Chris-
tianity but other religious traditions as well, namely
mysticism based in religious experience (Hollenwe-
ger 1972, 102). It is noted by commentators who sug-
gest that Pentecostals have much in common with
other mystical types of religion and this is where
there are comparisons to be made at a phenomeno-
logical level. Pentecostals frame their spiritual expe-
riences in a unique way by emphasizing the primacy
of Pentecost as the defining narrative, especially the
doctrine of Baptism in the Spirit as a post-conver-
sion dramatic experience evidenced by particular
signs, such as speaking in tongues (Medcraft 1987,
80). And with this empowerment of the Holy Spirit
comes a certain kind of spiritual egalitarianism
since the Holy Spirit has been poured out on all
flesh, including men and women, young and old,
slave and free. And it is this Spirit empowerment
which provides liberation from the constraints of
the world in terms of economic reality, social status
and educational opportunity (von Sinner 2012a,
109). When someone is empowered by the Spirit to
serve and to lead, then they are qualified irrespec-
tive of who they are in the eyes of the world. There is
a kind of social healing that takes place as a new dig-

nity is given and received in an alternative commu-
nity, which is different and set apart from the world.
The flip side to this experiential empowerment is the
construction of a narrative that seeks to justify itself
in terms of identity and this is where we also see the
tension with forms of fundamentalism, which are
intolerant, aggressive and, on occasions, violent,
thus illustrating how some of the religious reasons
have themselves come full circle (da Silva 2007; but
cf. Freston 2013).

The Prosperity Gospel

One of the main reasons it appears that people are
attracted to the prosperity gospel is because of the
hope it gives people: there is a way out of poverty
and lives can change for the better. If only they have
sufficient faith to believe in the promises of God,
things will change. The appeal is that they do not
have to rely on anyone else but God and themselves,
and the connection between the two is their faith
(Martins and de Padua 2002). In a society that has
failed them, there is an alternative and it is provided
by the community of the church. To outsiders, they
might seem gullible, but if people have failed you all
your life and you have to trust something or some-
one, then why not trust God? The cultural conven-
tions of making vows are translated into making
vows before God (Medcraft 1987, 78). The prosperity
gospel church leaders use this mechanism to obtain
finances for the church by employing what is the
called “the sowing of a seed” (Roberts 1970, 12). One
begins by giving an amount of money as a “seed
amount”, in the hope that by faith one will receive
one’s financial needs as a return because of the
goodness of God and his faithfulness to his promis-
es (undergirding the process of vows). It is based on
a reading of Luke 6.38: “Give and it shall be given
unto you, good measure, pressed down, and shaken
together, running over, shall men give into your bo-
som. For with the same measure that ye mete withal
shall it be measured to you again” (version cited by
Roberts 1970, 12) (Perriman 2003, 53-55).

An example of one of the Neo-Pentecostal pros-
perity gospel churches is the controversial Universal
Church of the Kingdom of God (Universal Church
of the Kingdom of God USA 2019; von Sinner 2012b,
135-137). This is a church that was founded by Edir
Macedo, whose wealth was estimated at around
$950 million in 2013 and whose assets include TV
networks, radio stations, a newspaper, music labels,
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and a private jet (Smith and Campos 2015, 180). A
full hour of a two-hour service can be used to ad-
monish, solicit and collect tithes and offerings from
the congregants by authoritarian and dominant
pastors (Shaull and Waldo Cesar 2000, 26). For ex-
ample, Bailey’s account of a worship service is illu-
minating:

Speaking from a stage encircled by 12 large wooden

crosses, Gabriel Camargo held up wads of fake Brazilian
money, showing his flock what could be theirs.

“God will bless you if you give a lot more to the church”,
said Camargo, a Pentecostal pastor with the Universal
Church of the Kingdom of God.

Then he extended an arm and pointed a black pouch to-
ward his parishioners in the working-class neighbour-
hood of Osasco.

“Pick up your wallets and purses”, he said, instructing
his flock to look for Brazilian reais. About a dozen people
hurried forward and dumped bills and coins into the
bag.

Those without cash didn’t have to worry: An usher held
out a credit card machine. “You’ll have so much money
after giving generously to the church”, the pastor
boomed, “that smoke is going to come out of the ma-
chine”.

In a country struggling with the worst economic crisis in
its history, with long lines at unemployment offices and
public health clinics, perhaps it’s not surprising that Bra-
zilians are increasingly drawn to the promises of person-
al wealth (Bailey 2017).

This is a church that connects with all sectors of so-
ciety but especially the poor and uses this “seed
faith” approach to obtain money from its adherents
in order to resource its ever increasing operations.
Even just a cursory glance at its website reveals an
emphasis on tithing and offerings, responsibility
and entrepreneurialism, consumerism and testimo-
nies from members who have sown their financial
seed and been rewarded. The English language ver-
sion connects to American churches (they have
planted churches in the US starting in LA) and the
testimonial page includes four testimonies (Univer-
sal Church of the Kingdom of God USA 2019):

My financial life was terrible, I had 60 days to move out
of my renting home. After sowing my seed, I now own
my own house!

- Ms. Kim

I had to pay $10,000 for a court case. After sowing my
seed, God served me justice.
I went to court, and I didn’t have to pay anything
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anymore. [ am debt free!
- Janneth Richards

Before sowing my seed, I had just lost my job. After I
sowed my seed, I received a double blessing. I received
my dream job, two houses, and two cars.

- Ms. Carla

I only had $30 in my name in prison, and I sowed my
seed.

As a result, my case dismissed and I now have a job.
- Arthur

Bowler describes this approach in a discussion of
the history of the prosperity gospel in the USA. She
suggests that the movement uses popular catch-
phrases to focus on the essence of its message and
that these include “seed faith”. The content of the
“seed” can be a “prayer, tithe, word, emotion, or ac-
tion, a ‘seed’ whose spiritual consequences - good
or bad - had not come into season” (Bowler 2013,
67). In the Brazilian UCKG it appears that the “seed”
has been narrowed to refer to money exclusively.
Here we see the influence of neoliberal cosmology as
noted above, whereby the spiritual realm is deeply
embedded in the material and especially the finan-
cial such that neoliberal economics become part of
the dominant ideological framework (Walsh 2011).
Health and wealth are linked to a market economy
and it has become just as branded as any American
expression of Pentecostalism (Freston 2013, 117).
However, as in all consumer societies, it is also the
case that people are beginning to ask for their mon-
ey back if they do not obtain the results that they
hoped to achieve. Von Sinner observes the example
of a member of the UCKG being manipulated into
selling his car in order to give its value of 2,600 reais
to the church precisely on the basis of a “positive re-
turn”. When this “seed” did not produce the desired
“harvest”, the person wanted his money back. The
matter went to court, which ruled in the favour of
the “religious consumer” (von Sinner 2012a, 105). It
remains to be seen just how successful such future
“seed returns” will be.

And, as Chesnut observes, this approach is tar-
geted towards a specific group of people:

Like their Pentecostal brethren in the United States, Lat-
in American crentes are the most skilled marketers in the
region’s new religious economy. They have used diverse
media to deliver the simple but potent message to pro-
spective converts that affiliation with Pentecostalism
will imbue them with sufficient supernatural strength to
vanquish the demons of poverty. It is the dynamic and
controversial [UCKG] that has captured the essence of
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Pentecostal advertising in its evangelistic slogan, ‘stop
suffering’. The pithy phrase ‘pare de sofrer’, typically
printed in bright red letters, calls out to the afflicted poor
of Brazil from the church walls, pamphlets, and newspa-
pers of this innovative denomination. A combination of
low- and high-tech media invite religious consumers,
mainly nominal Catholics, to relieve their suffering by
embracing Jesus and the Holy Spirit specifically within
the walls of the particular church that is advertising its
product (Chesnut 2003, 51).

Of course, we need to be careful in our portrayal of
Pentecostalism. It is not homogeneous and while
there are common themes, there are also huge dif-
ferences across time and place. One such difference
is the stark comparison of the UCKG with one of the
earliest Pentecostal churches in Brazil, the CCB. In
an insightful article, St. Claire argues that there is a
reaction to the prosperity gospel message by some
Pentecostals, who see God as not providing certain
things like new and better paid jobs because of his
will for their lives in their own circumstances. This
anti-prosperity discourse provides a counter narra-
tive and suggests that we need to take care in our
generalizations when commentating on Pentecostal
and Charismatic Christianity (St. Clair, 2017).

Conclusion: Possible Insights for the
Historic Churches

What insights might these observations raise for the
so-called historic churches? Three may be suggest-
ed.

First, there is a common spirituality that perme-
ates Pentecostalism and Catholicism, broadly un-
derstood, and the Roman Catholic Charismatic Re-
newal movement has tapped into this stream as part
of an attempt to respond to Pentecostalism. The ma-
teriality of incarnational theology in Catholicism
and the materiality of pneumatological mediation
in Pentecostalism provide a set of common assump-
tions about how grace intersects with nature, which
means that very often Roman Catholics and Pente-
costals are closer to each other than Pentecostals are
to other Protestants. If this observation is puzzling,
just consider how Roman Catholics and Pentecos-
tals use oil to mediate healing, or how Pentecostals
use handkerchiefs to mediate the anointing of the
Spirit. Granted, it is not quite the same thing as “old
bones” (aka relics), but the religious logic and spiri-
tual intuition is pretty much the same. Pope Francis
is an advocate of Spirit Baptism and has just set up a

new structure within the Roman Catholic Church
called CHARIS as a vehicle for renewal and as a way
of reaching out to Pentecostals and Independent
Charismatics (CHARIS 2019). Perhaps this new
structure will prove useful in Latin America, indi-
cating where there is commonality and as a way of
overcoming hostility based on a common experi-
ence of the Holy Spirit. This is what Andrew Chesnut
has called a “preferential option for the Spirit” with
its imitation of Pentecostalism’s adoption of the
mass media including the production of TV soap
operas for popular consumption (Chesnut 2003, 64,
94). Certainly, Roman Catholic Charismatic Renew-
al has proved popular in Brazil and has even pro-
duced celebrities such as Fr. Jonas Abib with his
training centre in Sao Paulo attracting 550,000 peo-
ple annually, or Fr. Marcelo Rossi, whose CDs,
DVDs and exercise videos have sold millions of cop-
ies. However, once again, it seems that this kind of
material spirituality, however packaged, is incapable
of escaping a neoliberal cosmology whether in its
Pentecostal or Catholic expression.

Second, Pentecostalism provides hope for the
people. Pentecostalism is less about “pie in the sky
when you die”, by which it is often caricatured. It is
more about “on earth as it is in heaven”. It is con-
cerned with realized eschatology rather than the far
off and distant consummation of all things. The im-
mediacy of God in the whole of life is a challenge
when society appears to undermine that reality,
which is why Pentecostals have traditionally provid-
ed alternative communities. People suffered the in-
dignity of society with greater fortitude because
there was an alternative reality, an alternative com-
munity, in which they were honoured, given dignity
and respect, so they could cope with the world’s lack
of care and love. They navigated the dissonance by
means of a strong dualism. More recently, their pos-
ture has changed, instead of opting out, they are
opting in. But instead of serving the poor, they de-
sire to rule over them and manipulate them, like
other religious traditions have done before them.
They see themselves in less prophetic ways (standing
apart) and instead entertain theocratic aspirations
by means of political processes and a neoliberal cos-
mology. Arguably they (the fourth wavers) have
placed themselves within the socio-religious mar-
ketplace and now play the “game” like everyone else
and this, sadly, means that their politicians are also
embroiled in corruption scandals (including the
disproportionate number of UCKG politicians im-
plicated in the so-called “bloodsuckers scandal” of
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2006) (Freston 2013, 101; von Sinner 2012a, 107).
Historic churches can only speak to these types of
Pentecostals once they have examined themselves
and asked whether they have led the way or not. Has
the priestly service to the state given way to a more
prophetic stance, or has it once again given way to
the seduction of power (even if it is veiled)?

Third and finally, there is a role that the historic
churches can play in relation to education. I invited a
Pentecostal pastor and FaceBook friend from Sao
Paulo to come to the IAPT conference but he said
that he could not make it because he has a full time
job. Many Pentecostal pastors and leaders have to
work outside the church in order to make a living.
They do not have the luxury of time and money to
attend conferences and talk to theologians, even
prestigious ones from around the world! Additional-
ly, many of them are anti-intellectual and believe
that “theologians” have lost both the plot and the
Spirit, if they ever even “had” the Spirit in the first
place. What would it take for the historic churches to
set up opportunities for dialogue and build open and
honest relationships? How can historic churches
move beyond hostility to a place of mutual exchange?
Hospitality is the key to conversation, so I thank our
hosts for their hospitality to the Academy and I look
forward to possible conversations between Pentecos-
tals and the historic denominations in Brazil.

References

Anderson, Allan Heaton. 2014. An Introduction to Pentecos-
talism. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bailey, Sarah Pulliam. 2017. “How the Prosperity Gospel is
Sparking a Major Change in Predominantly Catholic
Brazil.” The Washington Post, October 31, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/forget-the-ger-
mans-this-is-where-the-protestant-reformation-de-
bates-are-happening-now/2017/10.

Bowler, Kate. 2013. Blessed: A History of the American Pros-
perity Gospel. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Brusco, Elizabeth. 2010. “Gender and Power.” In Studying
Global Pentecostalism: Theories and Methods, edited by
Allan H. Anderson, Michael Bergunder, André Droogers
and Cornelius can der Laan, 74-92. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

CHARIS: Catholic Charismatic Renewal International Ser-
vice, https://www.charis.international/en/home/.

Chesnut, R. Andrew. 1997. Born Again in Brazil: The Pente-
costal Boom and the Pathogens of Poverty. New Bruns-
wick: Rutgers University Press.

Chesnut, R. Andrew. 2003. Competitive Spirits: Latin Amer-
ican’s New Religious Economy. Oxford: Oxford Universi-
ty Press.

88

da Silva, Vagner Gongalves. 2007. “Neo-Pentecostalism and
Afro-Brazilian Religions: Explaining the Attacks on
Symbols of the African Religious Heritage in Contem-
porary Brazil.” Mana 13 (1): 207-236.

Freston, Paul. 1999. “Neo-Pentecostalism in Brazil: Prob-
lems of Definition and the Struggle for Hegemony.” Ar-
chives de Sciences des Religions 105 (1): 145-162.

Freston, Paul. 2013. “Pentecostals and Politics in Latin
America: Compromise or Prophetic Witness.” In Spirit
and Power: The Growth and Global Impact of Pentecos-
talism, edited by Donald E. Miller, Kimon H. Sargeant
and Richard Flory, 101-118. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Gutierrez, Gustavo. 1974. A Theology of Liberation. London:
SCM Press.

Hollenweger, Walter J. 1972. The Pentecostals: The Charis-
matic Movement in the Churches. London: SCM Press.

Lingenthal, Lukas. 2012. “Pentecostalism in Brazil: Church-
es, Businesses and Political Parties.” KAS International
Reports 1: 41-58.

Martin, Bernice. 2001. “The Pentecostal Gender Paradox.”
In The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Religion,
edited by Richard K. Fenn, 52-66. Oxford: Blackwell.

Martin, Bernice. 2011. “Interpretations of Latin American
Pentecostalism: 1960s to the Present.” In Pentecostal
Power: Expressions, Impact and Faith of Latin American
Pentecostalism, edited by Calvin L. Smith, 111-135.
Leiden: Brill.

Martin, David. 2005. On Secularization: Towards a Revised
General Theory. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Martin, David. 2013. “Pentecostalism: An Alternative Form
of Modernity and Modernization.” In Global Pentecos-
talism in the 21 Century, edited by Robert W. Hefner,
37-62. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Martins, Andrea Damacena, and Lucia Pedrosa de Padua.
2002. “The Option for the Poor and Pentecostalism in
Brazil.” Exchange 31 (2): 136-156.

Medcraft, John P. 1987. “The Roots and Fruits of Brazilian
Pentecostalism.” Vox Evangelica 17: 66-94.

Miller, Donald E. 2006. “An interview with the Pew Research
Center”  http://www.pewforum.org/2006/04/12/the-
new-face-of-global-christianity-the-emergence-of-pro-
gressive-pentecostalism/.

Moreira, Alberto da Silva. 2018. “From Religious Diversity
to Political Competition: The Differentiation Process of
Pentecostalism in Brazil.” Religions 9 (14): 1-11.

Perriman, Andrew. 2003. Faith, Health and Prosperity: A
Report on ‘Word of Faith’ and ‘Positive Confession’ Theol-
ogies by The Evangelical Alliance (UK) Commission on
Unity and Truth among Evangelicals. Carlisle: Paternos-
ter Press.

Roberts, Oral, 1970. The Miracle of Seed Faith. Tulsa, OK:
Fleming H. Revell Company.

Shaull, Richard and Waldo Cesar. 2000. Pentecostalism and
the Future of the Christian Churches: Promises, Limita-
tions, Challenges. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans.

Smith, Dennis A. and Leonildo S. Campos. 2015. “Concen-
trations of Faith: Mega Churches in Brazil.” In A Mov-


https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/forget-the-germans-this-is-where-the-protestant-reformation-debates-are-happening-now/2017/10
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/forget-the-germans-this-is-where-the-protestant-reformation-debates-are-happening-now/2017/10
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/forget-the-germans-this-is-where-the-protestant-reformation-debates-are-happening-now/2017/10
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/forget-the-germans-this-is-where-the-protestant-reformation-debates-are-happening-now/2017/10
https://www.charis.international/en/home/
http://www.pewforum.org/2006/04/12/the-new-face-of-global-christianity-the-emergence-of-progressive-pentecostalism/
http://www.pewforum.org/2006/04/12/the-new-face-of-global-christianity-the-emergence-of-progressive-pentecostalism/
http://www.pewforum.org/2006/04/12/the-new-face-of-global-christianity-the-emergence-of-progressive-pentecostalism/

A “Liberation Theology opted for the Poor, and the Poor opted for [Neo-]Pentecostalism”

.|

ing Faith: Mega Churches Go South, edited by Jonathan
D. James, 169-190. Los Angeles: Sage.

St. Clair, George. 2017. ““God Even Blessed Me with Less
Money’: Disappointment, Pentecostalism and the Mid-
dle Classes in Brazil.” Journal of Latin American Studies
49: 609-632.

The Foundation for Pentecostal Scholarship. https://sites.
google.com/tffps.org/tffps/.

Universal Church of the Kingdom of God USA. 2019. “Sow
Your Seed.” https://www.universalchurchusa.org/en/
sowyourseed/.

Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. 2019. https://
www.universal.org.

von Sinner, Rudolf. 2012a. “Pentecostalism and Citizenship
in Brazil: Between Escapism and Dominance.” Interna-
tional Journal of Public Theology 6: 99-117.

von Sinner, Rudolf. 2012b. The Churches and Democracy:
Towards a Public Theology Focused on Citizenship.
Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock.

Walsh, Arlene Sanchez. 2011. “Santidad, Salvacién, Sani-
dad, Liberaciéon: The Word of Faith Movement among
Twenty-First-Century Latina/o Pentecostals.” In Global
Pentecostal and Charismatic Healing, edited by Candy
Gunther Brown, 151-168. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

89


https://sites.google.com/tffps.org/tffps/
https://sites.google.com/tffps.org/tffps/
https://www.universalchurchusa.org/en/sowyourseed/
https://www.universalchurchusa.org/en/sowyourseed/
https://www.universal.org
https://www.universal.org

|—_| INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY
IAPT. | OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
cs CONFERENCE SERIES

Making progress or perpetuating power? A look at
(de)colonial approaches in theologies of migration

Amy Casteel

What does it mean to “enact” the imago dei? The majority of theological work on migration is
from the point of view of the host or receiving communities and their response towards newcom-
ers. This results in an observer’s view of the challenges of migration not the experiences of mi-
grants themselves. Is there an underlying bias in the language they choose that, even unwittingly,
perpetuates a colonial mindset? Analyzing 105 theological articles, chapters, and books written
about migration, this paper briefly considers the anthropological stances towards migrants pres-
ent in these works. These are compared with theological anthropological stances. Then welcome
or hospitality, which are described as the appropriate response to newcomers, are also consid-
ered in light of the anthropologies. These differences are juxtaposed with practices of churches
in Greece variously involved with resettled migrants.

Introduction

Several theologians across the globe confront for-
mal and informal migration systems. Identifying
both strengths and injustices, theologians address-
ing migration attempt to offer a balanced view.
Gemma Tulud Cruz addresses injustices faced by
Filipina migrant workers in Asia and the Middle
East who often face circumstances which deny their
human dignity (Cruz 2010). Hagen Kopp gives a
compelling description of the difficulties migrants
face in the implementation of policies attempting to
block passage across the Mediterranean even before
the 2015 surge of migrants (Kopp 2015). Daniel
Groody expanded his focus from the southern USA
border, making a broader theoretical argument to
address the injustices of systems that propose to
control migration as divides that need to be crossed
(Groody 2016). Theologians are engaged in identify-
ing and confronting these systems, but is there an
underlying bias in the language they choose that,
even unwittingly, perpetuates a colonial mindset?
Contemporary studies on religion in migration
continue to be framed using ideas like ‘religion as a
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barrier’ or ‘religion as a coping factor’ in terms of
acculturation, betraying an underlying view of mi-
gration as a problem. Studies which consider reli-
gion a tool that helps or hinders acculturation tend
to highlight the risks of migration while downplay-
ing or ignoring positive aspects. One repeated bias is
that migrants who adhere to religion represent a
negative risk. One example of this is “Migration as
Theologizing Experience” by John Corrie (Corrie
2014). In the article, he considers whether Christian
migrants to the UK might have something positive
to offer local churches. He begins with the acknowl-
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edgement that migration is neither wholly positive
nor negative. His conclusion at the end of the article
is that Christian migrants and local Christians
should worship in separate services in order to avoid
attempts at reverse mission. Throughout the article,
Corrie characterizes newcomers as powerless, weak,
and lacking resources attributing some of this to the
process of migration. At best, this conflates a system
which is designed to keep newcomers in a position
of powerlessness with the person experiencing the
system (Corrie 2014, 13-14). At worst, it perpetuates
a view of Western Christians as hosts who are more
properly Christian than newcomers, echoing atti-
tudes of a colonial past.

Theologians, while identifying systems of injus-
tice also often communicate some variation of this
underlying bias. The majority of theological work
on migration is from the point of view of the host or
receiving communities and their response towards
newcomers. This results in an observer’s view of the
challenges of migration not the experiences of mi-
grants themselves. A smaller number of theological
works consider the perspective of migrants. By fo-
cusing on the experience of migrants, Gemma Tu-
lud Cruz, for example, explores areas of agency as
well as areas of powerlessness (Cruz 2010). While
migration does pose challenges unique to moving
between countries, in many of these writings it is
not the circumstances which migrants face that are
problematized, but the people themselves.

In theological writing, the general category ‘mi-
grant’ is problematized, troubled, or at risk. Religion
is deployed as an integration tactic or viewed as an
opponent in the process of conforming to the host
society’s norms. Even when newcomers share the
same Christian faith, there are moves towards sepa-
ration (Corrie 2014, 19-20). Still, rather than focus
on the content of texts, such as the one above, the
focus of this paper is the underlying assumptions on
the part of writers. To do that, 105 academic texts
which focus on migration theology or migration
and religion were selected for further review from a
database search. Selection was based on searches of
the terms ‘theology and migration” and ‘theologiz-
ing migration’ which yielded 297 texts in ATLA, 143
of which were peer reviewed. Excluding texts in lan-
guages other than English, Biblical exegesis, and
missiology left 105. These selected chapters, articles,
and books were published between 2009 and 2018.
They reflect attitudes before and after the so-called
‘surges’ of asylum seekers in 2014 in the USA and in
2015 in Europe, where the majority of the authors

reside. What underlying bias is apparent in the
choice of language that continues to exert power?

‘Migrant’ — a broad term

When using the term ‘migrant,’ writers rarely iden-
tify as migrants themselves. One theologian rather
self-consciously admits that although their own in-
ternational background “demographically fitted”
the category of migrant, they choose to “construe
this period of my life differently” (Fredericks 2016,
12). So that even while editing a book on how to bet-
ter define migration for the field of theology, this
author was careful to make a distinction between
their self and, the given example - a migrant cross-
ing the southern USA border without papers (Fred-
ericks 2016, 12). On one hand, this illustrates the
point of the author that the term ‘migrant’ is broad.
Yet, on the other hand, this distinction also betrays
an underlying assumption that the author has the
privilege to choose the label or disregard it. That
choice is not offered to the subjects in the book.
What was intended as acknowledgement that one
person’s story may be more difficult or may be dif-
ferently motivated is swallowed by the exercise of
privilege.

It may seem that acknowledging that there is a
diversity of experiences in migration, each requir-
ing their own descriptive labels, is necessary for so-
ciological or administrative purposes. However,
does this not serve to underscore differences in priv-
ilege instead? One group claims the ability to create,
apply, redefine or reject the labels offered to them.
The rest are labeled—othered. By unquestioningly
adopting the label ‘migrant’ to delineate the less
privileged group and then ignoring or labeling other
migration experiences as expatriates or educational
migrants or diplomats or so on, are theologians in-
advertently adopting an ambiguous anthropology?
At the most basic level, a migrant is simply a person
who moves.

This unacknowledged assumption, that the un-
worthy who move are migrants while the worthy
who move are something else, divides the powerful
and the powerless, the conqueror and the conquered.
How can theology ‘de-link’ the terminology of mi-
gration from the powerful systems that control and
define it (Mignolo 2007)?

The task seems quite difficult when some theolo-
gians appear to agree that migrants have less human
value. John Corrie asserted that the “reality is that
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Christian migrants, especially refugees and asylum
seekers, are not always in a position to offer very
much from their position of powerlessness when
they are struggling to survive day to day in a system
which is doing its best to discourage them” (Corrie
2014, 13). This statement identifies the power imbal-
ance in the system (which withholds power). Never-
theless, it begins with an assessment of a lack of val-
ue in the people themselves. Clearly, there are many
challenges and struggles that migrants face, espe-
cially in systems with which they are not yet famil-
iar. However, encountering challenge and struggle
has no reflection on one’s value. This makes it all the
more shocking to see a theological work character-
ize migrants as having little or no value.

The above perspective perpetuates the assump-
tion that what someone has to offer is judged in
terms of power or position. However, Jesus often
turned conventional thinking on its head. He af-
firmed the value of persons in his healings although
the system judged them to be of little value. Ross
Langmead, in his discussion of migration, points
out that “Jesus consistently broke boundaries and
reversed the social order in affirming the human
dignity and blessedness of those on the margins of
his society” (Langmead 2016, 175). With a few ex-
ceptions, the overall pattern of ministry modeled in
the gospels regularly emphasized this subversive
power of affirming human dignity.

The experience of migration is a human experi-
ence. While every person who crosses an interna-
tional border experiences that crossing differently,
they share the experience of crossing a border as a
human. One of the most difficult tasks in research-
ing and writing about migration is defining the term
‘migrant’. In its legal sense, it is a broadly inclusive
term. In current social and political discussions, the
term is largely pejorative, indicating an unworthi-
ness or deficit of some sort. In this article the term
‘migrant’ is used in its broadest sense, referring to
migration as an experience.

Migration is defined as moving, not as moving in
dangerous conditions. The assumption that all peo-
ple who migrate through an airport do not experi-
ence danger, is untrue. The assumption that all peo-
ple who migrate in large groups are unskilled and
illegal, is also untrue. The truth is that privileged
migrants may also live through or leave dangerous
situations: an adolescent (expatriate) who was air-
lifted out of a natural disaster zone and sufters from
survivor guilt; a group of siblings who lived through
much of the war in the former Yugoslavia because
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their parents were aid workers. Alternatively, some
unaccompanied minors are chosen to leave their
communities because of their high social status and
level of education as those most likely to succeed in
a new place. Doctors and lawyers also leave their
homes in the middle of the night to flee violence.
Medical problems, domestic violence, human traf-
ficking, and scores of other issues affect migrants
from all walks of life, all socioeconomic, education-
al and religious backgrounds. One person’s story of
migration is not more ‘migrant’ because it was more
difficult or dangerous. A ‘migrant’ is an administra-
tive label. It cannot be a distinct sociological type
because a ‘migrant’ is not a type of person.

It bears repeating, a migrant is not a type of per-
son; they are simply a person with the experience of
migrating. Migration is a process with a beginning,
amiddle, and an end. A migrant is a person who has
an experience of that process of moving—migrat-
ing—from one country to another. While the vast
majority of people on earth continue to live within
the borders of the country they were born in, the
number of people living outside the borders of their
country of origin continues to grow. This happens
due to a variety of reasons and situations. Yet a per-
son who migrates is not a type of person who fits
into a demographic category, personality or cultural
profile. On the contrary, there are a variety of people
on the move. This is why attempts to define people
who move internationally have fallen short across
many fields, not only theology.

Attempts to define people ultimately rely on an
anthropological stance. Zwi Werblowsky, in dis-
cussing the field of comparative religions, suggested
that the study of religion requires the scholar to be
very clear about the philosophical anthropology un-
derscoring their work (Werblowsky 1975, 155). In
his view, the anthropological stance is the founda-
tion of any study of religion. Therefore, before artic-
ulating what is or is not practiced, before suggesting
what can or should be practiced by and for people
who have migrated, it is important to lay a clear an
anthropological foundation. Considering the vari-
ous stances on the identity of migrants, a closer con-
sideration of the theological anthropology support-
ing theologies of migration is needed.

Anthropological Questions

Not all theologians writing on migration make clear
their own anthropological stance. Daniel Groody
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however, argues that it is necessary to reflect explic-
itly on presumed theological anthropology. He be-
gins with the imago dei. The idea of humans being
made in the image of God seems like it would be a
common starting point. To explore how often this
anthropology is used, a text search using NVivo of
the 105 theological writings described earlier, re-
vealed only four sources mention the Latin term
imago dei. Claudio Carvalhaes uses the term 6 times
in “Worshiping with the Homeless” (Carvalhaes
2016). Nico Botha (Botha 2013) and Giaocchino
Campese (Campese 2012) each use it once to refer to
the 2009 work of Daniel Groody. Daniel Groody
himself uses the term imago dei as one bridge to four
divides between migration and theology (Groody
2009). These four divides together make up Groody’s
anthropological stance in his theology of migration.
Since imago dei is a foundational principle, it is sur-
prising that it is not utilized more widely. While not
using the Latin, other authors do refer to an anthro-
pological stance based on humans being made in
the image of God, the English description of the
term.

Altogether, 21 texts engaged with human digni-
ty, the image of God, or imago dei in some way
among the 105 works in this analysis. Among these
21 texts, the predominant point of view was Europe-
an/North American (11), with one author from
Eastern Europe, three from South America, two
from Africa, and four from countries in Asia. While
there is certainly more room to cultivate more di-
versity, this sample demonstrates the wide range of
authors acknowledging the need to identify a theo-
logical anthropological stance. What is more sur-
prising is that the majority of texts in this sample
have chosen not to mention an anthropological
stance explicitly.

Daniel Groody (2009) has offered the most clear
and well-developed anthropology for migration
theology in recent work. This is why others quote
him. First, Daniel Groody’s four divides are briefly
presented. Then they are considered with the an-
thropological stance of Michelle A. Gonzalez and
then, Miltiadis Vantsos and Marina Kiroudi. Ex-
ploring a small diversity of viewpoints around the
concept of Christian anthropology contributes to a
more robust foundation. The insights of this explo-
ration of theological anthropology are then applied
to selected works from the twenty-one reviewed and
analyzed texts on migration and theology.

The strategy of Daniel Groody’s 2009 article
“Crossing the Divide: Foundations of a Theology of

Migration and Refugees,” is to identify then offer
bridges to four divides: problem-person, divine-hu-
man, human-human, and country-kingdom. These
form his anthropological basis. Recognizing the
complexity of relationships, Groody offers theologi-
cal ‘bridges’ as a way to overcome the split. Admit-
tedly, this description relies heavily on dualistic pat-
terns rather than on considering an overall structure.
Unfortunately, this starting point has not resulted in
a conversation. Instead, authors seem to repeat just
one of the four splits Groody identified, the imago
dei, as the summary of an anthropological stance
towards people who have migrated.

While Groody’s proposal offers a beginning, it is
not a fait accompli. Regina Polak points out that
Daniel Groody, along with other theologians, con-
tinues to refer to migrants as “others” or “aliens”
(Polak 2015, 68). She acknowledges the difficulty in
addressing the complexity of using terms such as
‘migrant’ while trying to avoid “strengthening their
stigmatizing tendencies” (Polak 2015, 68). This need
to acknowledge difference in a way that does not re-
sult in further stigmatization brings to mind the
carefully structured anthropological stance of Mi-
chelle A. Gonzalez (Gonzalez 2014, 131-147). Begin-
ning with hybridity in Latino/a theology as a foun-
dational construction of identity, Gonzalez moves
to embrace the hybridity of humans in general
(Gonzalez 2014, 135). In this way, Gonzalez identi-
fies the social—person hybridity as a common
ground of difference between people rather than as
a divide. From this awareness, she argues it is possi-
ble to acknowledge both positive and negative expe-
riences as a way of relating with others, as well as a
way of relating to the Incarnation (Gonzalez 2014,
136). Beginning her anthropology from a hybrid
stance, Gonzalez allows for a range of personal and
social locations that can be described as ‘Christian’
(Gonzalez 2014, 136). Gonzalez begins with differ-
ence as the starting point rather than similarity. In
this way, her anthropological approach offers inter-
action with difference and complexity that leads to
the realization that there is always difference. Rath-
er than offering a singular ideal, Gonzalez argues
for a concrete, embodied anthropology that ac-
knowledges and embraces contradiction and differ-
ence.

At the other extreme is the concept that anthro-
pology is best articulated in unity and oneness that
presupposes a deep similarity. The Greek Orthodox
ethicist, Militadis Vantsos, explains the practical
application of the ethical theory of imago dei (Vant-
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sos and Kiroudi 2007, 253). It begins with the suppo-
sition that since all humans are made in the image
of God, they are entitled to human dignity. Greek
Orthodox Christians are especially obliged to help
meet practical needs of others, as they are able.
While there is as yet no articulated Greek Orthodox
response to migration, Vantsos, along with Marina
Kiroudj, articulates the connection between philan-
thropy and an anthropological stance. In his expla-
nation, human persons are made in the image of
God and therefore also carry the likeness of God,
the capacity to relate to God, and the opportunity to
progress to a divine likeness (Vantsos and Kiroudi
2007, 253). Through these attributes, it becomes pos-
sible for humans to demonstrate compassion only
because it is part of the identity of God (Vantsos and
Kiroudi 2007, 253). The act of compassion over-
comes distance between persons as a reflection of
the compassion God demonstrated to humanity
through the Incarnation. In theory, this line of
thinking could be applied to any act of philanthropy
although Vantsos limits his discussion to “the elder-
ly, the orphans, and the poor” (Vantsos and Kiroudi
2007, 252). The discussion stops short of making an
application of this philanthropic expression of God’s
character, to migrants.

In either case, whether beginning from a uni-
form view of the image of God each person carries,
or beginning from an embrace of diversity and dif-
ference, the expression of compassion is highly val-
ued. In the 21 cases, this serves as a beginning of
migration theology. The imago dei is the foundation
of Christian anthropology and therefore, rightly, is
the opening of the conversation. Yet that conversa-
tion must also acknowledge the creativity and diver-
sity in Creation. Being made in God’s image does
not necessarily imply a uniformity. Still, it is an an-
thropology that is itself shared by Eastern Ortho-
dox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant theologies.

Acknowledging a common principle, a common
basis on which as Christians we build a response to
other humans - all other humans - is just a begin-
ning. Claudio Carvalhaes cautions that “[t]he Imago
Dei is often invoked but rarely enacted as a given for
Christians” (Carvalhaes 2018, 10). There is a discon-
nection between knowledge and practice.

Imago Dei and '‘Migrant’ in Practice

While there is agreement over the existence of imago
dei, its application is uneven. Currently theologies
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of migration, in line with the majority of migration
studies, adopt administrative labels as definitional
labels. The administrative attitude towards labels of-
ten overtakes the theory of imago dei. Dorottya
Nagy notes, “the nation state paradigm dominates
research on migration in all disciplines”, admitting
that theology is no different (Nagy 2016, 42). She
questions whether it is appropriate or morally right
to continue “essentializing human identities by us-
ing the labels of migrants and non-migrants?” in her
theological writings about migration (Nagy 2016,
42).

Power is exercised between the one who decides
about the terms of belonging, and the one who can
belong. In constructing a practical theology of mi-
gration, this struggle also needs to be acknowledged.
When Daniel Groody introduced how he relates
imago dei with a theology of migration, he cau-
tioned, “theological terms include a set of moral de-
mands as well” (Groody 2009, 642). Yet, in the
streets, the theory is having trouble finding its feet:
not only at borders but also in the communities
where migrants arrive.

Power becomes evident in the process of wel-
come. This was clear in the churches I observed
while in northern Greece in February 2019. I was
able to attend services at five different Protestant
Churches while there. Before attending, I was either
invited by a member or I called and arranged the
visit with staff. They knew I would be visiting as a
researcher before I arrived. However, as a white
Westerner I did not expect to blatantly stand out
due to my ethnicity. This would mean that any pow-
er exerted in the welcome would not be based on my
ethnicity, but on my status as newcomer.

All the churches I observed had a coftee/snack
time after the service where people could talk and
interact freely. As an outsider, I could choose wheth-
er to observe or participate. In some cases, I was not
invited to participate. This could have been due to
my role as researcher. In one case, although I was
invited to participate and was introduced to the
small group of people, they all turned back to their
private conversations. I was left alone in the center
of the room. In three cases, I was made part of con-
versations. The differences in welcome extended to
other newcomers as well.

In one church, there were no obvious outsiders
or visitors, and certainly no migrants. The other
four churches all had a mixture of migrants and lo-
cals. Three of the five churches were led by Western
immigrants trained in the West. One of the immi-
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grant-led churches talked about reaching out to mi-
grants as a mission, denying their own immigration
status. Migrants from a range of migration status
(refugees, immigrants, expats) as well as locals at-
tended the other two. One of the Greek-led churches
held a special Friday night service so they could pro-
vide transportation for a group of refugees when
they had leave from their refugee camp. Each church
had its own personality and way of interacting with
the diversity of people present.

Each of these churches would consider them-
selves a place of welcome. Some were places that not
only explicitly spoke of welcome but made room in
their regular activities to offer welcome to newcom-
ers. Others were places that had clear, although un-
spoken, boundaries about who was welcome (and
who was not). Although none of the churches ad-
dressed imago dei in their services, on their web-
sites, they all agree that people are made in the
image of God. As I prepared this paper and visited
these churches, I began to wonder what does it real-
ly mean to “enact” the imago dei?

A Welcome for the Image of God

Many theologians offer the concept of welcome or
hospitality as the appropriate way to receive mi-
grants. In the sample of 105 texts on migration and
theology analyzed, 47 mention either welcome and/
or hospitality. Many of these take the position that
hospitality or welcome are a form of reception pred-
icated on the statement of Jesus that providing for
hunger, thirst, shelter and clothing - even for strang-
ers — is equivalent to serving him (see Matthew 25:
31-46). Hospitality is offered as a both a duty and as
the ultimate answer. Other authors engage with the
idea that welcome and hospitality encounter limits
and entail risk (Campese 2012; Fredericks 2016).
Claudio Carvalhaes engages deeply with Derrida’s
concept of the negative sides of hospitality, while
Ross Langmead and Giaocchino Campese both al-
lude to Derrida’s concept of hospitality more gener-
ally. In each of the three writings, there are exam-
ples of positive experiences of offering and receiving
hospitality. Yet, Carvalhaes acknowledges that of-
fering hospitality is not always positive; it can be in-
convenient and uncomfortable to extend hospitality
to people who have recently arrived.

How does extending hospitality, whether the ex-
perience is positive or negative, embody an anthro-
pological stance? If one takes the position that mi-

grants have nothing of value to offer, then one takes
a paternalistic stance: the migrant is child-like and
not capable of caring for their own needs. This be-
trays a modified imago dei that another human is
not quite the equal image of God. This stance is em-
bodied by distribution ministries that focus on pro-
viding items. While this may meet immediate needs
of thirst, hunger, shelter, it can easily become a
transactional model. The intention to meet physical
needs takes precedence over meeting emotional or
spiritual needs.

Conversely, there is the option to ignore those
outside of the church, behaving as if by being born
in another place, some humans do not carry the im-
age of God. This stance is embodied by churches
that think of ministry with migrants as an extreme
good work done by only the most radical believers.
The danger is that hospitality-to-difference is not
enacted as central to the identity of the church. The
church is only focused on meeting its own internal
needs. Yet, when Jesus named “the least of these,”
the phrase implies those who are on the margins,
ignored by society. An inward focus entirely ignores
the image of God in the margins.

A third option is to offer a greeting instead of
hospitality; a cup of coffee but no conversation. This
stance initially acknowledges the image of God in
another but considers hospitality to be equivalent to
welcome or to a greeting on the street. There is no
intention to meet physical, emotional, or spiritual
needs. There is no willingness to risk or move be-
yond the limits of normative social graces.

These options seem stilted and unsatisfying to
me. They may address some immediate physical
needs of thirst, hunger, clothing, or shelter. But they
do not address the emotional thirst, the relational
hunger, the comfortable habits, or the devotional
shelter that so many people who have moved long
for. Neither do these options address the deep spiri-
tual thirst for living water, hunger for the bread of
life, need for the covering of the Spirit, or longing
for the shelter of the Most High.

What does an embodied, welcoming anthropol-
ogy that embraces difference look like? In order to
offer a more open hospitality, “one has to lose some-
thing: space, money, identity, language, etc., even
everything altogether...” Carvalhaes challenges the
borders of what hosts are expected to give (Carval-
haes 2010, 50). Such a completely open hospitality is
radical. It is true that relationally engaging with
others costs us something. It is not without risk, and
hospitality is not always accepted. Truly offering an

95



Amy Casteel

|
-

open, welcoming hospitality to another person
means a willingness, an openness to the risk, to the
cost.

Consequences

Rather than theories or formulas, this article will
close with acknowledging the consequences of ig-
noring an uncritical and confused anthropological
stance. The first is the consequence to ourselves as
theologians engaged with migration. Without criti-
cally addressing what gives humans dignity, one
eventually becomes entangled in defending the mis-
treatment of other humans. The ease with which
this occurs in both small and large ways, is in itself
significant. Continuing to assume a paternalistic
posture towards non-Westerners betrays the linger-
ing effects of colonial thinking which is another
consequence altogether.

Perpetuating confused anthropological stances
becomes enacted in practice. Just as theologians
need a clear epistemological foundation, so do
Christian ministries and individual Christians. En-
gaging with the image of God as diverse and com-
plex makes recognizing the image of God in a face
unlike our own much more likely.

Finally, whether writing theology or cooperating
in practical ministry with and for migrants, assert-
ing a position of power devalues humans with an
experience of migration. Instead, we are challenged
to enact the generous likeness and presence of God
among those on the margins of society; challenged
to risk something in order to demonstrate welcome
in tangible ways. Choosing descriptive language
that balances power rather than perpetuating im-
balance, challenges theologians who write about
migration to rethink the terms we use and they way
we employ them. It asks us to commit fully to ac-
knowledging the image of God in all and thus risk
losing the power of naming and labeling.
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Sentipensando Latina/o/x Theoethics

Néstor Medina

Taking the work of decolonial scholar Arturo Escobar, this article explores the notion of sentipen-
sar (lit. thinking feeling) and its possible intersections and implications for Latina/o/x theoethics.
The concept of sentipensar signals a different type of rationality by which people are able to ac-
count for their immediate environment, history, and identity. Latina/o/x theoethics embodies its
own kind of decolonial sentipensar beyond inherited Eurocentric intellectual frames. Latina/o/x
scholars ground theoethics in their daily experience of Lo cotidiano (the everyday), by anchoring
their construction of knowledge on Lo cultural, and by uncovering the violence of empire and
colonization in their own ethno-bio-cultural mestizaje.

Sentipensar as Decolonial Category

As an expression of decolonial thinking, Arturo Es-
cobar proposes the notion of sentipensar. According
to him, sentipensar con el territorio implies thinking
with the heart and with the mind, or co-razonar.!
He adopts the term from Fals Borda, who in turned
borrowed it from the communities that live near,
and draw their sustenance from, the rivers in north-
ern Colombia, who make up what is known as la
cultura riverefia or the culture of the peoples of the
rivers. These communities, Borda explains, further
enrich the notion of sentipensante pointing to how
they reflect and think with their heart in intimate
relation to and in balance with their immediate nat-
ural environment. These river people, Borda claims,
follow the example of endurance and persistence of
the Icotea turtle; they display the qualities of endur-
ance in the midst of life’s setbacks and have the

1 This is a play of words. In Spanish, the word for heart is
corazén and the word for reasoning is razonar. In Span-
ish, when one becomes aware of things beyond the men-
tal processes, what we would call intuitions, then the
Spanish word corazonada is used. Co-razonar is thus
reasoning intuitively with the heart and the emotions.
See (Escobar 2014, 16).
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knowledge to overcome them.? For his part, Escobar
tells us that sentipensar points to the forms in which
territorialized communities have learned the art of
living. As he explains, it is a call - which I would
describe as an ethical call - for people to sentipensar
with the local cultures and knowledges of the peo-
ples in their own geographic and territorial spaces
instead of using external decontextualized knowl-
edge that undergird the notions of “development,”
“growth,” and even “economy.”

2 See his interview: “Fals Borda, Sentipensante,” Youtube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LbJWqetRuMo (ac-
cessed March 19, 2019).

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
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Focusing primarily on Afro-Colombian contexts
and secondarily on Indigenous communities and
their concerns, Escobar discusses how these multi-
ple communities weave life / tejen la vida as they
interact with their immediate environment, always
keeping in mind a sense of relationship with the
land, the rivers, and the rest of nature. Their ways
are radically different from the globalizing, neolib-
eral, capitalist calculi which turn everything into
products of consumption and promote rapacious
forms of development and economic growth. These
calculi operate without factoring in the costs of en-
vironmental despoliation through extractivism, the
destruction of entire ecosystems, and the erosion of
the millenarian cultures and sense of community of
the inhabitants of the region.

Re-defining Sentipensar

On one hand, I celebrate sentipensar as another cru-
cial category of the larger decolonial lexicon. It har-
nesses the epistemological impetus from Indigenous
and Afrodescendant communities in the Americas,
though these impetuses are not exclusive to them.
The term redraws the scope of intellectual and epis-
temological engagement away from inherited an-
thropocentric and instrumental reasoning-centred
perspectives, to allow for other forms of knowledge
and living life that take place with profound respect
for and in close interaction with nature, animals,
and other communities— what he calls, other ways
of being or ontologies.

On the other hand, I understand the way in
which Escobar highlights different ways of being /
formas de ser; that is, the multiplicity of ways in
which different peoples live life in close interaction
and interdependence with their immediate envi-
ronment as ontologies. However, it seems to me that
there is still an operative Eurocentrism in his un-
derstanding of “being.” He, along with Nelson Mal-
donado-Torres’ in his proposal of “coloniality of be-
ing” (Maldonado-Torres 2007), depends too much
on Heidegger’s Dasein. In other words, they under-
stand being as the intellectual and existential activ-
ity and level of consciousness that takes place as in-
dividuals focus in on themselves, the meaning of
their existence as individuals, and their relationship
to the world (Heidegger 1962). Admittedly, Escobar
attempts to go beyond ideas about individualist
forms of being and towards formas de ser or ontolo-
gies which epitomize communality and interdepen-

dence. I propose, however, that his emphasis on for-
mas de ser can be enriched by the understanding of
being in Spanish: that of having two translations
which do not exist in Eglish, ser and estar. The ex-
pressions in Spanish: ser and estar are translated as
being in English, but they convey different postures
and intellectual orientations, which, I would argue,
point us to different aspects of sentipensar. Gramat-
ically, ser refers to something that is permanent and
unchangeable. It assumes a finished product. Mean-
while, estar refers to a state of being or feeling, or
occupying a space, a location or time, but which is
not fixed, is bound to change. It is therefore more
fluid and relational, with a deeper sense of becom-
ing. The crucial contribution of estar is the celebra-
tion of interaction with the world and deeper levels
of interdependence with nature through active in-
action; that is, by waiting and learning to live with
the landscape, the land and rivers, without wanting
to aggressively change it, dominate it, or exploit it
for profit. Here, the work of Rodolfo Kusch can
prove helpful (Kusch 1970; Kusch 1975). He re-
minds us how Indigenous cosmologies preserve life
in all its tensions. He draws attention to the connec-
tions between ser and estar as the two complement-
ing sides of the ontological understanding of life
that the indigenous communities teach, and which
ought to be kept in tension to preserve an ontologi-
cal equilibrium. Estar, he claims, antecedes ser be-
cause it is the space from which life emerges / se da
la vida. He is critical of the potential fragmenting
character of ser by focusing on the individual and
which can dangerously become aggressive and util-
itarian with the rest of nature. This impetus could
be contrasted to the active and attentive waiting on
nature in estar, which is manifest in agrarian cul-
tures (Kusch 1975).

Along the same lines, and somewhat problemat-
ically, Escobar’s focus on different formas de ser as
ontologies leads him to reject the notion of culture,
even while he preserves the term lo cultural (the cul-
tural). He rejects “culture” because of inherited Eu-
rocentric universalizing claims which disallow oth-
er epistemologies. Unfortunately, instead of opening
the category “culture,” Escobar seems to take for
granted the European anthropocentric intellectual
tradition and understanding of culture, prompting
him to replace it with the much more abstract-and
perhaps even more Eurocentric-category “ontolo-
gy’, to speak about the concrete ways Afrocolombi-
ans live life in relation with their immediate envi-
ronment and context.
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I certainly agree with Escobar’s evaluation of the
term “culture” for its residual Eurocentric under-
pinnings which bolster the belief of a one world sys-
tem (unimundismo) which encompasses all of reali-
ty.” Yet, here Escobar seems to have thrown the baby
out with the bathwater. The notion of “culture” (as
an unqualified category and in the singular) is most
definitely a technology of the modern colonizing
project insofar as it contributed to asserting the “su-
periority” of Europeans over the rest of the world.
But the present reconfiguration of the world by way
of multiple cultural communities can hardly be un-
derstood in such terms. The plural cultures, specific
adjectival modification such as Afro-Latina/o cul-
ture, Maya culture, etc., and the notion of the cultur-
al, to speak about how different human collectives
live life and interact with the environment and with
each other socially, seem to most effectively com-
municate what Escobar is attempting to say by using
the abstract notion of ontologies.*

Latina/o/x Theoethics as “Decolonial”
Sentipensar

An emphasis on the cultural illuminates other dis-
courses and debates in which people have also been
wrestling with these issues articulating “decoloniz-
ing” paradigms for some time. In what follows, I ex-
plore some key points of intersection between Esco-
bar’s proposal of sentipensar and one such discourse,

3 According to Escobar, there are different understandings
of culture: one, culture as symbolic structure, which cor-
responds with the most accepted views among anthro-
pologists and cultural studies. And two, culture as radi-
cal difference, which plays out in terms such as
“civilization”, “cosmovision”, “epistemic difference”, and
“communitarian logic”, which, for him, complexify ideas
of culture as symbolic structure. See (Escobar 2014, 17).

4 For a fuller discussion of the cultural as a proper way to
speak of the processes of culturalization see (Medina

2018, Chapter 1).
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-Latina/o/x> theoethics.® For the last 50 years, Lati-
na/o/x scholars have insisted on reframing the theo-
logical, ethical, and pastoral tasks from the vantage
point of the faith experiences and cultural traditions
of Latina/o/xs. Among other categories, their artic-
ulation of the central role of lo cotidiano, the central
role of the cultural dimension, and the notion of
mestizaje epitomize their own forms of sentipensar

5 The search for appropriate labels to speak about these di-
verse communities has become an intellectual minefield.
For some time, many scholars have appropriated LatinX
in an attempt to include members of the LGBTQAI+
communities. While I agree that the function of any la-
bel must be as inclusive as possible, here I agree with Ni-
cole Trujillo-Pagan who demonstrates that the use of
LatinX undermines the inherent diversity of Latina
communities. More specifically for women, she claims
that LatinX neutralizes claims of sexism by giving the
appearance of gender neutrality. See (Trujillo-Pagan
2018). It is for this reason that I adopt the variation Lati-
na/o/x because it preserves the internal diversity of these
communities even while attempting to include and ac-
count for members of the LGBTQAI+ who have ances-
tral connections with Latin America or who are Lati-
na/o/x. I am adopting this variation as Jeremy Cruz,
Neomi DeAnda and I articulated it in “Respondiendo a
las demandas historicas: Analyses of the Transformative
Legacy of Samuel Ruiz Garcia of Chiapas,” (Medina, De-
Anda and Cruz 2013). For further details of this varia-
tion see also (De Anda 2015, 169).

6 I use the term theoethics to highlight the interrelation-
ship between ethics and theology as expressed by Lati-
na/o/x scholars. By contrast to traditional approaches
that seek to preserve the disciplinary boundaries be-
tween theology and ethics, Latinas/os/xs do not write
theology and ethics separately. Speaking of Latina/o/x
theology and ethics does not do justice to the work of
Latina/o/x scholars. Implicit in Latina/o/x “theological”
perspectives are ethical implications and principles.
Similarly, implicit in Latina/o/x “ethics” are theological
insights, affirmations, and principles. Theology and eth-
ics are not understood as being separate. In fact, they are
viewed as corresponding and mutually informing. Hence
my use of theoethics. Moreover, I speak of theoethics be-
cause Latina/o/x communities do not live life in academ-
ic silos. Rather, their deep-seated religious devotions,
practices, and beliefs (theology) carry with them the nec-
essary material by which their morality is defined and
into which their actions for justice are rooted. Finally, I
use theoethics as an intentional decolonial move away
from traditional hard-and-fast disciplinary boundaries.
If ethics corresponds with the ways in which different
communities reflect upon questions of morality and hu-
man activity, then theology corresponds with the con-
tent with which those notions of morality and human
activity are informed, inspired, and provoked.
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and as part of doing theoethics in a decolonial key.
Their proposal points to how Latinas/os/xs incar-
nate other forms of living life/ of being, and in so
doing they weave and articulate other forms of
knowledge, other epistemologies. In what follows, I
briefly discuss some of the intersecting aspects be-
tween these categories and decolonial thinking.

A. Lo Cotidiano.

Lo cotidiano, or the everyday, became one of the
central categories of Latina/o/x theoethics for its po-
tentially transformative power to change social
structures of oppression and marginalization. Ac-
cording to Latinas/os/xs, lo cotidiano is the juncture
at which people confront and struggle against the
social, political, and economic forces that prevent
Latina/o/x communities from thriving.” Lo cotidia-
no, claims Ada Marfa Isasi-Diaz, describes the spac-
es where people live and experience life, where they
choose survival and contribute to struggles for
survival (Isasi-Diaz 1993). Meanwhile, Gilberto
Cavazos-Gonzalez tells us that lo cotidiano and
cotidianeidad describe the commonplace, the daily
routine where the mundane takes place but also
where people are surprised by the wonderful gift of
life breaking through, even as they struggle with the
reality of sorrow and the difficulties of life (Cavazos-
Gonzalez 2010, 2). It is for this reason that Maria
Pilar Aquino insists that in lo cotidiano people (her
focus is on women) experience sin and grace, hope
and despair, resistance and oppression, loneliness,
and solidarity (Aquino 2000, 102-108). Thus, lo
cotidiano constitutes a unique hermeneutics that
permits people both to interpret reality as simulta-
neously one of oppression and resistance, while pro-
viding them with the ethical tools to counter all that
threatens life (Aquino 2000, 13, 29). Lo cotidiano,
that is, life as it is actually lived also constitutes the
dimension at which people experience the divine,
express their faith in God, and imagine the possible
tutures for subsequent generations.

Crucial for our decolonial purposes, lo cotidiano
constitutes a different epistemology and theological
source which draws on community and the individ-
ual in relation to others as the locus for the creation
of a liberative ethics, irreducible to the sphere of the
“domestic,” the “private,” or the “individual.” (Espin
2006, 5) Consistent with the Latin American libera-

7 See (Aquino 2000; Isasi-Diaz 1993).

tion theological understanding of praxis as preced-
ing theological reflection, Latina/o/x scholars argue
that lo cotidiano describes the frontlines of theolog-
ical knowledge and guides ethical action. It is both
the temporal juncture at which people actively resist
their condition of marginalization as well as the
ethical frame from which to act, imagine, envision,
and struggle for a different society. The crucial in-
sight is that God is revealed in lo cotidiano. Also, the
everyday is the space in which people come to make
sense of and express their faith in God. Professional
theological knowledge is but a second or even a
third movement because it draws its knowledge and
insights from this concrete historical context where
people live life and express their faith (Riebe-Estrel-
la 1999, 210-213).

B. The Cultural.

For Latinas/os/xs, lo cotidiano is intimately interwo-
ven with the cultural dimension, since inherited
cultural traditions define, shape, and condition how
people understand the world, interact with each
other, and respond to the divine (Espin 2007; Espin
2006). There is a resonance here with Escobar’s no-
tion of ontologies. Latina/o/x theoethicists under-
stand lo cultural not only as a set of interpersonal
protocols or social interaction. Rather, the cultural
refers much more broadly to the way in which Lati-
nas/os/xs understand life, interact with the environ-
ment and with each other, and respond to the di-
vine. In other words, Latina/o/x communities
confront reality and live daily life as Latinas/os/xs:
they feel joy, love, hope, and despair as well as cele-
brate their faith, wrestle with moral decisions, ap-
proach God, and think theology in the manner in
which their Latina/o/x cultural traditions allow
them. In this manner, Latinas/os/xs’ way of living
through the cultural is a rejection of inherited Euro-
centric ideas of a universal human, notions of a uni-
versal culture, or the pretense of universally applica-
ble theoethical principles. Resonating with Escobar’s
category here, Latinas/os/xs reject the notion of uni-
mundismo. They insist instead that lo cultural is a
central feature, vantage point of enunciation, and
source of theological knowledge. The affirmation of
the cultural is not simply the way by which Lati-
na/o/x scholars attempt to be contextual. It is rather
an affirmation that all ethnoracial communities are
also conditioned by their own cultural traditions.
Inherited Eurocentric theoethical affirmations are
also the result of specific cultural traditions, episte-
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mologies, and contexts; they are also specific re-
sponses to contextual questions and challenges. A
crucial point is that each cultural tradition epito-
mizes its own global view of the world and a unique
epistemology, ethics, and theology (Fornet-Betan-
court 2002).

It must also be said that the endorsement of the
cultural as a site of theological knowledge is not a
romantic wholesale acceptance of Latina/o/x cultur-
al traditions. At various moments, Latina/o/x schol-
ars have been strongly critical of intra-Latina/o/x
cultural attitudes and practices such as androcen-
tric male chauvinism (machismo) (Aquino, 2001;
Aquino, 1992), racism (De La Torre 2006), and atti-
tudes of discrimination against members of the
LGBTQAI+ communities (Espin 2000), all of which
denigrate the humanity of members of their own
communities. At the same time, the celebration of
Latina/o/x cultural traditions by Latina/o/x scholars
involves an introspective look to reclaim their an-
cestral forms of knowledge (indigenous and Afri-
can). These forms of knowledge have often been sup-
pressed because of the operative Eurocentric forces
of assimilation and the social structures of discrim-
ination established by the dominant culture, which
many Latinas/os/xs have internalized.

For instance, on one hand, as a Latino Canadian,
I celebrate the centrality of the cultural which al-
lows for an openness to cultural multiplicity. On the
other hand, the cultural can also serve as a critical
lens for white liberal proposals which fail to deliver
as it is the case with the Canadian affirmation of
multiculturalism. It did nothing to challenge the ex-
pectations and dominance of linguistic and cultural
English or French performativity in the public
sphere, while consigning the languages of other cul-
tural traditions to the private sphere (Medina 2013;
Fleras 2014).

C. Mestizaje.

Mestizaje is the third aspect of Latina/o/x theoethics
that I wish to highlight for its decolonizing impetus.
In many ways, mestizaje brings lo cotidiano and the
cultural together by emphasizing the complex pro-
cesses of biological, cultural, and religious inter-
mixture, which resulted from double colonization
(by Spanish and Portuguese first and the USA sec-
ond) (Elizondo 1983). In responding to the social,
political, racialized, and cultural experiences of dis-
crimination, Latina/o/x scholars insist that Lati-
na/o/x theoethics cannot be done without revisiting
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and interrogating the history of violent colonization
(Elizondo 1978). Building on class analysis as done
by Latin American liberation scholars and interro-
gating their history of colonization through the en-
gagement of mestizaje, Latina/o/xs uncovered the
crossings of multiple forms of social oppression and
exclusion (ethnoracial, cultural, social, economic,
gender, sexual orientation). Colonization in the
Americas was not the simple act of imposition of
empire over other peoples and territories alone.
Rather, it impacted and shaped all aspects of the
lives of Indigenous and African peoples and their
descendants through the reality of intermixture
with Europeans: it redefined their world, their reli-
gious traditions, their cultures, and their forms of
knowledge.

The adoption of mestizaje, that is, the experience
and condition of being mixed (Indigenous, African,
and European), is then a critical reminder of this
violent history. At the same time, by reclaiming
mestizaje Latinas/os/xs offer a counter-narrative
which accounts for and at the same time challenges
the violence of colonization as well as ideologies of
ethnoracial and cultural purity. Similarly, by adopt-
ing mestizaje Latinas/os/xs challenge pervasive no-
tions of identity as self-contained, airtight, finished
products. Instead, they demonstrate that identities
are porous and the result of complex processes of
intermixture (Segovia 1996, 203). The adoption of
mestizaje is decolonizing in content and impetus. It
encourages Latinas/os/xs to move away from inher-
ited colonizing ideas of human existence, ethnora-
cial and cultural identity, and to seek out other
forms of knowledge that until now have remained
absent in mainstream debates. In a decolonial vein,
mestizaje is reclaimed as a crucial site and source of
theoethical knowledge.®

Latina/o/x Theoethics and Decoloniality:
(Dis)Connections

Despite the positive decolonial thrust of Latina/o/x
theoethics, presently it is undergoing self-critical in-
ternal reconfigurations. To this end, the way in
which mestizaje is seen as promoting Eurocentric
ideas and cultural and ethnoracial whitening is be-
ing interrogated by younger scholars (Medina 2009;
Aquino 2015; Gonzalez 2006). In the emerging dis-

8 For a fuller discussion on mestizaje see (Medina 2009).
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courses, Latina/o/x theoethics could be enriched by
Nelson Maldonado-Torres’ notion of coloniality of
being (Maldonado-Torres 2007). By the same token,
the idea of “coloniality of being” which focuses on
the way in which present capitalist structures shape
how people live and behave, could be enriched by a
Latina/o/x exploration of how mestizaje, with in its
long history and ideological baggage, has also been
an expression of colonizing structures of being.

As a different episteme which stems from peo-
ples’ lived experiences and multiple histories, the
notion of mestizaje serves as a cipher anticipating
the divine dismantling of racialized, cultural, and
religious structures of power (Medina 2020). It also
epitomizes an ethical praxis and ethos, as well as
pastoral approaches, unwilling to succumb to easy
recipes of “inclusion,” “unity,” and “hospitality.” In-
stead, Mestizaje allows for an envisioning of the
spaces necessary for the creation of an intercultural,
interreligious, interethnic, and multilingual society,
asociety where there is room for many worlds, many
histories, many ancestral lines, and many episte-
mologies. In so doing, it invites a subversion of false
notions of purity, homogeneity, unity, and white-
ness.

Latina/o/x theoethics are articulated by drawing
on people’s experiences. Scholars reclaim and affirm
their cultural traditions, historical experience of
mestizaje, and the space of lo cotidiano as forms of
knowledge which go beyond abstract categories
alone. Through these experience-based categories,
Latina/o/x scholars identify the intersection of
forms of oppression: gender, ethnoracial, cultural,
and economic, as constitutive aspects of the colonial
apparatus especially in today’s globalizing neoliber-
al capitalist networks which promote the commodi-
fication of life itself. In this way, Latinas/os/xs antic-
ipated the concept of intersectionality. Latinas are
also part of the longer history of intersectional fem-
inist discourses along with Gloria Anzaldia and
Chela Sandoval, among others. By interrogating
their own history of colonization and its accompa-
nying destructive social, cultural, political, and eco-
nomic effects, Latina/o/x scholars resonate with An-
ibal Quijano’s notion of coloniality of power
(Quijano 2000). Their insistence on reclaiming their
own cultural traditions created the conditions for a
distancing from inherited Eurocentric forms of
knowledge even before decolonial thinking was ar-
ticulated in the social sciences (Mignolo 2007; Cas-
tro-Gomez and Grosfoguel 2007). In these and oth-
er ways, Latinas/os/xs already include attempts to

“decolonize” ethics and theology by emphasizing
the concrete lived experiences of colonization, op-
pression, marginalization, and poverty as points of
departure. Moreover, decolonization is a feature in
Latina/o/x ethical and theological discourses
through the identification of colonization, along
with its history and present expressions, as an im-
portant factor that must be accounted for in theo-
ethical considerations. Stated differently, Latina/o/x
theoethics is a form of sentipensar con el pueblo y
por la vida del pueblo/with the people and for the
lives of the people. In this way they embody what
Adolfo Alban Achinte calls disruptive epistemes
(Alban Achinte 2012).

References

2008. “Orlando Fals Borda-Sentipensante.” (Video) https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=LbJWqetRuMo.

Alban Achinte, Adolfo. 2012. “Epistemes ‘otras’ ;epistemes
disruptivas?” KULA 6: 22-34.

Aquino, Jorge, A. 2015. “Mestizaje: The Latina/o Religious
Imaginary in the North American Racial Crucible.” In
The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Latino/a Theology,
edited by Orlando Espin, 283-311. West Sussex, UK;
Mjalden, MA: Wiley Blackwell.

Aquino, Maria Pilar. 1992. “Perspectives on a Latina’s Fem-
inist Liberation Theology.” Translated by John W.
Diercksmeier. In Frontiers of Hispanic Theology in the
United States, edited, with an introduction by Allan
Figueroa Deck, 23-40. Maryknoll: Orbis Books.

Aquino, Maria Pilar. 2000. “Our Cry for Life: Feminist The-
ology from Latin America.” Translated by Dina Living-
stone. Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers.

Aquino, Maria Pilar. 2001. “Justice Upholds Peace: A Femi-
nist Approach.” Translated by Paul Burns. In The Re-
turn of the Just War, vol. 2, edited by Maria Pilar Aqui-
no and Mieth Dietmar. Concilium, 102-110. London:
SCM Publishers.

Castro-Gomez, Santiago, and Ramoén Grosfoguel. 2007.
“Prélogo. Giro decolonial, teorifa critica y pensamiento
heterarquico.” In El Giro Decolonial: Reflexiones para
una Diversidad Epistémica Mas Alld del Capitalismo
Global, edited by Santiago Castro-Gémez and Ramoén
Grosfoguel, 9-23. Bogota: Siglo del Hombre; Universi-
dad Central; Instituto de Estudios Sociales Contem-
pordneos; Pontifica Universidad Javeriana, Instituto
Pensar.

Cavazos-Gonzalez, Gilberto. 2010. “The Christian Spiritual
Life, Justice, and Liberation.” Eugene: Wipf & Stock.
Cruz, Jeremy, Neomi DeAnda and Néstor Medina. 2013.
“Respondiendo a las demandas historicas: Analyses of
the Transformative Legacy of Samuel Ruiz Garcia of
Chiapas.” Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology: Samuel

Ruiz 19 (1): 2-8.

103


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LbJWqetRuMo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LbJWqetRuMo

Néstor Medina

|
-

De La Torre. 2006. “Rethinking Mulatez.” In Rethinking
Latino(a) Religion and Identity, edited by Miguel De La
Torre and Gaston Espinosa, 158-175. Cleveland, OH:
The Pilgrim Press.

DeAnda, Neomi. 2015. “Jesus the Christ.” In The Wiley
Blackwell Companion to Latino/a Theology, edited by
Orlando Espin. West Sussex, UK; Mjalden, MA: Wiley
Blackwell.

Elizondo, Virgilio. 1978. “Mestizaje: The Dialectic of Cul-
tural Birth and the Gospel.” San Antonio: Mexican
American Cultural Center.

Elizondo, Virgilio. 1983. “Galilean Journey: The Mexi-
can-American Promise.” Maryknoll: Orbis Books.

Escobar, Arturo. 2014. “Sentipensar con la tierra. Nuevas
lecturas sobre desarrollo, territorio y diferencia.” Me-
dellin: Ediciones UNAULA.

Espin, Orlando O. 2000. “The State of U. S. Latino/a Theolo-
gy: An Understanding.” Perspectivas: Hispanic Theo-
logical Initiative Occasional Paper Series (3): 19-55.

Espin, Orlando O. 2006. “Traditioning: Culture, Daily Life
and Popular Religion, and Their Impact on Christian
Tradition.” In Futuring Our Past: Explorations in the
Theology of Tradition, edited by Orlando O. Espin and
Gary Macy, 1-22. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.

Espin, Orlando O. 2007. Grace and Humanness: Theologi-
cal Reflections Because of Culture. Maryknoll, NY: Or-
bis Books.

Fleras, Augie. 2014. “Racisms in Multicultural Canada: Par-
adoxes, Politics, and Resistance.” Waterloo: Wilfred
Laurier University Press.

Fornet-Betancourt, Raul. 2002. “An Alternative to Global-
ization: Theses for the Development of an Intercultural
Philosophy.” Translated by Mario Sdenz. In Latin Amer-
ican Perspectives on Globalization: Ethics, Politics and
Alternative Visions, edited by Mario Saenz, 230-236.
New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

Gonzalez, Michelle A. 2006. “What About Mulatez? An Af-
ro-Cuban Contribution.” In Futuring Our Past: Explo-
rations in the Theology of Tradition, edited by Orlando
O. Espin and Gary Macy, 180-203. Maryknoll, NY: Or-
bis Books.

Heidegger, Martin. 1962. “Being and Time. Translated by
John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson.” New York:
Harper and Row.

Isasi-Diaz, Ada Maria. 1993. “En la Lucha / In the Struggle:
Elaborating A Mujerista Theology.” Minneapolis: For-
tress Press.

104

Kusch, Rodolfo. 1970. “El pensamiento indigena america-
no. Biblioteca Cajica de Cultura Universal.” Puebla,
México: Editorial José M. Cajica, Jr., S. A.

Kusch, Rodolfo. 1975. “América profunda. Enfoques Lati-
noamericanos.” Buenos Aires: Editorial BONUM.

Maldonado-Torres, Nelson. 2007. “On the Coloniality of
Being: Contributions to the Development of a Concept.”
Cultural Studies 21 (2-3): 240-70.

Medina, Néstor. 2009. “Mestizaje: (Re)Mapping “Race, Cul-
ture, and Faith in Latina/o Catholicism.” Maryknoll:
Orbis Books.

Medina, Néstor. 2013. “Rethinking Liberation: Toward a
Canadian Latin@ Theology.” In The Reemergence of
Liberation Theologies: Models for the Twenty-First Cen-
tury: New Approaches to Religion and Power, edited by
Thia Cooper, 77-87. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Medina, Néstor. 2018. “Christianity, Empire, and the Spirit:
(Re)Configuring Faith and the Cultural.” Leiden: Brill.

Medina, Néstor. 2020. “(De)Cyphering Mestizaje; Encrypt-
ing Lived Faith: Simultaneous Promise and Problem.”
In Disruptive Cartographers: A Preferential Option for
Culture, edited by Miguel H. Diaz, with a foreword by
Cardinal Gianfranco Ravasi.

Mignolo, Walter D. 2007. “El pensamiento decolonial: De-
sprendimiento y apertura.” In El Giro Decolonial: Re-
flexiones para una Diversidad Epistémica Mas Alla del
Capitalismo Global, edited by Santiago Castro-Gémez
and Ramon Grosfoguel, 25-46. Bogotd, Colombia: Siglo
del Hombre; Universidad Central; Instituto de Estudios
Sociales Contempiraneos; Pontifica Universidad Javeri-
ana, Instituto Pensar.

Nicole Trujillo-Pagdn. 2018. “Crossed Out by LatinX: Gen-
der Neutrality and Genderblind Sexism,” Latino Studies
16 (3): 396-406. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41276-018-
0138-7.

Quijano, Anibal. 2000. “Coloniality of Power, Eurocen-
trism, and Latin America.” Nepantla: Views from the
Margins 1 (3): 533-80.

Riebe-Estrella, Gary. 1999. “Theological Education as Con-
vivencia.” In From the Heart of Our People: Latino/a
Explorations in Catholic Systematic Theology, edited by
Orlando O. Espin and Miguel H. Diaz, 209-216. Mary-
knoll: Orbis Books.

Segovia, Fernando F. 1996. “In the World but not of It: Exile
As a Locus for a Theology of the Diaspora.” In His-
panic / Latino Theology: Challenge and Promise, edited
by Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz and Fernando F. Segovia, 195
217. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.


https://doi.org/10.1057/s41276-018-0138-7
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41276-018-0138-7

|——| INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY
IAPT. | OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
cs CONFERENCE SERIES

Decoloniality and Liberating Hope at the Border:
The Case of El Faro Border Church in Friendship Park,

California, USA

Susanne Johnson

This paper is a practical theological inquiry into liturgical practice and popular visual art used in
the trans-border ecclesial community known as the El Faro Border Church situated on the
U.S.—Mexico border in California, whereby participants imagine and perform a decolonial
counter-narrative, and resist false claims of the ‘imagined community’ known as the territorial
nation-state, especially as imposed by life-diminishing border policies.

Introduction

Imagine that it is a typical Sunday morning in your
life. After your usual routine, you head out to join
your congregation for worship. After you have got-
ten seated and centered, you look over to the side
and see something utterly confounding and incom-
prehensible—an eighteen-foot high fence, made of
heavy steel mesh wire so closely knit you can barely
make out images of fellow worshipers on the other
side of it. As the service of worship proceeds—as
you and the people read scripture, give testimony,
preach, pray, meditate, move your bodies while
singing, clap hands, lift up your arms, dwell on col-
orful visual images in the worship space, pass the
peace, partake of bread and wine in communion—
something mysterious and Divine happens that
transfigures the space in a way that is completely
different from, and runs counter to, the message and
enactment of domination, division, and exclusion
the looming fence is poised to deliver.

This is precisely the weekly experience of mem-
bers of the El Faro Border Church, a binational ec-
clesial community which gathers early each Sunday
afternoon for worship, fellowship, and outreach in
the open-air plaza of Friendship Park, a half-acre
area situated on the US-Mexico border between San

l- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 105-112
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tice. She is currently finishing a grant-related research
project at the U.S.-Mexico border in Tijuana, MEX/San
Diego, CA. She is also an ordained minister in the Chris-
tian Church (Disciples of Christ).

Diego, California, and Tijuana, Mexico, immediate-
ly adjacent to the Atlantic Ocean. While there are
multicultural, multiracial congregations across the
U.S., including open-air street churches for persons
experiencing homelessness, such as Church at the
Square near my workplace in Dallas, Texas, what is
unique and remarkable about this ecclesial commu-
nity is that parallel border fences built and milita-
rized by the U. S. Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) cut through the physical space of worship,
dividing the worshiping community into a gather-
ing of Christians: one group on the U.S. side, and
another on the Mexico side.

The church’s beginnings trace back to June 1,
2008, when Reverend John Fanestil, a United Meth-
odist pastor in San Diego, and Dr. Jaime Gates, Di-
rector of the Center for Justice and Reconciliation,
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Point Loma Nazarene University in San Diego, led a
cross-border prayer vigil and Love Feast at Friend-
ship Park, with an ecumenical gathering on each
side of the border fence (Gates 2010). This event
evolved into a regular Sunday service of worship
and communion. Today, several pastors on the U.S.
side, including Rev. Fanestil, rotate the delivery of a
homily and the leading of other parts of the liturgy.
Liturgical and pastoral leadership is given on the
Mexico side by a capillan (chaplain) appointed by
the Iglesia Metodista de Mexico A.R. IMMAR)—a
position currently held by Guillermo Navarrete,
who lives in Tijuana.

Going to the Other Side

Writers who explore goings-on in the El Faro Bor-
der Church mostly do so from the standpoint of
participants on the U.S. side: persons who hold
white privilege, male privilege, and geo-political
privilege and power. I suggest that without immers-
ing oneself in El Faro’s ministry on the Mexico side,
you cannot fully grasp the complexity and “messi-
ness” of this community’s life, especially given the
diverse ways that racial, ethnic, and national identi-
ties intersect on each respective side—along with
immigrant status, which may or may not afford
freedom to cross back and forth.

Moreover, members of the El Faro community
on respective sides of the border are affected in di-
vergent ways by the historical legacy of colonialism,
and occupy contradictory positionings vis a vis this
history. Colonialism (direct control over one nation
by another) has ended, but not coloniality—i.e. the
enduring effects of colonialism, maintained by and
through patterns of domination and subjugation in
intersubjective relations between racial and ethnic
groups; assignment of inferiority based on racial
classification; knowledge production and criteria of
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what does and does not count; self-images and aspi-
rations; mechanisms of economic globalization;
and much more. In a way, “we breathe coloniality
all the time and every day,” (Maldonado-Torres
2007, 243).

Because the lived experience of coloniality is dif-
ferent on each side of the border community, with-
out immersion on both sides it is difficult to see the
full scope of the inscrutable hurt and harm inflicted
on brown migrant bodies and families ripped apart
by sinful nationalistic-driven immigration policies
and neocolonialist practices of the U. S. empire. This
is especially the case given that many worshipers on
the Tijuana side are deportees who now live in isola-
tion not only from their family network back in the
U.S. but also from family members living in scat-
tered parts of Mexico or Central America. Every
day, Tijuana receives scores of new deportees from
the U.S.—and most of them end up jobless, penni-
less, homeless, hopeless, and often in the grip of ad-
diction to substances used to narcotize and numb
their pain.

We in the dominant church in North America
can learn from the way in which members of the El
Faro Border Church interact with geo-political real-
ities of the border and the U.S. empire through the
practices of their ecclesial and liturgical life: a bun-
dle of actions, arts, artifacts, architecture, all in a
gestalt of dynamic interaction, what Don Saliers
calls a “performative matrix” (Saliers 2014, 4). In
this work, I accept Salier’s premise that worship it-
self is an art, similar to, yet distinct from other
forms of art. Liturgy as a distinctive art, he suggests,
“is best understood as the art of receiving God’s fu-
ture for the world—that is, an eschatological art”
(Saliers 1994, 25). Thus, worship does not simply use
art—it is art. All artistic effort in the service of wor-
ship, he suggests, is participatory in God’s own cre-
ativity (Saliers 1994, 215).
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Coming to Terms: The Performative Turn

This essay is influenced by notions undergirding the
broad field of Performance Studies (PS), an approach
that proffers a broad-spectrum interdisciplinary
lens. PS scholars posit an underlying performativity
to all actions and artifacts, whether verbal, written,
or physical—and see all of social reality as con-
structed by ‘doings’—actions, behaviors, and events
(Komitee, 2). Performance is construed as a “broad
spectrum” or “continuum” of human actions, and
PS scholars tend to agree that there is virtually no
fixable limit to what is or is not ‘performance.’

Richard Schechner, one of the leading shapers of
the PS field, notes that “artistic practice is a big part
of the performance studies project” (Schechner
2013, 1). As he explains, “When texts, architecture,
visual arts, or anything else are looked at, they are
studied ‘as’ performances...that is, they are regard-
ed as practices, events, and behaviors, not as ‘ob-
jects” or ‘things™ (Schechner 2013, 2). At El Faro, the
genres of visual art painted on the border fence can
thus be seen as performances, as can the very fence
(‘wall’) itself.

Further, Schechner says that “To treat any object,
work or product ‘as’ performance—a painting, a
novel, a shoe, or anything at all—means to investi-
gate what the object does, how it interacts with other
objects or beings, and how it relates to other objects
or beings. Performances exist only as actions, inter-
actions and relationships” (Schechner 2013, 30).

Because performances are basic building blocks
that structure our reality, say PS scholars, we must
work to understand how they function—that is, to
explain what any given performance does, and how
it is doing it. Among other questions, we can ask:
“What circumstances helped create this perfor-
mance? How is it structured? What relationships
does it enable? What effect does it have in a society,
and has that function changed over time?” (Komi-
tee, 4). This essay addresses these basic queries.

The World in a Wafer: Worship, Eucharist,
and Resistance

The El Faro Border Church is a microcosm of a glob-
al community on the border, gathered together
through worship around the Lord’s Table. In a sem-
inal article, “The World in a Wafer: A Geography of
the Eucharist as Resistance to Globalization,” Wil-
liam Cavanaugh points out that while some groups

use the metaphor of the “global village” as a way to
evoke sentiments of the world’s peoples being
brought into communion with each other across
borders--this image often actually operates to mask
forms of division, domination, and exploitation pro-
duced through mechanisms of economic globaliza-
tion (Cavanaugh 1999, 186). Globalization does dif-
ferent things to different peoples; “globalizing
sovereignty” produces multiple inequalities and
multiple exclusions (Fernandez 2011, 66). One major
thing being produced is an underclass of people per-
manently confined to lives of marginality who, for
the most part, are racially marked. “Marginals,” Iris
Young contends, are left-overs that the dominant
system has no use for; either they were of no eco-
nomic use in the first place, or are no longer so
(Young 2011, 59). They become disposable after be-
ing squeezed by the system. Take, for example, un-
documented veterans ripped from their families
and deported from the U. S., often for minor infrac-
tions.

Walter Wink uses the phrase “the Domination
System” to critique a set of realities operating glob-
ally to produce “unjust economic relations, oppres-
sive political relations, biased race relations, patriar-
chal gender relations, hierarchical power relations,
and the use of violence to maintain them all” (Wink
1998, 39-40). Eleazar Fernandez (Fernandez 2011,
53) uses phrases such as “global hegemonic power”
and “the network of Powers,” while Walter Mignolo
employs the phrase “colonial matrix of power
(CMP)” (Mignolo and Walsh 2018, 111) to refer to
essentially the same nexus of realities. Along with
these writers, I have argued that globalized neolib-
eral capitalism is but one among a host of interlock-
ing, mutually reinforcing social imaginaries of our
day—most particularly, white nationalism, imperi-
alism, and militarism (handmaiden to multination-
al corporations)—that function to (mis)shape the
moral and political imagination of U. . citizens (in-
cluding Christians), and to underwrite the Ameri-
can Empire and perpetuate coloniality (Johnson
2013, 108),

In a similar vein, James K. A. Smith talks about
competing liturgies. “What I call liturgies are not
just churchy, institutional religious things,” he says.
“I'm broadening the term. Liturgies are love-shap-
ing practices; they are communal social rhythms,
routines, and rituals that we immerse ourselves in,
that we give ourselves over to, that aren’t just some-
thing that we do, but theyre doing something to us.
They're forging in us an orientation to the good life.
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They’re inscribing in us a conception of what we
think flourishing is. And because there are compet-
ing versions, so there are rival liturgies” (Smith and
Summers 2018).

Daily, we are caught up and enmeshed in contra-
dictory social imaginaries and liturgies, and thus as
Smith asserts, “we need to tend to our liturgies in
order to see what kind of political vision we are ab-
sorbing, and whether or not that is eroding or con-
tributing to solidarity” (Smith and Summers 2018).
Cavanaugh notes, “once the imaginations underly-
ing modern political processes have been exposed as
false theologies [false liturgies, false social imagi-
naries], we can begin to recover true theological
imaginings of space and time around which to enact
communities of solidarity and resistance” (Cavana-
ugh 2013, 4). To be in solidarity, as Ada Maria Isa-
si-Diaz explains, is not simply to have an inner dis-
position of sympathy for oppressed people. It is,
rather, embodied participation in ongoing praxis
toward liberation, in a context of relations and prac-
tices of mutuality and friendship with the op-
pressed--a process through which Christians appro-
priate and enact in concrete human history God’s
gratuitous gift of “kin-dom” (Isasi-Diaz 1996, 89).

Walter Mignolo, along with certain other Latin
American decolonial thinkers, insists that exposing
false social imaginaries which subjugate Third
World migrants and racialized others exploited by
the ongoing ‘imperial/colonial matrix of power’ is
the work of decoloniality and border epistemology.
Decolonial thinkers, Mignolo insists, must delink
from dominant Western imaginaries and Eurocen-
tric epistemologies, and become “epistemically dis-
obedient,” which is a call to knowing, thinking, do-
ing, and being decolonially (Mignolo 2011, 277),
and to “dwelling and thinking in the borders of lo-
cal histories confronting global designs” (Mignolo
2011, 277), all of which, I suggest, is precisely what is
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happening in the El Faro Border Church, as dis-
closed in testimonios I have gathered, and the way
worshipers actively draw on dimensions of their li-
turgical life--their music, Eucharist, prayers, and
art--to resist the false claims of the ‘imagined com-
munity’ known as the U.S. Empire, and other play-
ers in the global matrix of power.

As Cavanaugh posits, for Christians it is pre-em-
inently the Eucharist that resists and refutes the
mythos of the nation-state in several ways, and that
shapes and forms in worshipers what he calls a ‘the-
opolitical imagination,” a term that helps us avoid
splitting and compartmentalizing what is religious
and theological from social, economic, and political
spheres and concerns. To begin with, Cavanaugh
says, the Eucharistic liturgy can be understood as a
‘spatial story’ that performs certain operations on
places—in this case by God, with human coopera-
tion—and that produces a different kind of space.
“The preeminent ‘spatial story,” he suggests, “is that
of the formation of the Body of Christ in the Eucha-
rist.” Just as eating and drinking together do not
merely symbolize a family, he says, but help to con-
stitute a family, so eating and drinking together at
the Table transforms the partakers into a body with
a public, theopolitical dimension (Cavanaugh 2013,
93).

For Cavanaugh, “the Eucharist does not simply
tell the story of a united human race, but brings to
light barriers where they actually exist” (Cavanaugh
1999, 193). Cavanaugh reminds us, for example, that
the apostle Paul discovered the Corinthians were
unworthily partaking of the Lord’s Supper because
the rich were humiliating the poor. Here we see that
the Eucharist can be falsely or too facilely described
as that which unites Christians around the globe
while in fact many Christians live exploitatively off
the hunger and hopelessness of others, as when
Christians in the U. S. benefit from extracting cheap
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labor from migrants, and from allowing the flow of
goods across the border, but not the bodies of those
whose labor produced those goods in the first place.
Further, in that the Eucharist, normatively seen,
creates a body and community in solidarity with
poor people, widows, orphans, and immigrants, it
implies a stance against indiscriminate deportation
policies that produce virtual widows and orphans,
and that immiserate people in poverty. In the U.S,,
too many Eucharistic celebrations are colonized by
global sentimentality on the one hand, and by co-
vert white nationalism on the other. When the in-
clusive Body of Christ is not properly practiced,
Christ is betrayed, and the Eucharist performs as an
eschatological sign of prophetic judgment on the
celebrants.

The People’s Art: The People’s Practical
Theology

In remaining sections, I explore one way, among
various ways in which members of the El Faro com-
munity express their Eucharistic, theopolitical
imagination and perform the Christian Story—
namely, through images and murals painted along
many miles of the border fence. These belong to a
genre known as street art, which I call ‘the people’s
art’ (liturgy itself is ‘the people’s art’) “that does not
participate in ‘high’ or ‘institutionalized’ art of mu-
seums or galleries and their often-narrow construal
of what counts as art” (O’Connell 2012, 74). In this
respect, it is ‘epistemically disobedient” and subver-
sive-, pointing towards a theological aesthetics and
practical theology done ‘from below, within the
borderlands.

Through the lens of Performance Studies, we see
that the border fence cutting through the middle of
El Faro’s worship space is much more than an inert
object getting in the way. Reece Jones contends that
the construction of a physical barrier on a border
simultaneously legitimizes and intensifies exclu-
sionary practices of a nation-state—bringing the
claim of territorial and other forms of difference
into being. Once the boundary is marked and ‘the
container’ of the state takes form, “the perception of
difference between the two places becomes stron-
ger” (Jones 2012, 174). By performing this, the state
reifies authority in defining the limits of people who
do and do not belong. “These perceived differences
then fuel more passionate feelings of belonging to
the in-group and distinction from the other on the

outside” (Jones 2012, 174). Border walls not only
represent the organization of political, economic,
and cultural space, they also shape identities. As
Vallet notes, “The objective of an armored or forti-
fied border is to cut off and exclude...It fuels the
feeling that the other is a threat and that militariza-
tion, policing and walling are the panacea” (Vallet
2017). Thus, borders are not simply confined to an
inert external and physical boundary; border walls
become internalized as individual and collective
identities, and as emotionally-laden values, includ-
ing idolatrous forms of patriotism.

The border wall is one way the ‘imagined com-
munity’ known as the territorial nation-state, the
U.S. Empire, performs its own distinctive liturgy—
interlacing themes of ethnocentric and white na-
tionalist idolatries, domination, exclusion, and hy-
per-individualism. The wall and its false liturgy
operate on people pre-reflectively and viscerally to
construct and reinforce myths and stereotypes of
the racialized other, and to structure relations of
domination, subjugation and exclusion. Under the
guise of a narrative framework of border safety and
security, it appeals to white nationalism and racism
precisely in order to create, exclude, and exploit a
pool of cheap labor for the benefit of U.S. corpora-
tions and citizens. It is a symbolic expression of a
national narrative of economic and geo-political
dominance, militarism, and cultural violence.

Similar to the two-fold task of the prophetic
imagination set forth by Walter Brueggemann
(Brueggemann 2001), the Eucharistic theopolitical
imagination iterated by Cavanaugh engages the
people in criticizing the ‘liturgy’ enacted by the bor-
der fence, and the dominant globalized culture of
Empire, and in energizing an alternative community
toward enacting a new future. Like practical theolo-
gy, Eucharistic theopolitics must seek to render vis-
ible not only pain and suffering, but also Spir-
it-breathed hope and love, and creative resistance
against violence and oppression. One way that
members of the El Faro Border Church are enacting
these two tasks is through their subversive use of the
border fence as a vast canvas for art, expressive of a
liturgical counter-narrative to what the wall and its
liturgy propose.

Art as Visual Lament

In doing prophetic, theopolitical critique in wor-
shiping communities where members are exploited
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and subjugated in their daily lives, there must be a
way for the people to name, expose, and voice the
pain and suffering inflicted on them. The liturgy
must provide people with a way not only to name
but also to mourn, grieve, and weep together about
their experience of loss, pain, and injustice. In other
words, the people must be able to engage in the
scriptural practice of lament. In this regard, various
images on the border fence perform liturgically as
visual laments.

For the people of El Faro, the image of la cicatriz
laments, for example, the scar on the body politic
and the body of Christ, and on individual bodies of
migrants broken by the trauma of deportation, and
the ensuing immiseration in poverty, homelessness,
and a sense of abandonment. Walter Mignolo would
describe la cicatriz as an image of the ‘racialized co-
lonial wound’ (Mignolo 2005, 386). It is a visual out-
cry against U. S. immigration policies and practices
that undercut the wellbeing and flourishing of His-
panics and Latino/as, and even maim and kill. “As
our people constantly remind us,” says Miguel A.
De La Torre, “this is not a border that separates the
U.S. from Latin America; it is a bleeding scar caused
by the Third World rubbing up against the empire”
(De La Torre 2010, 120).

In her book Lamentation and the Tears of the World,
biblical scholar Kathleen O’Connor captures the
spiritual and theopolitical power of lament and its
connection to justice-making. She holds that
“laments announce aloud and publicly what is
wrong right now. Laments create room within the
individual and the community not only for grief
and loss but also for seeing and naming injustice.
Laments name the warping and fracturing of rela-
tionships—personal, political, domestic, ecclesial,
national, and global. The point of lamenting is...to
name injustice, hurt, and anger. ...When people live
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in conditions that deprive them of dignity, of con-
trol of their bodies, of what they need to eat and
clothe themselves, or of what they need to flourish
in mind and spirit, they need to lament” (O’Connor
2002, 128).

As Maureen O’Connell suggests, outcries of
lament and pain in a liturgical setting actually “are
public expressions of profound faith, prophetic in
context and content” (O’Connell 2012, 189). They
call attention to the stark contrast between the way
things are, and the way things could be, and should
be. They are an embodied performance, she says,
that give collective “eyes to see and to weep,” bor-
rowing on the language of Paul Ricoeur (O’Connell
2012, 190). Walter Brueggemann argues that ban-
ning lament from the liturgy--as many North
American congregations habitually do--does not
square with reality, “and is finally a practice of deni-
al, cover-up, and pretense, which sanctions social
control” (Brueggemann 1986, 60). When lament is
absent, he says, “justice questions cannot be asked
and eventually become invisible and illegitimate”
(Brueggemann 1986, 63). Theologically, lament
makes an assertion about God: that God is available,
and that God matters in, and cares about, every di-
mension of life.

Art as Resistance and Subversion

If O’Connell is right in her assertion that lamenting
“is an important form of moral agency, particularly
for people who have been oppressed or dehuman-
ized by circumstances of injustice” (O’Connell 2012,
189), then resisting exploitation and all forms of
oppression and injustice--and false liturgies that
underwrite these--is likewise a form of such agency.
Similarly, O’Conner asserts that “by urging
truth-telling before the powerful, and providing
language, form, and practice of defiance, Lamenta-
tion encourages resistance and promotes human
agency” (O’Conner 2002, 131). Bruggemann calls
these “tears-to-power” (O’Connell 2012, 339).

In the art on the border fence in El Faro, one of
the most dramatic expressions of agency and resis-
tance is, perhaps, the image of an upside-down U. S.
flag, painted with crosses rather than stars—intend-
ed as a visual critique of death-dealing immigration
and border patrol policies of the U. S. Empire. When
the U.S. started militarizing the nearly 2,000-mile
U.S.-Mexico border through deterrence projects,
such as Operation Gatekeeper in San Diego, the of-
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ficial strategy was to deliberately force undocument-
ed migrants to risk their very lives in efforts to cross
the border, by forcing them into the most remote,
dangerous terrain of mountainous and desert re-
gions of the four states forming the border. Out of
economic desperation to feed, clothe, and house
their families, and to flee from death-dealing drug
cartels and gangs, migrants cross anyway. The
treacherous journeys all too often end up with mi-
grants dying in the desert from fatal dehydration,
and from hypothermia or hyperthermia; or drown-
ing in the Rio Grande River; suffocating in over-
crowded cargo transports; losing limbs or losing
their lives from mishaps in jumping on and oft mov-
ing trains or falling off the back of insecure pickup
trucks. Thousands of migrants have died on the
U.S. side of the border, and there are makeshift me-
morials scattered across the desert. Research reveals
a strong correlation between higher annual averages
of deaths and heightened border patrol. The Inter-
national Federation for Human Rights has ruled
that these deaths constitute compelling evidence
that the U.S. is violating human rights with
death-dealing deterrence strategies (Bernard 2008).

Hhaphed
ALgphith

In 2013, members of the Veterans Mural Project, an
activist group of deported U.S. military veterans,
worked together painting the image of the flag with
the crosses not only to signal solidarity with mi-
grants who died during efforts to cross the border,
but also to protest the deportation of veterans who
risked their lives serving in U.S. armed forces and
were honorably discharged, but now face inexorable
hardship after being separated from their families
in the U.S,, and exiled to a country they barely
know. They themselves experience a form of death—
loss of a sense of self, of purpose in life, and of
self-esteem and human dignity. The Veterans Mural
Project was founded by Amos Gregory, a disabled

U.S. Navy veteran and visual artist, in order to en-
courage the therapeutic power and healing benefits
of art for veterans, especially in painting public mu-
rals.

Another image which El Faro members describe
in testimonios as intensely meaningful to them is of
community members sharing food and fellowship
around a long table, symbolizing Eucharistic fellow-
ship and solidarity. But the table has a barrier run-
ning down the middle. Yet, rather than a depiction
of the barrier as militarized, broken lines depict a
border made porous and permeable by Eucharistic
fellowship, and the deep sense of la familia and
communidad created by communion around the
Lord’s Table. The image of the table where people
celebrate community and diversity, and make sure
that all have a seat and that all are fed, is an alterna-
tive to the societal pyramid of power and privilege
where migrants, the poor, and racialized people are
consigned to the lowest ranks and exploited for the
benefit of elites at the top.

Collectively, the images that El Faro members paint
on the border fence are part of a larger endeavor to
create what is envisioned as the world’s largest and
longest outdoor mural, Mural de la Hermandad.
The initiative is led by Enrique Chiu, a widely re-
spected Mexican artist and community muralist.
The goal is to paint some 600 miles of the border
fence. To date, the mural project has engaged nearly
3,000 people, including university students, com-
munity activists, faith-based groups, and persons
with family members separated by deportation. The
images comprising the vast mural aim to communi-
cate messages of solidarity and hope to people cross-
ing the border by car or on foot; to register protest
against the existing border, as well as a redundant
wall proposed by the U.S. empire as an election
campaign strategy.
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Conclusion

Neither the visual artists, nor those who engage
with their art, view the images and murals on the
border fence as merely a way to add window dress-
ing, or to make a hideous structure somehow look
pretty. Rather, the art is intended to unmask, ex-
pose, and disrupt a dominant narrative that exploits
and oppresses, and instead to depict the victims this
false narrative creates, and the injustice and suffer-
ing it inflicts. Yet, in their communal endeavors, the
artists communicate not only what they stand
against, but also offer a positive vision of what they
stand for. The art both critiques the way things are,
and envisions and proposes the way things could be
and should be—a truly just and equitable world
where there is mutual, interdependent flourishing
among creatures and the created order, where power
and other resources are shared and not hoarded by
elites, and where borders are porous, and diversity is
seen as a divine gift.
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Decoloniality and Inter-religious Transformation
among Christians and Muslims in Northern Nigeria:
A Practical Theological Approach

Oholiabs D. Tuduks

Christians and Muslims in Northern Nigeria experience a dysfunctional relationship which is re-
sponsible for the recurrent inter-religious crises that create a deep-rooted trauma. This trauma
co-exists with anger, fear and suspicion. As a result of their volatile relationship, the two religious
groups live with a mindset that spurs the practices of exclusion, discrimination and marginaliza-
tion. In addressing the volatile relationship, the study was guided by a practical theological meth-
odology through the hermeneutical process of the EDNA model proposed by Noel Woodbridge.
The "Exploratory’ task reflected the era of the British colonial administration in Northern Nigeria
in relation to religious policy. The ‘Descriptive’ task describes the continuity of colonially-estab-
lished inter-religious discrimination among Christians and Muslims today. The ‘Normative’ task
considered inter-religious consciousness with the examples of Jesus Christ and the Prophet Mo-
hammed. Having identified the challenge of Christian/Muslim co-existence in Northern Nigeria,

the "Action’ task focused on decoloniality and inter-religious transformation.

Introduction

Nigeria, like many other countries today, faces chal-
lenges of security, accountability in the government,
unity, inter-religious relationship and tolerance.
These tensions have fueled the crises of Boko Ha-
ram’s terrorism, inter-religious conflicts, the Fulani
herdsmen attacks, and popular agitation regarding
regional independence. In this context, religion plays
a critical role. According to Best (Best 2001, 63), “Re-
ligion is becoming a divisive issue and constitutes a
growing conflict flash point.” Religion participates
in generating, escalating, and resolving crisis. As the
Archbishop Desmond Tutu put it, “Religion is like a
knife: you can either use it to cut bread or stick in
someone’s back.” The ambivalent use of religion has
emerged as a great challenge to Christian/Muslim
inter-religious co-existence in Nigeria.

This research concentrates on a region identified
as Northern Nigeria which has experienced post-co-
lonial inter-religious crises that resulted in out-

Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 113-122

Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.210

ORCID-ID: 0000-0003-3292-2950

A
-

Rev. Dr. Oholiabs D. Tuduks is a lecturer at Gombe State
University, Nigeria. He recently obtained his PhD in Prac-
tical Theology with a sub-discipline in Pastoral Care and
Counselling at Stellenbosch University, South Africa. Rev.
Tuduks is passionately concerned about the challenge of
inter-religious co-existence in Nigeria, where he has pub-
lished in this field.

breaks of violence among Christians and Muslims.
According to research (e.g. Mulders 2016), the re-
gion has been under periodic religious crises since
1980. Despite this state of tension, the two groups
still live together: some families have mixed via
proselytization and inter-marriage. However, as re-
ligious groups, the state of being together is often
characterized by fear and suspicion. Therefore, each
religious group has opted for an enclosed lifestyle
that forces it into believing that it is and should con-
tinue to be alone, thus excluding and abandoning
the other in the affairs of public services, the use of
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social amenities and inter-personal relationships.
This insularity spurs the practices of exclusion and
discrimination in public spaces at the expense of the
minority group and leaves a dysfunctional Chris-
tian/Muslim inter-religious relationship.

AsThave argued (Tuduks 2018, 178), the inter-re-
ligious dysfunctional relationship originated in the
British colonial era in Northern Nigeria with a cre-
ation of Muslim/Non-Muslim distinct identities
and a discriminatory administration. Coloniality,
which upholds and promotes the continuity of the
legacy of the colonial administration in the context
of separate religious development, puts the inter-re-
ligious relationship in further jeopardy. As a way of
addressing the threat, I argue for decoloniality and
inter-religious transformation for dialogue and
bridge-building: as policies of inclusion towards a
functional relationship, through a hermeneutical
process in practical theology.

Practical Theology and Hermeneutical
Process

The challenge of human relationship requires a her-
meneutical process for adequate understanding and
interpretation. In the context of religious practices, I
concur with Weyel (Weyel 2014, 153) who asserts
that ‘lived religion’ is a subject of practical theology
that reflects the interdependencies of the modern
lifeworld and the manifestations of religious prac-
tices. Practical theology is concerned with herme-
neutics as it locates itself within the diversity of hu-
man experience, making its home in the complex
web of relationships and experiences that form the
fabric of all that is known (Swinton and Mowat
2006, 3). According to Kim (Kim 2007, 420), since
the mid-20th century, practical theology as herme-
neutics, and a renewed emphasis on ‘praxis’ has
been the prime concern of the methodology of prac-
tical theology. He asserted that the term ‘hermeneu-
tical’ demonstrates the interpretive activity of prac-
tical theology which attempts to both understand
concrete human situations and discern God’s will.
Humans are interpretive beings, thus inherently
‘hermeneutical’, as they are always in the activity of
interpreting and making sense of their existential
experience (Osmer 2008, 4). The hermeneutical en-
deavor is necessitated by the reality of the pluralistic
voices of interpretations and experiences; it sup-
ports people in finding, speaking, and interpreting
their voices (Dillen 2008, 387). Therefore, in practi-
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cal theology, Louw (Louw 1998, 95) provides the fol-
lowing hermeneutical process as research method-
ology: first is to describe or observe the situation.
Second, to critically analyse what was observed.
Third, to critically reflect and systematize what was
observed by providing theological meaning and the
impact of data. And the last task is to design a stra-
tegic plan for contributing towards addressing the
situation. In the same vein, Osmer (Osmer 2008, 4)
presents a hermeneutical process which also in-
volves four tasks: ‘the descriptive-empirical’, ‘the
interpretive’, ‘the normative’, and ‘the pragmatic’.
The four tasks are expressed through asking the fol-
lowing questions respectively: What is going on?
Why is this going on? What ought to be going on?
and How might we respond?

However, Woodbridge (Woodbridge 2014, 92)
challenged Osmer’s process for placing the ‘descrip-
tive task’ before the ‘interpretive’. He argues that the
latter should rather precede the former to enable the
researcher to obtain a better understanding of the
nature, extent and origin of the present situation. He
therefore presents a revised model coined in an acro-
nym ‘EDNA’ - Exploratory, Descriptive, Normative,
and Action. It could be argued that the EDNA model
works best when the knowledge of a situation is al-
ready perceived, so that the exploratory (interpre-
tive) task which asks the question - ‘why is this hap-
pening?” will be reasoned as the first task in the
hermeneutical process. But if the researcher is com-
pletely ignorant of the situation, then Osmer’s pro-
cess takes preference in first seeking to know what is
happening through the ‘descriptive-empirical’ en-
deavor before engaging in interpretation. Therefore,
both hermeneutical processes are feasible depending
on the researcher’s point of departure. In this study,
the EDNA model will be considered because the sit-
uation of Christian/Muslim inter-religious relation-
ship is already described as dysfunctional due to co-
loniality, as researched in my previous work (see
Tuduks 2018).

In focusing on the hermeneutical process, the
‘Exploratory task” would reflect on the British colo-
nial history of religious policy in Northern Nigeria.
The ‘Descriptive endeavor’ points to coloniality that
describes the current state of Christian/Muslim re-
lationships. The ‘Normative effort’ would consider
inter-religious consciousness and the models of Je-
sus Christ and the Prophet Mohammed. And the
‘Action consideration’ makes a pragmatic contribu-
tion through decoloniality and inter-religious trans-
formation.
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Reflecting the Colonial History of
Inter-religious Relationship

In research that revealed the need for addressing the
state of the dysfunctional Christian/Muslim rela-
tionship, I (Tuduks 2018, 180) traced the root back
to colonial times in Northern Nigeria where distinct
religious identities were established and sustained.
When the British colonial administrators arrived in
the region from 1900 to 1903, the Muslims were the
only group found with an organized structure of
community and religious leadership (Ubah 1991,
133). Through ‘indirect rule’, the British authorities
took advantage of the leadership structure, allowing
the continuity of the basic institutions of the emir-
ates to facilitate and consolidate imperial rule. The
Muslims were therefore promised security and
non-religious interference, they were appointed and
imposed as judges in courts located in non-Muslim
communities (Ubah 1991, 135). The Muslim reli-
gious group continued to enjoy their privileges in-
cluding colonial educational, judicial and social pol-
icies instituted on the policy of separate development
and isolation against the non-Muslim (Turaki 1993,
188). Islam gained a stronghold in Northern Nigeria
as the result of the support enjoyed from the colo-
nial administration and thereby became the state
religion, with its adherents dominating the colonial
hierarchical structure (Sodiq 2009, 649).

When Christian Missionaries arrived, the covert
policy action of colonial leadership favored the ex-
pansion of Islam at the expense of Christianity
(Barnes 2004, 63). Thus, the relationship between
Muslims and Christians was evidently dysfunction-
al, marked with distinct identities of superiority and
inferiority. The colonial administration identified
the leadership of the non-Muslim area as the ‘Pagan
Administration’ with the inhabitance provokingly
referred to as ‘arna'® by the privileged religious
group (Turaki 1993, 189). The derogatory term is
still used today, constituting part of the causes for
the inter-religious dysfunctional relationship.

The dysfunctional state, maintained through co-
loniality, explains the lasting structure of inequality
and domination, which continues to challenge the
inter-religious relationship in the context of ‘reli-
gious stratification’. Pyle and Davidson (Pyle and

1 Arna is a Hausa word referring to pagans, its singular
form is arne. The term arne (singular) is sometimes used
interchangeably with Kafir (Arabic) which means infidel.

Davidson 2003, 58) describe religious stratification
as an institutionalized use of religious affiliation as a
criterion for accessing social, economic, and politi-
cal resources. They stress three key components in
the definition: first, the adherents use religious affil-
iation as a criterion; second, when the adherents in-
stitutionalized the use of the criterion; and third,
when the adherents access scarce resources. Pyle
and Davidson (Pyle and Davidson 2003, 58) assert
that religious inequality can only exist in societies
where there are two or more religious groups and
when adherence to one tradition provides social,
economic, and political benefits that are not avail-
able to members of the other faith.

In Northern Nigeria, research has shown that
from colonial to post-colonial times, being a mem-
ber of one religious group has advantages over being
in the other. The British colonial era depicted an
event where the adherents of traditional religions
were forced to convert to Islam as the last resort for
enjoying the security and free trade accessed by the
Muslims (Sodiq 2009, 649). Such an unfortunate
conversion strategy could be understood in the clas-
sic form of exclusion described as assimilation that
calls one group into being like ‘them’ for survival
(Volf 1996, 75). Similarly, Mulders (Mulders 2016,
29) reveals that in Northern Nigeria Christians are
often faced with the temptation of changing their
name to bear a Muslim name in order to access and
gain favours in public service.

Christian/Muslim distinct identities in Northern
Nigeria create tension among adherents. Davidson
(Davidson 2008, 374) explains the conditions of dis-
tinct identities that portray inequalities as ethnocen-
trism, competition, and power differentials: when a
group sees itself as better oft than the others; when the
interaction between the groups results in a desire to
gain control of the same scarce resources; and, when
the dominant group has stronger organizational bas-
es, more access to external support, and has more
power than others. Davidson further reveals the ma-
nipulation of the dominant group in developing strat-
egies that allow it to accumulate resources and pass
them on to children and grandchildren. In Northern
Nigeria, Turaki (Turaki 1993, 189) stressed the effects
of the colonial religious inequality in the context of
succession of power among the Muslim political elites
to the detriment of the subordination of the non-Mus-
lim group. The state of religious inequality is also re-
flected in a geographical polarization where Muslims’
residential areas, and in some cases local markets, are
segregated from those of Christians. In view of these
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dysfunctional situations in Northern Nigeria, the
normative task would consider inter-religious con-
sciousness as necessary among Christians and Mus-
lims for a functional relationship.

Inter-religious Consciousness

In her quest for what she called ‘an umbrella phrase’,
Lucinda Mosher (Mosher 2011, 637) was motivated
by Stephen Cherry who holds an idea that his calling
includes enabling inter-religious understanding, as-
serting that his skills make him a good companion,
as one who ‘deliberately walks into difference’.
Mosher thus adopts ‘walking deliberately into differ-
ence’ as the nature of her ministry that enables in-
ter-religious understanding. Becoming an ‘inter-re-
ligious relations consultant’ in the promotion of
inter-religious awareness, Mosher engages in consul-
tative, educational and writing projects. Her interest
is to encourage Christian love of the neighbor as the
other who possesses different religious commit-
ments and convictions. Knitter (Knitter 2011, 127)
affirms that a religious group that engages in know-
ing about the other will eventually appreciate the
uniqueness of its religion. He stressed that the exis-
tence of people religiously should be with the con-
sciousness of and in co-existence with other reli-
gious people in different ways from theirs, hence his
expression “to be religious today is to be religious
inter-religiously”. Knitter believes that being reli-
gious inter-religiously is a matter of praxis, and that
there is urgent need to build a society that is inter-re-
ligiously making peace and establishing justice.
Inter-religious consciousness creates an inclusive
mindset among adherents of the religions where all
people are seen and treated as human beings created
in the image of God. Mother Teresa expressed this
conviction in her inter-religious compassionate ser-
vice when she asserted, “I see God in every human
being” (Wuthnow 2005, 1). The conviction made her
serve people regardless of their religious affiliations,
implying her recognition and respect for human be-
ings created in the image of God. According to Sa-
chedina (Sachedina 2001, 110), the consciousness of
human beings as related creatures of God was the
conviction of a man highly respected in Islam - Ali
ibn Abi Talib* (d. 660) who taught that people are of

2 According to Oxford Islamic Studies online, Ali ibn Abi
Talib was the cousin and son-in-law of Prophet Muham-
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two types: “they are either brothers in faith or equals
in humanity.” He believed the consciousness of one-
ness in humanity is the foundation of Muslim civil
society where the privilege of citizenry accorded to
Muslim and non-Muslim are the same, while shar-
ing equal dignity of God’s creation. Even though
there are differences among religious groups, the
common things amongst them are worth celebrat-
ing. However, rich differences benefit the groups as
they learn from each other. In the words of the
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, “Differences are not in-
tended to separate, to alienate. We are different pre-
cisely in order to realize our need of one another.” A
group is unique because of the difference of the oth-
er. Thus, each group is an ingredient of the other’s
uniqueness. Therefore, the religious groups share in
the uniqueness of each other.

From the Muslim perspective, giant strides have
been made in initiating and promoting inter-reli-
gious consciousness. ‘A common word between us
and you’ was a courageous effort of some top Mus-
lim personalities from across the world drawing the
attention of Christians towards the need for the two
religious groups to consider issues of common
ground for peaceful co-existence (Awwad, 2009, 78).
According to HRH Prince Ghazi Bin Muhammad
of Jordan and the author of the ‘a common word be-
tween us and you’, the initiative was an open letter
signed by 138 prominent Muslim scholars and intel-
lectuals. It also included figures such as the Grand
Muftis of Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Oman, Bosnia, Rus-
sia, and Istanbul (Bin Muhammad 2010, 3). The let-
ter was addressed to Christian leaders of churches
and denominations across the globe, including His
Holiness Pope Benedict XVI. Bin Mohammad
pointed out that the initiative was based on the
common reference found in both the Qur’an (Surah
Ali ‘Tmran 3:64) and the Bible (Mark 12:29-31).

Bin Mohammad (Bin Mohammad 2010, 8) de-
scribed the goals and motives of ‘a common word
between us and you’ as follows:

We wanted - and want - to avoid a greater worldwide
conflict between Muslims and the West. We wanted to —
and must - resolve all our current crises. To do both, we
had - and have - to find a modus vivendi to live and let
live, to ‘love thy neighbor’; this idea must be expressed

mad. He was the fourth caliph of Sunni Muslims, and
first imam of Shii Muslims. First male convert to Islam
and second convert after Muhammad’s wife Khadijah
(Oxford Islamic Studies online 2020).

3 See Tutu 2016.
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from within our religious scriptures and must then be
applied everywhere.

With these goals and motives in mind, Bin Mo-
hammad described the letter as a global extension of
Muslims’ handshake with Christians for making
and spreading peaceful harmony through friend-
ship and fellowship of inter-religious peace. Ghazi
Bin Muhammad and Aref Nayed point that the
summary of the document is the Two Golden Com-
mandments - Love God, and Love Neighbor - and
includes the invitation to join hands together with
Christians based on common ground, for the sake
of God and towards ensuring global peace and har-
mony. An inter-religious application of the message
of ‘a common word between us and you” would be to
address the dysfunctional relationship between
Christians and Muslims. If adherents were to give
attention to the religious books, they would discover
many points of convergence for functional co-exis-
tence. The Da’'wah Institute of Nigeria (DIN, 2009)
of the Islamic Education Trust engages in creating
inter-religious consciousness in an intra-religious
setting through programs such as the Train the
Trainers Course (TTC) on Islam and dialogue.

The Marrakesh declaration* is another document
initiated by Muslims for the promotion of inter-reli-
gious consciousness. The document is authored by
Sheikh Abdullah bin Bayyah and endorsed by par-
ticipants of the conference that led to the declaration
on the 27th January 2016. The document is invari-
ably a Muslim international call for the protection of
religious minorities. The Marrakesh declaration was
largely drawn from the legacy of the Prophet Mo-
hammad’s ‘charter of Medina’ with which the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) has
been found to be in harmony. The charter was initi-
ated as a result of the acknowledgment of challenges
faced by minority religious groups in Muslim major-
ity countries or regions. Inter-religious leaders,
scholars, activists, and politicians in Marrakesh,
Morocco converged to address the challenges facing
minorities mostly inflicted by violent extremist
groups who claim Islamic legitimation.

The declaration stresses the following points:

o A need for a reconsideration of the concept of

‘citizenship’ that is to be inclusive of diverse

groups.

4 Copy available at http://www.marrakeshdeclaration.org/
declaration/.

« A need for a review of educational curricula to
ensure content that promotes honesty and has
nothing in it that instigates aggression and ex-
tremism.

A need for politicians and decision makers to be
inter-religious in their dealings.

o A need for the educated, artistic and creative
members of societies to support and campaign
for the Marrakesh declaration by extending
awareness of the rights of minorities.

e A need for various religious groups to build
bridges with the past and to confront any forms
of religious bigotry as well as religious hate
speech.

Inter-religious relationship and co-operation will
serve as motivation for respect, tolerance and fair
consideration of each religious group. Imam Mo-
hammed Baianonie stressed inter-religious relation-
ship in one of his Friday messages affirming that the
relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims is a
Qur’anic injunction to Muslims. He exemplifies the
life of the Prophet Muhammad who is Muslims’
greatest model, for keeping a relationship with
non-Muslims in his days. He mentions peace, toler-
ance, compassion, and good relationship as the norm
in the relationship between Muslims and non-Mus-
lims. He further explained the word ‘Bir’ as used in
the Qur’an to describe the highest relationship ex-
pected by an individual to have with his or her par-
ents; the same word is also used by the Qur’an to
describe the relationship a Muslim is expected to
keep with a non-Muslim. Baianonie asserts that the
use of the term ‘Bir’ for Muslims implies the impor-
tance of keeping a good relationship with non-Mus-
lims, and the nature of the relationship includes all
the good things needed for companionship and ex-
cludes all the bad things that are abhorred.

The Inter-religious Consciousness of
Prophet Mohammed

Historically, Prophet Mohammed had an interest-
ing inter-religious relationship with some individu-
als and groups of Christians. The relationship began
around 610 CE at Mecca with a monk called Waraqa
Ibn Nawfal who was considered very close to the
Prophet in amity and was relied on for counsel
(Sodiq 2009, 647). As a Christian, Ibn Nawfal was
said to have congratulated the Prophet on his ap-
pointment as Messenger of God and continued to
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support and encourage him in the process of receiv-
ing revelation. When the adherents of Islam began
to grow, inter-religious dialogue was initiated in
Medina with the Muslims extending invitations to
the Jews and Christians who were believed to have
the same source of revelation and oneness with God
as found in the Qur’an Surah Al-Ankabut 29:46 and
Surah Ali Tmran 3:64 (Omotosho 2003, 21).

During the earlier persecution in Mecca, being
confident in the Muslim/Christian amity, the Proph-
et sent out his followers to the security and protection
of a Christian king in Abyssinia (Ethiopia) who wel-
comed and hosted them (Sodiq 2009, 647). The Chris-
tian/Muslim amity had Qur’anic support, “...And
nearest among them in love to the believers will thou
find those who say, ‘we are Christians.” Because
amongst these are men devoted to learning and men
who have renounced the world, and they are not arro-
gant” (Surah Al-Mga’idah 5:82). In a commentary on
the statement “those who say, ‘we are Christians™, Ali
(Ali 1934, 268) asserts that they did not merely call
themselves Christians, truly and sincerely they are,
for they respect and appreciate Muslim virtues.

Another famous Islamic inter-religious relation-
ship includes the visit of a group of Christians from
Najran to the Prophet Mohammad in Medina. Muir
(Muir 1923, 458) revealed that the visit was intended
to investigate and understand the nature of the rev-
elation that the Prophet was receiving from God. He
explained that the group was hosted for about three
days and engaged in inter-religious dialogue over
this period. After realizing their theological differ-
ences, they both resolved not to compromise but in-
stead to respect each other’s unique positions. The
interaction ended with a written treaty as the Proph-
et pledged security to Christians, their religion,
leaders, and places of worship (Muir 1923, 458). The
written pledge was captioned “The Covenant of the
Prophet Mohammad with the Christians of Najran™.
According to Ayoub (Ayoub 2007, 14), the content of
the covenant suggested that the Prophet did not ex-
pect Christians to renounce their faith, but that the
intention was for peaceful co-existence. Based on
this vignette, inter-religious understanding, through
dialogue and tolerance with intrinsic compassionate
caring is what ought to be taking place among reli-
gious groups.

5 Translated copy available at https://archive.org/details/
ProphetMuhammedsCovenantToTheChristiansOfNa-
jran.
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The Inter-religious Consciousness of Jesus
Christ

Inter-religious consciousness was seen in the earth-
ly life of Jesus Christ. He often moved beyond Jewish
communities to meet the needs of people from other
religious traditions. The mission of Jesus was con-
crete, he offered immediate care for people in need,
and his ministry restored dignity and included in
the community those who were excluded (Graff
1994, 107). The compassion of Jesus is described as a
reaction against oppressors and victimizers inter-
ested in maintaining the divide between ‘us’ and
‘them’ (Sobrino 2009, 454). In the parable of the
Good Samaritan, Jesus answered the question from
an expert in the law (Luke 10:29) with a message of
inter-religious compassion. Batson et al. (Batson et
al, 2001, 39) argue that Jesus’ answer has a double
meaning. The first note in the parable is the univer-
sal compassion of the Samaritan who, though a non-
Jew and a religiously outcast person, offered his best
for the dying man. Second, the parable condemns
the piety of the two religious leaders who ignored
the dying man. Cornelius (Cornelius 2013, 3) asserts
that the self-preservation and self-interest of the
priest and the Levite, intent on following ritual pu-
rity laws, made them ignore the man in need of
compassion. While the Levite and the priest avoided
the dying man to comply with the purity laws, the
Samaritan instead avoided ethnic and religious ani-
mosity between his people and the Jews in order to
reach out to the dying man (O’Connell 2009, 69). In
the context of being religious extrinsically or intrin-
sically in relation to universal compassion, the latter
has an orientation that makes one care for others
against all forms of self-centered life and exclusion-
ary praxis. Intrinsic religion describes a neighbor as
anyone who is in need regardless of their religious
affiliation.

Jesus’” involvement with people outside the Jew-
ish community includes the centurion man (Mat-
thew 8:5-13) and the Canaanite woman (Matthew
15:21-28) who both received his compassionate at-
tention. During his earthly ministry, non-Jews were
not excluded, despite his statement that he came for
the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 15:24).
However, His ministry was later opened to the Gen-
tiles, as he declared “I say to you that many will
come from the east and west and will take their
places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in
the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 8:11). Another
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message of inclusion is found in the parable of the
great banquet (Luke 14:15-24) presented by Jesus.
According to Sankamo (Sankamo 2012, 245), the
first group of people who were invited but unable to
attend the feast are traditionally argued to be from
the Jewish group, while the group who later re-
ceived invitation and surprisingly filled the ban-
quet hall constitute the outcasts and Gentiles. The
parable of the mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32) cap-
tures the inclusive message of Jesus towards outsid-
ers. The presence of the birds of the air enjoying the
refreshment of the gigantic tree implies the inclu-
sion of the Gentiles into the restored kingdom of
God (Sankamo 2012, 252). Jesus’ reaction to exclu-
sion and discrimination today would not be differ-
ent in terms of challenging the group that engages
in oppression and injustice, be it Christian or Mus-
lim. The consciousness of peoples’ needs, regardless
of their religious adherence should permeate and
motivate inter-religious compassionate caring. This
too calls for transformation in Christian/Muslim
co-existence.

Decoloniality and Inter-religious
Transformation

Decoloniality denotes the confrontation of religious
discriminations that colonialism is responsible for.
It rehumanizes the world by breaking hierarchies
created for differences that dehumanize people and
communities (Maldonado-Torres 2016, 10). Decolo-
niality identifies coloniality as a major barrier to de-
velopment in Africa, and thus seeks to unveil and
unmask it as an underside of modernity that coex-
isted together with the rhetoric of progress, equality,
fraternity, and liberty (Kaunda 2015, 76). In the con-
text of Northern Nigeria, Decoloniality condemns
the practices of exclusion and discrimination, it ar-
gues against religiously distinct identities, and
strives towards breaking all barriers that make im-
plementation and practice possible. Decoloniality
creates space for inclusive, transformational in-
ter-religious relationships.

To aid decoloniality, religious leaders must ac-
cept the responsibility of standing in the gap to fa-
cilitate the inter-religious transformational process
of building bridges towards common identity and
inclusive relationship. Different fora for inter-reli-
gious discussion must be utilized for inculcating
the consciousness of pluralistic communities. In a
pluralistic state, despite religious differences, social

cohesion has the capacity to keep adherents in re-
lationship towards building an inter-religious soci-
ety.

In order to build a functional relationship
through transformational efforts, Kritzinger
(Kritzinger 2018, 9) argues that there are three ways
in which inter-religious relationships could be de-
veloped: (1) ‘face-to-face relationship’- engaging in
conversation that allows a deeper entrance into one
another’s world of faith and scholarship. (2) ‘Shoul-
der-to-shoulder relationship’- enabling an inter-re-
ligious tackling of social, economic and political
problems in society together as people of faith. And
(3) ‘back-to-back relationship’- following up previ-
ous relationships by retaining the trust they devel-
oped together and purging from their own tradi-
tions the negative and one-sided rejections and
condemnations of each other, as they work together
to create a respectful, just and inclusive society.
When a back-to-back relationship is efficiently man-
aged, it has great potential for transforming Chris-
tian/Muslim inter-religious states.

Christian/Muslim Inter-religious
Functional Relationship

The Kritzinger’s model could further be strength-
ened through a framework designed for Christian/
Muslim functional relationship.

Diagram: A framework for Christian/Muslim inter-religious

functional relationship

In the diagram above, two channels of communica-
tions could be noticed with arrows. The white arrow
connects the relationship between a religious group
and inter-religious body; while the black arrow con-
nects a religious group with its different agencies.
The channels strengthen inter-religious relation-
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ships through religious and intra-religious groups
in the two-way communication directions. There-
fore, each religious group is required to initiate
plans that will motivate inter-religious conscious-
ness for building a peaceful pluralistic community.
The initiatives are transmitted into the intra-reli-
gious group and to the inter-religious body, and
then backward with reinforcement to ‘complete the
inter-religious relationship circuit’.

Strengthening and Securing Inter-
religious Functional Relationship

To strengthen inter-religious relationships, I will
implore the concept of ‘inter-pathy’ conceptualized
by David Augsburger. According to him (Augsburg-
er 1986, 29), inter-pathic caring has to do with en-
tering the other’s world of assumptions, beliefs, and
values and temporarily claiming them, while ‘brack-
eting’ one’s own. He identified the benefit of moving
into the world of another with openness and rever-
ence, in order to return with enrichment, awareness
and more humility (Augsburger 1986, 29). After al-
most three decades exploring the concept of in-
ter-pathy, Augsburger (Augsburger 2014, 17) ac-
knowledged the need for strengthening the term as
a result of so many happenings in the world. He
stressed that the demand of inter-pathy is a pro-
found reverence towards the worthiness and sancti-
ty of the other. Thus, he asserted that as a form of
pathos, the inter-pathic interest is a relationship
with the other through passionate emotion and con-
cern for their welfare. Therefore, to be more theo-
logical, inter-pathy is the love for neighbor as found
in the words of Jesus, “Love your neighbor as your-
self” (Augsburger 2014, 20). Inter-religiously, in-
ter-pathy would create opportunities for learning
from the uniqueness of each religion. Experiencing
the other must be sincere. Interaction must be built
on dialogue, not debate.

Finally, to secure the Christian/Muslim inter-re-
ligious relationship, I highlight the model of “Wasa-
tia’ conceptualized by Mohammed Dajani, from the
Arabic ‘Wasat’ meaning ‘middle of the road’ or ‘cen-
ter of the circle’ embodying moderation, centrism,
justice, balance, and fairness. Explaining the con-
cept to denote a balance of extremes, Dajani (Dajani
2007, 1) uses ‘moderation’ as an English equivalent
revealing its meaning in the Qur’an as justice and
goodness. He thus stressed ‘Wasatia’ as the avoid-
ance of extremes, rejecting any form of radicalism.

120

Christian/Muslim relationship has often been chal-
lenged by extremism, fundamentalism, and radical-
ism. Wasatia will play a vital role in moderating and
controlling inter-religious relationship through reli-
gious leaders.

Conclusion

In this article through practical theological meth-
odology, I worked through the hermeneutical
process of explaining the challenge of Christian/
Muslim relationship in Northern Nigeria and con-
tributed towards addressing it. The study was im-
portant in view of how dysfunctional relationship,
discrimination, and exclusion create a deep-rooted
trauma which often causes inter-religious crises that
create violence and devastation. Considering the
volatile relationship between the two religious
groups that necessitated the study, I argued that de-
coloniality and inter-religious transformation was
vital for a functional relationship: in order to ad-
dress coloniality and the institutions and policies
that support discrimination and exclusion. It will
create room for inter-religious learning and toler-
ance.
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(De)colonizing the image of female beauty and
(de)commodifying women: the industry of plastic
surgery in Brazil and Texas

Jeanne Stevenson-Moessner

Plastic is capital. We readily think of the plastic of credit cards and debit cards for the financial
power they give us. Right now, there is a burgeoning industry of plastic surgery in North and
South America. This type of Plastica introduces an economy of appearances in which physical
beauty is the valued product. In my area of Dallas, Texas, women'’s social gatherings can include
Botox parties in the place of bridge (card) parties or garden clubs. Using a study of beauty and
plastic surgery among Siliconadas in Brazil and comparing it with research on cosmetic or aesthetic
plastic surgery in Texas, | will draw on some findings of interest to us as practical and pastoral
theologians. Specifically, this research looks at self-esteem of women opting for augmentation or
alteration of their physical self and at how colonialism, post-colonialism, and de-colonialism has
addressed and impacted this issue. The paper explores asymmetries of power that impact indi-
vidual and group social identity. For those whose history has been shaped ontologically, theolog-
ically, and psychologically by colonial forces, detaching from the lure of the “colonial gaze” as
defined by the powerful, the elite, the slave holders, the media, capitalism, film, and conquerors,
requires both resistance and resilience. How do we as pastoral and practical theologians in our
work facilitate freedom from the images and the industry “of beauty”? This is an issue for prac-
tical theology in both research and action as we seek to liberate Hope and Self-Esteem.

Dr. Jeanne Stevenson-Moessner is Professor of Pastoral
Care and Pastoral Theology at Perkins School of Theolo-

Plastic is capital. We readily think of the plastic of
credit cards and debit cards for the financial power
they give us. Right now, there is a burgeoning indus-
try of plastic surgery in North and South America.
Plastica, or the medical procedure of plastic surgery,
introduces an economy of appearances in which
physical beauty is the valued product. For the pur-
poses of this article, I am distinguishing cosmetic
plastic surgery from reconstructive surgery (as in
burn victims). In my area of Dallas, Texas, which
represents an economically and socially privileged
class, women’s social gatherings can include Botox
parties in the place of bridge games, book clubs, or
garden clubs. At first glance, because my interest in
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plastic surgery is that sought by middle-aged wom-
en, I thought the search was for the Fountain of
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Youth. As well as defeating aging, plastic surgery
also conveys power over the body and a desire to
reach a certain ideal. Pressure is also on teenage
girls in the United States to look good. For example,
The Washington Post released an article in 2019
from Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School in Mary-
land with boys’ ratings and rankings of their female
classmates based on looks, from 5.5-9.4 (Schmidt
2019). My first assumption that the high rate of cos-
metic surgery in Texas was linked to the high social
economic status of those seeking alteration of their
bodies was countered by the prevalence and high
statistics of low-income persons in Brazil seeking
plastic surgery. Is this peak in surgery only really a
search for the Fountain of Youth or is there more to
it than meets the eye?!

First, I am going to look at the statistics of cos-
metic surgery in the United States and Brazil com-
pared to other leading countries. Then, my design is
threefold: utilize two ethnographic studies from
Brazil, discuss the impact and introjection of the co-
lonial gaze, and look at the impediments to resis-
tance in (de)colonizing the image of female beauty.
As Dr. Wanda Deifelt mentioned during a keynote
address at the International Academy of Practical
Theology, the mentality of the colonizers still pre-
vails in Brazil (Deifelt 2019b). If practical theolo-
gians are to come to the table of influence to help
change the narrative of continuing colonization as
regards the bodies of women, we must discuss anew
the meaning of imago Dei, embodied capital, and
self-esteem.

Statistics are high in both the United States and
Brazil regarding cosmetic plastic surgery. As the
chart shows, these two countries had the highest
numbers of cosmetic procedures in 2015.

1 AsIdissect motivations for this industry of plastic beau-
ty, I do not write in judgment of those seeking such beau-
ty. Other explorations consume people in addition to The
Search for Beauty: The Search for the Fountain of Youth.
The Search for the Holy Chalice. The Search for the Holy
Grail. Perhaps some of us search for an intellectual ideal
through writing and reading books and papers and thus
use education as social capital. Knowledge can be power
and social capital as well.
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The Number of Cosmetic Surgery Procedures by Country
(Pariona 2018)

Rank | Country Total Number of
Cosmetic Procedures,
2015

1 United States | 4,042,610

2 Brazil 2,324,245

3 South Korea 1,156,234

4 India 935,487

5 Mexico 907,913

6 Germany 617,408

7 Colombia 548,635

8 France 488,718

9 Italy 418,760

On the state of plastic surgery in Brazil, Bernardo N.
Batista notes, “According to the most recent study
on aesthetic procedures from the International So-
ciety of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, Brazilian plastic
surgeons performed almost 7 surgical procedures
per 1,000 persons in 2016. This is surprisingly high,
especially if compared with the 4.6 procedures per
1,000 persons performed by our American col-
leagues in the same period” (Batista 2017, e1627).
Using two ethnographic studies of beauty and
plastic surgery among siliconadas (those who have
had aesthetic cosmetic plastic surgery) in Brazil and
comparing the results with research on aesthetic
cosmetic plastic surgery in Texas, I will draw some
findings that might be of interest to practical theolo-
gians. Specifically, this research looks at the self-es-
teem of women opting for augmentation or alter-
ation of their physical self and how colonialism has
impacted this issue. Has (de)colonizing adequately
addressed this issue? This article explores asymme-
tries of power that impact individual and group so-
cial identity. For those whose history has been
shaped ontologically, theologically, and psychologi-
cally by colonial forces, detaching from the lure of
the “colonial gaze” as defined by the powerful, the
elite, the slave holders, the media, capitalism, the
film industry, and conquerors requires both resis-
tance and resilience. How do we as practical theolo-
gians facilitate freedom from the images and the in-
dustry “of beauty” as we seek to liberate hope and
self-esteem? How does this surge in plastic surgery
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impact our understanding of liberatory theology, the
imago Dei, embodied capital, and self-esteem? I will
argue that liberatory theology includes a means of
resistance to the commodification of the beautiful
body and a catalyst for restoration of self-esteem.
The latter can be achieved in part as the inferior oth-
er or the less-than-beautiful see themselves in rela-
tion to the imago Dei, in whose image we are created.

The impact of colonialism and the lingering ef-
fect of the colonial face as the model of beauty is
clearly illustrated in the work of Lauren Gulbas, a
cultural and medical anthropologist. She spent
fourteen months in Caracas, Venezuela, and con-
ducted 499 formal interviews. Her project was an
attempt to obtain “a more comprehensive under-
standing of how the body is variably constituted in
ideologies of race, class, and gender in Caracas” in
part by “investigating how the body becomes en-
gaged as a form of social and economic capital
through the practice of cosmetic surgery” (Gulbas
2008, 35). In her interviews, Gulbas used a deck of
seventy-two images of faces, which were created by
Marvin Harris for his own Brazilian ethnographic
work (Harris 1970). An example of these images,
those Gulbas’s interviewees described as blanco, is
below (Gulbas 2008, 93).

It was found that the most desired face was number
11, a light-skinned complexion with straight hair,
thin lips, and an aquiline nose. In all of the other
facial pictures, one or more of the following unde-
sired characteristics will be found: wavy hair, full
lips, and a flattened nose. For men, one of the most
popular forms of plastic surgery is rhinoplasty, sur-
gery on the nose (International Society of Aesthetic
Plastic Surgery 2018). Face 11 is the ideal image of
masculine beauty because it more closely resembles
European features of the colonizers.

While in Sao Leopoldo for the International
Academy of Practical Theology in 2019, I saw light-

skinned complexions with European features on
billboards near the Campus at Faculdades EST and
in the duty-free shops of the Sao Paulo airport (some
examples of these images, which I took on April
3-4, are below). How can we analyze the prominent
and lingering images of colonizers on Brazilian
streets and in Brazil’s hub of international transit?

Alexander Edmonds’s study Pretty Modern draws
on a range of examples to “analyze how sexual and
class aspirations subtly mingle in beauty culture”
(Edmonds 2010, 34). In conclusion to his work, he
returns “to the central theme of beauty’s relation-
ship to social conflicts in modernity” (Edmonds
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2010, 34). He argues that physical beauty disregards
social hierarchy and grants social mobility. It grants
power to “those excluded from other systems of
privilege based in wealth, pedigree, or education”
(Edmonds 2010, 20). As such, plastic surgery turns
the body into a valuable asset that can threaten hier-
archies, and in so doing, the beautiful body benefits
self-esteem (Edmonds 2010, 250). Fungibility (an
ease to trade) in a beauty culture allows an exchange
between sexual attributes, acts, bodily parts and
economic commodities. Plastic surgery is a com-
modity exchange between two forms of cultural
capital, and thus beauty is not controlled by the so-
cially dominant class culture (Edmonds 2010, 25).
Pldstica “responds to, and incites, [a] view of beauty
as an egalitarian form of social capital, one that de-
pends less on birth, education, and connections to
cultivate” (Edmonds 2010, 252). Social imagination
allows people to dream; in this way, beauty becomes
a popular form of hope and liberation (Edmonds
2010, 252).

Edmonds notes that, in Brazil, “the female body
was certainly an object of an elite, patriarchal gaze.
Yet women too became consumers of beauty as the
colonial patriarchy and later state paternalism fad-
ed, and as Brazil developed a flourishing consumer
culture” (Edmonds 2010, 25).

Medical anthropologists, social anthropologists,
sociologists, and historians are discussing and re-
searching the burgeoning industry of plastic sur-
gery. My goal is to come to the table of discussion as
a theologian and engage in the dialogue. In doing
so, I raise four issues: theology, imago Dei, embod-
ied capital, and self-esteem.

Theology is a critical study of the nature and es-
sence of the divine. The idea of God as the beholder
(Psalm 139) is foundational to theology. However,
women are the primary objects of a social gaze (Ed-
monds 2010, 25; Davis 2003, 185). Society looks for
an image of beauty as defined by a colonial heritage.
When women are perceived as symbolic objects and
defined through the gaze of others as available ob-
jects, they are “a being-perceived” (Bourdieu 2001,
66). Drawing on more than ten years in Brazil, an-
thropologist Donna Goldstein concludes that wom-
en of the favelas, or shantytowns, of Rio de Janeiro
and Sao Paulo are also historically embedded in a
colonial heritage that has prioritized light skin and
European physical features as high status (Goldstein
2003, 25). For example, on “a white or light face,”
these “high-status” features include straight hair,
thin nose, and small lips. Would a paradigm shift
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from the passive position of “a being-perceived” to
an active posture of “a being who perceives” con-
tribute to a liberatory theory and practice? How
could the power of the colonial gaze be broken?

Imago Dei is the translated image of God. This
term is applied only to humankind and has its roots
in Genesis 1:27. We are created in God’s image.
Thus, the imago Dei is a symbolic relationship be-
tween us and God. Theologians develop this con-
nection largely in terms of spirit, mind, and soul.
How can we as practical theologians expand this
concept to include daily lived reality in the body
that does not match or strive to match a colonial ide-
al? As Goldstein emphasizes, “a colonial heritage...
has prioritized certain bodies over others” (Gold-
stein 2003, 25). How do we as theologians form
movements of resistance to this prioritization? How
do we prevent colonial ideologies from being repro-
duced today in the guise of dominant ideologies?

The bourgeoning business of plastic surgery in-
tersects with ideologies of race, class, and gender.
Plastic surgery becomes a political rather than an
aesthetic practice as hierarchies of power and class
privilege are negotiated (Davis 2003, 79). For exam-
ple, “a woman’s experience of her body, and her
body as undesirable, is shaped by complicated ideo-
logical dilemmas where individuals struggle with
cultural discourses of gender, perceived ‘racial’ at-
tributes, and economic status” (Davis 2003, 185).
Plastic bodies are perceived as beautiful bodies, as
the beauty pageants in South America reveal and
advertising confirms. The winners of beauty pag-
eants become major celebrities, akin to Academy
Award or Heisman Trophy winners, and the pag-
eants are major sources of revenue for advertisers,
sponsors, and the plastic surgery industry. How do
we speak into this “culture of beauty” in ways that
are liberative?

Embodied capital. Capital is wealth usually
thought of in terms of money, real estate, invest-
ments, or financial assets. Beauty is also capital.
Cosmetic plastic surgery offers embodied cultural/
social capital. Beauty is seen as a resource, closely
correlating to wealth with its own economic value
(Jarrin 2017, 2, 16). Beauty is also power and social
capital. In his three years of ethnographic research
in Brazil, medical anthropologist Alvaro Jarrin ar-
ticulated the perceived connection between beauty
and social capital: “Working-class Brazilians firmly
believe that having a boa aparéncia (good appear-
ance) is essential on the job market, because if one’s
looks signify humble origins, there are few chances
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of getting a white-collar job that pays better than av-
erage” (Jarrin 2017, 3). Beauty offers the hope of up-
ward mobility, better marriages, modeling jobs, and
fame.

When the human body is used as embodied cap-
ital, how do we as practical theologians develop an
embodied theology and counter with the belief that
bodily reality is sacred reality? As we “think with
the body,” as theologian Elisabeth Moltmann-Wen-
del says, and theologize from the starting point of
the body, what is the place of beauty incarnate, em-
bodied in flesh or in human form (Moltmann-Wen-
del 1995, 85)? How does the doctrine of Incarnation
inform our understanding of the body? What exact-
ly is beauty as understood in theological terms?

Self-esteem can be founded or grounded in the
gaze of the beholder. However, self-esteem—origi-
nating out of the psychoanalytic “inferiority com-
plex”—is a more all-encompassing global notion.
Edmonds explains that psychoanalysis in Brazil
“was notoriously ineffective with the working class,
while pldstica claims to be a universal cure” (Ed-
monds 2010, 76). Cosmetic surgery assists in egali-
tarian aspirations along with wealth and pedigree to
address life’s inherited injustices (Edmonds 2010,
79). Cosmetic surgery is free in Brazilian public hos-
pitals. The rationale for this is that beauty is a right
for all. Beauty becomes an equalizer. Cosmetic plas-
tic surgery, at its best, can enhance physical attrac-
tiveness. In Brazil, where plastic surgery is available
to all classes, are the surgeons acting as humanitar-
ian forces as they assist vulnerable people in their
struggle for recognition, social mobility, and socie-
tal transformation? Jarrin exposes the underside of
Brazilian plastic surgery in his recently published
article, “Brazil Offers Free Plastic Surgery, and It Is
Becoming a Problem.” He investigates risky surger-
ies and experimental techniques in the public hospi-
tals as patients describe their treatment as “cobaias
(guinea pigs)” (Jarrin 2018). In the late 1950s, Dr.
Ivo Pitanguy, a famous Brazilian plastic surgeon
who opened the first institute of plastic surgery for
the poor in Brazil, convinced President Juscelino
Kubitschek of the right of all people to beauty. This
right still exists in Brazil, where ugliness is still seen
as a cause of psychological suffering and the pursuit
of being beautiful is its humanitarian antidote.

Might we as theologians use the Hebrew Bible or
the New Testament as resources? The matriarchs of
the Hebrew Bible are described as beautiful: Sarah
in Genesis 12:11, 14, Rebekah in Genesis 26:7, and
Rachel in Genesis 29:17. Later, Esther is chosen for

her beauty. King David does not know a thing about
Bathsheba’s personality or spirituality. He is attract-
ed by her beautiful nude body while she is bathing (2
Samuel 11:2-4). Male beauty is also highlighted in
the Hebrew Bible, as in Joseph’s beauty in the eyes of
Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 39:6). Absalom and King
David are both depicted as beautiful (1 Samuel
16:12; 2 Samuel 14:25). Beauty can also work against
someone, as in the case of Tamar (2 Samuel 14:27).
Amnon is infatuated by Tamar, his half-sister, and
rapes her. In each of these instances, the woman or
the man is “a being-perceived.” Her or his beauty is
identified by an external source (The New Oxford
Annotated Bible).

Proverbs is replete with sensual, sexual, and
bodily references, as is Song of Solomon. For exam-
ple, the man in Song of Solomon says,

How beautiful and pleasant you are,
O loved one, with all your delights!
Your stature is like a palm tree,
and your breasts are like its clusters.
I say I will climb the palm tree
and lay hold of its fruit.
Oh may your breasts be like clusters of the vine,
and the scent of your breath like apples,
and your mouth like the best wine. (7:6-9 ESV)

There are examples from my work as a practical
theologian, however, that instead show women who
have become “a being who perceives.”

Brenda, a forty-five-year-old seminary student,
struggled with loving herself.> As a woman in mid-
life, she did not consider herself attractive to look at
or worthy of companionship. One semester, she
went on a week-long retreat with other seminary
students. There was quite a bit of silent time at the
retreat; she felt God very near. She walked the laby-
rinth, she journaled, she worshipped, she prayed,
she sang. One day, in the solitariness of her simple
room at the Dominican retreat center, she was
drawn to the mirror. She began to look at her face.
And it was beautiful. She looked at the pores of her
skin. Some were large and pocked from pimples of
her youth. On that day, they were beautiful. She
looked at the lines on her face. She smiled. They
were smile lines. And they were beautiful. Even the
age spots looked beautiful. Her eyes were a radiant
blue, even the gray in her hair was a pretty color on

2 Names have been changed to protect the identities of
Brenda and Martha. Their communications have been
used with permission.
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that afternoon. Brenda wrote in her journal in Janu-
ary 2003,

AsIlooked at my face and caressed my skin, I was struck
with a thought. It was God telling me, “This is how I see
you. You are beautiful to me. What you don’t like: your
pores, your lines, your age spots are all beautiful to me.”
I couldn’t tear myself away from the mirror. For once I
was not looking at the mirror, hating my flaws. I was
looking at myself through God’s eyes. I was able to love
myself as God loves me. I was seeing myself through
God’s eyes and for the first time in my life, I was beauti-
ful. As I walked down the stairs to go for my hike, I
thanked God that I am not beautiful by society’s stan-
dards. I am just plain. Because I am plain, God has bless-
ed me to see myself through God’s eyes. And I am beau-
tiful (Brenda Smith, private journal entry, 2003).

Martha, a sixty-year-old professor, has a skin discol-
oration known as vitiligo. Michael Jackson had this
same skin condition. Martha was mocked as a
young child and was called “Spots” by her class-
mates. When I discussed this article on plastic sur-
gery with her on March 24, 2019, she identified with
the desire for physical beauty. However, Martha’s
journey was not that of plastic surgery. In second
grade, she received a Bible. She read John 3:16, mem-
orized it, believed it. She said, “John 3:16 was about
me. God loved me, created me, numbered the hairs
on my head, and called me by name. God loves my
physical self and my sexuality” (Martha Lewis, tele-
phone interview, March 24, 2019). She was intrigued
by the passion narratives of the Gospels, especially
the mockery of Jesus. She adopted the response to
those who mocked her by adhering to the injunction
the in Sermon on the Mount: turn the other cheek
(Matthew 5:39).

In a follow-up email she sent on March 31, 2019,
Martha added, “In I Samuel 16:6ff, Samuel anoints
David as King in place of Saul. While David is de-
scribed as beautiful in physical terms, God also tells
Samuel not to look on outward appearances (in
choosing from among Jesse’s sons), because God
looks at the heart” (Martha Lewis, email on March
31, 2019). Here is a God who models the role of be-
holder or perceiver. God models the active posture
of a being-who-perceives. Furthermore, Martha
added, the beloved of God in Isaiah has an appear-
ance so marred and a form so disfigured that others
hide their faces (52:13-53:3). Even the Beloved was
not beautiful by human standards.

What impact can practical theologians have in a
media-driven and media-dominant society? If any
discipline in theology can form a bridge between the
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pedagogy of theology and its empirical application
in a media-drenched society, it will be a critical mass
of practical theologians working the dynamics of
praxis-reflection-praxis (or reflection-praxis-reflec-
tion) within our subdisciplines. In the 1960s in the
United States, the chant and phrase “Black is Beau-
tiful” took root in the country as people of color re-
sisted the imagery and dominance of “White is
Beautiful.” Reading materials, especially in educa-
tional institutions, as well as liturgy and sermons in
progressive churches, became more inclusive. Theo-
logical institutions became more diverse in student
body and faculty as the institutions often engaged in
preferential hiring of non-whites and in increased
financial aid for minority students. A minister and
homiletician, Revd. Martin Luther King Jr, became
aleader of the civil rights movement; the Black Lives
Matter movement is a continuation of that today.
Ironically, the cell phone recording of a black man
named George Floyd being slowly asphyxiated by
police in Minneapolis was the medium for world-
wide protests.

To replace an old or injurious image, that image
must be shattered. Then, a new and healthy one can
be formed (Morton 1985, 31). This will require the
collaboration and activism of religious educators,
homileticians, liturgists, ethicists, pastoral theolo-
gians, moral theologians, musicians, spiritual for-
mation educators, and those teaching church and
society to shatter exclusive and deleterious images
that are media-driven. When practical theologians
act, protest, or demonstrate, those actions them-
selves give the media positive images to promote.
There are already public allies in this activism to
whom we could point and support. “In the task of
shattering injurious images, such as those pandered
by air-brushing public images, there are already al-
lies whose voices should be heard.” (Susanne John-
son, interview, June 26, 2020) “Many female celebri-
ties [in the USA] recognized the negative impact on
ordinary women - and especially in young females
in their formative years — when pictures of models
and celebrities are airbrushed to such an extent that
they over-state the perfection of beauty in the wom-
en, and polish away things considered to be ‘flaws,
such as freckles” (Johnson 2020). This airbrushing
or “polishing” also includes modifications to the
body contour, elimination of “kinky hair,” slim-
ming down thighs and waists, enhancements of
breasts, and retouching the color of skin. These elec-
tronic modifications increase the allure of “beauty”
as “embodied capital”. The #MeToo movement,
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started by Tarana Burke, is also a burgeoning outcry
against the commodification of women and the rape
of their bodies by prominent men in workplaces and
in businesses like the movie industry.

In the midst of our countercultural activities to
weaken the damaging effect of media, to subvert the
allure of advertising, and to expose a beauty indus-
try that can be exploitative; in our resistance to the
passive posture of “a being-perceived”; in our pro-
motion of agency for “a being who perceives,” per-
haps a counterweight could also be a “God who per-
ceives” (Psalm 139). This is a God of grace, not
judgment. In metaphorical terms, in cultures that
are obsessed with The Search for the Fountain of
Youth, a worthy counterpoise could be the Search
for the Holy Grail. The legendary Holy Grail was the
cup of the Last Supper containing the blood of
Christ from the Cross. The finder would receive nei-
ther monetary gain nor glamor, but healing and
self-realization.

The concept of Imago Dei as revealed in sacred
texts has been lost to colonial images of beauty and
worth. Now is the time for academics and activists
to shatter “Colonial is Beautiful.” Perhaps the
prayerful words of Wanda Deifelt during opening
worship at the International Academy of Practical
Theology in Brazil expressed this search: “Help us to
see the Beauty within each of us, so that we may see
the Beauty of others” (Deifelt 2019a).
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The de-colonization of the digital world and Practical
Theology

Christoph Schneider-Harpprecht, Valburga Schmiedt-Streck

Digital processes have developed an enormous power to shape social and individual lives because
they are able to convert all aspects of reality into digital formats, to connect them, to collect an
immense amount of data worldwide and to create complex instruments of technical control.
They have the potential to transform the world. This phenomenon can be interpreted from the
point of view of coloniality and de-coloniality. Digitalization opens access to nearly all human
knowledge. Social players, governments and economic companies use the potential of cyber-
space for their own interest. Artificial intelligence, self-learning systems in medicine, care, auton-
omous locomotion, all the way to autonomous weapon systems, can make decisions inde-
pendently from direct human control. Practical theology is therefore challenged to research the
influence of digitalization in social and individual life, to identify its colonizing effects, to face the
ethical problems, and to defend ethical standards and basic human rights. This contribution will
describe de colonizing effects of digitalization and identify strategies of de-colonization from the

ethical point of view of practical theology.

Introduction

Digitalization now seems to be a keyword for the
development of our human future. We can observe
digitalization programs and strategies in nearly ev-
ery sector of society. Robots and autonomous sys-
tems shape the Industry 4.0. The medical sector is
developing internet-based systems of diagnosis and
intervention. The economy and the banking system
are using autonomous internet-based decision in-
struments for planning investments and deciding
whether somebody will have credit and under which
conditions. Schools and universities are promoting
systems of digital learning. Churches too, are pro-
moting digitalization via building up digital net-
works for communication between church workers
and members, administration, information, the
communication of the gospel and pastoral counsel-
ling on the web. The military sector is developing
drones and autonomous weapons that make deci-
sions based on algorithms of their targets and the
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tion and use it for profiling and investigation. Cyber
war is a new reality and it includes hacker attacks
against basic systems like water and energy suppli-
ers, nuclear power stations or the internal network
of a national government (Hindman 2009).

Are the terms colonization, colonialism and de-
colonialism helpful for an analysis of the digital
world? What can they contribute to a practical theo-
logical discourse in this area? “Decoloniality or de-
colonization is a term used principally by an emerg-
ing Latin American Movement which focuses on
understanding modernity in the context of a form
of critical theory applied to ethnic studies and, in-
creasingly, gender and area studies as well. It has
been described as consisting of analytical and prac-
tical “options confronting and delinking from [...]
the colonial matrix of power” (Mignolo 2011, 37) or
from a “matrix of modernity” in which coloniality
and colonialism constitute the “generative order” of
a four-fold matrix of forces comprising colonialism/
imperialism, capitalism, nationalism and moderni-
ty as a set of processes and discourses” (LeVine
2005a; 2005b; Wikipedia, Decoloniality). Decolo-
niality is a response to the relation of direct, politi-
cal, social and cultural domination established by
Europeans (Quijano 2007, 168). This means that de-
coloniality refers to the analytic approaches and so-
cioeconomic and political practices that are opposed
to “pillars of Western civilization: coloniality and
modernity” (Quijano 2007, 168).

The concept of decoloniality refers to a radical
exterritorial view that observes the dynamics of
power and the factors that are shaping power (Qui-
jano 2008). This reminds us of analyses of social dis-
course by Michel Foucault, focusing on social pow-
er. In this sense, decoloniality can also be used to
analyze the digital world. The basic factors of colo-
nialism/imperialism, capitalism, nationalism and
modernity can also be identified as important ele-
ments of the internet. But in principle the internet is
not defined by those factors. As a universal medium
it is principally open to everybody who has access to
it, and is apparently neutral. The concept of web
neutrality means the equality (neutrality) of trans-
mission of data for all users. This refers to the equal
amount of data transmitted for a defined service
like telephone, video etc. Providers want to differen-
tiate the quality of data transmission dependent on
the contract. In actual fact, the discussion is wheth-
er competition of different providers is indeed main-
taining so-called web neutrality. In different coun-
tries (e.g. Germany), web neutrality is granted by

law (Wikipedia, Netzneutralitat). It is clear however
that digital technology is not ideologically neutral.
It is a digital construction of reality and therefore
offers a limited - and limiting — perspective in prin-
ciple, the Internet is an open space of communica-
tion for everybody. But in reality, there are restric-
tions due to economic conditions, the level of
instruction and the technical environment. Under-
privileged people have less access to the Internet and
this widens the gap between rich and poor'. Not-
withstanding, it offers a space for communication
for the representatives of exterritorial perspectives,
for the expression and meaning making of the colo-
nized and oppressed. Social media has become a
powerful instrument of communication for the or-
ganization of social protests for example. On the
other hand, terrorists and people engaging in crime
and abuse use the web for nefarious purposes, re-
cruiting followers, grooming and exploiting people,
and planning criminal acts. Digitalization can allow
an articulation, communication and sharing of
vastly different meanings and agendas, the good
and the bad included.

The process of digitalization can be interpreted
from the point of view of coloniality and de-colo-
niality. We can describe the Internet and virtual re-
ality as an open space, a new dimension of reality
that is constructed by digital technology and colo-
nized by very different users. They occupy spaces via
the creation of websites and platforms that organize
information exchange and communication. We can
observe that in a short time, such concentration
processes have taken place. Hardware and software
producers like Microsoft, Apple, Google, Facebook,
Amazon have attracted a huge number of customers
and even more money by advertisement and infor-
mation services. The actual currency is information.
Big Data analyses result in personal profiles that are
used to control consumers’ activities and motion
profiles. Internet portals can assess individual be-
havior, output and results of activities. Social feed-
back-portals and life logging bracelets for example,
permit the surveillance of individuals and can di-
rect their behavior. The immense amount of data, its
application in the development of algorithms for an-
alyzing and influencing individual behavior appears

1 For example, in Brazil, 4.8 million children and adoles-
cents have no access to Internet and 39 % of the students
in public schools have no computers, notebooks or a tab-
let to study. See: https://porvir.org/acontece/cetic-br-
pesquisa-tic-educacao-2019/.
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as a new form of the colonization of private and
public life.

But for most people access to the Internet is reg-
ulated by software systems from Microsoft or Apple.
The market focuses on a few big companies, which
are also competing in the market of smart phones
and tablets. The controversy over whether the Chi-
nese systems of Huawei may be allowed for govern-
ment use in the US and in Europe or if they are a
security risk, because they could systematically leak
information to the Chinese government, shows the
dimension of the problem. The concentration of
capital and government interests directs access to
the internet. There are many ways of repression and
exclusion of free discourses in the digital world,
from switching off a website to influencing discours-
es using trolls. Phenomena like cyber mobbing, shit-
storms, and fake news in social media demonstrate
that moral standards, ethical principles and legal
regulations for the digital world are necessary. It is
indeed the big question who is in control of the
World Wide Web.

The task of Practical Theology

Practical theology asks for the leading images and
principles of digitalization, the implicit or explicit
anthropology, particularly regarding the domain of
ethics and moral standards. It is interested in the
way in which religion, and especially Christian be-
liefs of the different denominations, is present in the
digital world. Practical theology seeks out the possi-
bilities of digital religious communication. And
there may be certain risks involved in establishing
digital systems and communications for religious
purposes, without a concomitant theological reflec-
tion of what is indeed occurring, or what the conse-
quences could be. Christian theology should have a
fundamentally critical perspective that is based in
the radical otherness of God and in the radical in-
version of the human order by the incarnation of
God in Jesus Christ (Dussel 2017, 257). This implies
the identification of God with all, who are excluded,
on the margin of life and society, with the poor. This
basic perspective of Christian theology concludes
with the radical exterritoriality of the theory of de-
coloniality. But it means colonial aspects of digitali-
zation from a theological point of view and therefore
inscribing theological arguments into the theory.
Seeking out the image of the human being in
digital processes in terms of theological anthropolo-
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gy, we can see, that the human being as an image of
God with its own dignity, liberty and responsible
relationships is not present in digital processes. The
human being is seen not as an individual or a person
in the respective cultural patterns, but as a digital
subject, that means a user number, a digital code
(Géfgen-Track 2019). And all their digital actions
are accounted to one or several code numbers and
included in algorithms. The user of digital programs
is seen fundamentally as a consumer and object of
innumerable offers that are adapted to their calcu-
lated individual profile. This individual profile is the
total of all memorized online actions. It is built up
as an avatar of the real person. And there are exist-
ing experiments and programs that this avatar may
be able to communicate in the virtual world instead
of the physical person. How is this compatible with
the Judeo-Christian perspective on the human be-
ing as image of God? It is possible to understand the
avatar as being an authentic representation of the
person, if the individual is able to control it and is
related to it. This relation between the virtual utter-
ances and the physical subject is not a platonic one,
as long as there is a physical subject. Becoming au-
tonomous, the identity of the avatar and the one
who caused it is no longer granted. Online, the ava-
tar is in fact an amalgamated creation of statistics
and a statistical function shaped by the interest of
being optimized as a consumer. Indeed, “The Chris-
tian image of the human being with its emphasis on
being a creature related to God, the creator, on liber-
ty and responsibility for the own self and for others,
the human relatedness and capacity for relations as
well as the human search for truth and orientation
can serve as critical corrective in processes of...
digitalization” (Géafgen-Track 2019). This includes
reflection on the relation of the digital avatar to its
likeness to the image of God.

In what follows we identify some topics that de-
serve special attention by practical theologians.

The protection of data

A fundamental ethical and legal consequence is that
digitalization must guarantee the person’s right to
their own data. In order to keep human dignity as
inviolable, as image of God, legislation for the pro-
tection of personal data is necessary. We need inter-
national standards and an international legal con-
vention that grants the same rights for persons using
the Internet in Europe, in the US, in Brazil and in
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countries like China. Central legal aspects are the
right of informational self-determination, the pres-
ervation against abusive data processing, the preser-
vation of personality-rights and privacy. The OECD
Guidelines on the Protection of Privacy and Trans-
border Data Flows of Personal Data (The OECD Pri-
vacy Framework. 2013) has existed on an interna-
tional level since 1980. But its application in the
different countries is wide-ranging. The European
Data Protection Convention is relatively strict and is
obligatory for the national legislation of the Europe-
an Union States, while the United States of America
does not have a national legislation and only a few
States like California have integrated the constitu-
tional right on the preservation of privacy in their
law. In Europe, national law grants that every per-
son has the right to be informed about all data col-
lected about them. In Russia, China and certain
Asian states the government is in control of the in-
ternet and does not respect the person’s rights on
their own data. The protection of those rights is an
urgent necessity for the international community of
nations and for respective national legislation.

Violation of fundamental citizen rights

The basic rights of persons as citizens can be violat-
ed on the Internet, and political actions and pro-
cesses of opinion formation can take place that un-
dermine the constitutional rules of democratic
states and change the character of free and demo-
cratic elections. If personal data are collected, sold
to political parties or to the movement of politicians
and then used for individual nudging of opinions in
election campaigns, then liberty of meaning is un-
dermined. If robots post programmed political
messages and interact in Chatrooms like Twitter or
Instagram or in Facebook, we have the problem of
opinion manipulation. The individual user cannot
recognize whether the communication partner is a
robot or a real person. An individual’s opinion for-
mation can instead take place in social networks
and not via independent newspapers or on-line arti-
cles, this makes people more vulnerable to being
caught in internet bubbles and manipulated by fake
news.

The documentary film The Great Hack directed
by Karen Amer and Jehane Noujaim (Netflix 2019)
presents the ways in which Cambridge Analytica
used information from Facebook users without
their knowledge or consent in order to categorize

them so as to better reach them. This data was used
in the election campaign of Brexit in the United
Kingdom as well in the elections in the USA, Argen-
tina, Malaysia, Brazil, Colombia and others. Most of
the resources used from Cambridge Analytica were
directed to users whose minds could be persuaded
or changed and impact in the elections. These per-
sons were bombarded with blogs, sites, articles, vid-
eos and were conditioned to see the world in a spe-
cific way. In this sense, technology manipulated the
electors’ minds without their consciousness and
sabotaged the entire democratic process. The results
of many of these elections are extreme right govern-
ments leaving social life and communities in ruins,
as happened in Brazil for example. If for Zucker-
berg, the purpose of Facebook was to connect peo-
ple, create communities “and [bring] the world clos-
er together” (Zuckerberg 2019), the contrary
happened with people grouping up into bubble
communities, excluded from the larger world and
not realizing how they were manipulated. The re-
search of Share Lab exposed the power of the algo-
rithms that own the personal and intimate data of
millions of people and shows how they were orga-
nized and sold for big capital (Silveira 2019, 43).

It is necessary to establish national and interna-
tional ethical and legal control instruments to guar-
antee the constitutional basics of democratic states,
specially the freedom of elections. Mark Zuckerberg
himself, the founder of Facebook, is demanding in-
ternational rules for the internet. In his article “Four
ideas. to regulate the Internet” (Zuckerberg 2019) he
suggests international standards “on harmful con-
tent”, legislation for “election integrity”, “a globally
harmonized framework” for “effective privacy and
data protection” based on the European GDPR reg-
ulation. Indeed, “Different rules in different regions
would break one of the most important qualities of
the Internet: it’s one platform that everyone can
access and build up”. It seems to be necessary to ob-
serve whether this political statement of Zuckerberg
does not serve primarily to stop national activities
of legal control and is in function of a liberal dis-
course hiding the exploration of user data and the
concentration of power into the hands of the share-
holders. As mentioned by the Brazilian sociologist
Jessé Souza: “Facebook is the perfect metaphor of
the strategy of neoliberal financial capitalism, which
is colonizing and exploiting us in an imperceptible
way, while parasitizing and manipulating our rela-
tionships and our most intimate desires” (Souza
2017, 262).
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Robotization and artificial intelligence in a theo-
logical perspective. The communication with robots
confronts us with the question of the status of artifi-
cial intelligence. “A robot is a system that usually
consists of three components: (1) a sensor which
gathers information from its surroundings; (2) a
processor, which processes that information; and (3)
an effector which can interact with the surrounding
environment” (The Catholic Church in the Europe-
an Union 2019).

We follow here the analyzes on the robotization
of life presented by the European catholic bishops
associated in the Commission of the Bishops’ Con-
ferences of the European Union (COMECE). Robots
often are related to the internet. Whether a robot is
a machine or a programmed software function in a
computer system seems to be irrelevant in relation
to the basic definition of a robot.

The Catholic bishops’ paper shows two main in-
sights: “Some societies cannot afford efficient robot-
ization and certain populations groups or classes
which, because of economic reasons or personal
physical or mental disabilities are left behind due to
their lack of access to technologies. The robotization
of life must therefore be wisely considered as an op-
portunity but not as an absolute necessity (because
it is related to certain particular interests) and with
a concern for those potentially left behind” (The
Catholic Church in the European Union 2019). In
the perspective of Christian ethics robotization is
not demonized. But it should submit to the ethical
principles of common welfare and self-realization.
The Christian perspective of the option of the poor
shows the potential damage, also for societies of the
global south, if we think, for example in the roboti-
zation of agriculture. It is necessary to consider
where robotization is an advantage and where it
would constitute damage. “It must also be noted,
that robotization is, in certain sectors driven by fac-
tors which are themselves reinforced by the roboti-
zation they have created” (The Catholic Church in
the European Union 2019).

The second insight of the bishops is: The use of
robots is at the same time strengthening and limit-
ing human action. “This gives rise to a paradox: the
more human power over the environment increases
thanks to machines, the more human beings are de-
prived of agency and control” (The Catholic Church
in the European Union 2019). The consequence can
be a collective impression of “unease and powerless-
ness” that may create a climate of tension and ag-
gression against robots. Therefore, the decision
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about the introduction of robots into certain sectors
must be ethically questioned. On the other hand,
the human relation to existing robots must be
shaped according to ethical standards. The catholic
bishops suggest: “It is therefore necessary to extend
the principle of good relations, which previously
regulated human interaction with nature and with
other human beings, to include robots” (The Catho-
lic Church in the European Union 2019).

The anthropological foundation for this is the
idea of ‘creaturality’. This means “.. just as human
persons in their freedom and nature with its regu-
larity and unforseeability, as creatures of God, so
robots, despite their autonomy, are built and pro-
grammed by humans”. (The Catholic Church in the
European Union 2019). Robots are thus human
creatures. They share with humans the characteris-
tics of being a creature, the ability to relate and in-
teract with the other and that they “can be subject to
moral judgement as to the good or evil - in the sense
of harmful or harmless acting - of the exercise of
initiative or the consequences of its actions” (The
Catholic Church in the European Union 2019).
Therefore, the human person can care for robots
and be assisted by them.

This is based on in the vision of Christian an-
thropology, rooted in biblical wisdom, of the human
person’s primary task being that of “preserv[ing]
and cultivat[ing] nature” (The Catholic Church in
the European Union 2019). The concept of nature is
extended also to robots as creatures made by hu-
mans. It is the task of humans to preserve and culti-
vate robots. This implies a clear differentiation be-
tween humans and robots. The central mark for the
difference is that humans enact “freedom and
non-dependence upon the technology at their dis-
posal” (The Catholic Church in the European Union
2019). Human beings can critically evaluate the use
or misuse of technology. The catholic bishops see ro-
bots at this current stage of development “as not ca-
pable of this” (The Catholic Church in the European
Union 2019). Therefore, they cannot consider them
in this status of a “person’. “... only the human per-
son can be considered a ‘person’ in the proper sense,
and in their full dignity” (The Catholic Church in
the European Union 2019). Their argumentation is
based on “the assumption that there are fundamen-
tal qualitative differences between the human spirit
and the “spirit of the machine” and that there exists
a “fundamental barrier that machines cannot ex-
ceed” (Kreplin 2019, 114). Instead of an argumenta-
tion of retreat, which relates to the still existing or to
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the principal difference between human beings and
robots which in the near future could be outdated
by brain research as well as by robotics, it could be
more adequate to rethink the status of robots. The
concept of robots as electronic personalities serves
primarily as a legal term to hold an intelligent ma-
chine accountable for the damage it is causing and
for the consequences of autonomous decisions (Eu-
ropean Parliament 2017). The autonomy and ac-
countability of robots will also make it necessary to
rethink their status from a theological perspective.
This may change the philosophical and theological
concept of the person, but also concepts like free-
dom and dignity (Kreplin 2019, 114).

Ethical standards of digitalization

From a western perspective this could be related to
the basic idea of Immanuel Kant’s ethics not to use
human beings as means for a purpose, not to instru-
mentalize humans by the relation to robots and by
digital systems in general. Vice versa, Kant’s idea
makes it obvious that the relation of humans to dig-
ital systems and robots is always an instrumental
relation. At this degree of development, this fits with
the status of autonomous digital systems and robots
that are exclusively operating based on statistics of
trial and error. But in the future, they could reach
the complexity of neuronal webs and develop auton-
omy like humans and animals. This would create a
conflict with their character as being a means to an
end. Therefore, digital ethics should develop new
ethical models for the mutual relation of autono-
mous digital systems, robots and humans.

From the point of view of decolonialism, Kant’s
foundation of ethics is not a valid argument. It lost
credibility because the prohibition to instrumental-
ize every human being did not hinder the represen-
tants of the enlightenment to accept or tolerate
slavery, colonialism, and the exploitation and the
murder of indigenous populations. Human rights
were actually designed for and restricted to white
European males. Decolonial theory attempts to fo-
cus on and reignite excluded and repressed tradi-
tions and narratives. It also denies the western in-
terpretation of the Bible and aims to create its own
hermeneutic access to the Bible. The reference to
indigenous narratives can lead to a holistic vision of
human beings as part of creation, in deep animated
relations with the whole of creation. The indigenous
idea of the universal interconnectedness of crea-

tures, the earth and the universe as an organism
may lead to a new interpretation of anthropology in
the Jewish Christian tradition. It can, from an in-
digenous point of view, nurture the understanding
of the biblical vision of the human destination to
preserve and to cultivate nature. It can also open ac-
cess to the understanding of the human being as co-
operator with God, the creator, as co-creator. As
well as the development of society, this could extend
to the development of technology, of autonomous
digital systems and processes as well as of robots. In
this perspective, this can be considered as an ex-
pression of humans’ co-creativity, shaping, comple-
menting or even augmenting God’s creation beyond
nature by culture.

Today, the human being is on their way to as-
suming the position of creator instead of following
the path towards becoming a modest and humble
co-creator. It is a small degree from one position to
the other. In his bestseller Homo Deus (Harari 2017),
Yuval Noah Harari describes in general terms, the
history of mankind as a process of transformation
of our planet in which mankind is assuming the po-
sition of God. Digitalization has constructed a new
belief system, which Harari calls “Dataism”, which
in the 21st century will substitute humanist achieve-
ments like individualism, the soul and free will.

A field in which this seems even more obvious is
that of biotechnology. Elon Musk, the founder of
Tesla, is investing in research on brain implants that
would transform human beings into Cyborgs, chi-
meras of humans and machines. Musk is convinced
that humans must upgrade to Cyborgs so as to not
become superfluous in the environment of artificial
intelligence (Lobe 2017). Indeed, research reports
show that a research team of Hassan Akbari at Co-
lumbia University in the USA developed an artificial
neuronal network that can identify, and process
brain signals typical for language, and then by a vo-
coder transform them in spoken language. As a next
step, the researchers want to develop neuro prothe-
ses that would make possible speaking to and with
paralyzed and non-verbal people. This example
shows that the interface of brain and digital net-
works could in fact serve as a form of therapy or aid.
But it is also clearly at risk of abuse: if for example,
the neuro protheses could be used to spy on what
people are thinking. This would put the freedom of
even thinking and individual privacy at risk. If the
basic attitude is to use digital networks and artificial
intelligence to perfect the human being via bio tech-
nological manipulations, then humans assume the
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position of creator. The ethical challenge is to pre-
vent mankind from the various possibilities to abuse
digitalization for a new order of life serving for the
perfection of a small elite and downgrading masses
of people and excluding them from this perfect
world, rendering them exploited, manipulated and
powerless. The digital world represents a huge temp-
tation, and sin is waiting, in plain sight, outside the
door.

As Conclusions

What can be done? What is our task as practical
theologians? Here we can take inspiration from the
ideas the theologian Giéfgen-Track who states that:
“In this situation a transparent global social dis-
course” about the future of digitalization is neces-
sary and urgent. Practical theology in the diverse
countries and societies in which it finds itself, should
involve itself meaningfully and critically in process-
es of digitalization and insist on establishing this
public discourse.

“In this discourse not at least the big four, Google, Ama-
zon, Facebook and Apple, should publish their algo-
rithms, the criteria and the operation mode of process-
ing data, in the same way should do also researchers and
developers who work with digitalization and artificial
intelligence for instance in the areas of medicine, biolo-
gy, chemistry or mobility. In an ethical self-obligation,
the big four must manage the publicity of their data in a
way that excludes each suspect that they could want to
manipulate with their data. The objective is a socially
and politically responsible use and further development
of digitalization and artificial intelligence” (Gaf-
gen-Track 2019).

Required is a process of digitalization shaped by
global social, political and juridical orders. “The
note that neither Silicon Valley, nor the Chinese
government will respect legal rules and ethical stan-
dards should not lead to the conclusion to give up
everything in research and development to the forc-
es of the market. Quite the contrary, all efforts
should be focused on the goal to realize this process
of rethinking worldwide and to legally enforce it”
(The Catholic Church in the European Union 2019).

In this process, practical theology should assume
a role of motivating: reinforcing churches and reli-
gious organizations to critically reflect on the pro-
cess of digitalization, to participate in regional,
national and global ethical discourse about digitali-
zation, to analyze the ethics of digitalization in their
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own institution and to rethink its objectives, stan-
dards and legal procedures from a theological point
of view.

Theology is challenged to participate in a criti-
cal interdisciplinary dialogue with technology,
about the construction of the concept of the human
being. It should analyze and evaluate the commu-
nication of human beings and robots and, based on
the idea of the responsibility for robots as a part of
nature, as creatures constructed by humans, reflect
theologically and ethically on the implications for
shaping communication with robots or artificial
intelligence in more general terms. Assuming re-
sponsibility for the World Wide Web and for digi-
tal products, practical theology has the task of re-
flecting on the ethical implications and to advocate
for possibilities for shaping the internet according
to ethical principles.

It is also important to go a step further and look
at the parishes and communities that are polarized
due to conflicts within digital platforms, and help
members and people to understand how their per-
sonal data is being used. It is also important to be
aware that in a near future, when the Internet will
have access to our biological data, manipulation will
be even more intense (Harari 2017). Practical theol-
ogy in this perspective has a special challenging
task: first to be able to understand how this system
of technology works and, secondly, to educate peo-
ple to have a critical understanding of it. Special
pastoral training for ministers, priest and pastoral
agents is required so that they can build awareness
and educate and prepare members in communities
and parishes to understand how the new technology
operates. In this way one can work on conflict man-
agement, regaining trust, reconciliation and restore
community life and democracies as well as claiming
for our data as a human right (Levitsky and Ziblatt
2018). It is also important to prepare church leaders
to discuss with conservative religious leadership
from both extremes (right and left) about fake news
in Internet ecosystems and to reveal the truth be-
hind fake news. Decolonialization in our under-
standing must consider this perspective as it affects
all societies and people’s lives.
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De-Colonialization of Body, Spirit and Mind in the
Memoir of Deborah Feldman

Constanze Thierfelder

Conscious — and especially unconscious — God-representations play an important role in the de-
velopment of an individual’s psyche. God-representations can also be the agents of colonializa-
tion. They can make the individual consent to their own oppression. In the case of Deborah
Feldman, they were part of the restrictive context in the ultra-orthodox community in which she
grew up. But a different God-representation helped her to find a way out of this repressive sys-
tem. In all of her struggles, the body was the site in which different God-representations played
out and demonstrated their importance and meaning. Finally, Deborah had to make the decision
over which God-representation she wanted to trust.

. Preface

In her memoir “Unorthodox - The Scandalous Re-
jection of My Hasidic Roots,” Deborah Feldman re-
constructs her life story and describes how she left
the Hasidic Satmar community as a narrative of lib-
eration. Feldman describes the oppressive struc-
tures facing this ultra-orthodox Jewish community,
especially for women and girls.

Deborah Feldman’s memoir can be read from
many different perspectives. As a historian, you can
see the preconditions of the Satmar community in
the persecution of Jews in Europe, in the Holocaust,
the Shoah. You can also look at it from the angle of
feminist theologians like Judith Plaskow and Ellen
Umansky and see that according to Jewish tradition,
women will not stand at Sinai (Plaskow 1991, 11)
and do not participate in the revelation of the com-
ing Messiah (Umansky 1989, 190). You can also look
at the memoir of Deborah Feldman from the per-
spective of sociology, or psychology of religion.

The oppressive structures Feldman describes
need to be understood as a repressive intersectional
reality where marginalization, colonial and patriar-
chal structures not only add up but represent an in-
terwoven and complex reality of the oppression of
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body, spirit, and mind. Reading it from only one
perspective makes the interpretation of the novel
prone to blind spots.

The deconstructive and feminist perspective of
Gayatri Spivak assumes this intersectional perspec-
tive. She analyzes different forms of oppression and
asks: “Can the Subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1994, 66).
Spivak criticizes Marxist and Postcolonial theories
that neglect the perspective of women and their
contribution to society. Such theorists do not take
into account the multiple ways in which women are
exploited: by sexual violence, by giving birth to too
many children and exploiting their body, sometimes
whilst being the only breadwinner (Spivak 1988b).
They disregard the ways in which women are rarely
part of decision-making in politics, economy, or re-
ligion. They tune out how women and girls are dis-
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criminated against in education and society and are
seldom asked to speak their minds or develop a
voice of their own.

Spivak points to the intersectional oppression of
many women, in a very elaborate manner without
ever losing sight of the economic and ideological
methods of colonialization and their consequenc-
es.

Similarly, I do not wish to deny or marginalize
the historical and everyday denigration and sup-
pression of the Jewish people when trying to under-
stand the way in which women are exploited and
deprived of their voices within the Satmar Commu-
nity. For this, I will use the methodology of the psy-
choanalytic psychology of religion of Ana Maria
Rizzuto (1979) and the materialist biographical
method of Frigga Haug (1983). Ana Maria Rizzuto
helps to analyze the unconscious God-images that
shape our identity and where they are situated. Ac-
cording to Rizzuto, our unconscious can sustain
several God-images of different character.

Frigga Haug points to the fact that women are
not only victims but consent to their own suppres-
sion in many ways. Acknowledging this they are
able to become active agents in their own life and
can free themselves from the entanglements that tie
them down.

My interest is to show the intersectional reality of
Deborah’s oppression and also “the tools” she used
to find her way out of this world of suppression.

Deborah Feldman gives an insight into a very re-
strictive sectarian community. But she does more
than that. With her book she testifies that liberation
is possible even if all stakes are against it. The break-
ing success of her book far beyond the US market
brought her fame and helped her to survive. Part of
the success may be a kind of voyeurism into a hid-
den exotic world. But Deborah Feldman also rep-
resents a woman who made her way out of this
locked-in world, and many women can identify
with this.

Il. The historic background

The Satmar Community in Williamsburg, NY, was
founded in 1946 by Rabbi Joel Teidelbaum. His
nephew Moshe Teidelbaum followed him in 1979
(Rabinowicz 1996, 484). Born in 1887 in Transylva-
nia (in Romania) Joel Teidelbaum gathered an ul-
tra-orthodox community around him in 1905 in
Satu Mare, “Satmar” in Yiddish, formerly in Hunga-

ry, and now in Romania. He was a fierce opponent of
all forms of assimilation and against Zionism be-
cause only the Messiah himself was supposed to cre-
ate a Jewish state.

In 1940, before the Holocaust, Teidelbaum ig-
nored all threats against the Hungarian Jews and
failed to engage in the preparation of rescue plans.
As the situation became more dangerous, he
equipped himself and his closest followers with vi-
sas to help them escape to Palestine or the US. At the
same time, he thwarted all attempts to cooperate
with Zionist and other organizations that could
have helped the rest of the community to escape.
Teidelbaum himself made a narrow escape, although
he had already arrived at the concentration camp
Bergen-Belsen. Bribing the Gestapo with the finan-
cial help of Jewish supporters, he managed to be-
come part of a group that was set free to travel to
Switzerland. He decided to settle in Williamsburg
in the US (Keren-Kratz 2014).

There, he gathered other survivors of the Holo-
caust and founded the Satmar Community. Again,
he opposed Zionism and any form of assimilation.
He introduced strict measures to separate the Sat-
mar Community from other parts of the US-Amer-
ican society. He tightened dress codes, especially for
women who were to dress “in a modest way.” For
example, they were to wear thick brown stockings
with seams. Teidelbaum even encouraged one of the
Hasidim to produce these stockings called “palms,”
according to the English translation of “Teidel-
baum”. Married women were to shave their heads
every month before they went to the Mikwah, the
ritual bath (Mintz 1995).

Teitelbaum tightened the Hasidic rules against
assimilation and intensified the “purification” of the
community at a dire price, one which women and
children in particular had to pay. He implemented a
separate educational system, where girls were ne-
glected. In the US, where freedom of religion rules
over the rights of women and children and where
the rights of the individual reigns over compulsory
education, Joel Teidelbaum and his followers were
free to make their own rules.

Neglecting education and pushing young fami-
lies to generate as many children as possible has
turned Hasidic Williamsburg and other neighbor-
hoods into places where poverty and overcrowded
housing are endemic. In 2020, the COVID-19 pan-
demic hit the Satmar Community hard because of
living conditions and Hasidic leaders’ refusal to
close schools and Synagogues (Stack 2020).
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lll. Outline of Deborah Feldman’s memoir
"Unorthodox”

Deborah Feldman published her memoir “Unortho-
dox” in 2012, having left the Satmar Community
two years before. Even if it is at times hard to believe,
her memoir gives an insight into the contemporary
situation of a sectarian Jewish community.

Feldman describes living with her grandparents
who were both survivors of the Shoa and were part
of the Satmar Community’s first generation. When
her parents divorced, she lived with her grandpar-
ents. Her mother left the family and the congrega-
tion when Deborah was still a toddler. Her father
was mentally ill and not able to look after her. Feld-
man grew up with the stigma of her parents’ divorce
and illness. In her memoir, Feldman describes her-
self as a curious girl asking too many questions,
longing for English books and other things consid-
ered “evil,” forbidden and out of bounds in the Sat-
mar community. She transgressed many rules and
was harshly judged when she did not obey the regu-
lations, for example, when she did not dress accord-
ing to Jewish laws. At the same time, she wanted to
be part of the community and craved her classmates’
acceptance, for example by trying to redeem her
family by finding a famous rabbi within her ances-
try.

When she turned seventeen, she agreed to marry
a young man chosen by her aunt. For girls in her
community, the most prestigious choice in life was
to be married to a pious husband. Feldman reports
that through marriage, she hoped to gain more free-
dom, to find acceptance and gain a new reputation.
Over the time of her engagement, she was showered
with valuable presents like never before. Marriage,
for her, held the promise of becoming a real adult.

Feldman detailed that only then was she intro-
duced to all the religious laws a woman needs to
obey when menstruating, so as to not soil her hus-
band’s ritual purity. She became acquainted with
the fact that she had a vulva and a womb. She had
never heard of either before, neither had she under-
stood that the exit ‘down there’ was more than the
way to urinate.

Feldman indicates that it was in fact after mar-
riage, that her most challenging time began. Instead
of enjoying her new freedom, she came under the
obligation to conceive as soon as possible. When she
could not fulfill her “marital duties”, her husband
and parents-in-law increased the pressure. Physical
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and psychological coercion finally made her con-
ceive. During these difficult times, she decided to
take a writing class at Sarah Lawrence College, tell-
ing her husband she was going there to train as a
secretary.

Feldman describes how she wanted to escape the
Satmar Community before her son was introduced
into the school system. She realized that she wanted
another life for him as well as for herself. The con-
tract to publish her memoir gave her the financial
means to leave the Satmar community.

Having the financial means to support herself
and her son helped her to leave. But she also needed
all her mental and spiritual resources. Like in most
sectarian communities, she would lose all support
of her family and the community, because they
would see her as having betrayed their faith, sully-
ing the community.

In the following paragraphs, I will analyze the
different God-images relevant to Feldman’s experi-
ence: those religious images that helped her leave
the community, and those that she had to fight.

IV. God-images and identity

It was William James (James 1952) who in his Edin-
burgh lectures in 1901 and 1902 opened up the pos-
sibility of scrutinizing God-images not according to
their conformity to church dogmatism and other
religious institutions but according to their mean-
ing for the life of the believer. John Dewey (Dewey
1934) emphasized that human beliefs do not origi-
nate in the individual psyche alone but are also
shaped by personal relationships and the social en-
vironment.

As a psychoanalyst, Ana-Maria Rizzuto (Rizzuto
1979) discerns that there are conscious God-repre-
sentations closely linked to the teachings of the
church or other religious institutions and uncon-
scious God-representations that are closely linked to
the sense of self. Rizzuto calls these representations
the Living God because it is a part of our self-con-
ception that permeates all our thoughts and actions,
all that we do and cherish.

For Charles Taylor (Taylor 1989), these God-im-
ages and religious beliefs are not only ideas that we
hold but are representations embedded in social
practices. They shape values and forms of life. Taylor
also situates the interpretation of rules within the
practices incorporated in our bodies in the form of
habits, dispositions, and tendencies.
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Following these theoretical frameworks, you can
identify at least three significant God-representa-
tions within the memoir of Feldman (Page numbers
without an author indicated, refer to Feldman 2012).
1. Firstly, there is the Satmar Community that

shapes the faith and life of all families and indi-
viduals. The God-image that the Rebbe sustains
is that of a God taking revenge when not wor-
shipped properly by his people (96). Every mo-
ment of the daily tasks is regulated by religious
laws that everyone has to fulfill. According to the
community’s tradition, the laws are the way to
stay among the Chosen Ones. In this world, edu-
cation is more or less dispensable because it dis-
tracts people from staying true to their beliefs.
School is less about education, and more about
being shaped into an obedient part of the com-
munity, worshipping and living in the ways the
community wants everyone to live. The God of
the Satmar community is a very distant God, full
of wrath and always threatening to take revenge
if you do not submit to religious laws.

2. If it were only about the laws of the community,
it might be easier to shake off this God-image,
preached and drummed into every member. But
it is more than that. Feldman points to the fact
that her grandfather’s God images were a way of
dealing with his feelings of guilt. Feldman re-
lates: “In small ways Zeidy cages himself, depriv-
ing himself of harmless joys, and yet it seems
that every privation fulfills him... I think that
pain makes Zeidy feel clean, purified” (42). Deb-
orah’s relationship to her grandfather may shape
one part of her God-representation. She tries to
obey the rules because she wants his praise and
also wants to ease his mind (32). Feldman refers
to her grandfather saying: “So often I wondered
why I was allowed to live... But with time it be-
came clear to me that all of my children and
grandchildren had to be born, and it is my re-
sponsibility to make sure they grow up to be
good Jews, Ehrliche Yidden, to give meaning to
my survival” (43). As a good Jewish girl, Debo-
rah helped him give meaning to his own survival
(89).

3. There had to be another God-representation that
gave Deborah the strength to endure and to have
her own ideas, a God-representation that sup-
ported her and enabled her and be creative, to
find a voice of her own.

Unlike the God-representations derived from

the relation to her grandfather, there is also one

that has many traits of her connection to her
grandmother “Bubby,” especially when she is at
home in her kitchen. Feldman writes: “Bubby’s
kitchen is like the center of the world. .... It is in
this kitchen that I have always felt safe. From
what I cannot articulate, except to say that in the
kitchen I did not feel that familiar sense of being
lost in a strange land, where no one knew who I
was or what language I spoke. In the kitchen I felt
like T had reached the place from where I came,
and I never wanted to be pulled back into the
chaosagain” (11). According to Rizzuto, God-rep-
resentations have their roots in pre-symbolic
times, before representations were shaped by
language. Sensations of early times are incorpo-
rated in the feelings and symbols that are the res-
ervoir for the formation of God-representations.
Feldman remembers the time with her grand-
mother in the kitchen. She retained positive
memories that may be important for her helpful
God-representation. As a girl, Deborah could
prove herself useful in the kitchen, and even
more, she could make her Bubby “shak[e] with
laughter” (48). This was important because, at
other times, her Bubby was not interested in the
child Deborah at all. Feldman states, “It’s almost
as if she doesn’t really want to get to know me for
who I truly am. She’s like that with everyone. I
think it’s because her whole family was mur-
dered in the concentration camps, and she no
longer has the energy to connect emotionally
with people” (13).

Feldman refers to Bubby supporting Deborah in
questioning the arguments of the Satmar com-
munity (96). “The first and greatest Satmar Reb-
be said that if we become model Jews, just like in
the olden days, then something like the Holo-
caust would never happen again, because God
would be pleased with us.” Bubby says it can hap-
pen again anyway. She says that people don’t re-
alize it, but stuff like the Holocaust had been
happening to Jews for centuries, every fifty or so
years. ... To think that we are in control is ridic-
ulous, she says. But she doesn’t say this in front of
Zeidy, who believes the Satmar Rebbe can save
us from anything” (96).

According to Feldman, Deborah could connect
to her personal God in different ways: “Although
I talk to God it is not through prayer. I talk to
him in my mind, and even I will admit that I do
not come to God humbly, as I should. I talk to
him frankly, as I would to a friend, and I am con-
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stantly asking him for favours. Still, I feel like
God and I are on very good terms, relatively
speaking” (31).

The girl Deborah dared to challenge her God: “If
God thinks I am so evil, then let him punish me,
I think spitefully, wondering what kind of re-
sponse my provocative claim might elicit in
heaven. Bring it on, I think, show me what you've
got” (107).

V. The shaping of the body in the
Satmar Community

In Deborah Feldman’s memoir, the female body and
its shaping according to the Jewish rules and regula-
tions are of utter importance. The shaping cannot be
accomplished by regulations alone. It needs the con-
sent of the women as well. This is what the theory of
the Sociologist and Philosopher Frigga Haug (Haug
1983) helps us understand. According to her, wom-
en are not only passive victims of oppression, but
they consent to their own abuse in many ways. With
her method of ‘Erinnerungsarbeit’ (Dealing with
memories), she developed a tool to unravel these en-
tanglements.

According to Haug, if women discover that they
take an active part in their suppression, they can
break these bondages. Frigga Haug asked women
in groups to write down stories of everyday life
about body parts like feet, legs, or hair. At first,
their stories do not seem to be of importance to the
authors. But when the group discusses the narra-
tives, they discover the gaps, the tacit agreements,
and self-understood presuppositions that are im-
plicit within.

In her book, “Un-Orthodox” Feldman works
precisely in this way. She looked back on the way the
Satmar Community shaped her mind and her body.
With this, she distanced herself from the images she
grew up with and freed herself from oppression.
Feldman gives an example of “shaping the body” in
school and how Deborah dealt with it: “I've forgot-
ten to put a shirt under my sweater. There’s a new
rule about no knits directly on the body. Now that
we are growing up, my teachers say, we have to be
careful to avoid clingy fabrics. I could get in trouble,
but it is ten minutes to nine and if I leave now I'll
make it just in time....” (30). But as soon as she en-
ters the classroom, she writes ““You are not wearing
a shirt under your sweater.” Mrs. Mouse barks at
me. “Don’t even think about going to your desk. You
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are going straight to the principal’s office””(32). The
principal tells her: “Your teacher says you're having
a problem following the rules. I don’t understand
why you can’t be like everyone else. No one seems to
have any problem wearing shirts under their sweat-
ers. Why do you?”” (33).

While eroticizing the female body, the commu-
nity did not want girls and women to know any-
thing about their bodies and sexuality. As a child,
Deborah asked her grandmother: “Bubby, what is a
virgin?” - finding this word written on an olive oil
container. Her grandmother was shocked and re-
plied: “Well, it’s not a word for little girls to know”
(24).

Feldman retells a story of resistance that her
grandmother told her when she, Bubby had been
married for two years. Her husband wanted her to
shave off all her hair, because the rabbi had said so.
“Husband of mine” she retorted indignantly “you
went crazy in the head or what? It’s not enough for
you that I cover my hair with a wig, even when my
mother didn’t bother back in Europe, but now you
want me to shave it all too? Never in my life did I
hear of such frumkeit, of such a religion, that says a
woman has to shave her head” (24). Her husband
told her, that he would be embarrassed in front of
the rabbi and the other men if she did not oblige and
that she would bring shame over the whole family.
Finally, she gave in.

When telling Deborah about it, she played down
her surrender, saying: “The shaving you think was
such a big deal? Not a big deal at all. I got used to it
so fast. And honestly, it is much more comfortable,
especially in summer” (25). So even her story of re-
sistance became a lesson in the female role of subor-
dination.

According to Feldman, women were not to know
anything about their bodies, female or male sexual
organs, and sexuality at all. Only when being en-
gaged to marry, did this change completely. Young
brides were told in marriage classes what they need-
ed to know. Until then, everyone had told Deborah,
that they were spiritual beings, and their bodies
only necessary for carrying the soul. All of a sudden,
it was all about her body and its functions (153).

Feldman tells the story about Deborah and the
other brides when the marriage teacher said to them,
that men and women’s bodies were created like two
interlocking puzzle pieces and that the female body
has a hallway with walls leading to a little door,
which opens to a womb. Deborah tries to figure out
where this hallway and the opening could be located
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in her body. She decides that it cannot be the hole
where the pee comes out because that is not that
stretchy. She interrupts her teacher, saying: “I don’t
have that.” The marriage teacher is nonplussed: “Of
course you do. Everyone has.” Deborah retorted: “I
don’t have the thing that youre talking about. I
think I was born without it. How could I have some-
thing like that and not know about it?” (152). Feld-
man remembers the girl Deborah became angry
later and felt betrayed: “How could something sup-
posedly so important have been hidden from me all
these years? Why was I now being forced abruptly to
acknowledge it? Did that mean that until now it had
not been okay to have a mekor (a womb), but now
that I was getting married, it could make its great
entrance, suddenly ‘holy?”” (153)

Feldman also concedes, that the young bride
Deborah wanted the wedding to become a success.
But all her good intentions did not work. After the
wedding ceremony, when the couple was to “con-
summate the marriage,” they could not have inter-
course. Deborah’s body did not oblige to the pur-
pose intended by the Satmar community. For a
whole year she was not able to conceive. The family
went through all expenses trying to find the prob-
lem and fix it. They paid doctors and therapists to
deal with Deborah’s problem - because, for them, it
was her fault alone. The solution was quite a me-
chanical one. She had to expand her vagina so that
the other puzzle piece fitted in.

Feldman reports that the time before she con-
ceived was very painful. Bodily anxieties and panic
attacks plagued her. She lost all the self-confidence
she had. She realized that the state of marriage did
not fulfill the hopes that she had set upon it. Mar-
riage did not help her erase the shame that she car-
ried, nor did her family have any reason to be proud
of her. She did not have a husband to team up with
to gain more freedom. All the concessions she made
had not helped her to fit in.

VI. Threatening and supportive
God-representations and body images

Feldman related that it was the conception of her
child that gave her more freedom and a new power
to pursue her goals. Being pregnant, she coaxed her
husband into leaving Williamsburg and allowing
her take driving lessons (191).

The author also describes that when giving birth,
Deborah finds labor as the most powerful experi-

ence, especially when bearing down for the last time
and releasing her son. “I felt as much alive as never
felt before” (209). According to Feldman, this expe-
rience served for Deborah as a wakeup call and
made her fight again. She decided to use birth con-
trol and not to go to the mikwa again but fake it. She
knew well that the Torah condemned women like
her: “It calls me a Jezebel, a truly evil seductress,
dragging my husband into sin with me” (220 f) -
because her husband had intercourse with a woman
not purified by the mikwa.

According to Feldman, Deborah slowly changed
her dressing style and her perspective on life during
her college years but still waited for ‘a sign’ to leave
the community permanently. To Deborah, this sign
came with a serious car accident she had. She re-
membered one thought when being sure that she
would die: “There really is a God, and he is punish-
ing me” (242). Lying in the hospital, she tried to give
a meaning to what had happened to her. “That
something like this should happen to me, only a few
days before I am supposed to leave my past behind
for good, only makes sense if it were meant to stop
me from doing so. Is it meant to scare me back into
obedience?” (243).

Here the wrathful God of the Satmar Communi-
ty tried to take revenge for all that she did and for
her disobedience. But interestingly, at the same time
her body made a contradictory statement. Feldman
reports that after the thought of being punished,
Deborah has another sensation: “I look down at my
body and marvel at its ability to survive something
so frightening, and I gaze lingeringly at my limbs as
if there were magic blood coursing in my veins. How
extraordinary it is, to be alive when one should be
dead” (243).

For Deborah the car accident is open to two dif-
ferent interpretations. It is the wrath of the revenge-
tul God that she did not obey, or it is the demonstra-
tion of her body’s power to prevail, even an accident
like this. She decides to believe in the message of her
bodily experience of power. She leaves her husband
and the Satmar community to live a life of her own
with her son in Manhattan.

Her later books and also the documentary #fe-
male pleasure (Miller 2019) show that leaving the
Satmar community was only the beginning of Deb-
orah’s journey. For a long time, she searched for a
new identity and a new place to live. Finally, she
found it in Berlin, Germany, where many outcasts
from different contexts gather, support each other,
and forge new ties, for example, through art.
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VII. Conclusion

De-Colonial Theory focusses on the colonial struc-
tures that are still valid in different countries, even if
the time of Colonial Empires is supposedly over.
People still suffer from the consequences of colo-
nialization not only in the Global South but also in
the Global North where survivors of different forms
of colonialization have tried to find refuge.

In the Global South and North, different struc-
tures of oppression like racism and sexism in their
various shapes, are still in place. Asking “Can the
Subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1994, 66), Spivak empha-
sizes that, especially for women, oppression works
in intersectional ways. Women suffer suppression
not only because of their gender but also because
they are part of an underprivileged group. These
groups of subalterns have no right to speak and their
voice is not heard. Deborah suffers from an intersec-
tional suppression being a woman in a sectarian mi-
sogynic faith community and being the offspring of
parents disrespected in the Satmar community.

In her memoir, Deborah Feldman demonstrates
that oppressive structures of a sectarian community
where religion, tradition, a charismatic leader, and
US-Legislation come together to hinder women and
children from finding their voices.

With the methods of Ana-Maria Rizzuto’s Psy-
choanalysis and Frigga Haug’s ‘Erinnerungsarbeit,’ I
showed that for Deborah, these repressive structures
of God-images, self-images and body images worked
to reinforce each other. Strengthening and support-
ive God-images and self-images helped Deborah to
question the body images instilled by this sectarian
community.

There is no simple answer to the question, why
Deborah Feldman succeeded in leaving this com-
munity, while many others tried to break free but
finally were lured back into the old structures (conf.
Abraham, 1995). Retracing Deborah’s sources of
strength and endurance is akin to a single case
study. It helps to understand more of the intersec-
tional realities of suppression but does not offer sim-
ple solutions.

Feldman’s courage and resilience made it possi-
ble for her to write her memoir and to leave the sec-
tarian community. It may also help other women to
find their own voice. But the memoir does not
change the oppressive structures, nor was it written
with this intention. There are other ways of working
for change and liberation of oppressive systems: The
political road of governmental and non-governmen-
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tal organizations, the pedagogical approaches that
Catherine Walsh (Mignolo/Walsh) proposes, but
also the artistic way that Deborah Feldman and oth-
er women in the documentary %#female pleasure’
use when they tell their stories of liberation.

For me, #Female Pleasure’ points to an artistic
method and towards postcolonial liberation. To me
this documentary is an example of ‘Artistic research’
(Kiljunen/Hannula 2002), a research that tool like
other research is a “creative systematic activity un-
dertaken to increase the stock of knowledge, includ-
ing knowledge of man, culture and society” (OECD
Glossary of statistical Terms, 2008).

The courage and creativity these women show,
are an asset to the postcolonial movement. These
women’s laughter is contagious and life-giving,
though they all endured difficult times. To me, this
may be a unique approach of divesting and destabi-
lizing postcolonial structures and showing new per-
spectives and ways of overcoming intersectional
hindrances that women have to suffer.
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Liturgy in a decolonial key

Becca Whitla

This chapter explores the work of decolonial scholar Arturo Escobar in his volume Sentipensar
con la tierra for its potential to enrich liberating liturgical approaches. Three characteristics of
liberating liturgy are specifically explored: how it lifts up the concrete everyday experience of the
people, how it is community based, and how it is transformative. These characteristics are shown
to intersect with a decolonial theological approach and can be understood along the lines of
sentipensar, as a tangible example of living, doing, and feeling actualized through the religious
experiences and expressions of the people. The chapter concludes with the examination of the
hymn, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” as a brief case study.

Introduction

In the contexts in which I'lead worship—in Toronto,
Canada—the realities of life for the people who
gather can be extremely diverse, representing many
cultures, languages, social and economic classes,
abilities, genders, sexual orientations etc. My jour-
ney towards engaging decolonial thinking comes
out of and is a response to more than twenty five
years of animating liturgy in these settings, where I
have become aware of the power-plays and coloniz-
ing role of the dominant culture. My response to
leading liturgy in these messy, intercultural, and of-
ten conflictual realities has been to celebrate the
multiple and intersecting differences that are pres-
ent. Inspired by liberation theological insights, I af-
firm the role of people’s experiences in the task of
doing theology as a locus theologicus and embrace
the decolonizing impetus as a necessary part of a
liberating praxis.

In this article, I engage the work of decolonial
scholar Arturo Escobar in his volume Sentipensar
con la tierra to help me think about what insights his
proposal could have for liturgy (Escobar 2014). In
particular I will reflect on three decolonizing char-
acteristics of liberating liturgy: how it lifts up the
concrete everyday experience of the people, how it is
community based, and how it is transformative. In
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my view, these characteristics can be understood
along the lines of sentipensar, as a tangible example
of living, doing, and feeling actualized through the
religious experiences and expressions of the people.
I conclude with the examination of a hymn as a brief
case study.

Sentipensar con la tierra

In Sentipensar con la tierra, Escobar writes that
thinking-feeling with the territory (sentipensar con
el territorio) involves thinking from the heart and
from the mind or co-razonar. Escobar’s articulation
of sentipensar rises out of his work and experience
with Afro-descendent communities in Colombia.
Drawing primarily on the very particular experi-
ence of these communities—along with an acknowl-
edgement of similar experiences and wisdoms from
Indigenous contexts—Escobar insists that the act of

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 146-153
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.168
ORCID-ID: 0000-0002-7410-5986
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sentipensar entails the art of living learned in rela-
tion to the particular land inhabited by these com-
munities as they think-feel with the territories, cul-
tures, and knowledges (conocimientos) of their
peoples.

For Escobar, this act and art of sentipensar is con-
nected to a complex web of factors that resists, exists,
or re-exists (Spanish r-existir) beyond the mod-
ern-colonial capitalist world system.! Sentipensar
therefore rejects decontextualized knowledges that
emerge from the notions of “development,” “growth,”
and “economy” (Escobar, 2014, 16) and resists what
he calls the “dualistic ontologies” of modern think-
ing by enacting viable alternatives to modern “one-
worlders” (Uni-Mundistas) and their universal(ist)
claims and narratives. Instead, r-existir is based on
other ontological commitments and ways of “mundi-
ficar la vida,” similar to what decolonial scholars call
“other ways of knowing” (Escobar 2014, 21).2

Escobar’s work is rooted in an understanding of
the interconnectedness of life, in ways of being,
thinking, and doing that go well-beyond colonizing
Eurocentric modes of understanding the world.
Such modes emphasize the individual, instrumental
rationality, the “efficient” exploitation of the envi-
ronment, and private property, among other things
(Escobar 2014, 58). Escobar’s work thus entails a re-
pudiation of the unrelenting avarice and wanton de-
struction of life through coloniality’s abettor,
neo-liberal global capitalism.

A working definition of coloniality is in order at
this point. As I have articulated it elsewhere,

The concept of coloniality describes the all-encompass-
ing residual web of colonizing processes, tendencies, and
practices and its ongoing manifestation, especially in
present capitalist, globalizing, neoliberal systems. Deco-
lonial scholars argue that coloniality brings together the
axes of colonialism, modernity, and capitalism. They in-
sist that “modern” history must be read from the per-
spective of the conquest of the Americas. Coloniality af-
fects who we are, regulates how we understand the world,
and conditions all our relations. Coloniality also un-
masks the ideology of superiority in which the church,
the empire, and notions of what was “civilized” were un-
derstood to be inseparable; this ideology permeated the

1 The Spanish r-existir is different from re-existir. It en-
compasses “the historical RESISTANCE of nations and
women to the patriarchal and capitalist way of life as
such as the social and environmental destruction” (Rex-
istir 2018).

2 Walter Mignolo writes about these other ways of know-
ing as a stance of epistemic disobedience (Mignolo 2009).

European and Euro North American colonial projects
(Whitla 2018a, 21).

As I see it, and like other decolonial approaches,
Escobar’s proposal depends upon affirming ways of
being, thinking, doing, and feeling that go outside
coloniality and the pervasiveness of colonizing atti-
tudes, along the lines of my definition above. He
imagines a world other-wise, a pluriverse world with
many cosmovisions and a web of relations that goes
beyond human paradigms of knowing to include all
of creation. His proposal depends upon understand-
ing ourselves as related to particular territories with
all the attending physicality, history, culture, and
cosmovision that such a territorialization entails.

A comprehensive analysis of Escobar’s proposal
goes beyond the purview of this short article. I high-
light, however, that its uniqueness and relevance lie
in its articulation of paradigms for other ways of liv-
ing (thinking, doing, being, and feeling) that build
up alternatives to the present destruction of entire
communities, habitats, and species, a destruction
that threatens life on our planet. Yet, there are also
significant gaps which, if addressed, could enrich
his proposal. For the purposes of thinking about the
implications of his work for liturgy, I highlight two:
the lived experience of religion and self-interroga-
tion as a scholarly tool for a praxis of sentipensar.

First, there are hints in Escobar’s work of the
possibility of a richer engagement with people’s
lived experiences of religious faith. He writes about
cosmovisions, spirituality, and supernatural beings
as part of what he calls a pluriversal ontological ap-
proach, but he does not spell out these concepts in
this work. We know that spirituality and popular
religious traditions play a role in the manner in
which people interact with and make sense of their
environment. By not concretizing his references to
lived experiences of religion, he misses an opportu-
nity to expand his thinking to incorporate the real-
ity that is experienced by people on the ground. I
wonder how his proposal might shift were he to al-
low the supernatural or spiritual/religious “world”
to significantly impact his thinking about ontology.
Like other post and decolonial scholars, in this pro-
posal of sentipensar Escobar leaves himself vulnera-
ble to being critiqued for displaying an allergy to
people’s actual lived concrete religious traditions.’

3 For a discussion of the neglect of engagement of religion
and Christianity in particular, see (Whitla 2019).
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Second, I propose that Escobar, and several other
decolonial scholars for that matter, could reflect
more intentionally on the role of ethno-racial iden-
tities, including his own, as a way to concretize his
proposal. I argue that scholars must also territorial-
ize themselves by articulating who they are and
where they are located, including by interrogating
their own ethno-racial backgrounds and the privi-
leges that come with them. Bodies, racialization,
and ethno-cultural traditions are territorially locat-
ed in scholarship as well as in communities and so-
cial movements. Self-location and interrogation as a
mode of territorialization could flow naturally out
of Escobar’s work and deepen its applicability.* I re-
turn to this self-location and self-interrogation later.
For now, I simply wish to assert that it is a crucial
step if power dynamics are to be unmasked. Also, I
insist that worship cannot become liberating—and
we cannot liberate worship—if mechanisms that
leave power systems intact are unaddressed. This
process must begin with ourselves.

Decolonizing liturgies

Decolonizing liturgies emphasize both a lived expe-
rience of religion and a rich process of self-location
and self-interrogation. They resonate with the kind
of alternative way of living Escobar is advocating,
on one hand, and could enrich the notion of sentip-
ensar as he articulates it, on the other. Here, I want
to be cautious not to suggest a wholesale appropria-
tion of sentipensar; the danger of intellectual ex-
tractivism must be heeded. To avoid extractivism,
any use of sentipensar must honour the context and
people from which the language of sentipensar first
emerged. At the same time, other communities en-
gaged in their own struggles against the forces of
coloniality can be bolstered by the language of senti-
pensar, knowing and acknowledging that it comes

4 For a discussion of two other gaps in Escobar’s proposal,
see Néstor Medina’s chapter. Medina notes that Escobar
problematically uses the verb ser instead of estar when
discussing “being,” bolstering the Eurocentric notion of
“being” along the lines of Heidegger’s Dasein. Similarly,
Escobar’s insistence on the use of the term “ontology”
renders his proposal overly abstract. Medina proposes
instead the use of “the cultural” to reflect the present re-
configuration of the world by way of multiple cultural
communities along the lines of Escobar’s pluriversal ap-
proach.
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from this Afro-Colombian context. In what follows
I describe some of the decolonizing characteristics
of liberating liturgies, with a view to suggesting
some of the ways in which they intersect with a de-
colonial approach.

Lived experience of the people

I contend that liturgies can be understood as tangible
decolonial examples of being, doing, thinking, and
feeling otherwise. I will reflect in particular on three
decolonizing characteristics for a liberating praxis:
how decolonizing liturgy is rooted in the concrete
lived experience of the people, is community based,
and is transformative. First, decolonizing liturgy is
concrete. It is engaged with and in the world in the
historically and geographically located and cultural-
ly conditioned lives of the people. One could say it is
territorialized — to use Escobar’s parlance. It draws
on people’s daily lived experience, what Latina schol-
ars call lo cotidiano, which the people bring with
them when they come together to worship.” Along
the lines of sentipensar, lo cotidiano can be described
as a combination of “action, sentimiento (feeling,
which in the Latino/a sense is a form of aesthetic rea-
soning), and ideals” (Garcia-Johnson 2009, 19). Af-
firming the porous boundary between worship and
the rest of life, everyday life is experienced “holisti-
cally and aesthetically within practices of the com-
munity, music, humor, and religious celebrations”
(Garcia-Johnson 2009, 19).

This affirmation of concrete lived reality in wor-
ship also echoes liberationist emphases on the ev-
eryday as a source for theology and thus invites hu-
man cries of pain and suffering to “co-mingle with
our praise and our thanks” in embodied expressions
that range from anguished lament to ecstatic joy, ex-
pressing “humanity at full stretch” (Saliers 2000,
289, 278). Indeed, we can affirm that lo cotidiano is
not only a place for celebration but also the space
where “people face the complex and messy reality of
suffering, shame, brokenness, and struggle toward
transformation of their world and reality,” where, in
liberationist terms, people make “their faith con-
crete and historical” (DeAnda and Medina 2009,
188). In this kind of space, our thinking, feeling, do-

5 Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz writes that lo cotidiano is “at the
heart of mujerista theology and ... is important to all lib-
eration theologies and struggles” (Isasi-Diaz 2002, 6).
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ing, and being intertwine as worlds come together,
especially interculturally, through the multiple hu-
man experiences that are present in worshipping
spaces.

Experiences of daily life are also permeated with
a variety of border experiences, to nod towards an-
other decolonial concept. There are borders between
cultures, languages, class and status, places, and
geographic locations, among other things. The risky,
even dangerous reality of some congregation mem-
bers intertwines with the privileged reality of others
because “borderlands are physically present wherev-
er two or more cultures edge each other, where peo-
ple of different races occupy the same territory,
where under, lower, middle and upper classes touch,
where the space between two individuals shrinks
with intimacy” (Anzaldia 2007, 19). Moments of
border liturgy can thus provoke the reclaiming of
other ways of knowing drawn from the particular
experiences of the marginalized and also promote a
critical interrogation of present power structures,
including what is traditionally done in worship, as
well as how it is done.

Walter Mignolo articulates the interchange in
such border spaces as border thinking. Resonating
with sentipensar, he notes that subaltern reason in-
habits different bodies, draws on different sensibili-
ties and memories, is intersubjective rather than
individualistic, and has what he calls an “overall dif-
ferent world-sensing” which draws on the “realms of
the senses beyond the eyes” (Mignolo 2000, 60).
Border thinking, like border liturgy, is a process
which calls both for 1) building up “local histories,
restoring the dignity that the Western idea of uni-
versal history took away from millions of people”
and also for 2) delinking and decolonizing knowl-
edge from European/modern/colonial/patriarchal
epistemologies (Mignolo 2000, x).

Worshipping in a decolonial way requires navi-
gating across borders and between spaces as a kind
of syncopation—movements of disruption which
compel us to at once inhabit and transgress border
spaces and invite us to engage relationally in
cross-border thinking and, I would add, cross-bor-
der being, cross-border feeling, and of course,
cross-border doing, which here includes worship-
ping.® A real move into border spaces is a dislocating
and risky business; it is not about merely paying lip

6 I have written about a syncopating liberating praxis. See
(Whitla 2018b).

service to this monumental task. “Being” in a border
space is a relational move which requires nothing
short of a conversion to an-other as a radical act of
love to relinquish power, following Jesus, especially
for those with power.

An emphasis on concrete lived experience con-
tinually challenges us to enliven our worship, our
praxis of liturgy, by lifting up the whole-life experi-
ence of the people as a source and location for theol-
ogy and liturgy, especially across borders and be-
tween cultures. It preferentially pays attention to the
experience and concrete expressions of the most
marginalized, particularly the experience of women
and most of all, marginalized women, so neglected
in historic religious practices.”

Rising out of community

Second, decolonizing liturgies rise out of communi-
ty. Yet the notion of “community” is complex. In To-
ronto, Canada, for instance, a city reputed to be the
most diverse in the world, faith communities wres-
tle with plurality because of multilingual, multicul-
tural, and multiethnic realities. Often, many cul-
tures, languages, classes, and value systems are
represented in a single community. Many people in
the city have been deterritorialized, often violently,
and are in the process of re-territorializing, trying
to root themselves in their new place, with all of the
attendant challenges of discrimination, marginal-
ization, poverty, etc. Many are also wrestling with
what re-rooting means in relation to the histori-
cal-colonial violation of Indigenous peoples, lands,
and cultures.® In some churches in Canada, for in-
stance, services now begin with the Indigenous
practice of aland or territorial acknowledgement—a
ritual expression of gratitude for the specific land on
which people are situated and the first peoples who
lived there. This rite, though contested because of
concerns it can become an empty gesture, resonates
with the territorialization of sentipensar among the
Afro-Colombian communities, as Escobar articu-
lates it.

Like sentipensar, a decolonizing approach to
worship insists that all the peoples present in our
faith communities must be uplifted and affirmed as
we think-feel what we do. Such an affirmation in-

7 See Medina (2015).
8 See Medina (2017).
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cludes the cosmovisions and cultures we bring with
us in their pluriversality, as well as our relationship
to all of life around us in creation. If taken seriously,
this approach requires a commitment to relational
interculturality on the ground, by which I mean a
praxis that is radically inclusive; it would stand
against structural approaches to exclude and privi-
lege some people and would seek to create new alter-
natives for conversation among different cultural
traditions and peoples. Inherited worship practices
would thus be challenged when they reinforce tradi-
tional dominant culture power structures, and
substantial new spaces would be opened up and
protected for expressions from marginalized com-
munities.

As I see it, taking on this responsibility is a po-
tentially decolonizing move, a commitment to in-
terrogate ourselves especially with regards to the
kinds of social power society ascribes to us due to a
number of factors. These factors include: how people
are racialized, economic status, including the own-
ership of land/property, where we are from, where
we live, the kind of passport we carry if we even have
a passport, gender, age, place of employment, (dis)
ability, the language(s) we speak, and the religion we
practice, among other things. Relationships with
other people are thus put in the context of commu-
nity which are in turn part of our institutional, eth-
no-cultural, and even national settings. These ev-
er-widening circles of self-reflective, intercultural
relationality are essential in a liberating praxis. Such
a praxis begins with a reflection on who we are and
where we are, so that we can root our actions in an
interrogation of ourselves with respect to the terri-
tories we inhabit, the people with whom we are in
relationship, our relationships with all other sen-
tient beings, and the imperceptible links of coloni-
zation that shape all our relations.

Transformation through decolonizing
liturgies

Third, decolonizing liturgies must embody the lib-
erationist push toward the transformation of social
and ideological systems of oppression against mar-
ginalized communities, including in worship and
liturgical practices. Decolonizing worship, at its
best, offers an alternative to the rapacious greed of
the capitalist modern-colonial world system, actual-
izing another way of living. It nourishes us for our
transformative work in the world. It also transforms
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us and our communities, already modelling a world
where other worlds are possible. To be liberating, lit-
urgies must be spaces where people are actually en-
gaged in a communal praxis which decolonizes, as
agents working to enact the liberating love which is
at the heart of Christianity (Segundo 1974).

By decolonizing liturgies, a sacramental space is
prepared where the divine can be encountered. The
role of the agency of the people, especially the mar-
ginalized, in bringing about transformation thus
must be understood as taking place in collaboration
with the Divine, animated by the Holy Spirit. But
enacting decolonizing liturgies, actually making
them happen, is a messy and painstaking task.
Glimpses of the Divine take place amidst, in, and
in-between experiences of pain, death, despair, and
suffering; they occur in specific contexts in which
people think-feel in order to make sense of these re-
alities. Decolonizing liturgies thus rely on a prolep-
tic orientation which affirms that the pain and suf-
fering of this world cannot be the last word. It insists
that we all have a part to play in building the realm
of God; we can already anticipate and model the es-
chaton, another possible world. In the diverse con-
gregations of Toronto, decolonizing liturgies also
require those from the dominant culture, like my-
self, to heed a clarion call to side with, enter into,
and walk in solidarity with the marginalized. This
accompanying requires a hermeneutics of silence
with deep listening and paying attention to those
voices that have been marginalized or even silenced.’

In this spirit, let us briefly follow one hymn’s
journey as a way to sample the implications of pay-
ing attention to marginalized voices. As we shall
see, a hymn can be either an embodiment of colo-
niality or a song of liberation or even both at the
same time, depending on the context. When we
look more closely at some of our practices, we may
discover that decolonizing has already begun, as
marginalized communities reconfigure the artifacts
of empire.

9 Latino theologian Roberto Goizueta’s notion of aco-
mapafiamiento or accompaniment helps illuminate the
process. Goizueta argues that this authentic relational
justice presupposes solidarity in the midst of suffering
together with the poor and marginalized (and not for
them) before any kind of genuine pluralism can be
achieved (Goizueta 1995, 13).
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“What a friend we have in Jesus”
Expression of coloniality or song of
liberation?

As we have seen, liturgies which seek to be in a de-
colonial key demand that we celebrate and affirm
practices which rise out of the lived daily experience
of the people, are rooted in community, and are
transformational. But they also require liturgists to
make a commitment to interrogate coloniality at the
heart of what we do in worship; worship practices,
especially in my own Anglo North American set-
tings, need to be radically decolonized. This decolo-
nizing is a crucial part of a broader liberating pro-
cess. We know from the work of decolonial scholars
that coloniality affects all aspects of human exis-
tence: who we are, how we behave, and how we un-
derstand the world and all our relations. Indeed,
people continue to live with the legacy of colonial-
ism in alived “coloniality of being” and that includes
how we worship (Maldonado-Torres 2007).

In Anglo-Canada, “coloniality” stems from the
British contingent of European colonialism. Litur-
gists and liturgical theologians who are committed
to a liberating liturgy in this context thus need to
confront the many ways worship has been captivat-
ed by modern-capitalist-colonialist-rationalistic-pa-
triarchal thinking. Unmasking coloniality helps
make sense of how mechanisms of oppression—
whether they be white supremacy, gender exclusion,
or settler colonialism, to name a few—are still pres-
ent in our practices, including, for example, our
hymn singing.

Corresponding with and contributing to the as-
cendency of the British Empire, British hymnody,
particularly of the Victorian era, was imbued with
coloniality and was exported and imposed in the
Canadian context and elsewhere. Coloniality im-
pacted the way music is understood, taught, com-
posed, performed, and experienced, and has strong-
ly shaped worship practices.'’ Let us consider “What
a Friend We Have in Jesus” in relation to these is-

10 In other work, I use “coloniality of music” to describe the
multiple ways in which coloniality has pervasively in-
fected music, music making, and discourses about music
and has contributed to making Eurocentric approaches
to music dominant (Whitla 2018b).

sues, a hymn written at the zenith of the British Em-
pire, in 1855 by Joseph M. Scriven."

A decolonizing stance which seeks to interrogate
coloniality in this hymn text draws our attention to
lines like “weak and heavy laden, cumbered with a
load of care” which can lead one to describe this
hymn as a sentimental and pietistic reduction of hu-
man nature to a kind of pathetic iniquitous being."
Emphasizing a theology of substitutionary atone-
ment, it essentializes the singing subject as a de-
praved sinful being, dependent on the superior salv-
ific nature of the Christian God. But a liberating
approach to liturgy also demands that we pay atten-
tion to how worship is being lived out on the ground
by the people and how it is connected to their lived
every day experience, even including hymns which
are part of the forces of colonialism. How then
might “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” be recon-
figured?

In the spring of 1987, the mother of my exiled
Sotho South African boyfriend died at her home in
Soweto, South Africa. In Toronto, we organized a
makeshift memorial service at my parents’ house,
where members of the African National Congress
and the Pan African Congress — all political refu-
gees — gathered to grieve with Neo. At a certain
point, the leader of the proceedings announced that
we would all join together to sing a hymn “familiar
all over the world.” We began to sing verse one:
“What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and
griefs to bear!/ What a privilege to carry everything
to God in prayer!...” (Hymnary.org 2019).

In other places, I have analyzed the way op-
pressed communities have changed the words of
traditional hymns to transform the theological
meaning. In this case, the singers changed the
meaning of the song through the very act of singing.
With a liberationist hermeneutical lens, the pietistic
reading of this text was disrupted as these singers
flipped the song, and it became instead a song of
defiance, a locus of contestation. It affirmed the
real-life griefs, pain, and trial of dehumanizing cir-

11 Scriven wrote the poem to comfort his mother living in
Ireland while he was in Canada. For the full text and bi-
ography of Scriven see (Hymnary.org 2019).

12 Verse three reads: Are we weak and heavy laden, cum-
bered with a load of care?/ Precious Savior, still our ref-
uge—take it to the Lord in prayer!/ Do your friends de-
spise, forsake you? Take it to the Lord in prayer!/ In his
arms he’ll take and shield you;/ Thou wilt find a solace
there (Hymary.org 2019).
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cumstances—the hardship of life under the brutal
rule of the Apartheid regime. Singing this song
promised hope, lifted up the fundamental hu-
man-ness of the singers and became an encourage-
ment to continue in the struggle for those whose
lives had been dedicated to overthrowing the racist
government. When we sang with Neo, we all bore
witness to his exile and to his grief; as comrades and
as allies, we embodied a theology of solidarity in the
act of our singing.

Canadian Anglican Indigenous Bishop, Mark
MacDonald affirms that, in contexts like this, the
actual singing can be just as important as the words.
He notes, for instance, the slow fervent style of hymn
singing in many Indigenous communities is appre-
ciated and evaluated for its passionate commitment
and expression, for its thinking-feeling. MacDonald
says that hymn singing can be a mode of resistance
and it is also a way in which Indigenous language
and culture was carried. Theologically speaking,
MacDonald says that “underneath what we see and
hear is a dynamic of life which is unveiled and re-
leased in singing” (MacDonald 2016)."” Hymn sing-
ing, according to MacDonald, thus enables a “differ-
ent cosmovision, including an eschatology which is
defiant because it is present in the here and now
through singing” (Whitla 2018b). I propose that this
kind of decolonial approach to hymn singing can be
understood along the lines of sentipensar.

Susan Beaver who is the Kanienkeha minister at
Grand River United Church on Six Nations reserve
near Toronto, Canada would agree about the mean-
ing of “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”™* In her
community, the hymn is deeply meaningful for
many Indigenous people including the people at her
church, because it helps those who suffer; struggle
with grief; need help, especially spiritual help; or
face other challenges like the temptations of addic-
tion, among other things. She says that it is very
much a cry for help from the people. “The thing is,”
Beaver writes, “in the history of the church as our
people see it, the visitors came and told us how we
worship is wrong. So we picked up their Bible and
churches and hymns and quite loved them or un-
derstood them as the norm. There is a lot of old stuft
that for sure needs to be jettisoned by us. But with

13 McDonald’s insights about culture and other ways of
knowing illustrate that discourses using the language of
“decolonial” are certainly not limited to Latin American
decolonial arenas.

14 Kanienkeha is the Indigenous word for “Mohawk.”
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the new hymns and the new hymn books the people
say, ‘We worship the way they told us to worship and
now theyre coming in and telling us our worship is
wrong again”’(Beaver 2017).

Other examples of the singing of “What a Friend
We Have in Jesus” might include its use at the funer-
al of eminent Cuban theologian Maestro René Cas-
tellanos, at the Seminario Evangélico de Teologia de
Matanzas in Cuba in 2012 with Castellanos’ own
translation; at the Toronto Pride parade in June in
celebration and affirmation of the LGBTQ+ com-
munity; or indeed among the many working class
communities throughout North America where this
song remains beloved for its affirmation of the expe-
rience of human suffering and its celebration of an
intimate loving relationship with Jesus.

In these contexts of struggle, this traditional
hymn, which one might be inclined to reject because
of its “old-fashioned theology,” can actually embody
a resistance to the very constructs of coloniality
when it is reconfigured by the communities that
sing it, as they think-feel their way to their own
transformation. Along with songs and ritual prac-
tices from the Global South, such transformations
offer liberating possibilities for worship practices.
The daily lived experience of the people is affirmed
as we transform worship in community, give up Eu-
rocentric modes, and embrace the painstaking pro-
cess of conversion which requires us to become
something other than what we are. In these ways,
entire communities begin to also engage in their
own processes of decolonization and transforma-
tion. In recognizing our complicity with systems of
coloniality and decolonizing ourselves and what we
do, we seek to change ourselves and transform our
world. In this space, worship is a way to do theology
and to think-feel otherwise. Worship thus reflects
who we are and who we want to become as active
agents of a liberating praxis proclaiming what is and
what ought to be as we reconfigure worship in a de-
colonial key.
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Developing a competency framework for ministerial
formation from a postcolonial perspective: A South
Africa contribution

lan Nell

Assessment of students for ministerial practice is traditionally done through assignments and oral
examinations, which often only concentrate on the knowledge component and outcomes of the
program. Assessing students in this way has mimicked a view of ministerial practitioners as intel-
lectuals preaching over the heads of the congregants and not being in touch with the pastoral
and contextual needs of the members, and normally leads to a disconnect between knowledge,
practice, and context. Disjuncture of this nature signals a need for a broader set of competencies,
rather than simply working with and analyzing texts in theological education. Developing a set
of competencies also responds to the reality that the practice of ministry takes place within a rich
diversity of postcolonial settings and practices. The central research question of this study was
therefore formulated as follows: What are the central ingredients for developing a competency
framework for ministerial formation from a postcolonial perspective at a research-intensive uni-
versity in South Africa? In answer to this question, this paper looks at the ways in which a com-
petency framework can help to translate generic graduate attributes into a set of competencies
that are specific to the field of ministerial training. Some empirical work shows evidence of a

growing postcolonial awareness in the development of these competencies.

1. Introduction

The overarching question that led to this research
was: How well do we prepare our graduates for the
21st century? We have to take the comment of Tenc-
er (Tencer 2017, 2) seriously: “Eighty five percent of
jobs that will exist in 2030 haven’t been invented
yet.” We therefore have to prepare our students and
graduates for a world for which it is essentially not
possible to prepare for. In preparing out students for
these professions that do not yet exist, we have the

1 Paper delivered at the 14th biennale conference of the In-
ternational Academy for Practical Theology with the
theme “(De)coloniality and Religious Practices: Liberat-
ing Hope”, 4-8 April 2019, Faculdades EST, Sao Leopol-
do, Brazil.
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further responsibility to assess whether they will be
in the position to carry out the work competently.
Therefore, the assessment of students enjoys a
high priority in higher education institutions all
around the world and there are ongoing efforts to
improve it by adopting new policies every year. All
this is related to quality assurance and control and
forms an integral part of the Higher Education

I- 1 Valburga Schmiedt Streck, Julio Cézar Adam, Claudio
Carvalhaes, eds. 2021. (De)coloniality and religious
I_I practices: liberating hope. IAPT.CS 2: 154-164
Doi: 10.25785/iapt.cs.v2i0.167
ORCID-ID: 0000-0003-0007-8564
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Qualification Framework in South Africa. At the
Faculty of Theology at Stellenbosch University (SU),
we are currently in the process of going through a
new phase of policy renewal in this regard and it
forces every lecturer to investigate in depth their
various forms of assessment.

Assessment of theology students for ministerial
practice is traditionally carried out through the
completion of assignments and oral examinations,
which often only concentrate on the knowledge
component and outcomes of the program. This has
mimicked a view of ministerial practitioners as in-
tellectuals ‘preaching over the heads of the congre-
gants and not in touch with the pastoral needs of the
members.” This can therefore lead to a disjuncture
between knowledge and practice. This disjuncture
signals a need for a broader set of competencies than
simply those of working with and analyzing texts
during ministerial education (Burger and Nell 2012).

This also responds in part to the reality that the
practice of ministry is carried out within a rich di-
versity of postcolonial settings and practices
(Naidoo 2012). To resolve this dilemma, a compe-
tency framework can help to translate generic grad-
uate attributes as well as the profiles of students who
finished their studies, as developed by different
partner churches, into a set of competencies that is
specific to the field of ministerial training that they
wish to practice in.

2. The involvement of stakeholders

The need for a competency framework also flows
from an initiative from the side of SU in developing
four generic graduate attributes, namely that of an
enquiring mind, being an engaged citizen, and be-
ing a dynamic professional and well-rounded indi-
vidual. SU has begun the process of embedding
these Graduate Attributes within the Curriculum as
well as the Co-curriculum to ensure that students
acquire these core competencies that move them to-
wards graduate success.

The importance of a competency framework has
also been recognized by different partner churches
at our Faculty, for example by the Uniting Reformed
Church, which states in their “Profile for Ministers
of the Word in the URCSA” (Agenda of General
Synod 2005, 13) the following:

1. Values/attitudes - genuine faith, a sense of call-
ing, self-respect, character traits, reflexivity, re-
spect for others

2. Knowledge - basic theological orientation, the
Bible/hermeneutics, systematic theology, theo-
logical ethics, church history, practical theology,
missiology, intercultural theology, ecumenism,
church polity, and inter-disciplinary approach,
willingness and ability to use insights from other
sciences, global context, general knowledge

3. Skills - communication skills (proclaiming,
teaching, writing), interpretation (hermeneuti-
cal) and intellectual sKkills, spirituality, manage-
ment/leadership, pastoral care-giving, involve-
ment in society (research, intervention, ecumen-
ical cooperation, community issues).

Before I move on to the problem statement and the
research question, it is worthwhile to get some clar-
ity on what is meant by a postcolonial perspective,
seeing that this is the context in which this research
was done.

3. A postcolonial perspective

Much has been written on what is meant by ‘postco-
lonial,” especially since the student protests and the
#fallist movements of October 2015 onwards. A
number of distinctions have to be made. Postcolo-
nialism, according to scholars Keller, Nausner, and
Rivera (Keller, Nausner and Rivera 2004) and Sharp
(Sharp 2012), is primarily concerned with the time
following various movements towards indepen-
dence in the former colonies. In that sense, it criti-
cizes forms of colonialism that are ongoing. Postco-
lonial theories analyze unequal power relations in
the era after the formal end of colonialism and focus
on the marginalization and subordination of popu-
lations that formerly lived in colonial contexts.
When we look at the historical development of colo-
nialism, we see that it is related to the organization
of nations and people in hierarchical relationships
of oppression and domination.

A postcolonial perspective could therefore be ar-
ticulated as narratives that venerate inequalities and
hide behind masks of colonizing patterns of rela-
tionships. A postcolonial perspective unmasks the
historical legacy of norms that suppress people and
limit their possibility for participation. Participa-
tion here refers to the purpose of mutuality in rela-
tionships between people from structures of inter-
personal relationships to institutional and ecclesial
structures (Abraham 2008, 377).According to Sharp
(Sharp 2012, 425), “[p]ostcolonial work aims to less-
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en global oppression and increase justice, particu-
larly in concrete lives of women and children,
through recognizing the full humanity of all per-
sons.”

4. Problem statement

There is a need to develop a competency framework
that can be incorporated in the Master of Divinity
Program that meaningfully takes into account the
postcolonial context. This needs to go beyond sim-
ply stating the graduate attributes in general terms.
There is a need to actively develop students’ compe-
tencies to function as professional practitioners
within this context.

According to Ashwin (Ashwin 2012), competen-
cies acquired in higher education are assumed to be
specific to a field of study and need to be multidi-
mensional. In this sense, these competencies distin-
guish themselves from intelligence and general cog-
nitive abilities. The Fourth Industrial Revolution,
however, will require transdisciplinary approaches
to knowledge creation driven by a solution-oriented
mindset. This is the case because there is a gradual
shift away from higher education as it is traditional-
ly known, towards transdisciplinary education.

This is of specific importance for preparing stu-
dents for ministry. There is also a shift towards pro-
gram evaluations based on critical competencies
and skills developed and the related practices. This
represents a departure from the emphasis on learn-
ing outcomes where it is knowledge and retention
that are measured.

5. Research question

In the light of the argument above, the research
question was formulated as follows: What are the
central ingredients for developing a competency
framework from a postcolonial perspective for a
master’s degree in theology at a research-intensive
university?

6. Aims of research

The aim was to develop, implement and evaluate a
first iteration of a competency framework to facili-
tate the assessment of Master of Divinity students
that could subsequently serve as a framework for the
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assessment of students more broadly in Master of
Divinity programs in the African postcolonial con-
text. At a broader level, the aim of the project was to
challenge the traditional ways of assessment that
mostly concentrate on cognitive (knowledge reten-
tion) skills.

7. Review of relevant literature

At SU, we initiated a process of embedding graduate
attributes in the curriculum of certain chosen pro-
grams in the ten faculties of the University, from
2015 onwards (Nell and Bosman 2017). This initia-
tive was intended to ensure students acquired the
core competencies that move them towards gradu-
ate success. In our Faculty, there is a particular need
to develop a competency framework that can be in-
corporated into the Master of Divinity Program, in
the light of the fact that this is a professional degree
required by students who wish to go into full-time
ministry. This initiative underscored the impor-
tance of a framework that goes beyond simply stat-
ing graduate attributes in generic terms. A survey of
the literature produced the following headings.

7.1 From graduate attributes towards
competencies

Research by Jacobs and Strydom (Jacobs and Stry-
dom 2014) indicates that the development of graduate
attributes is enhanced when embedded in a disci-
plinary framework. In their contribution titled
“From ‘Matie’ to Citizen” they look at the ways in
which graduate attributes as signature learning at SU
can help students to become well-rounded individu-
als and engaged citizens. According to Jones (Jones
2013, 592), a further determinant of a well-rounded
individual is the notion of teaching and learning that
embrace life-wide experiences integrated into the
textured and complex lives of our students. This takes
place by acknowledging the valuable development
that occurs in student-driven spaces beyond the
classroom and formal curriculum.

7.2 Defining competencies

There is a voluminous body of literature on compe-
tencies, in which competencies are broadly defined
as “a combination of cognitive, affective, motiva-
tional, volitional and social dispositions that form
the basis for performance” (Shavelson 2010, 43).
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Shavelson presents an approach to measuring and
statistically modelling competency measurements
by defining competency as a complex ability con-
struct closely related to real-life-situated perfor-
mance. The intent is to make the construct ‘compe-
tence’ amenable to measurement. Competencies can
thus be seen as trait dispositions that are relatively
stable over time and across situations, while changes
can be induced by dynamic components. An addi-
tional consideration for developing a competency
framework is Bloom’s taxonomy framework, with
its emphasis on scaffolding learning. There is a need
for threshold concepts to be purposefully integrated
into programs and activities and to make them a
part of the competency framework.

It is also important to make a distinction be-
tween learning outcomes and competencies. Learn-
ing outcomes are defined in terms of particular lev-
els of knowledge, skills, and abilities that a student
has attained (Adam 2008, 9). Competencies take this
further by describing learning outcomes in terms
that define not only what is to be learned, but also
the specific levels of performance that students are
expected to master (Mulder, Weigel and Collins
2007, 67).

7.3 Global competencies

It is interesting that when one works through the lit-
erature, one finds what is called ‘global competen-
cies’ (Bird, Osland and Lane 2004, 57-80; Jokinen

global and
intercultural

Take action

for collective
well-being
and sustainable
development

Figure 1: The dimensions of global competence
https://www.oecd.org/education/Global-competen-
cy-for-an-inclusive-world.pdf

2005, 199-216). According to the OECD PISA global
competence framework (see figure 1 below), global
competence “includes the acquisition of in-depth
knowledge and understanding of global and inter-
cultural issues; the ability to learn from and live
with people from diverse backgrounds; and the atti-
tudes and values necessary to interact respectfully
with others. Global competence is the capacity to ex-
amine local, global and intercultural issues, to un-
derstand and appreciate the perspectives and world
views of others, to engage in open, appropriate and
effective interactions with people from different cul-
tures, and to act for collective well-being and sus-
tainable development.” (Ramos and Schleischer
2018, 6).

7.4 Increased demand for generic competencies

An interesting contribution is the work of Young
and Chapman (Young and Chapman 2010), in which
they give a description of the historical overview of
the development of competency frameworks. Ac-
cording to them, “rapid transformations of the
world economy over the last three decades have pre-
cipitated profound changes to labour markets across
the globe” (Young and Chapman 2010, 2) and
through globalization, a shift away from agricul-
ture/manufacturing towards a new knowledge-base
global market took place. This necessarily led to the
situation that increased levels of necessity for work-
ers able to keep up with changes that the new econ-
omy brought and also led to the development of a
whole new set of broad skills or generic competen-
cies. They provide interesting examples from all
over the globe of the development of these generic
competencies.

7.5 Competency-based theological education

The purpose and task of theological training are to
educate and equip prospective leaders with the nec-
essary gifts and competencies to empower other be-
lievers to participate in the mission of the Church.
In this study, the point of departure is that there is a
close connection between the quality of theological
training and the quality of the candidate arriving
for the ministry. Competency-based theological ed-
ucation (CBTE) takes this challenge seriously. Ac-
cording to the Association of Theological Schools
(The Association of Theological Schools 2018, 4),
CBTE “represents a paradigm shift in theological
education. It offers an innovative way for seminaries
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and learning networks to raise a new generation of
proven leaders, trained in context, in the knowl-
edge, in the skills, and in the character traits they
need to prosper in their callings.”

Compared to the content-transfer model, where
the focus is on content and topics of study as the or-
ganizational principle, the competency-based mod-
el works with fluidity, providing a framework for
learning and teaching in a variety of contexts. In the
competency model, excellence is mainly measured
by the nature of the process and not through knowl-
edge production. The real criterion for excellence in
competency-based education is the degree to which
the student is ready to function effectively in minis-
try and show potential for continued theological
training (Youngblood 1989, 29).

According to Brown (Brown 2016, 2), CBTE “is
an educational model that emphasizes: (1) learning
more than ‘seat time,’ (2) the mastery of profession-
ally-oriented competencies, (3) well-planned learn-
ing activities or assessments (class-based or not, on-
line or onsite) that students may complete at their
own pace, and (4) a community of learning where
regular and substantive interaction occurs between
qualified faculty and students... One way to com-
pare and contrast CBTE with more traditional edu-
cational models is that the CBTE model holds learn-
ing constant while time varies, whereas traditional
models hold time constant while learning varies.”

From this it is clear that CBTE is an approach to
developing academic programs where the focus is
on the competencies rather than on the time spent
in classrooms. Students illustrate and demonstrate
their skills and knowledge by participating in learn-
ing experiences, activities, and exercises where there
is an alignment with well-defined learning out-
comes.

Mwangi and De Klerk (Mwangi and De Klerk
2011, 7) put it as follows: “As a curricular model,
competency-based learning seeks to develop compe-
tencies in persons at different stages of their matura-
tion journey. The competencies encompass the de-
velopment of the whole person: affect understanding,
character, and skills. Competency-based learning
does not focus on courses and grades but on measur-
ing competencies based on design outcomes.”

8. Research approach: Design-based
approach

The research involved six sequential steps:

1. Develop a better understanding of competency
frameworks for teaching and learning in higher
education based on a literature review

2. Translate those generic competencies and gradu-
ate attributes identified in Step 1 to the context of
ministerial education

3. Engage lecturers (and students) in terms of the
need for and experience of making use of the
framework

4. Design teaching and learning activities for the
use of the competency framework in the Master
of Divinity Program at SU based on steps 1 to 3

5. Implement the designed framework

6. Evaluate the implementation in Step 5 as the
final step of a first cycle of design.

In the six sequential steps I made use of design-based
research as an appropriate research approach to ad-
dress the research question. The design-based re-
search approach has been succinctly summarized
by Reeves (Reeves 2006) into four phases (see Fig-
ure 2 below).

Design-Based Research

Analysis of Practical
Problems by
Researchers and
Practitioners in
Collaboration

Development of
Solutions Informed
by Existing Design
Principles and
Technelogical

Innovations

=)

Iterative Cycles of Reflection to

Testing and Produce “Design
Refinement of - Principles" and
Solutions in Enhance Solution
Practice Implementation

T |

L |

Refinement of Problems, Solutions, Methods, and Design Principles

Figure 2: Design-based research
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Phase 1: Analysis of practical problems by research-
ers and practitioners in collaboration

The first phase is focused on the analysis of a signif-
icant educational problem, which in this case is the
absence of a well-developed competency framework
for the Master of Divinity Program. Teachers and
researchers together explore the nature of this edu-
cational problem facing students. It is also import-
ant for teachers to be involved in this phase so that
the full extent of the problem is known, rather than
being interpreted solely by researchers. A literature
review is also conducted in this phase to refer to the
work that has already been carried out in the area,
or in related areas, and how similar problems could
have been addressed. After this initial investigation
of the problem, related literature and practitioners’
ideas, it should be possible to provide draft research
questions. By the end of this phase, my aim was to
have a clear idea of the problem and its educational
context, to have read the literature related to the
area in question, and to have written preliminary
research questions.

Phase 2: Development of solutions informed by
existing design principles and technological
innovations

In the second phase, a solution to the problem is
proposed that can be implemented in the classroom
or educational setting. The literature is consulted to
find relevant theory that can guide thinking as well
as existing design principles that may have ad-
dressed a similar problem.

Phase 3: Iterative cycles of testing and refinement of
solutions in practice

Once a learning environment or intervention has
been designed and developed (in Phase 2), the next
phase of design-based research is the implementa-
tion and evaluation of the proposed solution in
practice. Design-based research is not a methodolo-
gy, but a research approach. While both qualitative
and quantitative methods may be used, it is worth
noting that “[d]esign researchers do not emphasize
isolated variables. While design researchers do
focus on specific objects and processes in specific
contexts, they try to study those as integral and
meaningful phenomena” (Van den Akker et al,
2006, 5).

Phase 4: Reflection to produce design principles and
enhance solution implementation

Once a learning environment or intervention has
been implemented, evaluated, and refined in cycles,
the last phase is to produce design principles that
can inform future development and implementa-
tion decisions.

There are potentially at least three outcomes of
design-based research: the design principles, de-
signed products or artefacts — the physical represen-
tations of the learning environment (e.g. website),
and societal outputs, such as professional develop-
ment and learning.

9. Empirical research: Methodology

The research design for the empirical research that I
used works from an interpretive perspective in
qualitative research, with its roots in hermeneutics
as the study of the theory and practice of interpreta-
tion (Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit 2004, 19-
21). The aim of this kind of empirical research is to
provide contextually valid descriptions and inter-
pretations of human actions, which are based on an
insider’s perspective of people and their world. The
research was done by means of a semi-structured
interview schedule (five questions) with five of my
colleagues from the Faculty of Theology. The follow-
ing interview schedule was used:

Open ended-interview schedule

1. Tell me about your field of lecturing.

2. Inrelation to what you do, what do competencies
mean for you?

3. You know about our graduate attributes frame-
work at the University. Do you see a relationship
between competencies in our field and the grad-
uate attributes?

4. Have you thought about the way in which your
field of teaching contributes towards the compe-
tencies of the students?

5. If you look at the following competencies, which
in your opinion are the most important, and how
do you rank them?
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10. Interpretation of the data

In an initial round and to come to a deeper under-
standing of what my colleagues understood con-
cerning competencies, I only looked at the answers
that my colleagues gave to questions 1 and 2. Look-
ing at the data through these bifocal lenses of exper-
tise in lecturing, combined with a postcolonial per-
spective, some interesting data came to the fore.

Concerning the expertise of each of the col-
leagues, it was interesting to see in what ways it col-
ored their way of looking at the competencies. Some
examples:

Respondent 1: So, my field is theology and develop-
ment, sometimes termed community development,
but for me there is a core theological motivation for
the church’s engagement in issues of poverty and in-
equality. So, that’s the key focus and a lot of my re-
search has been focused on congregations’ response to
issues of poverty and inequality across denomina-
tions, across race groups.

Respondent 2: My fields of so-called expertise are
called homiletics and liturgy. Homiletics in plain lan-
guage is all about the art and the act of preaching and
liturgy is all about constructing structures for wor-
shipping God, and both of these two fields of my re-
search [have] to do with communication. It’s about
the communication of the gospel. So, communication
is part and parcel, I would say, actually in the heart
of what I try to teach.

Respondent 3: I am a lecturer specifically in practi-
cal theology and more so, specialization in youth
work, children and faith formation. So, with that, un-
dergrad, I teach modules like Youth Work and Sub-
stance Dependency, Children’s Ministry and Child
Theology. I teach Youth Culture, Planning and Orga-
nization of Youth Work and I teach Faith Formation.

Respondent 4: My sub-discipline in practical theolo-
gy is pastoral care and counselling. So, I have two un-
dergraduate modules that I focus on. The first one is
to give students a basic understanding of the basis or
to create a basis for pastoral care and counselling,
called the Introduction to Pastoral Care and Coun-
selling, which gives them sort of an overview of what
the subject matter entails. And then a specialized
module in HIV/AIDS Care in the third year and then
on the postgraduate level, I have the opportunity to
zoom into more specific areas...
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Respondent 5: Mine is just much more in the field of
theology of religions and that means the religious plu-
rality and the responses of churches, and therefore
you get in the second year a kind of an introduction,
an overview to religions in Africa and ecumenism or
ecumenism and religions in Africa. But then applied
or demonstrated in terms of two religions and that
would be at least Christianity and African religion or
Christianity and African Islam.

From the examples above one can immediately
sense that the fields of expertise will have a direct
influence on the way the respondents might ap-
proach the different competencies. It cannot but col-
or their perspectives.

Concerning postcolonial perspectives, 1 found
some interesting snippets in the data, for example
the following:

Respondent 1: I think firstly they need to be able to
read text and context and the interplay between
them. So, for me that’s key. They need to have a
framework and [...] maybe some normative frame-
work in terms of what theological perspectives relate
to issues of poverty and inequality. Also, intercessions
of powers are some core frameworks that they need to
understand. But they also need to interpret, to do so-
cial analysis and to see how text and context relate to
one another and to be able to read that changing con-
text also and how the text relates to it.

Respondent 2: If you have good communication
linked to real integrity or honesty whatever you want
to call that, then you have a moment or moments
where communication, deep communication, takes
place. You could also, on the other hand, [...] have all
the integrity in the world, but if you are lazy and not
making use of the best modes of communication that
we have also currently, you know, in terms of technol-
ogy etcetera, etcetera, then you could also sabotage in
a certain sense your integrity.

Respondent 3: I would think someone who is able to
develop their own theological framework or lens. So,
you've studied a degree in theology. So, at some point,
I would think you are able to discern and make deci-
sions around what you believe or don’t believe based
on a lens or framework you’ve developed while study-
ing. I think that’s what makes you different from
someone studying theology and someone doing min-
istry without a theology degree. So, being able to
make sound theological choices within ministry
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based on some form of theoretical framework or lens
that you’ve developed.

Respondent 4: My understanding of the competen-
cies is to make sure that the students understand that
there are smaller competencies or [that] competencies
could be required after one module. But then there
are life-long competencies in terms of continuous ed-
ucation, which should always still be part of a stu-
dent’s framework, even while they are busy studying,
but also after completion of their studies. That needs
to be a reality. The second point is that Pastoral Care
and Counselling always works with the existential re-
alities of life, which means that you train young stu-
dents to deal with the complexities of trauma.

Respondent 5: I would say since they engage in a true
realistic context [...] they have the appreciative
knowledge in terms of cultural and religious diversity.
I mean that is the major one. And therefore they
should actually as far as the discipline is concerned
even begin to map that, depending [on] whether [they
are on] the second-year level or the fourth-year level,
to map these are the issues that are important be-
cause only if you have that kind of knowledge [can]
you begin to appreciate the theological and religious
and the cultural kind of differences. So, appreciation,
it’s a key kind of dimension in it also.

Competency framework for MDiv

From the responses one can see that a large number
of very different competencies surfaced in the inter-
views: from competencies to read the text and con-
text, to understanding intercessions of power, to
good communication linked to integrity, to devel-
oping own theological frameworks, to understand-
ing smaller competencies, to dealing with complex-
ities of trauma, to appreciating knowledge in terms
of cultural and religious diversity. This concurs with
the thoughts of Shavelson (Shavelson 2013, 43), who
understands competencies as “a combination of
cognitive, affective, motivational, volitional and so-
cial dispositions that form the basis for perfor-
mance,” and therefore as a complex ability construct
closely related to real-life-situated performances.
This brings us to move in the direction of a first at-
tempt at constructing a competency framework,
taking the graduate attributes of SU as a starting
point.

11. Towards a first attempt

In a first attempt, I linked the four basic SU graduate
attributes to four different types of skills: an enquir-
ing mind to personal skills, a well-rounded individ-
ual to people skills, an engaged citizen to applied
knowledge skills, and a dynamic professional to

5 100

Personal skills People skills Applied knowledge Workplace skills

Thinking critically Initiating
transformational

change

Research and writing Exercising Flexibility

in Ministry

Practicing Biblical
Hermeneutics

Embodying the Love
of God

Understanding the Communicating

Becoming a mature
disciple

Understanding
Healthy Congregations

Applying Biblical
exegesis

Applying foundational

Embracing Cultural
Diversity — Cross-
cultural competency

Articulating Biblical
Theology

Utilizing Biblical
Languages

Resolving

development of God’s Truth Doctrines Leadership Conflict
doctrine
Articulating Personal Recognizing one’s Embracing Taking responsibility

Theology impact on other

people

Figure 3: Competency framework for the Master of Divinity

sanctification
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workplace skills. I further developed five different
competencies under each of the skills by making use

of literature on Master of Divinity programs, inter

alia from the Association of Theological Schools in

the USA. See the following diagram in Figure 3:

Performance standards provide more detail.
They describe what mastery of the competency
looks like in context; the observable components
of the performance that, when combined, fully
represent mastery as defined in the description.
They articulate what the student is expected to
know (cognitive domain), be (affective domain),
and do (proficiency domain) with respect to that
competency.

Performance indicators describe observable,
measurable behaviors, outputs, or circumstances
that signal achievement of the performance stan-
dards. They quantify criteria a mentor can use to
assess whether the student has demonstrated
achievement of the performance standard; they
describe what evidence of competency achieve-
ment might look like in a student.

12. Assessing the competencies

Once one has identified the core competencies re- o
quired for success in the targeted ministry, setting a
four-step approach can be applied to help with the
improvement of assessing these competencies. It is
important to invest the time to write a description,
performance standards, and indicators for each
competency.

o The competency description is a concise,
high-level definition of the competency. It ex-
presses the intent and scope of the competency
within the context of the program. It is a neces-
sary element but does not provide enough detail
on its own for consistent assessment.

An example of a competency rubric is presented in
Figure 4.

Competency Rubric

5 100

1918-2018

NOVICE

Learning

Behavior

Student has significant
difficulty recognizing and
articulating a reasonable
degree of responsibility.

They may deflect much of

it or accept much of it
without question or

critical thought.

Taking
Responsibility
for one’s
actions

Student has significant
difficulty recognizing the
impact of their behavior

on others. They often

attribute undue blame
either upon others or
themselves.

Recognizing
one’s impact on
others

Figure 4: Example of a competency rubric
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INTERMEDIATE

Student has some
difficulty recognizing and
articulating a reasonable
degree of responsibility.

They may deflect some of

it or accept some of it
without question or
critical thought.

Student has some
difficulty recognizing the
impact of their behavior

on others but can describe
some impact. They often
minimize or exaggerate
the seriousness of that
impact.

ADVANCED
APPLICATION

Student has little difficulty
recognizing and
articulating a reasonable
degree of responsibility.
They do not deflect much
if any and the
responsibility they take is
contextually reasonable
and well-thought out.

Student has little difficulty
recognizing the impact of
their behavior on others.
They often attribute
reasonable degrees of
responsibility to
themselves and others.

ADVANCED
THEORY &

APPLICATION
Student has no difficulty
recognizing and

articulating a reasonable
degree of responsibility.
They demonstrate no
deflection at all and
demonstrate sound
reasoning in terms of
distinguishing their degree
of responsibility from
others.

Student has no difficulty
recognizing the impact of
their behavior on others.
They almost always
attribute reasonable
degrees of responsibility
to themselves and others.
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13. Conclusion

In this paper I worked with the basic research ques-
tion: What are the central ingredients for develop-
ing a competency framework for a master’s degree
in theology at a research-intensive university from a
postcolonial perspective? After explaining what I
understand under a postcolonial perspective, I re-
viewed some literature on graduate attributes and
competencies and also gave a short description of
CBTE. I described my research approach as de-
sign-based and gave a short depiction of some of the
empirical research that I conducted. The interpreta-
tion of the data showed that the participants re-
vealed their understanding of the competencies
from the background of their field of interest and
they defined a number of competencies that they see
relevant for theological education. Finally, a first at-
tempt at a competency framework was undertaken,
followed by some concluding remarks on the assess-
ment of the different competencies.
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The meaningful act of remembrance: creating space
for memories evoked by the voices of decolonisation

Ferdi Petrus Kruger

This paper investigates the relationship between painful memories and the meaningful act of
remembrance as a tool to guide people towards healing. The context is post-apartheid South
Africa. The research question is: Could the act of remembrance enable people to engage with
painful memories while addressing decolonization? The research followed Dingemans'’s (refer-
ence, date?) visualization of a research project. The approach starts by considering the present
situation. This is followed by theological reflection to ask how the gospel should be heard in
these circumstances to elucidate the path of Christian obedience. The reflection culminates in
goals and the identification of resources. This in turn leads to action, which becomes the basis for
further reflection, and so the hermeneutical cycle continues. This investigation was done from a
practical-theological vantage point with due consideration of important principles gleaned from
recent research on this topic. The paper closes with liturgical perspectives on how remembrance
could enable people to make space to work through their memories. Remembrance can enable
people to listen, to be in contemplative silence, and also to interrupt silence and create opportu-
nities for story-telling, which can itself cultivate remembrance. Such moments can bring pro-

found hope.

1. Introduction

South African society took a decision in 1994 to for-
mally put an end to the dehumanisation of apart-
heid. A thrilling feeling of liberation was followed
by sobriety tied to the question of how South Afri-
can society should, and would be able to, deal with
its inherited traumatic memories. Consequently, a
kaleidoscope of memories has been influenced by a
decision not to forget the past but rather to deal with
past memories. It is also important to realize that no
society can function in a meaningful manner with-
out remembrance of their origins, their past and
their history (Ehrman 2016, 4-6). As Christians, we
need to remind ourselves that we also belong to a
religion that remembers, that remembers to survive
(Bothman 2000, 22-23).

The history of colonialism and decolonization is
of course a complex matter for South Africans. It is
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also ubiquitous: referenced all over social media and
present in the political, academic and economic
spheres. Decolonisation itself is inexorably inter-
twined with memories of a colonial past, which
transcend politics and remain in the everyday, in
thinking processes and ways of being. Memories of
what happened in the past are inevitably retrieved in
the mere mentioning of the word decolonisation. I
embark on a qualitative literature inquiry whose ul-
timate goal is to offer guidelines for how practical
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theologians might engage with the notion of re-
membrance, which in itself exposes one’s attitudes,
using the strife over decolonization as a practical
example. I highlight throughout that people are
unique in how they struggle to make sense of, and/
or let go of, memories of the past.

Faith communities are bound up in collective
memory. Our intertwined existence necessitates an
increasing awareness of people’s fragile individual
narratives (Tubbs-Tisdale 1997, 32). Theologizing
from a public practical-theological perspective calls
for a sincere, cooperative and a constructive ap-
proach (Koopman and Smit 2007, 272), mindful that
decolonization is not just a critical mindset, it al-
ways contains a cry of sadness. Cilliers (Cilliers
2015, 3) describes this as the in-between space of
paradox. The challenge is that some people want to
forget the past, while others are still processing the
memories of the past based on what they are cur-
rently experiencing, perhaps the past is still very
much present.

A painful past pervaded by memories inevitably
creates an obstruction to experiencing a meaningful
present and the prospect of a hopeful future (Kraidy
2002, 14-16). This article argues that we should be
striving to meaningfully cultivate a framework for
remembrance in the South African context. Re-
membrance after all, enables people to reconnect
things that have become dismembered and disag-
gregated (Arthurs 2017, 12). Given this context, the
research question is formulated in the following
way: Could the act of remembrance enable people to
engage with painful memories, evoked by voices of
decolonisation, in a constructive manner?

According to a typical visualization of Dinge-
mans’ (1996:23) methodological insight, this re-
search is divided into three movements that link in
a hermeneutical manner:

« analysis of the practical-theological situation;
« normative perspectives; and
o Strategies for changing the problematic praxis.

2. Analysis of the practical theological
situation

2.1 Perspectives on storytelling as fertile soil
for everyday decolonization

Goudzwaard (Goudzwaard 1981, 22) aptly indicates
that ideologies do not emerge by chance, they need
injustice or a certain kind of threat in order to take
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hold. For example, he illustrates that nationalist ide-
ologies are more influential when religion is in-
voked. Voices in favor of decolonization often sus-
pect that mainline churches in South Africa are
remaining silent on the injustices of the past and do
not go far enough to heal painful memories. This is
where storytelling can play an important role. Sto-
ries inevitably illuminate the content (the details of
“what happened”), the affect (the “how it felt”), as
well as the meaning (the sense of “why this hap-
pened”) (Hermans and Dimaggio 2004, 23). Stories
consequently go beyond the lived experience of each
individual, towards something shared. Storytelling
gives us access to the multiple meanings of experi-
ence while tentatively building an understanding or
theory to explain the meaning of traumatic and dif-
ficult events (Boss et al 2003, 457).

The church is subject to criticism based on its co-
lonial heritage within the South African context.
Therefore, the church should be available to cultivate
opportunities for all ethnic groups, to listen to the
stories of all peoples without criticizing, judging, or
correcting. This involves letting the orator tell their
story without interruption, with the knowledge that
the audience will believe or accept the story as a val-
id representation of the orator’s perspective (Nwoye
2006, 12). A liturgical awareness here offers the pos-
sibility of experiencing the honour of co-remember-
ing. This can occur when they recognise what has
been occurring in other people’s lives, especially
when painful memories are present. People can live
and work within close range to one another, but they
may be unaware of what the other remembers about
the past. Co-remembering by means of storytelling
entails looking through the eyes of others.

Storytelling events, where members of a congre-
gation share their own stories with one another as
well as having the opportunity to share stories with
those outside the community, have the potential to
be truly transformational. Remembrance in this
way has the potential to stir one’s own memories.
Perhaps the ultimate purpose of remembrance after
all is to prevent a never-ending cycle of hurt and vi-
olence. Ricoeur (Ricoeur 1990, 17) helps us to un-
derstand the complexity of this process, indicating
that beyond the distinction of a happy memory and
an unhappy one lies the possibility of a forgetting
held in reserve. However, to forgive, is not to forget.
It is this idea of a gift, not as requiring or expecting
a gift in return but as something received and passed
on as a second gift that leads to mutual recognition
and a state of peace.
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2.2 The importance of remembrance

Letting bygones be bygones is an imminent danger
in the context of this research. It holds several pit-
falls. Amnesia refers to the absence of narratives
about experiences (Rothermund 2014, 62). Similarly,
the term ‘aphasia’ (speechlessness) in its metaphori-
cal sense refers to an inability to articulate experi-
ences for which one cannot find adequate expres-
sions. This may happen if there is no social frame-
work available that permits the formation of collec-
tive memory (Rothermund 2015, 70). In the context
of audible voices on decolonization, a praxis of si-
lence as a space where nobody speaks about what
everybody knows, should be avoided. Contrary to
the idea of voicelessness is the idea of silence. Dauen-
hauer (Dauenhauer 1980, 27) describes the various
manifestations of silence. Silence as an intervening
act has the function of pausing between sentences or
units of thought. The intervening silence binds the
parts of an utterance. The meaning of the preceding
thoughts and the following thoughts are captured
within this communicative moment of silence. It
also has the function of articulating or making
sense of speech. This kind of silence by its very na-
ture acts to interrupt, but it is can also be something
that opens up new possibilities for mediating acts
and new patterns of communication (Muers 2004,
44). In this regard the concept of interrupting silence
is relevant. Faith communities should contribute to
establishing creative and interpretive moments of
silence to reflect on societal issues. Silence has the
potential to enrich the value of encounters between
people, particularly people from different cultural
backgrounds and beliefs. The act of liturgy could
serve as propellant in facilitating such silent and re-
flective spaces.

Interrupting silence can play an important role
in the context of painful memories. People normally
remember parts of an event but tend to forget oth-
ers, and which event details they recall are influ-
enced by their current mind-set and moulded by
thoughts and experiences that have occurred since
the original event (Kensinger 2009, 13). The utiliza-
tion of senses in this remembering is important.
People do not only listen with their ears. They hear
with their eyes (vivid remembrances) and with their
sense of touch as they become aware of the feelings
and emotions that arise from a particular message.
People also listen with their minds and with their
imagination (Grant and Boprcherds 2009, 52).
Memories, however, fade like ink aging on a hand-

written letter (Arthurs 2017, 14). Therefore, neuro-
scientists often utilize the concept of ‘engramming’
to describe the process of remembering. An engram
is a pathway created in the brain when people re-
ceive information or have new experiences. These
pathways could be described as memory traces.
During this process, the engrams of new informa-
tion are harmonized with the old. Opportunities to
help people to remember should be cultivated.

Language and especially listening are indispens-
able in this process of remembrance (Kruger 2017,
13). Language after all, enables people to recall facts
and has a definite trigger effect in people’s lives.
Words evoke memories and could even perhaps be
compared to the lines of a bar code that evoke the
particular item. Casey (Casey 1987, 3) connects his
insights with the German concept of Wiedererin-
nerung. This denotes the idea of remembering things
again, in effect re-remembering something. The idea
of re-member-ing what has been dismembered or
amputated is evident (Arthurs 2017, 21). The notion
of the prefix “re” as indication of putting something
together again, is striking. People are more likely to
notice things that fit into their schemata and will of-
ten reinterpret things to make them fit. It is import-
ant to note that people are incapable of paying atten-
tion to all the data they receive. This could explain
why different people could listen to the same mes-
sage, but different aspects would be remembered by
each person. People also invent detail to align a
memory with their current beliefs.

South Africa’s history is painful to the majority
of the country’s citizens, especially those who were
affected by the injustices. Remembrance however,
does not have as its goal to restart a harmful process
or to make painful memories more painful. It also
does not offer analgesics to people. Rather, the voice
of decolonization, for example, enables people to re-
visit their own memories, but this time round with
a willingness and an awareness to see things differ-
ently by considering other relevant perspectives.
Remembrance could offer people a hermeneutical
tool with which to reach a fusion of horizons of oth-
er people’s remembrances as a deeper foundation
towards a hermeneutical understanding according
to Habermas (cf. Flemming 2012:13). The way to
reach a true understanding of people’s needs and
interests is to engage in a democratic debate where
these needs are shared, clarified and transformed
(Otto and Fourie 2009, 226). After all, the convic-
tion that free, open, public discussion has a trans-
formative function is central to Habermas’ think-
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ing and could provide a possible framework (Flem-
ming 2012, 14).

Expecting citizens of post-atrocity societies to
simply forget a period of violence and injustice is not
humane. Often, those who most adamantly ask of
others to forget and move on do not realize what it
entailed to be the victims of dehumanizing practices
in the first place (Kerry and Whigham 2017, 23). Re-
membrance of the past should serve to promote co-
hesion and hope, rather than create further division
among people who are experiencing painful memo-
ries. Furthermore, memory should not be used to
prevent a healing process when listening to oppos-
ing voices. People do remember events in the history
differently and therefore listening could help to see
things through the eyes of other people. Memory,
after all, is the way in which the past influences the
present and the future. We should acknowledge that
what is written about the past will always be subjec-
tive and that the different narratives of people are
not always captured in the documentation of histo-
ry. The benefit of collective memory is that it opens
up spaces for co-remembering.

3. Normative perspectives on
remembrance — avapvnoig

Remembrance relates to understanding the past in
such a way that the events of the past become a force
in the present. It is true in more than one way that
remembrance and recognition equates to participa-
tion. Therefore, igniting people’s remembrances
during a sermon reunites them mentally, emotion-
ally and volitionally to the God proclaimed in the
sermon. This section offers brief perspectives from
the Old and New Testament as well as some per-
spectives on hope.

3.1 Old Testament perspectives on recognition
and remembrance

The concept of remembrance is central to the Old
Testament as it expands to enable a specific function
in the present (Merrill 2000, 28). The verb for zkr for
example occurs 222 times in the Old Testament.
From a liturgical perspective, remembering enters
the process because it is precisely the person and
works of God that must be brought to mind as ob-
jects of adoration and wonder. These are recovered
only as the worshiper has the capacity to recall them
(Vallet 2001, 158). But, it is important to realize that
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during Old Testament times and in the text itself,
every event and feast became a teaching opportuni-
ty. The following two examples illustrate this idea.
The importance of the Sabbath and the fact that Is-
rael should observe (remember) the Sabbath day to
keep it holy, entails the idea of devotion (Le Roux
2006, 1010). Moses, according to the Old Testament,
appointed men, priests, whose main task was to see
that the people never forgot what happened that
night they ate the Paschal lamb. The lamb kept alive
Israel’s faith in God. The Lord told them that the
first-born of their sons should be given to him and
that they should do the same with their sheep. The
first-born of the beasts were to be sacrificed and the
first-born sons were to be redeemed by a lamb (Le
Roux 2006, 1012).

The importance of transmitting the remem-
brance from one generation to another should be
noted. Children (and even adults), after all, learn
best when something is demonstrated in a ritual or
symbolic manner. In Hebrew culture the children
occupied a special place in the learning process.
Adults were encouraged to learn from the questions
of children (Le Roux 2006, 1014). Fundamental to
Israel’s faith was the recognition and recollection
that Yahweh was Israel’s God. In the Old Testament,
people were encouraged not only to remember God’s
acts, but also to remember God himself (Pakpahan
2012, 33). In view of God’s relationship with Israel
through his covenant and the relationship between
the two covenant partners, listening to God and re-
membrance of Him receives priority. Not only does
Israel remember God, God himself actually reminds
his people of his relationship with his children.

God himself makes it clear what he wants people
to remember (Baxter 2010, 6). He even requests Isra-
el (Joshua 4) to establish memorial stones, twelve of
them, when they enter the Promised Land. When-
ever they look at the Jordan River, they should re-
member the fact that it was God’s gracious and al-
mighty acts that enabled them to enter the land of
Canaan. In this instance the memorial stones also
provided parents with a teaching tool, they were
able to instruct the next generation based on their
memories. Baxter points out that the memorial
stones were important so that all people could un-
derstand that the hand of God is mighty (Joshua 4:
24) (Baxter 2010, 8). At the very least, this remem-
bering within the covenant seems to imply that the
God who performed the past mighty deeds is the
same God who is present with his people as they re-
member those deeds. He is present as the living
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God, bound to them in election and covenant as He
was to their ancestors in days past, for He is Yahweh,
T am who I am. Concepts like ‘think about’, ‘medi-
tate upon’, ‘pay attention to’ and ‘recalling’ are re-
garded as important building blocks of remem-
brance (Holyoak and Morrison 2005, 7). In fact, the
act of remembrance is based on the assurance that
God himself is a re-member-ing God.

Remembrance (recognition) of past events and of
God’s acts in the past creates new memories and
makes encounters with him into meaningful events.
People in the Old Testament are therefore also ex-
horted to remember God in their various feasts like
Passover, the Feast of the Tabernacles and the Purim
Feast (Vorster 2011, 33). With these feasts, people re-
membered God’s acts of deliverance (cf. the exodus
motive) and his providence. However, it is import-
ant to realize that the source for remembrance is al-
ways God’s activity. The past subsequently becomes
present in cultic rituals and therefore believers be-
come participants in God’s mighty deeds of salva-
tion in the past (Jones 1986, 437).

3.2 New Testament perspectives on
remembrance (anamnesis)

From the perspective of the New Testament, re-
membrance (recognition) is closely related to the
significance or meaning of events and words (Pa-
kpahan 2012, 42). Through the act of remembrance,
the person or deeds that are remembered are brought
to the realm of the here and now (Brouwer 2009, 27).
Meaning is created in the process. From a New Tes-
tament perspective, the idea of a re-lived and re-ex-
perienced experience within a new and meaningful
realm, is vivid. The concept of remembrance (anam-
nesis) is often utilized in the context of an encounter
with God (liturgy) in the New Testament. Through
remembrance, the active God of the past is remem-
bered as active in the present. This very idea pro-
vides a dynamic hope for the future. It moves like a
wheel that is able to move backwards, but also for-
wards.

It is evident from above that the concept of re-
membrance (anamnesis) is often utilized in the con-
text of an encounter with God (liturgy) in the New
Testament. Liturgical remembrance of God’s action
on behalf of and in relationship with humankind in
history is both a starting point for worship and flows
from worship. Remembering God entails seeking
and obeying him in the present (Jones 1986, 435).
Remembrance (recognition) should not be confused

with the idea of remembering that certain things
happened once upon a time. When believers for ex-
ample celebrate Holy Communion, they experience
and relive the power of the crucified and resurrected
Christ that freely bestowed on them the message of
reconciliation. Remembrance in its functioning is
not a cycle, but rather an arrow aimed at signifi-
cance. Remembrance renews and replenishes peo-
ple’s memories, mediating any of feelings of despon-
dency and hopelessness.

4. Strategic perspectives on changing a
problematic praxis

4.1 Storytelling as a safe space for healing

One has to ask about the reason or reasons why lit-
urgy has a seemingly limited influence on people’s
outlook on societal issues. Decolonization’s for ex-
ample agenda covers all spheres of life: social, eco-
nomic, political and religious (Mashau 2018, 4920).
Within this tension-field some scholars are afraid
that churches themselves could again become the
sites of the oppressive power of coloniality (Ndlo-
vo-Gatshweni 2015, 486). De Klerk and Kruger
(Kruger 2017, 23) indicate that people might experi-
ence liturgy as if they were mere observers rather
than seeing liturgical actions as being dynamic,
working powers that operate within and through
participants. Liturgical acts that serve as propellants
should lead participants towards the reality of life so
that liturgy becomes a way of life that does not en-
gage in an observer mentality. This mediation bridge
should open eyes and provide new possibilities to
change attitudes that are still embedded in coloniz-
ing thought patterns. The bridge of liturgy also of-
fers new insight into the past, because the bridge is
open. The same bridge is open to the future. Yet at
the moment participants in liturgy are often like
stationary vehicles that are ever so slowly trying to
bridge the gap between yesterday and tomorrow
(Kruger and De Klerk 2017, 21).

People in South Africa are indeed living in a
post-conflict society in which gigantic sociocultural
shifts have occurred. An essential part of the heal-
ing of painful memories in a post-colonial society
rests on the ability to tell one’s story and to have
someone listen and acknowledge pain and suffering.
Something should change, in our epistemological
thinking of practical theology, too. People have to
learn to see and describe the world they are living in
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differently (Smit 2008, 22). Worship enables partici-
pants in liturgy to look in the right direction for
meaningful answers. This is actually what happens
in liturgy. God speaks for us to see (to perceive).

Co-remembering can take place through build-
ing relationships within daily life. This means that
people from different viewpoints are obliged to
learn anew to look through the eyes of others. This
makes liturgy a bridging act receptive to the idea of
a vision for the other. Liturgy as an encounter with
God and with other people creates possibilities for
meaningful social relationships . Stories help people
to make sense of their experiences. Stories or cre-
ative images with words can provide a release of
emotion and can help one connect to others when
learning to live with a certain loss. Viewed from a
practical-theological vantage point, it is important
to realize that the way in which people remember
the past has often been described as the impetus for
renewed reproaches rather than constructive heal-
ing (Wielenga 2013, 212). Memories are part of sto-
ries that people tell themselves and each other about
the past. People are constantly in the process of
writing and rewriting the stories of their lives to
make sense of the world around them. Their memo-
ries become part of this story and part of their
sense-making efforts (Rosenwalt and Rochberg
1992, 21).

Healing and hope come not so much from the
act of remembering itself, but from interpreting
memories and inscribing them into a larger pattern
of meaning and stitching them into the patchwork
quilt of one’s identity (Volf 2006, 12). It is also true
that in the realm of collective memory, what a na-
tion chooses to remember or to conceal, can have a
significant impact on the identity of that nation and
the direction it takes. One’s memories could lead to
bitterness and revenge, or to a desire to ensure a bet-
ter future for oneself and others (McAdams 2006,
110). A valid question to be revisited is whose mem-
ories should be remembered, and whose version of
the narrative within the voice of decolonization has
to be emphasized? This kind of willingness to listen
and to see differently does not allow for an attitude
of’us’ against ‘them’.

4.2 The fertile space of the interrupting silence

of liturgy for remembrance

The acts of listening and of seeing are ingredients of
a hermeneutical process of understanding, but they
need fertile soil to thrive. Heitink (Heitink 1999, 17)
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for example emphasizes that the relationship be-
tween theory and praxis needs mediation. Media-
tion in Heitink’s understanding has to do with com-
municative aspects that mediate the gospel to private
life, social establishments and to the public sector.
Liturgy within this framework offers a communal
and a pastoral space for participants to serve God,
each other, as well as the world. In attending to this
interaction, practical theology is not an occasional,
problem-solving technique, but an ongoing way of
doing theology and living the Christian faith (Ki-
nast 2000, 11).

Brueggemann (Brueggemann 2018, 7) emphasiz-
es a possible starting point in doing theology by
highlighting the complexity of silence. Silence could
refer to awe in front of unutterable holiness, but it
can also refer to coercion where some voices are si-
lenced in the interest of other people. Remembrance
is closely interwoven with the essence of liturgy
during worship services but also in daily life. The
power of remembrance (anamnesis) lies in reliving
the saving acts of God in such a powerful manner
that it enables people to appropriate all God’s prom-
ises and to embrace their responsibilities. Remem-
brance viewed from a liturgical angle is related to
the memory of familiar aspects or of persons that
form the foundation for living memories and vivid
experiences. Remembrance therefore draws people
into the reality of the fullness of the life in Christ.
Moltmann (Moltmann 2007, 11) indicates the im-
portance of this kind of remembrance by saying:
“without the memory of Christ’s passion there is no
Christian meditation on the future life and converse-
ly, without hope for the coming of Christ and there-
fore the remembrance of Christ loses its power”.

Remembrance enables participants in liturgy to
link memory with significance (Atkins 2004, 19). It
functions like a photograph. In seeing the photo-
graph, it is not only the subject, but also what the
subject is doing in the photo that comes to the fore.
Every worship service has to be open towards soci-
ety. Being blessed by liturgy also entails being a
blessing to other people in daily life. Remembrance
of painful memories is in itself an editing process
and the emphasis is therefore not on editing people’s
versions of memory oneself. The community of be-
lievers should instead invite people to become part
of a new way of communitas, a communicative, re-
membering community where listening and seeing
are integral parts. Therefore, storytelling events,
where members of a congregation have the opportu-
nity to share their own stories with one another and
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the opportunity to share stories with those outside
of the community, have the potential to be truly
transformational.

5. Conclusion

Memories evoked by this the voices of decolonisa-
tion could either be associated with hope or hope-
lessness. It is true that reflection on colonialism and
on decolonisation is challenging for practical theo-
logians as well as for faith communities. Remem-
brance mediated by liturgical acts in enabling peo-
ple to re-remember and to co-remember should be
cultivated. Liturgy that deals with remembrance in
reliving the saving acts of God in such a powerful
manner that it enables people to appropriate all
God’s promises and to embrace their responsibili-
ties, should be facilitated meaningfully. Meaningful
liturgy could enable participants to become more
aware of togetherness in society and could help peo-
ple to work through and reflect on painful memo-
ries, perhaps in turn providing hope for the future.
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