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Introduction

Pieter Vos

I note the obvious differences
Between each sort and type

But we are more alike, my friends,
Than we are unalike.

We are more alike, my friends,
Than we are unalike.

MAYA ANGELOU!

In many societies all over the world, an increasing polarization between
contrasting groups can be observed. Tendencies of polarization—forms of
us-them thinking—extend from the political to the economic and from the
religious to the social sphere. Fuel for polarization are prejudices about differ-
ences in ethnicity, race, religion, culture, gender, sexuality, and class. Driven by
fears about losing what is regarded as valuable, one group begins to question
the moral legitimacy of another group and even demonizes this group as the
cause of imagined or real threats. These ‘culture wars'? are often motivated by
alonging for a strong and fixed (group) identity, which is constructed as being
in contrast with the (attributed) identity of the other group. Polarization is
not just diversity, disagreement or holding different views, but, as Lauren
Swayne Barthold explains, “occurs when a fear born of difference transforms
into ‘us-versus-them’ thinking.” Moreover, polarization rules out any form of
compromise and “shuts down the desire to communicate.”

On the political level, polarization becomes manifest in populist move-
ments with the explicit aim to polarize against others and distance themselves
entirely from any political establishment, as for instance in new populist polit-
ical parties in many European countries. In some cases, populists succeed in
occupying important positions in the governments of democratic countries, as
in the USA and Hungary. Often, they promote nationalism and protectionism

1 From the poem “Human Family,” https://allpoetry.com/Human-Family.

2 The term was coined by James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America
(New York: Basic Books, 1991).

3 Lauren Swayne Barthold, Overcoming Polarization in the Public Sphere: Civic Dialogue
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 2.

© PIETER VOS, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004527652_002
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as counterforce to a globalizing world. Different but related is the polarized
discourse against newcomers of those who claim to be native to the country,
for instance native inhabitants of European countries who fear the arrival of
large numbers of migrants from the African continent. This discourse often
suggests such migrants are associated with the worldwide danger of Muslim
extremism. In other cases, religious or ethnic minorities are regarded as not
belonging to the national identity and therefore marginalized and oppressed,
as for instance in Indonesia. Worldwide, debates about racism are highly polar-
ized, as recently became manifest in the Black Lives Matter movement and the
opposition it received. In addition, sociologists and political scientists observe
an increasing tension between high-educated people, who often live in cities
and have a global orientation, on the one hand, and less-educated people, who
often live in the countryside or poor neighborhoods in the cities and are locally
oriented, on the other.4

All these processes of polarization affect the church as well. The church
worldwide and locally is often deeply divided on highly contested issues, as for
instance on how one views same-sex relationships, nationalism, or migrants.
There is a great gulf between the so-called ‘main-line’ (or ecumenical) and the
so-called ‘evangelicals, a gulf which can be experienced within one church
community. As a result, Christians tend to define themselves in opposition to
other Christians, as either orthodox or liberal, either conservative or progres-
sive, either anti or pro same-sex relationships. The controversy regarding the
Nashville Statement, with its bold, conservative claims about sexuality and
gender roles and the sometimes fierce reactions it provoked from progressive
Christians, demonstrates that the churches themselves are part of, and inter-
nally experiencing, polarization.

Given this increasing (or at least ongoing) polarization of various groups
within societies as well as within churches, what may be the calling of the
church? How can the church contribute to societies and faith communities
where people of different backgrounds and convictions live together peace-
fully? What should be the role of the church in society? How can we cope with
polarization within and between the churches and their theologians? How
may the Bible and tradition shed light on these questions?

4 Cf. Kristen Bialik, “Key Findings about American Life in Urban, Suburban and Rural Areas,”
American Pew Research 2018, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/05/22/key
-findings-about-american-life-in-urban-suburban-and-rural-areas/; Mark Bovens & Wille
Anchrit, Diplomademocratie: Over de spanning tussen meritocratie en democratie (Diploma
democracy: On the tension between meritocracy and democracy) (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker,
2011).


https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/05/22/key-findings-about-american-life-in-urban-suburban-and-rural-areas/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/05/22/key-findings-about-american-life-in-urban-suburban-and-rural-areas/
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These questions have been addressed at the thirteenth biennial confer-
ence of the International Reformed Theological Institute (IRTI), which took
place from July 4 till 7, 2019 at Vrije Universiteit and Protestantse Theologische
Universiteit in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. This volume contains a selec-
tion of keynotes and papers presented at the conference in their elaborated
and extended form and reflect the discussions and exchange that took place
between the around 100 theologians that attended this conference from all
over the world.

The theme touches upon the heart of what 1rTI basically is and wants to
be. In 1995, IRTI was founded with the aim to bridge polarities, i.e., polarities
between the East and the West, the North and the South. The fall of the Iron
Curtain and the end of the apartheid regime in South Africa created the
momentum for its foundation, making it possible to bring together various
Reformed theologians from Hungary, South Africa, the Netherlands, and the
USA. This was followed by theologians from Asia, in particular Indonesia and
South Korea, which joined the network as well. From the start, the aim has
been to contribute to ‘Living Reformed Theology, which means doing theol-
ogy in post-colonial, post-communist and post-apartheid contexts, i.e., going
beyond polarities, in a Reformed ecumenical spirit searching for the catholicity
of the church. At the same time, it must be noted that Reformed theology also
has tended to increase polarization by polemizing and building the Reformed
identity in strong opposition to others, rather than searching for unity and
catholicity. Polarization is part of the Reformed heritage as well, and it is still
present within churches that split and push theological and ethical controver-
sies to the extreme.

The 1RTI conference took place in the year of the international celebra-
tion of the g4ooth anniversary of the Synod of Dordrecht (1618-1619), which
was held by the Dutch Reformed Church, in particular to settle a divisive
controversy initiated by the rise of Arminianism. The synod typically exem-
plifies the ambivalence in the Reformed tradition. On the one hand, the
Synod of Dort may be seen as an instance of the transnational, ecumenical
character of the Reformed identity, with the participation of various inter-
national representatives. In times of tribulation, it contributed to national
and social unity, certainly thanks to the privileged position of the Reformed
Church in the Netherlands. On the other hand, the Synod of Dort itself con-
tributed to polarization in how it dealt with religious and political conflict
at the time and how its Canons were promoted or blamed in its aftermath.
The same holds for another relevant and influential document to which the
Synod of Dort agreed: the so-called Church Order of Dort (1619). For centu-
ries this Church Order influenced to a great extent not only how the Dutch



4 VOS

Reformed Church was organized internally, but also how the church related to
society as a whole and to the government in particular. Its influence was not
limited to the Netherlands. In more or less revised form, the Church Order is
still used in various Reformed denominations in North America, South Africa,
Indonesia, the Netherlands, Australia, and New Zealand. Interestingly, it con-
tains regulations about the relation between church and government as well
as all kinds of public affairs such as marriage, charity, education, funerals, and
disciplinary jurisdiction. It allows for great difference within the church and in
this respect guards against polarization. At the same time, the Order has been
used as a political tool, at times making it an instrument of polarization.

1 Polarization: Us-Them Thinking

Given the polarized contexts in society and church, scholars must urgently
analyze the very nature of polarization, both as a concept and as a concrete
phenomenon. Originally the concept stems from the natural sciences, desig-
nating how light, radiation, or magnetism moves in different directions. Out-
side natural science, polarization refers to how people think, especially when
two views emerge that drive people apart, like two opposing magnets.

Dutch philosopher and expert on polarization processes Bart Brandsma
describes polarization primarily as a “thought construct,” a cognitive frame
basically built on images of opposite poles, in which always two identities are
set against each other: men against women, Muslims against Western people,
politicians against citizens, homosexuals against heterosexuals, black against
white.> According to Barthold, “polarization occurs when fear of certain
identity-based difference leads to avoidance, and avoidance leads to hostile
stereotypes that result in ‘us-versus-them’ thinking.”® As such, polarization
is an activity, the activity of dividing. That is why polarization is not a value-
neutral term that just describes a state of affairs. Polarization is making a sharp
division, dividing a population or group into opposing fractions.

In all cases of polarization, a dynamic of us versus them is at work.” In
polarization processes, the normal multiplicity of differences in a society
increasingly is aligned along a single dimension and people increasingly per-
ceive and describe what is going on in politics and society in terms of ‘us’ and

5 Bart Brandsma, Polarisation: Understanding the Dynamics of Us versus Them (Schoonrewoerd:
BB in Media, 2017),18.

6 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 3.

7 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 2; Brandsma, Polarisation, 13.
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‘them,® defining oneself in strong contrast with the other. In-group/out-group
dynamics immediately come into play. The language of belonging, safety and
even survival is evoked, framed in terms of ‘us-versus-them. Such language
draws on deep emotional structures, in particular fear of losing protection and
safety. People fall back on us-them thinking when they are afraid and when
the only answer to the question ‘who will protect me? is ‘my own group.® This
is why rational argument can be so ineffective in bringing polarized groups to
common ground or peaceful coexistence.!

Dutch philosopher Hans Achterhuis describes the us-them dynamics as
one of the main sources of violence, in particular ethnic violence and geno-
cide, either religiously motivated or inflamed by nationalistic movements.!!
This does not mean that polarization is the same as conflict and violence. As
Brandsma clarifies, there is an important difference between conflict on the
one hand and polarization on the other. A conflict always features directly
involved parties, who are so to say the immediately identifiable “problem own-

”, «

ers”; “The characteristic of a conflict is that the actors have chosen a position,
because they are participating, whether they want to or not.”2 This includes
not only opposing parties, but also those who want to make a compromise,
or those who try to sidestep. All are part of the rising tension and conflict.
Polarization is fundamentally different; it “always involves a choice whether
or not to assume the position of problem owner. Deciding to join in is itself a
crucial choice for ‘the actors.” Are we or are we not going to participate in the

black-and-white thinking and to what extent?”13

2 Theology and Polarization

Given these preliminary characteristics of polarization, the question is how
theology and theologians decide whether to join in. This is an important ques-
tion, since one can easily be entrapped in the dynamics of polarization and

8 Jennifer McCoy, Tahmina Rahman and Murat Somer, “Polarization and the Global
Crisis of Democracy: Common Patterns, Dynamics, and Pernicious Consequences
for Democratic Polities,” American Behavioral Scientist 62:1 (2018), 16—42, https://doi
.0rg/10.1177/0002764218759576.

9 Cf. Michael Ignatieff, Etnische conflicten en het moderne geweten (Ethnic conflicts and
modern conscience) (Amsterdam: Contact, 1999), 57.

10 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 3.

un Hans Achterhuis, Met alle geweld: Een filosofische zoektocht (With all violence: A
philosophical enquiry) (Rotterdam: Lemniscaat, 2010), 311-397.

12 Brandsma, Polarisation, 15.

13 Brandsma, Polarisation, 15.
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unintendedly become the victim of polarization. One trap is that we take polar-
ization as just a given state of affairs in which we take a position somewhere
on the spectrum between two extremes, with the result that the language of
polarization from the start permeates our perception and perverts our theo-
logical understanding. The risk is that speaking in terms of polarization itself
evokes and strengthens the language of division and driving apart. It seduces
us to reduce complex matters to a matter of mutually excluding polarities. If
we adopt this language from the start, how could we ever overcome the duality
of one position excluding the other? This could prevent us from the possibility
of seeing it differently. Moreover, all kinds of terms have become affected by
polarization, as Robin Lovin states:

We are so polarized that any terms we might use to begin a discussion of
shared goals are already the property of one side or the other. Freedom,
responsibility, rights, duties, choice, and even life itself have acquired
connotations that identify the politics of those who use the words.
This makes it easy to tweet about what you already believe, but almost
impossible to think together about what the human good is in relation to
political choices that we actually face.1*

Thus, the first theological task seems to practice a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion,
in order to unmask the polarizing effects and aims in the language of polariza-
tion itself.

Importantly, the language of polarization presupposes that division is
primary. This presupposition should be questioned. One of the descriptions
mentioned in Merriam Webster’s dictionary helps us acquire a different
understanding. Polarization is described as “division into two sharply distinct
opposites, especially a state in which the opinions, beliefs, or interests of a
group or society no longer range along a continuum but become concentrated
at opposing extremes.”'> This description of polarization as a concentration
into opposing groups that formerly ranged on a continuum indicates that in
polarization division is not primary, but always secondary. It is secondary to a
primary status in which the continuum is original.

This means that potential solutions may be expected from rediscovering
the continuum. To put it simply, when people who were formerly united are

14 Robin W. Lovin, “Reimagining Christian Realism: Church in an Amoral Time,” The
Christian Century, February 27, 2019, 26—29, 27.

15 https://[www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/polarization (accessed August 23, 2020;
emphasis mine).
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driven apart, we need to re-envision what precisely united them before they
were driven apart. To speak theologically, what matters is reconciliation, in the
sense of reconciling what has been divided. For what is essential is not what
makes ‘us’ different from ‘them,” but rather that we are just like other people.
This is described in a text by Maya Angelou, which was nicely performed
by the King’s Singers in the song ‘We are’: “We are more alike, my friends, /
Than we are unalike.” In a polarized world, people emphasize the differences,
reducing them to polarities and using them as fuel for conflict. Starting from
our basic human alikeness, we see commonality behind differences.

Here we get a glimpse of the calling of the church in times of polariza-
tion. Reconciliation is the central unifying story of the Christian faith. And
the church lives from the gospel of “God reconciling the world to himself in
Christ ... entrusting to us the message of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:19).
Being part of and truthful to this story is the calling of the church. In many
cases it will be an open question what this means in concreto. But at least we
can say that it deeply changes our perception of what is at stake. Polarization
is neither the first word nor necessarily the last.

Yet, overcoming polarization and reconciling what has become divided is a
difficult task for several reasons. First of all, those who are in particular respon-
sible for polarization, positioning themselves at the extremes of the spectrum,
are not interested in reconciliation at all. Distinguishing between five roles in
polarization processes, Brandsma describes the driving actor of polarization as
“the pusher,” the one who supplies fuel to polarization by continuously setting
the opposite pole in an evil light. The aim is to exert maximum pressure on
those in the middle, “the silent ones,” to choose a party. Pushers like Donald
Trump, Geert Wilders or Marine le Pen use their simple one-liners (“Mexicans
are profiteers,” “Refugees are testosterone bombs,” or “they cannot integrate”)
not primarily for the sake of those who have joined them already, “the joiners,”
but in order to press “the silent ones” to start to think in such terms and to
choose one of the poles. Because this is where ground can be gained, it is most
important to the pusher to make an impact on this middle group, not neces-
sarily to win them over for their own camp, but to force them to choose, either
for or against.1® The effect is what may be called “the disappearing center.” It
is tempting to oppose such pushers with similar munition. However, in that
case one becomes a pusher oneself. As Brandsma observes, “In the polarization
between right and left, the pushers on the left (the ‘cosmopolitans’) are very

16 Brandsma, Polarisation, 267, 33.
17 Cf. Alan I. Abramowitz, The Disappearing Center: Engaged Citizens, Polarization, and
American Democracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).
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certain of one thing. ‘Right-wing voters are wrong.”!8 Both pushers think that
evil is on the other side. Moral self-righteousness drives the pushers, both on
the right and on the left, and supplies them with lots of energy. The only way
is to become ‘more extreme’ while moderating means losing face. In any case,
the pushers want to strengthen polarization:

Anyone who does not choose black-and-white thinking is a thorn in the
pusher’s side. We are wrong to think that the opposite pole is the pusher’s
target. For pushers, the opposite pole is the subject of conversation—
sometimes ‘the enemy’'—but their actual target is the middle group.!®

Secondly, building bridges between the extremes that the pushers on both
poles have created is difficult. It is the work of the “bridge builder” the
fourth role Brandsma distinguishes. The bridge builder spots the deficien-
cies in the worldview of both poles and tries to do something about polar-
ization by intervening, in particular by arranging dialogues and by producing
counter-narratives, e.g., demonstrating the humanity of Muslims, the rights
of foreigners or the inhuman misery of refugees. However, the bridge builder
unintendedly supplies fuel to polarization, as Brandsma notes:

On the way, the bridge builder does something that really pleases the
pusher. The bridge builder supplies fuel to the polarization despite their
best intentions. Organising a dialogue between the pushers, providing
a podium to the opposite poles (read: confirming polarisation’s right to
exist) as well as producing counter-narratives is what supplies the fuel.
The pushers tolerate bridge builders because they give them impetus. ...
It is a major misconception of the bridge builder to think that you can
build a bridge from the middle of a ravine. ... Pushers tolerate bridge-
builders, but in the meantime are seldom interested in having a real talk
with their opposite pole. Geert Wilders and Marine le Pen do not want to
talk with their counterparts. Jihadists are not open to talking with secular
thinkers. The pushers expand their monologue.2°

Moreover, when polarization increases, the middle zone more and more
becomes a danger zone. Whereas the middle zone was tolerated in an earlier
stage, a time may come when tolerance is zero. The bridge builder may become

18 Brandsma, Polarisation, 27.
19 Brandsma, Polarisation, 33—34.
20 Brandsma, Polarisation, 37.
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a “scapegoat,” which is Brandsma’s fifth role. Because bridge builders are not
entirely trusted, they are easily seen as traitors.?!

Finally, as Brandsma observes, the similarity of people is not just the basis
for overcoming polarization but also its source. Referring to René Girard’s
theory of mimetic desire, he states that we do not have original desires, but
desire what others desire. In resembling the desire of the other, the other is
a model. At the same time, the other is an obstacle, because not all can have
what all desire.?2

These short observations indicate that there is no simple cure to polar-
ization. The complex dynamics of polarization easily make one powerless.
There are no simple solutions. Organizing dialogues between the opposing
parties may even fuel polarization rather than contribute to depolarization.
In dialogue, often the identity of the other is central, with the aim to further
harmony between the opposing parties. This may be effective in a preventing
stage, but counter-productive in a stage in which polarization has increased
and escalated into (violent) conflict. As Brandsma demonstrates, what is
needed in that stage is not trying to understand the other, but adequate skills
to deal with conflict. Dialogue and reflection are not adequate during the
conflict, but after escalation, when the opposing groups have become tired of
conflict and violence, they can be appropriate. Religions, life views, and faith
communities may contribute significantly in this final stage, the stage of rec-
onciliation. According to Brandsma, religions and life views are not the cause
of the major conflicts of our time, but rather provide sources of reflection that
enable people to deal with conflicts.

The question is not whether we can use these sources to convince each
other, or even if we tell each other about them. The question is: can we
use these sources to form an attitude that enables us to deal well with
conflict? ... Now the other’s identity is not central, but instead, a funda-
mental recalibration of our own attitude...23

Similarly, Barthold proposes a model of dialogue that is aimed at effecting
a shift of perspective in how one thinks about the other rather than shoring
up better arguments: “In dialogue there is a re-orientation toward underlying
meanings and values that expose a fundamental human connection with the

21 Brandsma, Polarisation, 40.
22 Brandsma, Polarisation, 63—64.
23 Brandsma, Polarisation, 79.
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other; our stories about the other, about ourselves, and about the nature of our
relationship begin to change.”?*

Here, church and theology come into view. Surprisingly, following Brandsma
and Barthold, the core task of church and theology in contributing to depolar-
ization and reconciliation in society is not so much to become a bridge builder
between the opposing parties, but rather to try to understand the meaning
of one’s own faith tradition with regard to the attitude towards life, conflicts,
and how to deal well with them. Following this line of thought, one could say
that the calling of the church is first of all to be the church, and to under-
stand what it means to be the church, i.e., being a community gathered around
Christ which practices a Christ-like attitude in dealing with conflict and polar-
ization. From this follows that the primary theological task is contextual self-
explanation, i.e., to explain the meaning of the Christian faith and the church
in particular with regard to conflicts and processes of polarization in which
the church and its members actually are involved. This task asks for theology
as critical self-reflection, as recalibration of one’s basic view and life attitude
in light of scripture and tradition, in particular with regard to how the other
is seen. Similarly, dialogue is not primarily about understanding the other, but
about understanding oneself. As Barthold argues, dialogue “draws on personal
experiences articulated in first-person narratives.”?> It is first and foremost
about “self-change.”?6 In turn, precisely this first-person approach encourages
one to avoid generalizations about the other and prevents one from speaking
about, much less for, the other, acknowledging the other as sharing a common
humanity and in concretely experiencing the other as a ‘Thou.?? In a second
instance, such a fundamental recalibration of one’s own views and attitudes
from the sources and in dialogue can contribute to a new ‘we, a new under-
standing of the common good, not as the primary aim or as a preliminary
condition, but as a by-product, so to speak, of deep, critical, and honest self-
reflection. The result is the creation of a new space, a new horizon, in which
not only one’s own position is seen anew, but also that of the other, enabling
the creation of a new, shared perspective.?8

All this asks for both analyses of polarization and conflict in particu-
lar contexts and profound theological and ecclesiological reflection, as well
as theological reflections on and evaluations of the role and meaning of the

24 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 4.

25 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 5.

26 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 111.

27 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 91, 93—95, 112, referring to Martin Buber.
28 Barthold, Overcoming Polarization, 1.
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Reformed theological tradition with regard to polarization. Therefore, in this
volume three subthemes in particular are addressed, which order the various
contributions: (1) polarization in church and society, (2) polarization and
the Reformed tradition, and (3) the calling of the church. In the first section the
focus is on analyzing contemporary phenomena of polarization in church and
society as well as the search for adequate ways of preventing and overcom-
ing polarization. The second part focusses more specifically on the Reformed
tradition, its social and political view and in particular the role of the Canons
and Church Order of Dort. The final part of this volume is more specifically
devoted to the calling of the church and how the church may contribute to
depolarization and reconciliation.

3 Polarization in Church and Society

The first sub-theme addresses the phenomenon of polarization and how it
appears in concreto in debates on racism, social justice, sexuality and gender,
feminism, euthanasia, and ecology and agriculture in various contexts. Atten-
tion is paid to the specific contexts and situations in various countries such as
South Africa, the USA, Malawi, the Netherlands, and South Korea. Adequate
responses to polarization depend on the particular contexts and situations,
socio-political conditions and also how local congregations understand them-
selves and their role in society. It has been part of the Reformed identity that
the context of every church is acknowledged as an important factor in the way
discernment takes place. What is precisely at stake in a particular situation
of polarization? Given the specific contexts, what is precisely the challenge
for church and theology in these situations? Do church and theology them-
selves play a role in processes of polarization? Which theological concepts and
approaches are promising in countering polarization?

In the first chapter, “Can Conviviality Trump Polarization?” Nadine Bowers
du Toit explores polarization with regard to race, class and religion, in deeply
divided societies, in particular in post-apartheid South Africa. Against this
background, the author introduces the notion of conviviality, i.e., the art and
practice of living together. Conviviality has recently been revived within the
field of diaconia as a way to think anew about what it means to live together
in solidarity, and to share resources in the joint struggle for human dignity and
a sustainable community. Bowers du Toit argues that conviviality is directly
linked to calls for justice, dignity, and a shared understanding of the common
good as a way to seek and build life-giving community in direct opposition
to the fragmentation brought about through increasing polarization. This
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contribution explores the possibilities inherent in this notion for challenging
faith communities to engage forces of polarization at the grassroots level.

In the next chapter, Thandi Soko-de Jong focusses on the question of how
unprecedented exchanges of polarizing content between populations in our
times should be engaged. The task is to address the factors that drive polariza-
tion, such as fear, disconnection, apathy, and hate. Soko-de Jong also examines
some common pitfalls in the social engagement of Reformed faith communi-
ties, pointing to the need for more conscientious commitment to including the
voices of its members that are negatively affected by fallouts of polarization
conflict. Including these voices challenges the idea that the Reformed tradition
speaks with universal authority while only privileging as orthodox the voices
that conform to its traditional, Western roots. To elaborate on this point, the
author examines the Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel (also known
as the Dallas Statement), to show the need for reforming the conversation
between different sides of polarizing topics such as sexuality, gender, immi-
gration, religion, race, and so on. The growth of robust engagement can poten-
tially enrich the fabric of Reformed Theology, enabling it to better respond to
polarizing issues as they arise. For further practical illustrations, Soko-de Jong
draws from research among faith communities in Southern Malawi focusing
on experiences of faith, tcheni pa kalanka (orthodoxy) and health, a combina-
tion of topics that has its own polarizing elements.

In Chapter 3, Willem van Vlastuin addresses polarized debates on sexuality
and gender in the Netherlands and in postmodern Western culture, which is
very sensitive to, and polarized by, pronouncements about sexuality. Against
this background, van Vlastuin explores the apostle Paul’s understanding of the
Christian identity in the mystical union with Christ, as detailed in the New
Testament, and its implications for understanding sexuality. As marriage refers
to the Christian identity in Christ as the body, determined by Christ as the
head, the holiness of marriage is central in the apostle’s treatment of sexual
life. The author applies these Biblical investigations to the current cultural
context. First, reading the Bible means that one hears the voice of the eternal
Word, namely Jesus Christ, in an existential way. Second, finding one’s iden-
tity in Christ means one must have a struggle with one’s old identity in this
world. This personal struggle is part of the suffering of the whole of creation,
caused by the expectation of the breakthrough of the kingdom of God. Third,
in union with Christ, sexual identity is not made absolute because the main
issue is holiness. The author argues that these perspectives give direction to
both heterosexuals and homosexuals, transgender people and bisexuals.

In a different approach, Heleen Zorgdrager addresses the same topic in an
analysis of the dynamics of polarization around sexuality and gender in the
Netherlands which became manifest in the case of the Nashville Statement,
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in January 2019. Zorgdrager contextualizes the debate both locally and glob-
ally, addresses the dynamics of polarization and the identity-politics involved,
and seeks to find a theological way forward beyond oppositions that tend to
emphasize and prioritize ‘identity’ in the debate. Zorgdrager demonstrates
how ‘Nashville’ is situated within international neo-conservative campaigns
for ‘traditional family values’ and contextualized in the Dutch political land-
scape, in particular in the ‘culturalization’ of Christian identity in the political
party that openly supported the Nashville Statement, the sGp. Some contem-
porary orthodox Reformed theologians, critical of modern identity discourses,
depart from grounding identity first and foremost ‘in Christ, such as van
Vlastuin in the preceding chapter. According to Zorgdrager, however, they dis-
connect this identity from the body’s desires or even oppose them. She then
suggests three possible ways to move beyond the polarized sexuality debates
in church and society: to opt for the notion of sacramental character (Mark
Jordan/Marco Derks) instead of identity, to embrace the concept of the broken
middle (Gillian Rose), and to envision the church as a learning community on
a transformative journey, dedicated to conversational openness on matters of
gender and human sexuality.

In “Passivity, Abuse, and Self-Sacrifice: Daoism and Feminist Christol-
ogy,” Jaeseung Cha continues reflecting on gender. Cha shows how polarized
debates on gender in both Western and East Asian contexts, as for instance
on the ordination of women, reflect polarized debates on the theological
understanding of the crucifixion of Christ, in particular between traditional
atonement theology and feminist theological critiques of atonement as a glo-
rification of suffering and martyrdom. In order to find an alternative to this
polarization, the author analyzes the feminist nature of the non-dominating
and non-violent sacrificial deity in Daoism. It is women, not men, who repre-
sent this passive, non-violent but also active and productive power of the Dao.
This sheds light on the fact that Christianity is not the only religion to value
the sacrificial aspect of the Deity, and that sacrifice may neither necessarily be
violent nor submissive. This understanding is brought into a dialogue with crit-
ical feminist views on atonement as abusive and violent sacrifice and results
in a proposal for a revision of classical atonement theology, thus finding a way
beyond polarization in acknowledging both feminist theological criticism of
oppressive aspects of atonement and the central meaning of Christ’s crucifix-
ion as sacrificial love aimed at transformative justice.

In Chapter 6, Annemarieke van der Woude relates the notion of holiness
to the Dutch euthanasia debate. In the Netherlands, the number of people
dying on request—both euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide are regu-
lated in the Dutch Euthanasia Act (2002)—is increasing. What is more, the
files of reported euthanasia show that the number of people dying on request
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without a life-threatening disease is growing as well. In the public domain, this
is a highly contested issue that often leads to polarization between opposing
groups. Van der Woude argues that the biblical notion of holiness can serve
as a meaningful concept to go beyond polarities. In scripture, holiness is not
a static attribute, but a dynamic one: nothing is holy in and of itself, but any-
thing can become holy. The author proposes approaching the multi-layered
issue of dying on request with the same timidity as that of Moses when he
drew near to the burning bush where the Lord called him. She elaborates on
the liturgical as well as on the ethical aspect of holiness and concludes that
in the combination of the two the Christian faith tradition can contribute to a
new understanding of the common good, in believers as well as non-believers.

In the final chapter in this first section of this book, titled “Sewing Hope in a
Polarized Agricultural Debate,” Jan Jorrit Hasselaar, Philipp Pattberg and Peter-
Ben Smit focus on increasing conflicting and polarized positions in debates
on agriculture in the Netherlands between farmers, consumers, supermarkets,
banks and activists. This polarization in agriculture can be understood as a
‘wicked problem, which does not allow for a one-dimensional solution, but
rather asks for a new perspective that stimulates cooperation and transforma-
tion of agriculture instead of conflict and polarization. To this end, the authors
explore Jonathan Sacks’ concept of hope, understood as a narrative of indi-
vidual and societal transformation, and show that the concept of hope can
be promising in relation to joint decision making in situations of increasingly
polarized positions and large uncertainty. Diversity and conflicting positions
are considered as a source of creativity and renewal instead of polarization.
This concept of hope also provides a governance structure to develop trust,
hope, and love in times of transition. The approach that is developed can be
viewed as issuing from the structure of the biblical canon and the hermeneu-
tics implied in it. Operationalized in a case study in the Food Valley region in
the Netherlands, Sacks’ concept of hope indeed appears to be promising.

4 Polarization and the Reformed Tradition

The second sub-theme is devoted to the question of what the Reformed tradi-
tion may contribute to the understanding of and the response to polarization.
The position of the church in a particular country depends on how church,
state and society are related. In turn, this affects how the church may respond
to processes of polarization. For instance, the role of the church and its contri-
bution to society are dependent upon how much space the government gives
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to societal initiatives and associations in general and religious communities
in particular. Traditionally, in Western countries there is much space for such
initiatives. The separation between church and state was precisely intended to
save the church from governmental interventions in religious affairs. This cre-
ated many opportunities for churches to contribute to civil society. When the
freedom of religion or the freedom of opinion is under pressure, this requires a
different approach from the church.

How the church relates to the state and to society and what this means for its
calling with regard to the various phenomena of polarization to a great extent
depend on historical backgrounds and developments. In his contribution,
David Fergusson outlines various traditional themes of Reformed social and
political theology: politics as vocation, civil resistance, coordination of church
and state, democratic tendencies, nationalist ideals, and economic concerns.
While many of the Reformed churches initially followed a Christendom model
of church-state partnership, this has been problematized in the modern era.
An assessment of the place of these national churches is offered, followed by
a consideration of ways in which the classical themes might be retrieved at a
time of rising populism and polarization.

In the next chapter, David Daniels addresses the threat of xenophobia, which
fractures many societies around the world, and relates it to an illuminating
debate at the Synod of Dort in 1618 on baptizing children of non-Christian par-
ents in Asia. Daniels demonstrates that this debate offers an inclusive framing
of incorporating new peoples into the Christian community. Occurring prior
to the rise of modern racism and orientalism, the progressive currents in the
1618 baptism debate point to a constructive manner in which difference can
inform how societies think of community and peoplehood in terms other than
ancestry, land, and language, supplying an alternative to the polarizing cur-
rents within today’s world. As an alternative to xenophobia and its polarizing
force, the author introduces Fred Moten’s concept of xenogenerosity, which
means generosity toward strangers.

In Chapter 10, Jozef Hehanussa addresses religious polarization in
Yogyakarta. He highlights that in Yogyakarta tolerance and harmony have
prevailed for centuries since the beginning of encounters between religions.
Local people have welcomed new faiths, even consciously integrating spiritual
practices of other religions (Hindu, Buddhism, and Islam) into their own reli-
gious practices. Therefore, syncretism could be found in each religion in the
city. The situation changed when Christianity was introduced by the Dutch
Reformed, who, rejecting syncretism, kept a radical distance from Javanese
cultural traditions. Nowadays, tendencies of polarization have grown stronger
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as the influence of religious radical groups in society has also become stron-
ger. These groups oppose the presence of other religions, especially Christian-
ity, in the city and accuse Christian schools and hospitals of being agents of
‘Christianization, although today these organizations are primarily social in
their purposes. Hehanussa shows that religious polarization in Yogyakarta has
a strongly negative impact on interfaith relations, including social services to
the community.

In his contribution titled “Election and Hope: Van Ruler and Dort,” Allan
Janssen, who passed away one year after the IRTI conference, explores how the
doctrine of election found in the Canons of the Synod of Dort might provide a
theological foundation for hope in the contemporary, highly polarized world.
Furthermore, Janssen demonstrates how the theology of Arnold A. van Ruler,
himself an advocate of Dortian theology, may assist in this effort through his
doctrine of election. The author examines Van Ruler’s more extensive com-
ments on election, only recently published (in Dutch). His understanding of
election as “actual,” i.e., as the action of God toward the believer, an action that
has its origin in the eternality of God’s love, offers possibilities for the contem-
porary believer to engage with Dort in fresh ways.

In the final contribution to this part of the volume, Klaas-Willem de Jong
and Jan Dirk Th. Wassenaar take as the starting point of their reflection on
polarization and the Reformed tradition article 31 of the Church Order of
Dort, which reads: “that which is decided by majority vote shall be consid-
ered settled and binding unless it is proved to conflict with the Word of God
or with the articles adopted in this general synod.” From the beginning of
the Reformation in the Netherlands, this approach has been questioned in
church and theology. In their article, an overview is offered of positions and
practices in successively the period up to the Synod of Dordrecht (1618-19),
the last decades of the 19th century and the second half of the 20th century.
The authors conclude that decision making in the church cannot just be a case
of simple majority, but should recon with the nature of the church as unity in
Christ. Two extremes should be avoided. On the one hand, it should be avoided
that decision makers in the church force their own way of understanding this
unity in ecclesiastical practice onto others and increase polarization. On the
other hand, it should be avoided that unity in Christ becomes abstract, allow-
ing for all kinds of differences and views, so that in the end this unity becomes
indifferent and has no real implications for overcoming conflict and fulfilling
its call towards polarization.
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5 The Calling of the Church

This brings us to the question central to the final part of this volume: What is,
theologically speaking, the calling of the church, given the specific challenges
in particular contexts? Whereas the first sub-theme starts reflection from soci-
ety and its challenges, this sub-theme addresses similar questions but starting
from the church’s self-understanding, i.e., from ecclesiology.

Though in the Western world religion is conceived as basically restricted to
the private sphere of life where one may choose to relate to a church or other
religious community, churches still play their role in the public sphere. Gov-
ernments and civilians regularly ask for the support of churches because of
the binding potential of religion and its contribution to civil society. However,
what is the calling of the church in countries and regions where the church has
aminority position and is permanently at risk of becoming the victim of socie-
tal polarization between groups of different religious backgrounds, sometimes
ending up in violence? What is the calling of the church in African or Asian
countries that are still deeply marked by ethnic, religious and social-economic
polarizations, regularly exploding in violent conflicts?

In Chapter 13, Gerrit Singgih describes how in Indonesia violence against
those who are regarded by the majority as deviating from true religious
tenets has increased sharply. In particular, LGBT people and those who sup-
port them have become the target of attacks, resulting in a criminalization of
these people, as exemplified in the Indonesian Constitutional Court charge
of homosexual acts as criminal offenses. At the same time, the Constitutional
Court has recognized local religions of Adat Society as of equal status as the
official six world religions. The author shows that oppression of LGBT peo-
ple in Indonesia is related to interreligious polarization, through which LGBT
people have become the scapegoats. Responding to these instances of polar-
ization, the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (pGI1) both re-examined
the traditional theology of mission and sent a Pastoral Statement, implor-
ing the member churches to reconsider their negative attitude toward LGBT
people. The Pastoral Statement on LGBT was rejected by the majority of the
member churches. The positive impact is that the outside world, for instance
Muslims who advocate acceptance of LGBT people, welcomes the PGI initia-
tive on LGBT. In this sense, the PGI has established signs of hope for all people
of Indonesia, thus strengthening the calling of the church to contribute to
overcoming polarization.

Elizabeth Welch addresses the issue of polarization in terms of the separa-
tion and division of churches in the 2nd millennium and offers an understand-
ing of koinonia as central to the calling of the church on its way to address
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polarization both in the church and the world. A brief history is given of differ-
ent separations of the churches, followed by a look at twentieth-century ecu-
menical developments, from the 1920 World Mission Conference in Edinburg,
via the Second Vatican Council, to the World Council of Churches’ work in the
area of koinonia, and international dialogues that have taken up this theme.
Koinonia is seen as God’s gift and calling, arising out of the koinonia found in
the Trinity, which draws people to the gift of the fullness of God’s inclusive
love and calls people to live in relationship with one another, despite divisions,
differences and diversities. Welch examines International Reformed Anglican
dialogue as a particular example of two traditions of the church looking at
their separate lives and seeing the way in which they can come closer together
by embracing more fully the gift of God’s koinonia.

In “No Calling without Being Called: The Vocatio Interna at the Heart of
Sanctification,” Henk van den Belt argues that the Reformed understanding
of the inward work of the Holy Spirit is helpful for understanding the calling of
the church with regard to polarization. There is no Christianity without con-
flict, because all Christians are called into the kingdom of God. Still, they are
called to strive for peace. After a short historical survey on the background of
the use of vocatio, this chapter dwells on the two sides of the church’s call-
ing. The church is called out of the world and to liberty and holiness. The
Reformed emphasis on the work of the Spirit, however, shows that the most
essential borderline is not the one between the church and the world, but
between the Spirit and the flesh. This emphasis also sheds light on the nature
of sanctification as a call to freedom and holiness and away from passivity
and pride.

The question of how the church perceives its own alterity in relation to its
existence and mission in the world is taken up critically by Najib Awad. He
unearths the self-otherizing tendency in a perception of alterity that can make
the church one of the causes of polarization in the world, rather than a victim
of it. Reading Christ’s prayer in John 17 on ‘being in the world, but not of the
world’ from a Levinasian perspective of alterity, Awad argues that this sheds
critical light on Jesus followers’ perception of alterity. It means that Christians,
like all other humans, makes them be who they are vis-a-vis their relation to
others, not only by virtue of their faith convictions. Rather than separating the
disciples from the world, Jesus is afraid that his disciples’ relation to him would
create in them a sense of alterity that will turn them eventually into a ‘separate
anti-society’ entity. Next, the author sheds light on a contextual, down-to-earth
example of a Protestantism in one part of the world, namely Protestants in
Greater Syria, whose self-otherizing perception of alterity alienates them from
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the world of the Orient. By placing themselves in this state of ‘foreignness’
(Julia Kristeva) they willingly or unwillingly contribute to furthering rather
than overcoming polarization. This example shows that today’s Christianity
might be responsible for forms of polarization in the world due to how it per-
ceives its own alterity.

In Chapter 17, Viktdria Kéczian takes the response of the Churches in
Hungary to migrants as the starting point. First, she shows how the World
Council of Churches (wcc), being actively involved in fighting for the
rights of refugees and migrants, has reacted to major events in the so-called
‘migrant crisis’ since 2015 and has voiced its opinion in different statements
and speeches. Kéczian examines the theology behind these reactions and
how it deals with issues of national identity and self-understanding of the
member churches. Next, Kéczidn focusses on the Ecumenical Council of
Churches in Hungary (EccH), which shares member churches with the wcc,
but has not been committed to the defense of migrants in the same way as
the wcc. The Hungarian example shows how an ecumenical organization
performs its tasks in a divided society, as a communion of churches polar-
ized in themselves while aiming at unity. However, wcc concerns such as
supporting and welcoming refugees in the destination countries, integrat-
ing them in societies, hospitality and fighting against racism are less prom-
inent in the Hungarian discourse. Rather, in this discourse the limitation of
incoming migrants is defended as a theologically valid solution to fears and
concerns in society. The contrast between the two ecumenical organizations
raises the question as to what ecumenical theology has to offer and what the
unity of Christians can mean against the backdrop of the migration crisis in
Europe. Kéczian suggests that in order to take another step towards unity,
the churches must acknowledge underlying fears about losing identities in
the host countries on the one hand, and make practices of dialogue and ecu-
menical common services in contexts of migration fruitful to overcoming
such fears on the other hand.

In the final chapter, Louise Prideaux argues that a pursuit of Christ-centered
‘otherness’ presents an answer to the question how the church may respond
to polarization in society. ‘Otherness’ is a popular theme in contemporary
cultural anthropology, particularly in considering the meaning of culture, the
implications of binding cultural communities to repeated patterns of past
behavior, and the awareness that every person brings their own partiality to
every social relationship. From the insights of Louise Lawrence, Mario Agui-
lar, Joel Robbins, and Will Rollason it becomes clear that the prioritization of
‘the other’ in cultural engagement is paramount. Robbins acknowledges that
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the idea of ‘otherness’ is borrowed from theology. Taking up this observation,
Prideaux interestingly shows that a theological ‘otherness’ is present in the
theology of the neo-Calvinist Abraham Kuyper. Through a recontextualization
of sphere sovereignty into this idea of ‘otherness’ that is informed by Kuyper’s
commitment to freedom of conscience and his concern for the poor, ‘the other’
becomes both a theological and a social priority. Prideaux finds an extension
of Kuyper’s theology in the idea of ‘commonness, which provides a necessary
counterpart for ‘otherness’ in cultural engagement, that preserves inclusivity
and visible unity at the same time as the distinctiveness of the cultural ‘other.
In addition, Herman Bavinck’s exhortation to confess Christ in all areas of life
gives the idea of ‘otherness’ its distinctly Christian character. As the church
is formed into this sense of ‘otherness’, Prideaux concludes, it will be better
equipped to respond to polarization in society through all its encounters with
the cultural ‘other.

In an epilogue, Heleen Zorgdrager makes concluding observations and
reflections on the theme of polarization and the calling of the church. She
points out similarities and differences in theological approaches between the
authors, how these are derived from Reformed, ecumenical and other theolog-
ical and non-theological sources, and what the authors offer constructively to
understanding the calling of the church in times of polarization.
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Polarization in Church and Society



CHAPTER 1

Can Conviviality Trump Polarization?
Exploring the Notion of Conviviality as Calling of
the Church in Times of Polarization

Nadine Bowers Du Toit

1 Introduction

The title is, of course, meant to bring to mind one of the most polarizing global
political figures of our generation in a play on the word ‘trump.” In many ways
Donald Trump has become the poster child for populist leaders everywhere
as we see a rise in neoliberal capitalist, fascist-like politics across the globe.
Discourse, often fueled by and connected to the religious and fundamentalist
right and which excludes the most vulnerable in society such as migrants, peo-
ple of color, women, and indigenous peoples and ignores the looming climate
crisis in favor of extractive neoliberal capitalist motives. Trump’s uncritical sup-
port by individuals such as Franklin Graham and James Dobson?—American
fundamentalists with widespread evangelical support—and also Brazilian
president Bolsanaro’s support by Brazilian Pentecostals—is particularly wor-
rying as we seek to discern the calling of the church in times of polarization.3
At the grassroots level we see the outworking of empire as the increasing
marginalization of the most vulnerable and widening divisions between race,
culture and religion.

In this article, I firstly seek to explore some of the thinking around the notion
of polarization—also with regard to the manner in which media heightens fis-
sures with regard to race, class and religion, followed with a distinctly South
African perspective on our current political polarization. I then present the

1 This article was originally presented as a keynote lecture at the International Reformed
Theological Institute held at Vrije Universiteit and Protestant Theological University, 4—7 July
2019.

2 John Fea, “How Evangelical Leaders Surrounded Clinton During Last Presidential Impeach-
ment Process,” https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2019/09/27/how-evangelical-leaders
-surrounded-clinton-during-last-presidential-impeachment-process/ (accessed March 8, 2020).

3 Amy Smith and Ryan Lloyd, “Top Pentecostal Leaders Supported the Far Right in Brazil’s
Presidential Campaign,” https://www.vox.com/mischiefs-of-faction/2018/10/8/17950304
/pentecostals-bolsonaro-brazil (accessed May 4, 2020).
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notion of conviviality as a possible antidote to engaging faithfully at grassroots
within what seems like an increasingly vuca (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex,
and Ambiguous) world and bring this into conversation with stories from grass-
roots (again with a largely South African flavor) and with other theological con-
versation partners in seeking to discern the church’s role in polarizing times.

2 Deep Cleavages
According to De Klerk

deeply divided societies are societies with deep ethnic, linguistic,
regional, religious, or other emotional and polarizing cleavages. Citizens
of deeply divided societies are segregated along polarizing lines which
reduce interaction between different groups in society... and could result
in different segments of society living in parallel spheres, where people
are unable to think outside their own group, which could result in alien-
ation and distrust.#

Indeed, the volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity of a vuca world
often fosters fear on the most primal level and results in individuals and groups
aligning themselves with ideological, political or religious positions that most
closely affirm their own in order to protect themselves against ‘othered’ ways of
being in the world and thus assume what could be termed a false sense of safety.

Polarization is most commonly discussed in the broad political sense as “the
extent to which partisans view each other as a disliked group.”> However, in
this paper we will take a broader perspective. This of course implies that there
are in and out groups, dependent on which side of the fence you are sitting
and also apparently on who you are listening to, too. Studies with regard to
the influence of media argue that “rather than being motivated to avoid dis-
sonance, people prefer likeminded information as a strategy to process infor-
mation with less cognitive effort.”6 Studies regarding implicit bias found for

4 LeoDeKlerk, Political Polarisation in post-Apartheid South Africa: A Case Study on Institutional
Design, Race and Politics in South Africa from 1994—2016 (Master Thesis: University of Utrecht,
2016), 12.

5 Shanto Iyengar, Gaurev Sood and Yphtach Lelkes, “Affect, Not Ideology: A Social Identity
Perspective on Polarization,” Public Opinion Quarterly 76:3 (2012), 405-431.

6 Yonghuan Kim, “Does Disagreement Mitigate Polarisation? How Selective Exposure and
Disagreements Affect Political Polarisation,” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly

92:4 (2015), 915-937, 917
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example that biases occur even among those who profess to be impartial, such
as judges (or academics?) and that while “these biases do not necessarily cor-
respond with our professed beliefs and views, they generally favor our own
group and affect our actual behavior”” Furthermore, “because likeminded
information is considered more credible and convincing compared with disso-
nant information, people prefer likeminded news and information.”® The lat-
ter is not helped by social media such as Facebook, whose algorithms pick up
your most likeminded information which in turn links to websites and adverts,
which only seek to reinforce your views. This is worrying if one considers that
scholars show that “selective exposure to similar points of view and avoidance
of challenging information will likely hurt democracy.”® Mutz argues that,
therefore:

Citizens need a range of common experiences to develop a broader
understanding of others, and sharing common experiences with differ-
ent others may lead to social consensus. By contrast if people are not
exposed to others opinions, they are less likely to be aware of others
legitimate rationales and even their own rationales. In addition, if people
expose themselves only to similar points of view and ignore contrasting
perspectives, they are less likely to be tolerant of challenging viewpoints.1

It is this point that is picked up on later as we explore the notion of conviviality
and its possible relevance to ‘trumping’ polarization.

3 The South African Scenario

In South Africa, we have seen a fragmentation of the dream of the rainbow
nation. A nation, which has overcome the horrors of colonialism and
Apartheid to achieve the dream of a bloodless transition to a democratic dis-
pensation termed ‘post-Apartheid’ To many—particularly people of color
in South Africa—the rainbow has faded and dark clouds have gathered in
its wake. These clouds are the lingering inequality and poverty still plaguing
many South Africans 25 years later as the nation was recently identified once

7 Ken Wykstra, The Myth of Equality: Uncovering the Roots of Injustice and Privilege (Illinois:
Intervarsity, 2017), 143.
Wykstra, The Myth of Equality, 143.
Kim, “Does Disagreement Mitigate Polarisation,” 916.

10 Kim, “Does Disagreement Mitigate Polarisation,” 917.
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again as the most unequal country in the world by a World Bank Report—with
race skewed inequality still a key feature.!! Despite the fact that white people
on average still earn up to four times more than black people and the major-
ity of the poor in South Africa are black, the past few years have witnessed
the re-emergence of the white right—possibly best represented by Afrikaans
country singer Steve Hofmeyr—who claim that white people are persecuted
and even experience genocide as evidenced by the murder on farms. While
farm murders are horrific, they can by no means be termed ‘white genocide’
at this point, when compared to the high rates of murder with regards to all
population groups.!? The recent elections held in May 2019 further indicate a
worrying trend as the Freedom Front Plus (a decidedly rightist party) achieved
a drastic increase in votes—largely supposedly garnered from the more cen-
trist Democratic Alliance party. These trends point to rising racial tensions in
light also of the Black Land First movement’s explicit emphasis that it was not
interested in white members or voters and their leader’s worrying outburst
that white people will be killed for their land—a position which only fuels the
white genocide narrative.’® What lies at the heart of the continuing and now
deepening cleavages of polarization between race groups? According to the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s 2014 Barometer:

Apartheid regulated and enforced the psychological segregation of South
Africa’s constitutive population groups. Apart from the economic dis-
possession that coincided with forced removals and the enforcement of
pass laws to police geographic segregation, the imposition of these laws
also had a profound effect on the psyche of all south Africans, instilling a
“toxic understanding” of intergroup relations.™*

un Nico Gouws, “sA Most Unequal Country in World: Poverty Shows Apartheid’s Enduring
Legacy,” https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-04-04-poverty-shows-how
-apartheid-legacy-endures-in-south-africa (accessed May, 3 =2019); Tiaan Meiring,
Catherine Kannemeyer and Elanri Potgieter, The Gap between Rich and Poor: South
African Society’s Biggest Divide Depends on Where You Think You Fit In (saALDRU: Working
Paper Series Number 220, 2018), 5.

12 Nechama Brodie, “Are White Afrikaners Really Being Killed Like Flies?” https://africacheck
.org/reports/are-white-afrikaners-really-being-killed-like-flies/ (accessed May 2, 2019).

13 Azzarah Karrim, “Mngxitama’s Comments Inciting People to Take Up Arms and Start Killing
People Says Afriforums Roets,” https://[www.newsz24.com/SouthAfrica/News/mngxitamas
-comments-inciting-people-to-take-up-arms-and-start-killing-people-says-afriforums
-roets-20191113 (accessed May 2, 2019).

14 National Action Plan to Combat Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related
Intolerance (2016—2021) (Draft for public consultation: South African Government, 2016), 23,
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201903/national-action-plan.pdf.
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South Africa is a notoriously religious nation with over 80% expressing aftil-
iation to Christianity,!® yet it remains unclear how religion (as it well does in
countries such as the US or Brazil) plays any clear role in party political polar-
ization. While the so-called Christian party, the ACDP,!6 saw a slight increase
in votes in the recent elections, its focus on the type of individualized moral
single voter issues such as abortion, the death penalty and gay marriage appear
to only appeal to a small minority of self-professed Christians if they only
achieved 0.84% of the votes and over 80% of the population self-identify as
Christians.!” Christians are, therefore, just as likely (or more accurately more
likely if one inspects voting statistics) to vote for any of the political parties
on offer. What is interesting to note is that in the South African governments
National Action Plan to Combat Racism—nowhere are religious groups listed
as a key actor in combating and eliminating racism, racial discrimination,
xenophobia and related intolerance.!® Civil society is indeed listed, but no
reference is made to religion. This is perhaps not surprising in a secularized
Western Europe, but for South Africans who still have vivid memories of the
church’s double legacy in both supporting and opposing Apartheid, religion
can and must be public—for better or for worse.

4 Why the Notion of Conviviality?

In terms of this discourse, why is the notion of conviviality introduced within
the context of rising polarization? It is important to note that I work in the
field of Theology and Development, or more commonly known as Diaconia
within the European context, and within our field this notion has become a
helpful heuristic tool. I, therefore, also draw extensively in this piece on the
work of Tony Addy, an experienced ecumenical diaconic academic and prac-
titioner, within the context of the Lutheran World Federation and the Eastern
European educational institution, Interdiac. The term conviviality of course

15 Jakobus Schoeman, “South African Religious Demography: The 2013 General House-
hold Survey,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 73 (2017), a3837, https://doi
.org/10.4102/hts.v73i2.3837.

16 African Christian Democratic Party.

17 Digital Editors, “South African Election Results,” https://www.thesouthafrican.com
/news/2019-south-africa-election-results-national-provincial-all-votes/ (accessed June 1,
2019). Cf. Sheldon Morais, “What the Numbers Tell Us About the General Elections,” https://
www.newsz4.com/elections/news/2019-vs-2014-what-the-numbers-tell-us-about-the
-general-elections-20190512 (accessed June 1, 2019).

18 National Action Plan, 38—44.
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relates to the term ‘con-vivere, which asks “how can we live together?” and in
times of polarization this is certainly a question that centers our discourse and
practice.’® It is important to note that in the expansion of this term, three roots
of this term have been identified.

Its most immediate roots lie within the context of Spanish history and the
word ‘Convivencia, in reference to a time when Muslims, Jews and Catholics
resided in relative peace on the Iberian Peninsula and the “study of Conviven-
cia has been given impetus by the need to understand how different religious,
ethnic and cultural groups come to live peaceably together.”20

Secondly, the term has most popularly been used by Ivan Illich in his book
Tools for Conviviality. A Croatian-Austrian with both Jewish and Catholic par-
ents, Illich (a priest) trained those from the “global north going to work in Latin
America to work with sensitivity and not to impose their values.” His use of the
word means “the autonomous and creative relationship between people, peo-
ple and their environment and with technology. He considered conviviality to
be freedom realized in personal independence and as such, an intrinsic ethical
value.”?! In this way notions of power and culture and the way they intersect
within the global system are explored.

19 Tony Addy and Ulla Sirto, “Conviviality as a Vision and Approah for a Diaconal Society,”
In International Handbook on Ecumencial Diakonia, eds. Godwin Ampony, Martin Bus-
cher, Beate Hoffmann, Felicite Ngnintedem, Dennis Solon and Dietrich Werner (Oxford:
Regnum, 2021), 401.

20  Addy and Siirto, “Conviviality as a Vision and Approach for a Diaconal Society,” 401. Some
scholars have labelled this a somewhat mythical notion in terms of the realities of Spain
at the time and claim that the way in which this is often cited is romanticized. It can
nevertheless still be used as a way into discussing inter-religious engagement (cf. Aomar
Boum, “The Performance of Convivencia: Communities of Tolerance and the Reification
of Toleration,” Religion Compass 6:3 (2012), 174—184, 10.1111/j.1749-8171.2012.00342.X).

21 Tony Addy, Seeking Conviviality... The Art and Practice of Living Together: A New Core Con-
cept for Diaconia (Cesky Tésin: Interdiac, 2017), 7, 8. Cf. Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality
(London: Marion Boyars, 2009), ch. 2, https://[www.panarchy.org/illich/conviviality.html.
According Illich: “A convivial society would be the result of social arrangements that guar-
antee for each member the most ample and free access to the tools of the community and
limit this freedom only in favour of another member’s equal freedom. At present people
tend to relinquish the task of envisaging the future to a professional élite. They transfer
power to politicians who promise to build up the machinery to deliver this future. They
accept a growing range of power levels in society when inequality is needed to maintain
high outputs. Political institutions themselves become draft mechanisms to press people
into complicity with output goals. What is right comes to be subordinated to what is good
for institutions. Justice is debased to mean the equal distribution of institutional wares”
(https:/ /www.panarchy.org/illich/conviviality.html).
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The third way in which it is rooted, refers to the use of the word as “the
sociable pleasure of people coming together and enjoying conversation and
discussion in a relaxed manner, not under any constraints sharing a meal.
Conviviality, therefore, relates to friendly dealings and also to relationships
unconstrained by organizations or technology.”?? Often in today’s context this
can be most clearly reflected in the simple sharing of food and drink and it
should be pointed out that within diaconal “and other engagement with refu-
gees as well as with marginalized groups, the joint preparation and sharing of
food is very often a feature.”?3 It also has links to the Eucharistic meal which
will later be explored. Addy also notes, in line with Paul Gilroy’s work, that
“conviviality could also be used as a way to describe everyday life in multi-
cultural and diverse areas,” where boundaries of race, class and culture are
crossed every day in a manner which may not go very deep, but through which
common humanity is shared.?

5 Engaging Conviviality in Times of Polarization

In light of what has been discussed, I would like to suggest three possible ways
in which this notion could be engaged to assist us to discern the calling of the
church in times of polarization and attempt to bring it into conversation with
theological reflection and praxis.

5.1 Conviviality as Challenge to Boundary Making
One of the ways in which polarization occurs is through boundary making and
marking. This process of exclusion works according to Volf through

cutting the bonds that connect, taking oneself out of the pattern of inter-
dependence and placing oneself in a position of sovereign independence.
The other then emerges either as an enemy that must be pushed away
from the self and driven out of its space or as a nonentity—a superfluous
being—that can be disregarded and abandoned.?>

22 Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 4.

23 Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 4.

24  Addy and Siirto, “Conviviality as a Vision and Approach for Diaconal Work in Society,” g401.

25  Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness and
Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 67.
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In other words, those who are not likeminded and do not share our views are
avoided. This form of boundary making elevates us and dehumanizes the other
in such a way that those who do not share our political views, social identities
or religious identity (or other identity markers) are ‘othered.” Convivial think-
ing requires, however, that we work for peace and reconciliation, but that this
work recognizes the need to acknowledge and value diverse ways of thinking
and being in an effort to restore trust and conviviality.26 In this way seeking
conviviality is not merely seeking tolerance of the other—it is also a “step
towards resolving intolerance through dialogue and practice.”?? It is possibly
even an acknowledgement and identification of the implicit bias that drives
‘othering’ as starting point. This is hard work and will require courageous,
faithful Christ followers who faithfully continue to push in and engage tough
issues around race, class, religion and gender for example in the face of fear
driven needs to feel safe.28

In what was termed by many as a polarizing engagement during the
#Feesmustfall student protests at our university?? (and in the context of our own
faculty of theology), is for me an excellent example of what seeking convivial-
ity through dialogue could start as. In a tense, yet open, dialogue with students
at our faculty around transformation a student called Jeffery Ngobeni burst out
in anger: “we loved white people, but they didn’t love us back.”3° I remember
the moment like it was yesterday and while many white people in the room
only heard anger—I heard pain, I heard rejection, I heard socio-economic suf-
fering...The core of his pain was at the core of human experience—our need to
be loved. He wasn't asking for the soft version of love. The kind of love offered
by our Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s reconciliatory apologies, where
white people were called on to apologize for the sins of Apartheid, but not
challenged to address the socio-economic injustices that were its fruits. He was
getting to the heart of neighborly love in South Africa. He was challenging us:

26  Tony Addy, “Seeking Conviviality—A New Core Concept for the Diaconal Church,” in The
Diaconal Church, eds. Stephanie Dietrich, Kari Karsrud Korslien, Kjell Nordstokke and
Knud Jorgensen (Oxford: Regnum Books, 2019), 5.

27 Addy, “Seeking Conviviality,” 5.

28 Cf. Emmanuel Levinas, Emmanuel Levinas: Basic Philosophical Writings, eds. Adriaan
Peperzak, Simon Critchley and Robert Bernasconi (Indiana: Bloomington, 1996), 52—-54.

29  These protests took place at institutions of higher learning across South Africa between
2015—2017 and were a call for greater access to higher education, decolonized curricula
and transformation.

30  The student provided permission for me to use his name and recount this story—my
version of the retelling was also discussed with him. It is important to note that he not
only gave permission, he asked that I use his name.
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what does it really mean to love our neighbor in a context of inequality where
most black people are poor and most white people are middle class to rich?
What will it cost? That is at the heart of restorative justice in South Africa. In
this case, love for the so called ‘other’ may look like confrontational, polariz-
ing dialogue but really it is the most radical form of working our way towards
neighborliness of the kind that cannot push the other aside—it is a call for
neighborly interdependence, which takes the first steps towards conviviality as
life together. Looking back on this encounter, it becomes clear to me that this
seemingly polarizing confrontation crossed boundaries and challenged us to
become the robust faculty we are today—as we learn from each other how
to become better neighbors, who cross from tolerance to embrace.3!

Addy notes that unlike the term koinonia, which has a possibly closed
connotation as it most popularly refers to fellowship within the body of believ-
ers, the notion of conviviality asks for more porous boundaries that extends to
common action with others in society in order to work for the common good.32
In a recent Masters class with ordained ministers from several denomina-
tions, it became clear that one of the reasons why they struggled to engage the
issues of community, was that they centered their thinking in terms of church,
rather than Kingdom. Some, despite years of theological education and min-
istry recognized with great dismay that they had in fact equated the Kingdom
with the church. The community was seen as “out there” and the church was
centered—a problematic ecclesiology which failed to recognize that the King-
dom invites all towards the restorative action of shalom and that the church is
the open armed servant of the Kingdom in this response to the world.

5.2 Conviviality as Invitation to Reciprocity and Power Sharing

What has become clear in the relationships between powerful populist presi-
dents, such as Trump, Bolsonaro and even South Africa’s own corrupt former
President Zuma and church leaders, is that their alignment with the funda-
mentalist church is rooted in power. Both parties seek power—religious enti-
ties seek the influence that political ties bring and political entities seek the
legitimacy that religious affiliation often provides. Empire demands religious
justification and uses god-talk to “call up a conjured reality of evil on the

31 See also Robert Vosloo, “Traumatic Memory, Representation and Forgiveness: Some
Remarks in Conversation with Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull,” I die Skriflig 46 (2015),
1-7, 3

32 Addy, “Seeking Conviviality,” 1.
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other side.”3 In fact, a few short years ago, Rev Franklin Graham (son of Billy
Graham) called for a day of prayer for Trump describing it as a type of “spiri-
tual warfare,” necessary because Trump’s many accomplishments “make him
very unpopular with the Devil and the kingdom of darkness.”34 In this case the
enemy is all those that oppose Trump, and Boesak notes that

since the enemy is not humans, but ‘evil,’ any and all means are justified;
there is no possibility for error on the side of those who represent good-
ness. This theological stance harbors within itself another ideological
trait: it closes itself off from all self-criticism or correction. It ascribes to
itself an attribute only ascribable to God: that of sinlessness.35

We are called to resist these forces of empire that often seek to marginalize the
poorest and most vulnerable and claims to be all powerful “based on a false
premise that it can save the world through the creation of wealth and pros-
perity, claiming sovereignty over life and demanding total allegiance, which
amounts to idolatry. Like Moloch it demands ‘an endless flow of sacrifices from
the poor and creation.”36

The diaconal praxis of conviviality provides one such way in which we can
resist at grassroots as it recognizes the interconnectedness of justice and dig-
nity for all, based upon the understanding that Jesus was in the midst of those
who were suffering from injustice and marginalization and indeed challenged
the powers that be even unto death. It is also a praxis that upends the way in
which power is usually practiced amongst the “least of these.”3” More often
than not, in working with marginalized groups such as migrants, asylum seek-
ers, the unemployed, vulnerable women and children and other oppressed
groups, there is the tendency to respond with charitable action of the kind
that “projectizes” their marginalization and poverty—leading us to once again

33  Alan Boesak, “Theological Reflections of Empire,” in Globalisation: The Political of Empire,
Justice and the Life of Faith, eds. Alan Boesak and Len Hansen (Stellenbosch: Sun Media,
2009), 60.

34 Micheal Gerson, “Franklin Graham Has Played His Ultimate Trump Card,” https://
www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/franklin-graham-has-played-his-ultimate-trump
-card/2019/06/03/22a50b18-862b-11e9-98c1-e945ae5db8fb_story.html?noredirect=on
&utm_term=.a5e427af6892 (accessed May 2, 2019).

35 Boesak, Theological Reflections, 60.

36 Boesak, Theological Reflections, 60. See also Accra Document (paragraph 10).

37 Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 20.
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separate them from ourselves and make them objects of charity dependent on
our power to give.38

In reflecting on the concept of conviviality from a theological perspective
we must therefore “move firmly away from the concept of working for other
people, or the church for others, but rather with other people “- the church
with others.”3® Addy further emphasizes that we need to

move away from simply well-meaning actions for other needy people
towards sharing life, based on empathy, reciprocity and presence... seek-
ing conviviality implies that openness to the ‘other’ is a condition for our
faithful Christian living as persons or as congregations. The people of
God are those who can work with the marginalized other without want-
ing to dominate.*?

This action works against the second aspect of exclusion as identified by Volf:
“Second, exclusion can entail erasure of separation, not recognizing the other
as someone who in his or her otherness belongs to the pattern of interde-
pendence. The other then emerges as an inferior being who must either be
assimilated by being made like the self or subjugated to the self."*!

It recognizes that “we too are needy, with self-sufficiency giving away to
solidarity... we are all beggars.”#? This relates to the call for interdependence
within the notion of conviviality as conceptualized by Illich and also links to
the African notion of Ubuntu—*I am because we are,” muntu ngumuntu ngab-
antu. My humanity is tied to yours and, therefore, exclusion and inequality is
not an option. The oppression of Empire through assimilation and subjugation
of those deemed inferior by the system cannot stand where my humanity is
bound to the so called other. My wealth and prosperity and that of the earth is
bound up in relation to you—and we are called to work together for the good
life. Conviviality also calls for interdependent solidarity in standing against the
forces of Empire to “stand where God stands” (Belhar Confession, Article 4)
“namely against injustice and with the wronged; that in following Christ the
church must witness against all the powerful and privileged who selfishly seek

38 Nadine Bowers Du Toit, “The Elephant in the Room: The Need to Re-Discover the Intersec-
tion between Poverty, Powerlessness and Power in ‘Theology and Development’ Praxis,”
HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 72 (2016), 1-9 a3459, http://dx.doi.org/10.4102
/hts.v72i4.3459.

39  Addy, “Seeking Conviviality—A New Core Concept for the Diaconal Church,” 19.

40 Addy, “Seeking Conviviality—A New Core Concept for the Diaconal Church,” 19.

41 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 67.

42 Erik Herrmann, “Compassion, Mercy, and Diakonia,” Concordia Journal 37 (2001), 2702, 272.
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their own interests and thus control and harm others.”#3 Simangaliso Khumalo
points out that part of practicing Ubuntu is that “we take sides with those that
are in need, we support strangers by sharing our humanity with them and
thus restoring their own humanity in the process.”** In diaconal praxis that
acknowledges the need for a pilgrimage of justice and peace, convivial diaco-
nal praxis also seeks to confront the economic and political power structures
that produce injustice. Seeking conviviality, therefore, not only offers an alter-
native vision for society and informs practice, but also offers a kind of pro-
phetic critique of “present structures which obstruct convivial life together.”+5
Such critique in certain instances could be viewed as polarizing and risky, but
confronting power for the sake of the other makes moral demands.

5.3 Conviviality as Life Together

As T wrote this article, our Muslim community was celebrating Eid and I
reflected on the notion of hospitality through what we in the Cape call the
‘Boeka table. This is a long table often set on the streets of communities and
where everyone in the community is invited to break the fast with the Muslim
community during the month of Ramadan. An act, which in one community
riddled by gangsterism and poverty, was said to bring a cease fire of warring
gangs.*6 Conviviality as “the sociable pleasure of people coming together and
enjoying conversation and discussion in a relaxed manner, not under any con-
straints sharing a meal. Conviviality, therefore, relates to friendly dealings and
also to relationships unconstrained by organizations or technology.”4” In shar-
ing meals and life together, there is also an element of the potential for live
giving fun—of sharing cultures through the adventure of food and drink. A
foretaste of the feast table set for all. I was particularly encouraged by a young
Dutch Reformed Church (DRc)*® Minister in the central city and a minister
of the oldest DRC church in South Africa—still for many a symbol of the way

43 Confession of Belhar, 1986, https:/ [kerkargief.co.za/doks/bely/CF_Belhar.pdf.

44  Simangaliso Khumalo, “Ubuntu as an Asset for the Church in the Context of Migration
and Interculturality” in Pluralisation and Social Change: Dynamics of Lived Religion in
South Africa and in Germany, eds. Lars Charbonnier, Johan Cilliers, Mattias Moder, Cas
Wepener and Birgit Weyel (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 157172, 161.

45  Tony Addy, “Populism, Sustainability and Economics,” paper presented at CEC Peace
Conference, Paris September 2019.

46 Dan Meyer, “Gangs Down Weapons as Thousands Gather to Break Fast in Manenberg,”
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2019-05-27-gangs-down-weapons-as
-thousands-gather-to-break-fast-in-manenberg/ (accessed May 23, 2019).

47  Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 4.

48  This denomination is renowned for its support of the Apartheid state during that era.
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in which state and church oppressed people of color—has met for meals and
meetings with the Muslim community (most of whose ancestors were the
oppressed slaves and victims of Apartheid supported by this denomination) in
the wake of the New Zealand and Sri Lankan terrorist attacks*? in 2019, to build
community. His clear commitment to Christ and openness to fellow citizens
is to be admired. While some in the denomination felt that he was syncretic
and have even instituted church polity complaints against him, these convivial
actions by Muslims and Christians in the city go a long way towards promoting
shalom in our city.5°

The notion of hospitality is closely tied to that of conviviality, but Addy
notes that while “a hospitable attitude may be a precursor to conviviality ... it
still implies that the one offering hospitality defines the terms of the relation-
ship. If one is a guest one is expected to leave and if one stays and becomes a
member of the community, hospitality in its original meaning ends!”>! Addy
is, here, possibly referring to the kinds of hospitality that “keep people needy
strangers while fostering an illusion of relationship and connection. It both
disempowers and domesticates guests while it reinforces the hosts power, con-
trol and sense of generosity.”5? Conviviality as life together invites the kind of
hospitality that recognises these power dimensions: “if we are hospitable, we
can welcome the stranger and maybe learn something, it may change us or
not. If we work for conviviality, we do not reckon with the ‘other’ leaving and
therefore we have to live together.”>3

An initiative in my home city of Cape Town, one of the initiatives that
stands out as a local congregation’s engagement in crossing boundaries of
power, race and class in a convivial manner has been the St Peters Community
Supper. St Peters is an Episcopal Church situated near the inner city, which
hosts what they call a community supper each week, which brings together
church members and street people from the surrounding areas for a meal of
equals. Each week between 80120 people come together to eat a meal.>* A
recent PhD by an Anglican priest on the supper argues that during colonial

49  The Sri Lankan attacks on Christian churches were perpetrated by an extremist Muslim
group, while the New Zealand attacks were on a mosque, initiated by a white supremacist.

50  Thishas been documented on the minister’s own Facebook page and in the South African
Afrikaans press.

51 Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 19.

52 Catherine Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as Christian Tradition (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 120.

53  Addy, “Seeking Conviviality—A New Core Concept for the Diaconal Church,” 6.

54  Benjamin Aldous, Towards an Assessment of Fresh Expressions of Church in AcsA (The
Anglican Church of Southern Africa) through an Ethnographic Study of the Community
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times and Apartheid “we had no shared rights and no shared human identity”
and that “ethnocentrism, or our status as oppressor or oppressed precluded a
shared human identity,” but that “these former categories are being erased, or
certainly blurred at the Supper as people share a meal.”>> He notes that while
this is not instantaneous, one of the values of the meal is openly stated as ‘we
work at equalizing power'—this is not a charitable meal for the homeless, but
rather a meal of equals where they “become neighbors and friends by hearing
each other’s stories” and sharing the love of Jesus.%6 Respondent P11 says, “what
I appreciate mostly of the community dinners that for the hour that I am here
then I am human... there are people who are interested in me” [P11:2].57 He
also notes in his study the need for privileged white people to stop “claiming
an ‘innocence’ and an unawareness of what happens when white people posi-
tion themselves in a space”—in drawing on Boesak’s earlier work over 40 years
ago—he calls on them to make a “deliberate effort is to be made to eschew
innocence and give power away.”>® To be in terms of Philippians 2—kenotic/
self-emptying. Living together, often requires that we empty ourselves of our
prejudices and blind spots and expose ourselves to others worlds and ways of
being and doing in the world. For South Africans (and perhaps in many other
contexts) at least, this is one of the first steps towards less toxic intergroup
relations.

In concluding this article, it is fitting to end with the Eucharist, because
what greater symbol remains as challenge to life together? Addy notes that:

In the Eucharist we express gratitude for the food and drink we have to
share—and implicitly for the work of those who produced it. But we
share equally, which is a powerful symbol contrary to the usual pattern of
sharing resources in everyday life. It is not surprising that the Eucharist
is the central act of the Christian liturgy, because it makes visible our
conviviality with each other and with God in Christ. We recognize that
God is present in the world and active with all people and we are invited
through the Eucharist to share the liturgy after the liturgy in which we
re-enact the symbolism concretely in compassion for the other.5°

Supper at St Peters Church in Mowbray, Cape Town (PhD in Practical Theology, University
of Stellenbosch, 2018), 102.

55 Aldous, Fresh Expressions of Church, 161.

56  Aldous, Fresh Expressions of Church, 162.

57 Aldous, Fresh Expressions of Church, 162.

58 Aldous, Fresh Expressions of Church, 165.

59  Addy, Seeking Conviviality, 20.
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In polarizing times, we are challenged to share the liturgy after the liturgy—
to share the grace we have received in concreate and sacrificial ways. I wonder,
coming from a country where Sunday is the most segregated time of the week,%°
how our understandings of Eucharist can draw us into convivial sharing of life
together across lines of class and culture?

6 Conclusion

The title of this paper considers the question of whether conviviality can
indeed ‘trump’ polarization. The answer to this question is not simple or
unnuanced, more especially in light of some of the ‘deep cleavages’ identified
in society, but it is hoped that an interpretation of conviviality which chal-
lenges exclusion, invites reciprocity and power sharing and seeks the notion
of ‘life together’ could go some way towards engaging these divisions. Perhaps
because I am a Pentecostal, I would like to end this article by arguing that
living in conviviality requires the creativity and empowerment of the Spirit.
To live ‘con-vivier’ is not easy—it requires courage to acknowledge our own
perspectives as limited, to engage power and to seek the shalom of our world.
The challenges of an increasingly vuca world, in which we see the rise of pop-
ulism, fear of the ‘other,’ growing climate change due to extractive capitalism
and pressing marginalization of the most vulnerable in our society as markers
of a polarizing global world perhaps calls to mind the chaos at creation. We as
the church will need the power and creativity of the Spirit to hover over us as
we seek the fullness of God’s shalom in polarizing times.
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CHAPTER 2

Re-forming the Conversation as a Response to
Polarization: A Case Study Exploration of the
Dallas Statement

Thandi Soko-de Jong

Love those you disagree with.
Wish them the very things you wish for yourself,
Wish them the fullness of life.

ANON.

1 Introduction

Polarization is not new. It manifests itself in society in different ways over
time and space. In recent years, the socially connective power of the inter-
net has facilitated unprecedented exchanges between people. But with no
mechanism to moderate these exchanges, some have used digital media® as
a platform to further intensify polarization with devastating consequences.
Most terrorists, for example, now rely on social media to recruit new mem-
bers, disseminate their ideologies and broadcast their crimes.? Considering
this changing landscape of polarization; this chapter aims to respond to the
question this book seeks to address: What is the church’s role in these times of
polarization? It does so by, firstly, narrowing the question down to the context
of our shared Reformed tradition and examining how some among us have
used digital media to fuel polarization today. Secondly, it shows that divisive
online activity can reflect our fragmented Reformed communities. Thirdly, at
the conclusion of the chapter I will suggest that we “re-form” the status quo by

1 “Digital media refers to audio, video, and image content that has been encoded. Encoding
content involves converting audio and video input into digital media formats. Typically, this
includes social networking sites, website advertisements, blogs, vlogs, and podcasts.” Megha
Shah, “Traditional Media vs. New Media: Which is Beneficial,” Tech Funnel, https://www
techfunnel.com/martech/traditional-media-vs-new-media-beneficial/.

2 See, for example, Gabriel Weimann, New Terrorism and New Media (Washington: Commons
Lab of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, 2014), http:/ /[www.wilsoncenter
.org/publication/newterrorism-and-new-media.
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more intentionally moving away from polarized exchanges to a more inclusive
exchange of knowledge, ideas and experiences that reflect the rich diversity of
our Reformed Christian family.

In what follows, I will focus on a distinct strand of Reformed expression,
the Reformed Evangelical tradition. This paper applies the term “Reformed
Evangelical” to describe denominations and congregations that combine
Evangelical doctrines such as baptism by immersion® and personal salvation;
with the five points of Calvinism,* also known as TULIP.® I have some affilia-
tion with this tradition as I was a member of a Southern Baptist Convention
missionary-founded church when I lived in my home country, Malawi. With
that in mind, I will present a case study that shows how Reformed tradition
can be a catalyst for polarization because of its tendency to privilege the voices
of the powerful over marginalized voices. This will be followed by a discussion
that recommends re-forming dialogue as a possible contribution to defusing
polarization. Particularly between voices whose knowledge, ideas and life
experiences are markedly different.

The paper will discuss as a case study the Statement on Social Justice and the
Gospel (also known as the Dallas Statement). The Statement was published in
the United States of America in 2018. It is a unique document that, on the one
hand, reflects the fact that Reformed and (for example) Evangelical-theology
does have common ground. On the other hand, it shows that faith communities
can build their identity based on their strong opposition to others, rather than
searching for unity and catholicity.® The latter is a factor that can contribute to
polarization by emphasizing an opposition between a faith community’s val-
ues and those of groups it perceives as dangerous and a threat to its survival.”

Before delving into discussing the theory of polarization in detail, let us
first note its definition here briefly. Polarization occurs when two (or more)
groups of people are driven apart by opposing views, beliefs, ideologies, fears,
etcetera. According to Pieter Vos, this is “often motivated by a longing for a
strong and fixed (group) identity, which is constructed as being in contrast

3 See for example the congregation under discussion in this paper, Grace Community Church’s
explanation: Grace Community Church, “Frequently Asked Questions about Baptism,”
https://www.gracechurch.org/membership/posts/859 (accessed February 12, 2019).

4 See for example: Grace Community Church, “What we Teach,’, https://www.gracechurch
.org/about/distinctives/what-we-teach (accessed February 12, 2019).

5 TULIP typically refers to: total depravity (based on Genesis 3), unconditional election
(predestination), limited atonement (not all will be saved), irresistible grace, and persever-
ance of the saints (sanctification).

6 Pieter Vos, “Introduction,” 3.

7 Vos, “Introduction,” 4-5.
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with the (attributed) identity of the other group.”® We see this among Chris-
tian communities in the tendency to define ourselves in opposition to other
Christians.® Examples include the opposition between orthodox/liberal, the
so-called mainline/evangelical, and conservative/progressive etcetera bina-
ries. Against this background, this chapter aims to call attention to the dynam-
ics that exploit such oppositions and fuel polarization and to suggest that the
worldwide church’s calling in times of polarization includes addressing those
dynamics head-on in order to better promote unity and catholicity. Thus,
we now turn our discussion to the dynamics that undergird polarization as
described by Bart Brandsma.

11 Bart Brandsma’s Theory of Polarization

Brandsma describes polarization as a social process that begins sim-
ply with a thought construct of “us” and “them.” It is then shaped by five
agents: the “pushers,” the “joiners/recruits,” the “silent,” the “bridge builders,”
and the “scapegoats.”l® Pushers, according to Brandsma, are public influencers
whose purpose is to affirm a group’s position on an issue by making oppos-
ing groups appear suspicious or dangerous. He adds that pushers solidify their
influence by amassing “joiners/recruits.” Recruits are members of the pub-
lic that have been successfully persuaded into believing that the only viable
option for supporting their cause and ensuring its success is to join a pusher’s
political and/or ideological platform. The “silent,” on the other hand, are the
“unrecruited” members of society whose position ranges from indifference,
neutrality to nuanced thinking about the issues that the “pushers” have framed
into a “black-and-white” narrative.!! The “bridge builders” are those who, with
usually the best intentions, try to promote dialogue, understanding, and har-
mony between opposing “pushers” (and their “recruits”). Unfortunately, this
approach may only serve to further establish the two groups as polar opposites.
The “bridge builder” may even be suspected of having a hidden agenda or per-
haps taking sides. Finally, the “scapegoats” are the target or perceived threat
that the pushers identify as dangerous to their cause. The “scapegoat” is usually
from the “silent” or “bridge builder” groups.

Vos, “Introduction,” 1.
Vos, “Introduction,” 7—9.

10 Bart Brandsma, Polarisatie: Inzicht in de Dynamiek van Wij-Zij Denken. Schoonrewoerd: BB
in Media, 2016, translated as Polarisation: Understanding the Dynamics of Us versus Them.
See also: https://www.polarisatie.nl.

1 Brandsma, Polarisation, inside of front cover.
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In light of how these five play a role in how polarization operates in society,
Brandsma highlights the problematic role of traditional media.> He points out
that the media has played a significant role in the growing public profiles of
pushers. He argues that it is the regular and prominent presence of polariza-
tion pushers in news cycles that has further cemented their success in digital
media. Therefore, he argues that traditional media must take the responsi-
bility of defusing polarization by widening coverage to include equally the
overlooked perspectives from members of the public that have not yet been
recruited into one camp or the other. He explains that traditional media can
potentially re-introduce much-needed nuance to “hot button” issues and lead
to more constructive public engagement that defuses polarization early. In my
view, this approach is a helpful step, however, it does not leave room to con-
sider that it may not be in the interest of traditional media to defuse polariza-
tion entirely, so long as the adage that “bad news sells better than good news"3
remains in force. However, it is in the direct interest of the church, defined as
all followers of Christ, to defuse polarization because as part of our “call to be
witnesses to Christ by demonstrating his love and concern for the world”* and
not willing participants in the status quo of divisiveness that sows hatred, fear
and violence. Therefore, this is an important conversation for the church to
have as a stakeholder in society alongside the media and all who are making
efforts to address polarization in various contexts around the world.

Taking this a step further, the task of the church and theology is to con-
sciously avoid being limited to the role of the “bridge builder” Rather, as
argued previously by Vos,!> the core task includes practicing critical self-
reflection in light of scripture and tradition in order to seek to understand the
meaning of the Christian faith and the church with regard to conflicts and
processes of polarization. Therefore, the task of the church and theology is to
seek to understand one’s own faith tradition (and its implications) with regard
to attitudes towards life, conflicts, and how to deal well with them. Thus, in a

12 “Traditional media refers to mediums that are part of our culture for over half a century.
These forms include television, radio, print advertisements, and billboards.” Shah,
“Traditional Media vs. New Media.”

13 Maria Arango-Kure, Marcel Garz and Armin Rott, “Bad News Sells: The Demand for News
Magazines and the Tone of Their Covers.” Journal of Media Economics 27:4 (2014), 199—214,
https://doi.org/10.1080/08997764.2014.963230.

14 “Missio Dei and the Mission of the Church,” Wycliffe Global Alliance, https:/ [www.wycliffe
.net/more-about-what-we-do/papers-and-articles/missio-dei-and-the-mission-of-the
-church.

15 Vos, “Introduction,” 10.
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context of polarization, this approach can contribute to a better praxis of being
church. In other words, the church’s calling is to actively pursue and apply what
it means to be a community of believers in a context of polarization by “being
a community gathered around Christ which practices a Christ-like attitude in
dealing with conflict and polarization.”’6 With this in mind, let us now apply
Brandsma'’s theory to our case study.

1.2 Brandsma’s Theory and the Calling of the Church in Times
of Polarization

Brandsma'’s theory of the dynamics of polarization is useful for examining the
case study in the sections that follow. It guides how we can identify polarized
dynamics. Needless to say, the intention is not to attack the Dallas Statement’s
signers. Rather, this exploration aims to show how churches and theologies
contribute to polarization. Thus, for the case study, it is important to note that
the signers of the Statement are located in a political/ideological environment
where some of the main “pushers” that influence public discourse on polar-
izing issues are arguably right-wing and left-wing pundits. These include pol-
iticians, academics, news corporations and social media influencers divided
primarily along the Republican (political right) versus Democrat (political left)
dichotomy.!” Regarding our case study that takes place in the context of US
Reformed Evangelicalism, right and left-wing ideologies impact it in different
ways. Moreover, the case study is impacted by the global phenomenon of the
so-called “culture wars,”'® that pit conservative values against liberal values
and thus limit dialogue between the two sides.!® One of the outcomes of cul-
ture wars is the tendency to politicize academic/scientific enterprise to benefit
either of the two sides.2%

Relating this dichotomy back to the US Reformed Evangelical context of
our case study, we see that some communities that find themselves divided
on these grounds seem to respond to polarization by paying close attention
to some fundamental, theological principles. Among these is the Reformed

16 Vos, “Introduction,” 10.
17 See Matthew Levendusky, The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrats and
Conservatives Became Republicans (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

18 See Yvonna S. Lincoln and Gaile S. Cannella, “Qualitative Research, Power, and the Radical
Right,” Qualitative Inquiry 10:2 (2004), 175—201, https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403262373.
19 Lincoln and Cannella, “Qualitative Research, Power, and the Radical Right.”

20  See for example Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 12-13.
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principle?! of sola scriptura (scripture alone).2? Thus, some who make this
option apply sola scriptura to (most) matters of doctrine that are found in the
realm of public debate, including those that relate to social justice issues. This
position differs, for instance, from that taken by those whose hermeneutics
focus primarily on Jesus and his teachings/interpretation of the scriptures. An
example is liberation theology which focuses on the liberatory aspects of Jesus’
ministry in relation to social justice.?® Another example of a differing position
to note is that of those who stress the role of the Spirit in their hermeneu-
tics. Within the Reformed tradition, an example is the work of some feminist
Reformed theologians who take this position.2* In the case of the USA, not
surprisingly, conversations between these theological positions (and more)
prove difficult and often reflect elements of partisan gridlock?? in their wider
context. Before exploring this further in the case study, let us briefly look at
how the paper envisions engaging the two sides, along the lines of this paper’s
headline: re-forming the conversation as a calling for the church in times of
polarization.

13 Re-forming the Conversation: A Palaver Hut Model

An image that comes to mind for re-forming our conversation is the concept of
the palaver hut. The palaver hut is a West African meeting place where people
go in to deliberate (palaver) while facing each otherin a circle (and not across a
table) with the aim of emerging from the hut after having reached an amicable
resolution. The goal is to find a way forward on an issue without having to agree
on every point or being seen to have won/lost ground.26 This is an important
point for reflection in our engagement on polarizing issues, that moving for-
ward often requires that we engage with each other without the need to force
our opinions and win theological legitimacy but rather to move forward in

21 Najeeb G. Awad, “Should We Dispense with Sola Scriptura? Scripture, Tradition
and Postmodern Theology,” Dialog 471 (2008), 64—79. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540
-6385.2008.00368.x.

22 See also Anna Case-Winters, “Sola Scriptura: Then and Now,” Reformed World 66:1 (2016),
2—23, http://wcrc.ch/wp-content/uploads/2016//11/ReformedWorld66-1.pdf.

23  See Emily Swanand Ken Wilson, Solus Jesus: A Theology of Resistance (Canton: Front Edge
Publishing, 2018).

24  Johanna W.H. van Wijk-Bos, Reformed and Feminist: A Challenge to the Church (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991), 32.

25 On the partisan gridlock in US politics, see, for example, Kenneth S. Lowande and Sidney
M. Milkis, “We Can’t Wait’: Barack Obama, Partisan Polarization and the Administrative
Presidency,” The Forum 12:1 (2014), 3—27, doi:10.1515/for-2014-0022.

26  Jan Paulsson, The Idea of Arbitration, Clarendon Law Series (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013), 7.
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fulfilling our calling to be witnesses to Christ’s love and concern for the world
as expressed in the diversity of our shared Reformed tradition. Additionally,
this model also precludes the power play of a host/guest situation. When both
parties enter into “palaver,” this potentially guards against privileging either
(a) a powerful hosting party, who may feel more entitled to setting and con-
trolling the agenda, or (b) a powerful guest who may want to manipulate the
outcome. I suggest that the symbolism of the palaver hut has the potential to
discourage either party from taking advantage of the other.

2 The Case Study: The Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel

2.1 Introduction

To start with, let me point out that it is not this chapter’s intention to argue for
social justice. Rather, by presenting the case study on the polarizing Statement
on Social Justice and the Gospel, 1 hope to show the urgent need for re-forming
how we engage across divided communities in Reformed tradition. Secondly,
in discussing the case study, I will not rely on specific (Reformed) theologies
but will draw from broad themes familiar to the Reformed tradition, such as
orthodoxy, justice, love and compassion. Thirdly, for a definition of the term
“social justice,” I base my interpretation on its historic development beginning
in the early 19th century “during the Industrial Revolution and subsequent civil
revolutions throughout Europe,’

Which aimed to create more egalitarian societies and remedy capitalistic
exploitation of human labor. Because of the stark stratifications between
wealthy and the poor during this time, early social justice advocates focused
primarily on capital, property, and the distribution of wealth. By the mid-
2oth century, social justice had expanded from being primarily concerned
with economics to include other spheres of social life [such as] the envi-
ronment, race, gender, and other causes and manifestations of inequality.2

From my own Malawian context, I have experienced social justice as the belief
that closing the gap between the powerful and the marginalized, and taking
care of the environment are important parts of practicing faith and conforming

27 Pachamama, “What is Social Justice,” https://www.pachamama.org/social-justice/what
-is-social-justice (accessed April 16, 2019).
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to the philosophy of umunthu.28 Umunthu, known elsewhere on the African
continent as ubuntu?® is a philosophy that informs traditional belief systems
that, at their best, encourage a relational and inclusive society. Thus, in many
cases, the successes of political and cultural leaders are measured by how
many citizens they have pulled out of poverty; how much they have improved
access to quality health care and other basic services, and their contribution
to sustainable agricultural livelihoods.?? We now turn to the case study to con-
sider these interpretations.

2.2 The History and Formation of the Document
The Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel was first drafted in Dallas, Texas,
in June 2018 and published online in September 2018. The Statement is also
known as the Dallas Statement3! and will here onwards be referred to simply
as the Statement. It has an official list of “initial signers,” made up of the all-
male leaders32 who contributed to its first drafts and there are now just over
11,000 signatures3? with a mix of individuals and churches signing. The State-
ment and its effects are not only interesting for case study purposes, but it is
also interesting in the wider discussion about polarization due to the growing
influence of the US Evangelical community in general regarding socio-political
issues in the US and around the world.

Among the initial signers, the most influential is John MacArthur and thus
the Statement is often attributed to him. John Fullerton MacArthur Jr. is an

28  See for example Kundai Chirindo, “Bantu Sociolinguistics in Wangari Maathai’s Peace-
building Rhetoric,” Women’s Studies in Communication 39:4 (2016), 442—459.

29  Loosely translated, Ubuntu philosophy is practiced by in most parts of the African
continent. It is “at the base of the African philosophy of life and belief systems in which
the peoples’ daily-lived experiences are reflected.” It is used by many “on a daily basis
to settle disputes and conflicts at different levels on the continent and is therefore
central to the idea of reconciliation” (Dani W. Nabudere, Ubuntu Philosophy: Memory and
Reconciliation (Austin: Texas Scholar Works, 2005), 1).

30  Steve de Gruchy, “An Olive Agenda: First thoughts on a metaphorical theology of devel-
opment,” Johannesburg Anglican Eco-Spiritual Initiative 2010, http://jaei.org.za/wp
-content/uploads/2017/10/De-Gruchy-An-Olive-Agenda.pdf (accessed March 12, 2019).

31 Southern Baptist Convention Voices (SBCVoices), “Why I Cannot and Will Not Sign the
‘Social Justice and the Gospel Statement’ (by Ryan Burton King),” https://sbcvoices.com
/why-i-cannot-and-will-not-sign-the-social-justice-and-the-gospel-statement-by-ryan
-burton-king/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

32 John MacArthur, Voddie Baucham, Phil Johnson, James White, Tom Ascol, Josh Buice,
Justin Peters, Tom Buck, Jeremy Vuolo, Darrell Harrison, Michael O’Fallon, Anthony
Mathenia, Craig Mitchell. See The Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel, “Initial
Signers,” https://statementonsocialjustice.com/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

33 Asof April 30, 2019.
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American pastor and writer born in 1939. He has been the lead pastor-teacher

of the large, non-denominational congregation, Grace Community Church

in Sun Valley, California, since 1969.3* MacArthur is relatively well-known for

his political influence.3> MacArthur is also known academically as the presi-

dent of The Master’s University in Santa Clarita, California,3¢ and the founder

of The Master’s Seminary in Los Angeles.37 As a writer, his publications include

the MacArthur Study Bible, and as a broadcaster, he owns the internationally

syndicated Christian teaching radio program Grace to You.38

In terms of its purpose, the Statement was written in the wake of four major

occurrences on the US Reformed and/or Evangelical landscape,3® namely:

a  the election of a proponent of social justice, James David (J. D.) Greear*®
as president of the Southern Baptist Convention on June 13, 2018;

b an open letter by Beth Moore (evangelist, author and Bible teacher)
calling for reformation in light of misogyny against female leadership in
the Church on May 3, 2018;4!

c  the Revoice Conference in St. Louis, which highlighted LGBTQI+
Christians (June 27-29, 2018);*2

d  the MLK50 Conference, the commemoration of 50 years since the assas-
sination of Martin Luther King, in Memphis, which held forums on race
relations and the church, continuing talks that had been taking place

34  Grace Community Church, “John MacArthur” https://www.gracechurch.org/Leader
/MacArthur/John (accessed February 12, 2019).

35  See for example Mark Wingfield, “MacArthur says Trump called to Support his Defiance
of covip Orders.” Baptist News Global, https://baptistnews.com/article/macarthur-says
-trump-called-to-support-his-defiance-of-covid-orders/#.X42RPgAzbcc(accessed February
12, 2019).

36 “TMU President Dr. John MacArthur,” https://www.masters.edu/about/president (accessed
March 12, 2019).

37 “John MacArthur,” https://www.tms.edu/bio/johnmacarthur/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

38 Grace to You, Broadcasts, https://www.gty.org/broadcasts/radio (accessed March 12, 2019).

39  Heather Clark, “Not ‘a Central Part’ of the Mission? Why Statement on ‘Social Justice’ Is
Stirring Debate Over Church’s Role in Justice, Mercy,” Christian News Network 2018, https://
christiannews.net/2018/09/26/a-central-part-of-the-mission-statement-opposing-social-
justice-stirs-debate-over-role-of-the-church-in-social-issues/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

40 See, for example, J.D. Greear, “Social Justice (A Gospel Issue?), Christians in the Two-
party System, & A Powerful Senate Speech on Sexual Assault,” https://jdgreear.com/blog
[social-justice-gospel-issue-christians-two-party-system-powerful-senate-speech-sexual
-assault/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

41 Beth Moore, “A Letter to My Brothers,” https://blog.lproof.org/2018/05/a-letter-to-my
-brothers.html (accessed March 12, 2019).

42 “General Sessions,” https://revoice.us/events/revoice18/ (accessed March 12, 2019).
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online in the form of Evangelicals advocating for racial reconciliation

(April 3—4, 2018).43
Thus, it becomes clear that the specific concern of the Statement is to chal-
lenge advocacy for social justice as gender, racial and sexuality equality in
the Reformed Evangelical landscape. Thus, the authors state that “the rapid-
ity with which these deadly ideas have spread from the culture at large into
churches and Christian organizations—including some that are Evangelical
and Reformed—necessitates the issuing of this statement now.” This is elabo-
rated further as follows:

Specifically, we are deeply concerned that values borrowed from secu-
lar culture are currently undermining Scripture in the areas of race and
ethnicity, manhood and womanhood, and human sexuality. The Bible’s
teaching on each of these subjects is being challenged under the broad
and somewhat nebulous rubric of concern for “social justice.” If the doc-
trines of God’s Word are not uncompromisingly reasserted and defended
at these points, there is every reason to anticipate that these dangerous
ideas and corrupted moral values will spread their influence into other
realms of biblical doctrines and principles ...#*

Gender, race and sexuality are already deeply polarized issues in today’s world.
Some pushers of polarization have established their platforms for or against
these issues and in light of that, the Statement’s style of prescribing their posi-
tion of orthodoxy on these complex topics can be seen to be supportive of
typical polarizing discourse whereby the “us” believes they are right and the
“them” are wrong. Let us further explore the document, paying attention to
how it is structured.

2.3 Structure

The Statement is in a confessional style of “We affirm” and “We deny”*5
statements on the following fourteen articles: Scripture, Imago Dei, Justice,
God’s Law, Sin, Gospel, Salvation, The Church, Heresy, Sexuality and Marriage,

43 The Gospel Coalition, “MLK50: Gospel Reflection from the Mountain Top,” https://www
.thegospelcoalition.org/conference/mlkso/ (accessed March 12, 2019).

44 The Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel, “For the Sake of Christ and His Church,”
https://statementonsocialjustice.com (accessed March 20, 2019).

45 This format is similar to another Evangelical statement, the “Nashville Statement,” https://
cbmw.org/nashville-statement/ (accessed March 20, 2019).
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Complementarianism, Race/Ethnicity, Culture and Racism. The format for each
is a heading directly followed by what the drafters affirm, followed by what
they deny, and finally a list of supporting Bible texts. There is also a resources
section and an appendix which provides additional information and answers
questions relating to the articles.

2.4 Content

The fourteen articles complement each other in arguing that it is only the
preaching of the Gospel which is central to the role of the church. All social
justice issues are secondary, and involvement in them depends on convictions
at the congregational level or, indeed, at the personal level. To this end, all the
articles are summed up in Article 1: Scripture which affirms that “the Bible is
God’s Word, breathed out by him. It is inerrant, infallible, and the final author-
ity for determining what is true (what we must believe) and what is right (how
we must live). All truth claims and ethical standards must be tested by God’s
final Word, which is Scripture alone.” And denies that “Christian belief, charac-
ter, or conduct can be dictated by any other authority, and that the postmod-
ern ideologies derived from intersectionality, radical feminism, and critical
race theory are consistent with biblical teaching.” The rest of the articles affirm
and elaborate on this doctrinal position. Already, the Article 1: Scripture sep-
arates social justice from righteousness. This is in contrast with the position
of others in the Reformed community. For example, the ACCRA Confession*6
or the association of the World Communion of Reformed Churches (wcrc)
with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification which affirms the
interrelatedness of justice and justification by arguing:

That both of these meanings are conveyed with the same word reflects
the fact that they are profoundly related. The one who is justified by
faith is called to act in a righteous way. As a consequence, the doc-
trine of justification cannot be seen in the abstract, divorced from the
reality of injustice, oppression and violence in today’s world.#”

46 World Alliance of Reformed Churches, “The Accra Confession Covenanting for Justice in
the Economy and the Earth,” https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads
/accra-confession1.pdf (accessed March 20, 2019).

47 World Communion of Reformed Churches, “Association of the World Communion of
Reformed Churches with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,” http://
werc.ch/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/WCRC-Association-to-JDDJ-EN.pdf (accessed March
20, 2019).
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Furthermore, the Statement seems to fall short of making its arguments clear.
For instance, it is vague about delivering its argument because of its haziness
in defining any of the terms it refers to as “secular” or “social justice.” Perhaps
this is the Statement authors’ way of arguing their points without recognizably
acknowledging academic research they disagree with. Thus, it often makes
broad statements; for example, the entire Article 111: Justice does not define
justice, it only states that:

WE AFFIRM that since he is holy, righteous, and just, God requires those
who bear his image to live justly in the world. This includes showing
appropriate respect to every person and giving to each one what he or she
is due. We affirm that societies must establish laws to correct injustices
that have been imposed through cultural prejudice.

WE DENY that true justice can be culturally defined or that standards
of justice that are merely socially constructed can be imposed with the
same authority as those that are derived from Scripture. We further deny
that Christians can live justly in the world under any principles other than
the biblical standard of righteousness. Relativism, socially constructed
standards of truth or morality, and notions of virtue and vice that are
constantly in flux cannot result in authentic justice.*®

Tom Ascol, one of the Statement’s contributors, responded to concerns about the
Statement’s tendency to use vague language by explaining that “the group wanted
to also leave room for conscience and interpretation because various churches
will do things differently and “would view cultural engagement in significantly
different ways."*® Thus, the reader is left to reach their own conclusions on what
“intersectionality,” “radical feminism,” and “critical race theory” represent.

This type of approach is in contrast with statements like the Belhar Confes-
sion, a 1982 theological statement against apartheid by the Dutch Reformed
Mission Church in South Africa, which did not shy away from demystifying
terms, stating, for instance, that: “the church as the possession of God must stand
where the Lord stands, namely against injustice and with the wronged; that in

48 The Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel, “Introduction,” 2019.

49  With the relative newness of the Statement and limited academic publications that
respond to it, the paper has relied heavily on the 21-page, in-depth news piece published
by Christian News Network titled “Not ‘A Central Part’ of the Mission? Why Statement on
“Social Justice’ is Stirring Debate over Church’s Role in Justice, Mercy” in which some of
the writers of the statement were invited to respond to questions; and readers active in
missions and outreach gave their opinions and/or posed questions. See Steve de Gruchy,
“An Olive Agenda.”
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following Christ the church must witness against all the powerful and privileged
who selfishly seek their own interests and thus control and harm others.”>° It is
not a surprise then that with its clear definitions the Belhar Confession’s impact
was far-reaching in contributing to the fall of apartheid, in contrast to the
Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa (NGK),? which was “tightly insulated
within its own hermeneutic circle”? based on the fundamental principles of
racial volkstheologie. Contrasting the Belhar Confession’s approach with that
of the Statement it seems that, similar to the NGK, the Statement is simply con-
forming to the rhetoric of polarization “pushers” (as described by Brandsma)
that use abstract language to maintain a particular status quo. In this case,
the status quo is the rejection of the push to eradicate sexism, homophobia
and racism in church and society. Having outlined the content, let us briefly
consider the divided reception of the Statement from MacArthur’s supporters
before bringing these into dialogue with some key perspectives on gender, race
and sexuality from Reformed and Evangelical proponents of social justice.

2.5 (Divided) Reception from among MacArthur’s Supporters

Among those, who align themselves with the Statement’s conservative inter-
pretation of Reformed Evangelicalism, are US missionaries abroad and activ-
ists, particularly anti-abortion and racial equality activists. They were quick
to point out that the Statement risks being interpreted as against all forms of
social justice—including what is referred to as mercy missions but also advo-
cacy against abortion policy.5® Mercy missions are charity interventions,* in
which many missionaries abroad have made social justice approaches central
to their mission of spreading the Gospel in order to holistically tackle the root
causes of challenges they seek to address. In some cases, this involves outright
political advocacy as part of their carrying out of the Great Commission (Matt.
28:18-20)55 in solidarity with oppressed or marginalized groups that stand to

50 The Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMcC), “The Belhar Confession,” https://www.rca
.org/belhar-confession (accessed May 1, 2019).

51 Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerken.

52 Dunbar T. Moodie, “Confessing Remorse about the Evils of Apartheid: The Dutch
Reformed Church in the Nineteen-Eighties,” paper presented at the wiTs Institute for
Social and Economic Research (WISER) conference, Witwatersrand, October 29, 2018,
https://wiser.wits.ac.za/system/files/seminar/Moodie2018.pdf (accessed May 1, 2019).

53 Trevor Johnson, https://christiannews.net/2018/09/26/a-central-part-of-the-mission
-statement-opposing-social-justice-stirs-debate-over-role-of-the-church-in-social-issues
| (accessed May 1, 2019).

54  Merriam Webster Dictionary.

55 Trevor Johnson, https://christiannews.net/2018/09/26/a-central-part-of-the-mission
-statement-opposing-social-justice-stirs-debate-over-role-of-the-church-in-social-issues
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lose, for example, land, livelihoods and access to resources. But these are sce-
narios at the individual level. In his article, “The Reformed Identity and Mission
from the Margins,” Roderick Hewitt describes experiences at the macro level
as the “arrested missional development” borne out of the tendency to have an
“uncritical alliance with neoliberalism and neo-conservative socio-economic,
political and theological discourses.”>%

Similarly, anti-abortion and racial equality activists opposed the State-
ment’s negative view of social justice as a whole, appealing to the influence in
their faith tradition of the likes of William Wilberforce and Charles Spurgeon
(anti-slavery activists)®” and the social reform activism of William Carey
in India,%® arguing that these leaders were exemplary in not separating the
Gospel from their social activism. Their nuanced concerns seem to find com-
mon ground with proponents of social justice, particularly in drawing atten-
tion to the fact that the Gospel is not detached from the suffering in society.
However, like the Statement, they too seem to draw the line when it comes to
acknowledging the voice of Reformed Evangelical women, people of color and
LGBTQI+® persons on these issues. For instance, in the extensive investiga-
tion by the Christian News Network into responses to the Statement from this
faith community published in September 2018, the examples of social justice
that are highlighted are male, European and heterosexual.5 As such, they do
not refer to figures like Martin Luther King, a Black Baptist leader (regarding
anti-racism) or, in the case of abortion, the reflections of Rachel Held Evans,
a woman whose views on the topic are rooted in the Evangelical tradition.5!

| (accessed May 1, 2019).

56 Roderick Hewitt, “The Reformed Identity and Mission from the Margins,” Stellenbosch
Theological Journal 3:2 (2017), 99122, 99.

57  Spurgeon is quoted as saying: ‘I have been amused with what Wilberforce said the day
after they passed the Act of Emancipation. He merrily said to a friend when it was all
done, ‘Is there not something else we can abolish?” That was said playfully, but it shows
the spirit of the church of God. She lives in conflict and victory; her mission is to destroy
everything that is bad in the land.” Charles Spurgeon, “The Best War Cry,” Sermon deliv-
ered on March 4th, 1883, https://www.spurgeongems.org/vols28-30/chsi1709.pdf (accessed
May 1, 2019).

58 Brian K. Pennington, Was Hinduism Invented? Britons, Indians, and the Colonial Construc-
tion of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 42.

59  This initialism is an umbrella term for people who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans (transgender, trans woman, trans man), Queer, Intersex and all other sexualities
that are not cisgender and heterosexual.

60  Namely William Carey, Charles Spurgeon, R.C. Sproul, William Wilberforce, https://
christiannews.net/2018/09/26/a-central-part-of-the-mission-statement-opposing-social-
justice-stirs-debate-over-role-of-the-church-in-social-issues/ (accessed May 1, 2019).

61  Her pragmatism is not limited to the progressive/conservative binary, she tackles
a wide range of moral and social justice topics that span the spectrum of progressive
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Rather, on this point, they seem to share the Statement’s denial of social jus-
tice’s challenge to the gender, sexuality and racial status quo they accept, as
implied by Baptist missionary Trevor Johnson’s62 reduction of social justice to
charitable works as follows:

Christians are to always be striving for justice ... it’s just that “modern
‘social justice’ is not the same as true biblical justice ... the Church has
always worked for justice and missionaries have always defended the
rights of the poor and needy. Let’s defend the gospel, yes, but let’s remem-
ber that this gospel leads to action!3

In the interest of applying the suggestion of re-forming the conversation and
Brandsma'’s theory of presenting diverse views as an important part of defusing
polarization, I will next attempt to bring the Statement’s message into conver-
sation with feminist, LéBTQIA+ and people of color who are Reformed and/
or Evangelical leaders. In keeping with the Statement’s use of the internet (a
typical way of discussing polarizing issues in our times as mentioned earlier), I
have selected online reflections by the ministers Rasool Berry and Emily Swan,
and the late writer and speaker, Rachel Held Evans. I will start with an open
letter to the Statement by Rasool Berry.5*

3 Re-forming the Conversation: Responding to the Statement with
Views from Social Justice’s (Reformed) Evangelical Proponents

3.1 Rasool Berry

Rasool Berry is an African American Baptist teaching pastor from Brooklyn’s
Bridge Church with a background in Africana Studies and Sociology. His aca-
demic background seems to fit well into the “secular knowledge” camp the

and conservative discourse(s). See, for example, her response to John Piper on patri-
archy, Rachel Held Evans, “Patriarchy Doesn’'t ‘Protect’ Women: A Response to John
Piper,” https://rachelheldevans.com/blog/why-progressive-christians-should-care-about
-abortion-gosnell (accessed May 1, 2019).

62  US Baptist missionary in Indonesia with Heartcry Missionary Society. His biography is
available on http://www.heartcrymissionary.com/trevor-johnson (accessed May 1, 2019).

63 PhilJohnson, https://christiannews.net/2018/09/26/a-central-part-of-the-mission-statement
-opposing-social-justice-stirs-debate-over-role-of-the-church-in-social-issues/ (accessed
May 1, 2019).

64  Rasool Berry, “An Open Letter to John MacArthur About Social Justice,” https://rberryblog
.wordpress.com/2018/09/07/an-open-letter-to-john-macarthur-about-social-justice
| (accessed May 1, 2019).
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Statement distances itself from. He summarizes his outlook on social justice
by introducing his name, Rasool, which means ‘messenger’ in Arabic which
he relates to his passion for “communicating, especially about the Message
that God is pursuing reconciliation, peace and redemption in the world
through us.”6% In light of this, his open letter is a rebuttal of the Statement’s
description of social justice given through the lens of his own social location
as an African American Baptist leader with deep knowledge and experience
in the fields of sociology,66 African American social justice issues and the
role of African American Christian communities in the Civil Rights move-
ments of the twentieth century.5” His contribution is important because it
provides a perspective missing particularly from the Statement’s discussion
of race. The following is an excerpt from his open letter that captures his
main arguments:

Dear John ... recently you took aim at what you believe is the most
dangerous heresy you've ever faced: the growing Christian advocacy
for “social justice.” I read your string of posts making the case that the
Church is being lured away from the Gospel message and down a road
that leads to destruction with great interest and greater disappointment.
As an African American pastor who has studied and experienced this
issue personally, I believe your post, and the Statement on Social Justice
launched in tandem with it, are the actual dangers to the Church at this
moment. [ have taken the time to respond with as much detail as I can
because I, too, love the universal Church, and I also believe in this partic-
ular moment she is in danger of falling away from a clear understanding
of the Gospel in the United States. We need to talk more and do more
about social justice—not less.

To demonstrate your historic concern and the shared convictions
between you and “black leaders,” you invoked your ministry partner-
ship®8 with a leader I respect deeply, Dr. John Perkins. You described

65  Bridge Church New York City, “Leadership,” https://bridgechurchnyc.com/leadership/
(accessed May 1, 2019).

66 Berry, “Open Letter.”

67  Rachel Held Evans tweeted: “Seeing lots of white Evangelicals writing (critically or skep-
tically) about “social justice” without even acknowledging, much less drawing from, the
deep well of African American theology/biblical studies on this matter and how it has
fueled Civil Rights movements past & present” (@rachelheldevans, August 18, 2018).

68  John MacArthur, “Social Injustice and the Gospel,” https://www.gty.org/library/blog
/B180813 (accessed May 1, 2019).
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experiencing discrimination first-hand and your awareness of the
injustices in our nation. You also acknowledged that the gospel of Jesus
Christ is the solution to resolve “ethnic animus.” What is unclear is
how you think we are to apply the gospel to the social injustices you
personally witness. We know your friend’s view through his own writ-
ing on the subject. Justice is any act of reconciliation that restores any
part of God’s creation back to its original intent, purpose or image. When I
think about justice that way, it doesn’t surprise me at all that God loves it.
It includes both the acts of social justice and the restorative justice found
on the cross.%?

At the core of Berry’s criticism is that MacArthur has stated before that he
has personally witnessed social injustice during his partnership with African
American leaders. However, the Statement is unclear about how we are to
apply the gospel to the social injustices he has witnessed. Berry offers his sug-
gestion by invoking Perkin’s view that the gospel of Jesus Christ includes both
the acts of social justice and restorative justice.

3.2 Rachel Held Evans

Rachel Held Evans, born in 1982, renowned speaker, New York Times best-
selling author, and social media influencer,”? was, until her untimely death in
early 2019, very vocal on social justice issues and Evangelicalism. Her back-
ground in conservative, non-denominational Evangelical tradition informed
her position that I find relevant to this discussion, particularly in how she
weaves together the fundamentals of Evangelical faith with a feminist ratio-
nale for social justice engagement. One example is her proposal for a more
holistic approach to the abortion debate between pro-choice versus pro-life
positions:

It seems to me that Christians who are more conservative and
Christians who are more liberal, Christians who are politically pro-
life and Christians who are politically pro-choice, should be able to
come together on this and advocate for life in a way that takes seriously
the complexities involved and that honors both women and their unborn
children. In other words, instead of focusing all of our efforts on making

69  John M. Perkins, Dream with Me: Race, Love, and the Struggle We Must Win (Grand Rapids:
Baker Publishing Group, 2017).
70 Rachel Held Evans, https://rachelheldevans.com/about/.
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“supply” [abortion] illegal, perhaps we should work on decreasing
demand. And instead of pretending like this is just an issue of women’s
rights, perhaps we should acknowledge the very real and very troubling
moral questions surrounding a voluntarily terminated pregnancy.”

In sum, her views on social justice and feminism hold that, although Christianity
isn't simply a social justice movement, its responsibility is not an either/or choice
between the Gospel message and social engagement. Rather it includes both.”2

3.3 Emily Swan
Lastly, Emily Swan is an Evangelical queer writer and co-pastor at Blue Ocean
Churchin Ann Arbor, Michigan. Her academic background is multi-disciplinary.
Apart from studying Mandarin and Amdo Tibetan languages at the university
level, she also studied history and theology. Swan is a co-author (with co-pas-
tor Ken Wilson) of the book Solus Jesus: A Theology of Resistance.”™ Her and
Wilson’s perspective, as given in this book, is relevant because it challenges a
Reformed doctrine many take for granted. They argue that five hundred years
ago, the Protestant Reformation claimed the Bible as the authoritative guide
for Christian living and proclaimed, “Sola Scriptura! Only Scripture”! However,
they point out that as the church continues to grow in its contextual relevance,
the church is shifting back to where it should be: in Jesus, thus, Solus Jesus! This
is based on John 1: 14, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among
us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from
the Father, full of grace and truth” (N1v).

This position seems to affirm Karl Barth’s position on Jesus Christ as the living
Word to whom the words of the Bible witnesses.”* Considering this, they sum up
their contribution to the discussion of social justice and the gospel as follows:

Our task—whether facing issues of LGBTQ+ inclusion, or care for this
beautiful, fragile earth, or systemic racism or militarism—is not simply

71 Rachel Held Evans “Why Progressive Christians Should Care About Abortion,” https://
rachelheldevans.com/blog/why-progressive-christians-should-care-about-abortion-
gosnell (accessed May 1, 2019).

72 See Rachel Held Evans, A Year of Biblical Womanhood (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publish-
ers, 2012).

73 Emily Swan and Ken Wilson, Solus Jesus: A Theology of Resistance (Canton: Front Edge
Publishing, 2018).

74 See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1 The Doctrine of the Word of God, Part 1. Translated
by G.W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004). Also Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline,
transl. by G.T. Thomson (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 2004), 66.
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to marshal biblical texts to ‘prove’ this or that position. Rather, our task
is to position ourselves as humble and curious followers of Jesus and to
discern the way, the truth, and the life in him.”

Their approach does not offer a concrete answer to polarized issues that
influence church and society. However, their choice to assume a humble and
curious position in response to such issues helps them to avoid being “pushers”
of polarization.

4 Evaluation: Imagining Re-forming the Conversation as a Calling for
the Church in Times of Polarization

Having brought the preceding three perspectives into conversation with the
Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel, let us finally and briefly imagine how
the suggestion of re-forming the conversation in our tradition that was intro-
duced above can be applied to what has emerged from this case study so far. To
achieve this, I will draw a few key insights from my ongoing empirical research
conducted in Malawi, which includes a focus on belief and social engagement.”

41 Tcheni pa Kalanka

Two interview respondents from my ongoing study in Malawi related how
their social justice activism and their Reformed theological orientation are not
mutually exclusive. Rather, they find ways to integrate both as much as possible
without distorting either of them. A typical contextual model for this approach
is the tcheni pa kalanka ethos. Although this ethos is formally held by only the
Nkhoma Synod of the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (ccap, Malawi),
its interpretation is emulated by many across the Malawian Reformed land-
scape including the two respondents/informants.

Transliterated, tcheni pa kalanka means, “the bicycle chain must remain on
the sprocket””” and it means that: just as a properly working bicycle’s chain
must remain fixed in place while it moves forward, so should a Synod maintain
strong roots in the Word of God.”® In other words, it must, for example, engage

75 Swan and Wilson, Solus Jesus, xv.

76 Thandi Soko-de Jong, “Jesus as Healer Beliefs: From Experiences of Treatable but Incur-
able Health Conditions” (forthcoming).

77 Chatha Msangaambe, “Laity Empowerment with Regard to the Missional Task of the
ccap in Malawi,” (Doctoral thesis, University of Stellenbosch, 2011), 107.

78  Phoebe F. Chifungo, “Women in the ccap Nkhoma Synod: A Practical Theological Study
of their Leadership Roles” (PhD diss., University of Stellenbosch, 2014), 2.
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in social praxis with the knowledge that Reformed theology has the capacity
to be transformative, liberating and life-giving. In practice, this means a Synod
should be willing to contribute to the conversation with transformative and lib-
erating hermeneutics as a counterargument to the position of those who argue
that scripture has nothing to do with social justice (such as the Statement). By
doing so, they can potentially dissuade the latter from affirming elements of a
status quo that affirms destructive, life-denying injustices. Applying the ¢cheni
pa kalanka ethos must always seek to embrace dialogue using the palaver hut
model. Particularly concerning polarized issues, taking on either the offensive
or defensive position inhibits an honest, power symmetric dialogue. Rather,
effort should go into each side testing their position against the scrutiny of the
opposing view with the hope that each party gains a more informed under-
standing of the issue concerned and then, ideally, finds common ground on
how to address it.”?

How this ethos can be applied will differ from context to context. However,
when applied to the informants’ comments above, the ethos can describe their
openness to take on board new ideas, methods and expertise that they do not
have themselves without compromising their doctrinal beliefs. More impor-
tantly, it is an openness to engage with others with a twofold intention: to build
more positive and prophetic social relevance and to deepen faith through crit-
ical self-reflection. As Hewitt warns: “The death of the reformed identity is
therefore assured when it ends up with unquestioning certitude about issues
of life and faith without being open to honest and critical engagement of the
text and context.”80 One of the informants, a Presbyterian minister®! (not from
the ccap), explained that he is both a minister and the director of the devel-
opment office of a non-profit organization. In integrating his pastoral and
development vocation, he follows the example of Jesus’ holistic ministry as
described in Luke 4:18-19 which says, “ have been anointed to preach the good
news, to heal the broken-hearted to give sight to the blind.” He explains that:

In as much as we are preaching from the pulpit, there are also practical
issues that need to be addressed in our communities. I have developed
the constitution for the development arm of the non-governmental orga-
nization I work for so that we can take on the issues of economy, health
and other social issues as one way of equipping the church, especially my
church, to empower our communities.

79 Hewitt, “Reformed Identity and Mission from Margins,” 122.
80  Hewitt, “Reformed Identity and Mission from Margins,” 122.
81 Name withheld. Interview I conducted in Blantyre, Malawi, February 8, 2018.
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And on the partnership between the church and relevant experts, he noted:

A partnership can be in different areas of expertise and from different
perspectives such as formal partnerships with experts in the health sector.
Also, why not have an expert speak during a church function? For instance,
why not have someone who is knowledgeable about a topic pertinent to
the community come in and speak to us? For example, there are many con-
gregants who do not have access to information about diseases like cancer
or mental illness and it becomes a problem as they try to manage them.

In sum, he highlights that, in order to serve communities holistically, the church
must be open to receiving input from professionals with relevant knowledge
on issues it seeks to address. This contrasts with the Statement that under-
mines bodies of knowledge which it deems secular. John MacArthur believes,
for example, that:

... by definition psychology the study of the soul is a secular, godless,
unbiblical approach to analyzing humanity [and] designing solutions to
their problems. But the truth is, man in his fallen condition cannot really
make a completely clear and accurate assessment of the human condition.

In my view, this approach is harmful because it ignores practical, tested
solutions that are in many cases beneficial to human beings. Rather, tcheni
pa kalanka, in its openness to incorporating the efforts of other professions,
seems to be a more helpful ethos for faith communities because it pursues
solutions to people’s real-life problems without having to compromise on mat-
ters of orthodoxy.82 Affirming this, a Baptist executive in a world mission orga-
nization®? concluded that:

In an ideal situation, the church should be able to seamlessly comple-
ment the efforts of professionals in different disciplines. Their training
has value. Our clergy and the laity should be able to walk alongside pro-
fessionals because their input can positively transform our communities
at so many levels.

82  For an affirmation of this approach, see for example: World Council of Churches,
“Together Towards Life: Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes,” Geneva,
September 5, 2012, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions
/mission-and-evangelism/together-towards-life-mission-and-evangelism-in-changing
-landscapes, 19—21 (accessed May 1, 2019).

83 Name withheld. Interview I conducted in Blantyre, Malawi, August 23, 2018.
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5 Conclusion

Using the case study of the Reformed Evangelical Statement on Social Justice
and the Gospel, this chapter has suggested that one of the callings for the
church in these times of polarization is to re-form our conversation. After all,
Reformed theological identity is rooted in the task of taking the task of lis-
tening and reflecting seriously.3* Thus, this paper has suggested how (a) the
concept of the Palaver Hut, (b) the tcheni pa kalanka ethos, and (c) the contri-
butions of knowledge, ideas and experience from those that are marginalized
in discussions can be tools that potentially re-form how we converse, what we
converse about and why we should be open to conversation. We can all benefit
from understanding the perspective of an opposing view, even when we do not
agree with it. In this regard, examples like Rachel Evans’ rhetoric on abortion
offer “better”/re-forming dialogue by challenging us to ask and address deeper
questions about root causes of issues we find contentious; and thereby our
actions will (hopefully) better reflect the love and wisdom of God and bibli-
cal standards of righteousness and social justice statements. This can and will
ultimately defuse polarization in our spheres of influence as Christians, whose
divine imperative it is to love, according to 1 John 4:7-8, “Dear friends, let us
love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born
of God and knows God.”85
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CHAPTER 3

Retrieving the Concept of Unio Mystica cum
Christo and Applying It to Concepts of Sexuality
in a Pluralistic Postmodern Culture

Willem van Viastuin

1 Introduction

Media attention on the untimely publication of the Dutch translation of the
‘Nashville-Statement’ revealed how sensitive Western culture is to pronounce-
ments about sexuality, and how much it is polarized by them. Thoughts about
sexuality do not only touch upon contemporary lifestyles, worldviews and
fundamental needs, but also upon our deepest existential identity. This devel-
opment coheres with changes to our authentic self. For this reason, only a few
things touch and divide people, churches and societies more deeply than these
issues. We see that sexual issues, much like issues about race, ethnicity, class
and religion, polarize churches and societies, and thus people react by exclud-
ing identities and groups.

In this chapter, it is the existential implications related to our identity
which are of most interest. Because the New Testament offers us an applica-
tion of the identity in Christ to sexual life in a pre-modern context in which
sexuality was also very important, perhaps the retrieval of these understand-
ings can be made fruitful in our postmodern context. The relevance of retriev-
ing these old interpretations of sexual life is of primary importance for the
church, which may be able to act as a countermovement in contemporary
society.

In this contribution, I start by investigating sexual life in our present-day
culture. Next, I investigate how Paul applied finding one’s identity in Christ to
sexual life in the New Testament. These two investigations lead to a retrieval of
Paul’s application to the current cultural context.
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2 Sexuality in a Pluralistic Postmodern Culture

The history of the development of our culture is characterized by its turn towards
the human subject.! While the pre-modern phase of our culture could be char-
acterized by a super-personal order in which the human subject had its place,
in modernity there came a clear shift. The names of Rene Descartes (1596—
1650) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1894) are significant here. Descartes broke
with Aristotle’s thinking about substances and put the relationship between
the knowing subject and known object central.2 Immanuel Kant continued
this approach, turning more to interpreting the human subject.?

With this turn to the human subject came the objectification of the human
being in which the human mind was understood as the result of causal pro-
cesses. Some years ago, Dick Swaab published a bestseller entitled We Are
Our Brains.* The suggestion made by this title is that human beings can be
reduced to the summation of their brain cells. When the human cells die,
the human existence ends.> The touching book Homo Deus by Yuval Noah
Harari confirmed this impression, saying human thought could be reduced to
mini-electric streams and that Artificial Intelligence surpassed human intel-
ligence.® Words such as physicalization, mechanization, quantification and
objectification were used to characterize this development.”

1 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 146. See also his
Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1989), 129-136.

2 For Descartes’ ego cogito, ergo sum, see his Principia Philosophiae ... (Amsterdam: Elsevier,
1677), 2.

3 For Kant’s turn to the subject, compare Cornelis van der Kooi, As in a Mirror: John Calvin and
Karl Barth on Knowing God. A Diptych (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 225-248.

4 Dick F. Swaab, We Are Our Brains: A Neurobiography of the Brain, from the Womb to Alzhei-
mer’s, transl. ]. Hedley-Prole (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2014), original: Wij zijn ons brein: Van
baarmoeder tot Alzheimer (Amsterdam: Contact, 2010).

5 Therefore, Bertrand Russel concluded that human life is meaningless in his Why I Am not a
Christian which is typified by New York Public Library as one of the most influential books of
the 20¢ century.

6 Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (London: Penguin Random House,
2016). According to the great physicist Stephen Hawking the primitive forms of Artificial
Intelligence has been useful for humanity, but “the development of full artificial intelli-
gence could spell the end of human race,” https://[www.bbc.com/news/technology-30290540
(accessed October 1, 2020).

7 Hans W. de Knijff wrote about a ‘catastrophic’ situation, Tegenwoordigheid van geest als
Europese uitdaging: Over secularisatie, wetenschap en christelijk geloof (Presence of mind
as a European challenge: On secularization, science and Christian faith) (Zoetermeer:
Boekencentrum, 2013), 13, 15.
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In the 1960s there were several revolts by students in the Western world.8
Afterwards it was concluded that these revolts were not incidental, but her-
alded in a new era—postmodernism. This does not mean that we abruptly
went from one phase to another phase in culture. We still acknowledge the
enormous value of empirical research which is characteristic of modernity.

Nevertheless, something has changed, even in science. Philosophers of sci-
ence acknowledge that science is not neutral, but works within paradigms of
unproven presuppositions.® These presuppositions are not only academic, but
also moral, political, economic and cultural. This implies that strict rationalism
is decreasing and that there is a new sense that there is more than what can
simply be measured. In this context, spirituality, religion and meaning receive
new attention and become more relevant.

While the search for objective truth drove modernity, in our postmodern
culture we are unhappy with absolute claims of truth. We shudder, in partic-
ular, when we hear moral claims made on religious grounds. Meanwhile we
concentrate on the small stories of the individual human being. We speak of a
re-appreciation of the individual subject.!® Perhaps we can say that the emo-
tions and the interpretations of the individual subject are a new form of truth.
We have to take each other’s feelings completely seriously. In short, the shift to
the human subject in postmodernity has come to a preliminary completion.!!

These cultural developments interacted with our understanding of sex-
uality. Until the mid-nineteenth century, people spoke about homosexual
behavior and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) categorized people for the first time
according to their sexual orientation.!? In the course of this century, people
began to speak of homosexuality in medical and psychological terms. Carl
Westphal, in 1870, was the first psychiatrist to use the word ‘nature’ to describe

8 Geert Buelens, De jaren zestig: Een cultuurgeschiedenis (The sixties: A cultural history)
(Amsterdam: Ambo, 2018).

9 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 2012, originally published 1962).

10  Compare for the theological consequences John Webster, “The Human Person,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology, ed. Kevin ]J. Vanhoozer (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press 2003), 219-234.

1 Brad S. Gregory speaks about ‘hyperpluralism, The Unintended Reformation: How a Reli-
gious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 369.
Every individual “must be the sovereign of his or her own Cartesianized universe, deter-
mining his or her own truth, making his or her own meanings, and following his or her
own desires” (385).

12 Christopher Yuan, Holy Sexuality and the Gospel: Sex, Desire, and Relationships Shaped by
God'’s Grand Story (New York: Penguin, 2018), 10.
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a homosexual orientation.!® The use of this concept soon became normal, so
that homosexuality became identified as a person’s identity.

While the climax of the persecution of homosexuals in the bloody twentieth
century was an expression of modernity that could not tolerate exceptions,#
postmodernity led to a new interpretation of homosexuality linked to the cul-
tural shift. Living well is no longer about living according to external moral
norms and values, but about living according to our authentic selves.1>

The need to be oneself expresses itself in the exercise of our sexuality,
because our sexuality is a core aspect of our personality.'® While the pre-
modern human being was primarily religious and wanted to know the
meaning of life, in postmodernity the religious regime has been exchanged
for the sexual regime. Sexuality coheres with the meaning of life; we are our
sexuality and sexuality is a determining factor of our identity.!”

These developments led to a revolution in sexual morality.!® Alfred Kinsey
(1894-1956) can be seen as the father of sexology and, as a couple, Simone de
Beauvoir and Jean Paul Sartre were role models for free love. Herbert Marcuse
promoted the motto: ‘Make love, not war When the pill was introduced in the
1960s, developments quickly followed: sexuality was separated from reproduc-
tion, the laws in the Netherlands changed, adultery was no longer a crime, and
pornography and prostitution became accepted in law.

Although the emancipation of homosexuals started from the beginning of
the twentieth century in the church,! in society the breakthrough occurred

13 Compare Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 3 volumes (New York: Bloomsbury,
1986-1992), Vol. 1, 43.

14 See also Foucault, History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, 17-23, 33; Graham Robb, Strangers:
Homosexual Love in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Norton, 2005), 30.

15 Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 29.

16 Marco Derks describes how the call to be yourself is intertwined with the call for
sexual freedom in our culture, Constructions of Homosexuality and Christian Religion in
Contemporary Public Discourse in the Netherlands (Doctoral thesis Utrecht University,
2019), 80-85.

17 The autobiographical notions of Christopher Yuan confirm this, Holy Sexuality and the
Gospel, 8—9.

18 According to Hans Boutelier, Het seculiere experiment: Hoe we van God los gingen samen-
leven (The secular experiment: How we lived together apart from God) (Amsterdam:
Boom, 2015), 108-109. Marc Cortez gave an overview of this development in the third
chapter of his Theological Anthropology: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: T&T Clark,
2010), 41-67, especially 47-57.

19 David Bos describes the developments in evangelical, orthodox-reformed and pietistic
reformed Christians in the Netherlands, “Homo-af: De opkomst van de ex-homoseksueel
in Nederland” (Gay-off: The rise of the ex-gay in the Netherlands), in Genot en gebod:
Huwelijk en seksualiteit in protestants Nederland vanaf 1800, eds. David J. Bos en John
Exalto (Utrecht: KokBoekencentrum, 2019), 128-155.
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in the 1960s.2° On April 4, 2001, the Netherlands became the first country to
legalize same-sex marriage.?! Several countries followed suit and it has become
the Netherland’s ‘best moral export product.?

At the same time, it appears that the postmodern approach to sexuality
involves polarization because thinkers and opinion leaders among religious
movements and conservative thinkers distance themselves from, and oppose, this
approach. One of the adversaries of the postmodern approach toward sexuality is
Gabrielle Kuby,?® a Roman-Catholic activist who frames the developments con-
cerning sexuality and gender as an ideology?* and suggests there is a conspir-
acy; her approach is also interpreted as anti-gender ideology. Her message is that
the Western world uses the concept of emancipation to deny biological diversity
between man and woman, to destroy the family and to reject sexual norms.

Apart from this ideological polarization, most homosexual people are not
driven by such visions; they simply want to have a peaceful life and live accord-
ing to their sexual identity. Their longings cannot be identified with our por-
nographic culture. At the same time, there are also people with a homosexual
orientation who prefer to be heterosexual. It can be difficult for these people to
maintain themselves in a culture in which sexuality has become characteristic
of our identity, as they may feel pressure to ‘come out’ and be themselves.

3 Paul’s Application of Identity in Christ

Over the last years, perhaps decades, in New Testament research, in systematic
theology and in the historical-theological study of Calvinism, the concepts of

20  David J. Bos, “Equal Rites before the Law’: Religious Celebrations of Same-Sex Relation-
ships in the Netherlands, 1960’s—1990’s” (accessed October 1, 2020).

21 Boris Dittrich, Een blauwe stoel in paars: Verhalen uit de Tweede Kamer (A blue chair in
purple: Stories from the Dutch parliament) (Amsterdam: Van Gennep, 2001), 73.

22 Derks refers to several thinkers and organisations who interpret gay marriage in this
sense, Constructions of Homosexuality and Christian Religion, 19, 34—36, 95-97, 112, 150.

23 Gabrielle Kuby, The Global Sexual Revolution: Destruction of Freedom in the Name of
Freedom (Kettering: Angelico Press, 2015).

24  “Anideology is a collection of normative beliefs and values that an individual or group
holds for other than purely epistemic reasons. In other words, these rely on basic assump-
tions about reality that may or may not have any factual basis. The term is especially used
to describe systems of ideas and ideals which form the basis of economic or political the-
ories and resultant policies. In these there are tenuous causal links between policies and
outcomes owing to the large numbers of variables available, so that many key assump-
tions have to be made. In political science, the term is used in a descriptive sense to refer
to political belief systems” (Wikipedia, accessed June 7, 2019).
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mystical union and participation have been analyzed from several perspec-
tives and with several applications.?® Paul’s expression of being ‘in’ Christ is at
the root of this research. According to his interpretation, the believer does not
only believe in Christ and is saved by Him, but is saved in a unity of life with
Christ which is expressed in baptism.

Several metaphors in the New Testament explain this mystical union with
Christ; one of the leading ones is the union between husband and wife.26 John
uses the metaphor of the branches that are united with the vine, take succor
from the vine and bear its fruit.2” The strongest metaphor used is that of the
union between head and body.?8 These metaphors imply that we cannot think
of believers in isolation from Christ or vice versa. Branches without a vine
and bodies without a head cannot exist. In the early church, this unity was
expressed in the theologoumenon of totus Christus which stated that Christ
was only complete in his body.??

In Pauline writings, we find implications of this mystical union. The mys-
tical union with Christ is such a reality that believers are created in Christ,3°

25 For the biblical reflection on this theme, see Michael ]. Thate, Kevin J. Vanhoozer,
Constantine R. Campbell (eds), Tn Christ’ in Paul (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014); for the
systematic reflection, see Hans Burger, Being in Christ: A Biblical and Systematic Inves-
tigation in a Reformed Perspective (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2008). This theme provoked
particular interest in reformed theology, John V. Fesko, Beyond Calvin: Union with Christ
and Justification in Early Modern Reformed Theology (1517-1700) (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 2012), 53-75; Julie Canlis, Calvin’s Ladder: A Spiritual Theology of Ascent
and Ascension (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); J. Todd Billings, “United to God through
Christ: Assessing Calvin on the Question of Deification,” Harvard Theological Journal 98:3
(2005), 315-334; . Todd Billings, Calvin, Participation, and the Gift: The Activity of Believers
in Union with Christ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

26  Eph. 5:22-32.

27  Johnisa-8.

28 Rom. 12:4—5; 1 Cor. 12:12—31; Eph. 4:15-16.

29  OnJohn 5:20—23 Augustine wrote: “Let us rejoice, then, and give thanks that we are made
not only Christians, but Christ,” Homilies on the Gospel of John, NPNF1, 7:140. In the same
volume we find these words: “To that flesh the Church is joined, and so there is made the
whole Christ, Head and body” (462). Believers are not only Christians, but Christ. So can
Christ speak through the head or through the members, Enarrationes in Psalmos 140, 3.
In this way, the talk of the church is the talk of Christ and vice versa, Enarrationes in Psal-
mos 30.2, 4. Also Calvin could say that Christ is not complete without believers, Comm.
Eph. 1:23, https://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcomgr.ivii.vhtml (accessed June 12, 2019).
This interpretation of the church means that the church is not only the work of God as
creation is, but is also the body of Christ, see Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2 Vols
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997-1999), Vol. 2, 167.

30  Eph.2uo0.


https://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom41.iv.ii.v.html

74 VAN VLASTUIN

die with Christ,3! are crucified with Christ,3? buried with Christ,3® baptized
into Christ,3* raised with Christ,3> ascended into heaven,3¢ were justified in
Christ,37 glorified in Christ3® and are sanctified in Christ.3 This means that,
in the Christ-position, the old reality has already disappeared and the new age
has become a reality.#° It also implies that union with Christ is a pneumatolog-
ical reality that affects the thinking, longing, willing and the direction of love
in believers.*! Believers are daily renewed after the image of Christ.#?> Another
implication is that the Christian’s citizenship is primarily in heaven.*3

One might ask whether we can speak of a Pauline concept, because the word
‘concept’ can give the impression that it relates to a theoretical interpretation.
However, this approach misses the existential depth of the mystical union,
because this union is not about an interpretation, but concerns the existential
identity of the believer. For this contribution, it is important to understand the
position ‘in’ Christ as the identity of a Christian.#*

It is necessary to understand the existential consequence of the Christian
faith. The Christian is not a ‘normal’ human being with a few morals and hab-
its added on. He or she does not have a partial acceptance of Christian views;
being a Christian is much more radical and existential.*> This means that the

31 Rom. 6:6.

32 Gal 2:20.
33 Col. 2:12.
34 Rom. 6:3.

35 Rom. 6:5, Eph. 2:4, Col. 3:1. In John 5:24 we also find the comparable reality that the Chris-
tian shares the eternal life of Christ.

36  Eph.2:6.

37 Rom. 3:24.

38 Rom. 8:30.

39 1 Cor. 1:2.
40 2 Cor. 5:17.
4 Gal. 5:22.

42 2 Cor. 4:16.

43 Phil. 3:20. A striking example of a creative application of the spiritual union with Christ
can be found in the Heidelberg Catechism. While the tradition before the Heidelberg
Catechism acknowledged the threefold office of Christ (munus triplex), the Heidelberg
Catechism includes the consequence and applied the offices to the Christian as well. The
argument is that the Christian is ‘a member of Christ by faith’ and thus ‘a partaker of
his anointing’, compare Willem van Vlastuin, “The Promise of Unio Mystica,” in Arnold
Huijgen (ed.), The Spirituality of the Heidelberg Catechism: Papers of the International Con-
ference on the Heidelberg Catechism Held in Apeldoorn 2013 (G6ttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2015), 168-185, here 174-176.

44 Compare Gal. 2:19—20 and Phil. 1:21.

45  Paul writes that he denies everything except Christ for Christ and his sake, Phil. 3:7-8.
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Christian does not give Christ a particular place in his life, but just the oppo-
site: the life of the Christian is incorporated in Christ’s being and body.

Because this incorporation into Christ’s reality involves the personal iden-
tity of a Christian, it touches all aspects and dimensions of life. From this point
of view, the apostle develops a radical understanding of the Christian life.
Being baptized in Christ implies that the believer’s identity is neither Jewish
nor Greek, neither bonded nor free, neither male nor female.*¢ These ‘natu-
ral’ identities are not completely denied, but they are not essential or decisive
in Christ’s body. This is also true for sinful ‘nature’. While Paul acknowledges
the power of sin in his body,*” he identifies believers as Christians and not as
sinners.*®

Belonging to Christ’s body in a spiritual sense has huge implications for the
physical body. Because the believer understands his life not as his own life, he
cannot use his body according to his own wishes. We can say that a Christian
has no hands, because his hands are Christ’s. His ears, his tongue, his com-
plete life is Christ’s body. The believer, therefore, does not reason from his
own interests in his civil life, but interprets his interests in the perspective of
Christ’s kingdom. Augustine’s expression—that the old man uses God to enjoy
the earth, while the new man uses the earth to enjoy God—is telling in this
regard.*?

The basis for this attitude is the deep conviction that Christ paid a huge
ransom for the body of the believer and the believer expects his body to be glo-
rified with the risen Christ.5° For this reason, S. Lorenzen concluded that the
resurrection of the body of the believer is implied in the image of God.5! Only if
God’s grace is fulfilled in the body, is the adoption fulfilled.52 At the same time,
we can say that the beginnings of this fulfilment are already present. By the
power of the Spirit, believers are already drawn into this eschatological future,
so that they, by the Spirit as the first fruit of the eschaton, begin to live after
the order of Christ’'s new world. This order of Christ’s new world is expressed

46 Gal. 3:27—28. It is remarkable that Jesus teaches us to hate our parents, children, spouses
and our lives compared to Christ, Luke 14:26, see also Matt. 10:37.

47 Rom. 7:14—25; Gal. 5:17; 1 Tim. 1:15.

48  Col. 1:2. Compare Willem van Vlastuin, Be Renewed: A Theology of Personal Renewal
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014), 175-177.

49 De Civitate 15.7.

50  1Cor.15:42—49.

51 Stefanie Lorenzen, Das Paulinische Eikon-Konzept: Semantische Analyse zur Sapientia
Salomonis zu Philo und den Paulusbriefen (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 157-159. See
also 195-198, 205, 262.

52 Rom. 8:23.
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in the fruit of the Spirit,3 while the exhortations in Paul’s oeuvre explain that
this new order coheres with God’s concrete commandments.>*

In this context, it is interesting to see how this applies to sexuality. Paul’s
friend Luke refers to Jesus’ explanation of the resurrection in which marriage
will be absent.5% It can be argued that this approach was related to the con-
cept of marriage as an image of the unity between Christ and his church.56
Because of the ‘marriage’ with Christ, Christians look forward to the complete
union with their spiritual bridegroom. One could expect this eschatologi-
cal understanding of marriage to lead to a relativization of marriage and,
in a certain sense, we see this relativism in the Paulinian letter to Ephesus.>”
Paul understands the relationship of marriage as a mirror of the relationship
between Christ and the church. Christians should not absolutize marriage,
because it is not our brides or grooms who are all, it is Christ. Paul confirms
this conviction with his own single life and persuades the congregation that a
single life is good and, in a certain sense, preferable.58

This interpretation of marriage does not imply, however, a complete rela-
tivization of marriage or a disinterestedness in sexual life. Quite the opposite.
Because marriage is a mirror of Christ and his church, Paul exhorts men to love
their wives as Christ loves his church and sacrificed himself for the church.>®
He can also write that husbands and wives are equal in their sexual lives and
that the wife has exousia (power) over the body of her husband.®©

1 Peter 3:1—7 offers us some remarkable interpretations.6! While the first
impression about this text is that women and wives occupy a secondary posi-
tion compared to men, careful exegesis teaches us that the gospel—unlike the

53 Gal. 5:24.

54 Rom. 8:3—4, 13.

55 Luke 20:34—36.

56  See Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction
to New Testament Ethics (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997), 364, 366. Although there is no view
of marriage as an image of the unity between Christ and his church in Luke, there is no
reason to presuppose a great difference in the understanding of marriage in Luke and
Paul, partly because they were friends and worked together. Above all, we see that both
Luke and Paul relativize marriage.

57 Eph. 5:32.
58 1 Cor. 7:25—40.
59  Eph. 5:25.

60  1Cor 7:3-5. Compare Matthew Rueger, Sexual Morality in a Christless World (Saint Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 2016), 64—66.

61  Compare Arnold Huijgen, Lezen en laten lezen: Gelovig omgaan met de Bijbel (To read and
to let read: Treating the Bible with faith) (Utrecht: Kokboekencentrum Uitgevers, 2019),
204-215.
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former social order—accepts that a wife may confess another religion than her
husband.52 That the wife was addressed explicitly, that her beauty was inward
and that she was called upon not to be afraid was also revolutionary. In fact,
this passage in the New Testament respects women. In this context, it is under-
standable that the gospel was attractive to women, because they had fewer
rights in the society of that time.53

But Paul was also at odds with the culture of that time because of his belief
that sexual intercourse should only take place within the marriage of a hus-
band and wife. In the Greek-Roman culture of the New Testament, sexuality
was expressed in several forms;54 Julius Caesar was every woman’s man and
every man’s woman, a sort of bisexual, and Emperor Nero had a same-sex mar-
riage.%> Pederasty was a well-known practice at the time and understood to be
the highest form of love.6 Women were valued less than slaves; they were only
necessary for having children and could be discarded on grounds of infertility.
Notwithstanding this clash with the environmental culture,5” Paul pleaded his
‘new’ interpretation of sexual life with apostolic authority.

Apparently, Paul's message had positive effects. When writing to the church
of Corinth, he referred to people who had had a sexual life of the sort that was
conventional at the time, but who had then denied that way of living.® In
Paul’s letters to the churches, we see the importance of the Christian inter-
pretation of sexual life. He writes about this theme with absolute earnestness.
Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers or abusers will not inherit the kingdom of
God.%9 Christians have to mortify fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affec-
tion, evil concupiscence and covetousness.” These texts in the Paulinian

62  Karen H. Jobes, 1 Peter (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 202—204.

63  Compare Rueger, Sexual Morality, 76.

64  Compare Thomas K. Hubbard (ed.), Homosexuality in Greece and Rome: A Sourcebook of
Basic Documents (London: University of California Press, 2003); Rueger, Sexual Morality,
12-22, 40—41, 66-68. In an interview with John L. Allen jr. in 2004 Tom Wright acknowl-
edged that in Paul’s times all types of sexual behavior were exhibited, “Interview with
Anglican Bishop N.T. Wright of Durham, England,” http://www.nationalcatholicreporter
.org/word/wright.htm (accessed October 4, 2019).

65  Dio Cassius, Roman History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), Vol. 8, 159.

66  See also Craig A. Williams, Roman Homosexuality (New York: Oxford University Press,
1999).

67  The Christian denial to partake in public offerings to idols or the emperor was experi-
enced as anti-human, as atheism and as a threat to public order, Rueger, Sexual Morality,
41, 83.

68  1Cor. 6:9-11.

69  1Cor. 6:9. Compare 1 Timothy 1:10.

70  Col 3:5.
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writings make it very clear that the Christian’s identity in Christ has huge con-
sequences for their sexual life, because Christ’s identity does not cohere with
extra-marital relationships. This implies that the Christian has not only to deny
the scheme of this world,” but his own longings and attitudes as well.”2

We can conclude that finding one’s identity in Christ is essential to Paul’s
understanding of the Christian identity. This identity in Christ has import-
ant consequences for understanding sexuality. Because marriage refers to our
identity in Christ as the body, which is determined by Christ as the head, the
holiness of marriage is central in the apostle’s treatment of sexual life.”

4 Retrieving Paul’s Identity in Christ in the Postmodern Context

After investigating the turn to the human subject in postmodernity and the
interpretation of our identity in Christ in Paul’s writings, a consideration of
how Paul’s approach can be applied in the present context of the church now
follows.

41 Understanding Scripture as ‘Viva Vox’

First, Christians have many tensions when treating sexuality in a postmod-
ern context. They also interact with several different attitudes, ranging from
the most liberal to the most conservative. Orthodox Christians in the Roman-
Catholic Church and in the Reformed tradition agree about the unique place
that marriage between husband and wife has, but they differ in their attitudes
to same-sex marriage. Some Christians even understand the present conflict
as an ideological war; the Nashville Statement is a good example of this. Other
Christians reject ‘Nashville’ because of its impersonal attitude and its modern
approach,” but are convinced that the Christian faith does not accept same-
sex relationships and argue that gays should be celibate. This position is very

71 Rom. 12:2.

72 Eph. 4:22, 5:3—4; Col. 3:5, 8—9. Matt. 16:24 explains that followers of Jesus have to deny
themselves.

73 Queer theologians argue that the image of Christ’'s body in 1 Cor. 12 might be a more
inspiring image for sexual equality and justice than the marriage of Christ’s body with
Christ as head. In this essay about the mystical union with Christ, we see that Paul used
the image of the head and the body as a metaphor for the mystical union and its sexual
implications.

74 Jan Mudde, “Bijbel, exegese en homosexualiteit” (Bible, exegesis and homosexuality), in
Homoseksualiteit en de kerk (Homosexuality and the church), eds. Maarten van Loon, Henk
Medema and Jan Mudde (Amsterdam: Buijten & Schipperheijn, 2019), 22—-32, here 24-25.
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similar to the understanding that celibacy can be compensated by having an
asexual friendship. In the Netherlands ‘Heart of Homo's’ gives voice to this
interpretation.”® There are also Christians who use the tolerance shown to
divorce in the Old Testament to accept (or tolerate) some same-sex marriages.”®
In the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, same-sex marriage is accepted
but the church underlines its difference from the traditional heterosexual
marriage.”” Other Christians argue for a new hermeneutics, one in which a
marriage of love and faithfulness between husband and wife is reinterpreted
as a relationship of love and faithfulness between two people, citing the fact
that gay relationships were unknown during the time of the New Testament.”®

What these different interpretations of scripture all have in common is their
concern about the understanding and application of scripture as a normative
holy book. This approach to scripture belongs to the great Christian tradition
and is expressed in detail in the protestant sola scriptura. Acknowledging this
authority of scripture, we see that the Heidelberg Catechism interprets scrip-
ture as an existential interaction with Christ.” Billings refers to this approach
to scripture as a ‘Trinitarian Hermeneutic.8°

This approach implies—first—a high regard for the Bible, because the
external Word relates us to the eternal Word and the real knowledge of scrip-
ture is the real spiritual knowledge of Christ. Second, this approach implies a
certain functionalizing of scripture, because scripture is not an end in itself.
Scripture is, as it were, the clothing of Christ, but the clothing is not the person
himself. Third, this approach implies that pastors are not preaching scripture
if they make an accurate exegesis without preaching Christ.8!

75  https://hartvanhomos.nl/vriendschap (accessed June 17, 2019).

76 For the unfamiliarity of the current gay in the early church, compare Gerard den Hertog,
“Hoe verwijst Jezus naar het ‘in den beginne’?” (How does Jesus refer to ‘in the begin-
ning'?), in Homoseksualiteit en de kerk, 58—68. Paul Avis calls same-sex marriage “the
lesser of two evils, the greater evil being enforced celibacy and accompanying loneliness,”
Eros and the Sacred (New York: Morehouse, 1989), 147.

77 Church order of Protestant Church in the Netherlands, ordinantie 5.4, https://www
.protestantsekerk.nl/thema/kerkorde (accessed June 17, 2019).

78  Compare Wim Dekker, “Aanvaarding: Tot hoever gaat dat?” (Acceptance: How far does
that go?), in Homoseksualiteit en de kerk, 69—78, 77-78.

79  Compare Willem van Vlastuin, “Heidelberg’s Relevance for a Postmodern Age: The Doc-
trine of Scripture in the Heidelberg Catechism Revisited,” International Journal of System-
atic Theology 17:1 (2015), 26—45.

80  J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of God: An Entryway to the Theological
Interpretation of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 86.

81  Edward Farley, “Toward a New Paradigm in Preaching,’” in Preaching as a Theolog-
ical Task: World, Gospel, Scripture, eds. Thomas G. Long and Edward Farley (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 165-175. Compare Fred B. Craddock, Preaching
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In this contribution I want to join this ‘Trinitarian Hermeneutic’ of scrip-
ture. This does not mean that I wish to deny the normative and informational
dimension of scripture, but I read the Bible primarily as God’s voice, the viva
vox. In this approach the Bible is not ‘read’ by us, but ‘heard’ by us. Listening to
God’s voice in scripture emphasizes God’s act of speaking rather than our act
of reading. In a certain sense, we do not read the Bible, but we are read from
the Bible.82 This also implies that we listen more with our heart than we do
with our head. In this approach, the effect of scripture on us is primarily rela-
tional rather than informational.

This existential approach to scripture transcends and breaks through the
subject-object divorce of modernity, because Christ as the speaking Subject
is decisive. The starting point is not the individual subject, but the heavenly
Subject Christ. In the heart of the reading of scripture, we hear the heart of
Christ at the deepest level of our hearts. We cannot organize this existential
intercourse with Christ, only experience our dependence upon the Holy Spirit.

4.2 Understanding Our Identity in Christ
This insight leads to a second consideration. While our postmodern culture
takes us in a hyper-individualistic direction using our own individualistic iden-
tity is a starting point,33 being interpreted by Christ’s voice in scripture takes us
in an opposite direction. Instead of our own identity being our starting point,
Christ is our identity and the starting point of interpretation. We do not inter-
pret Christ through our own individual or postmodern interpretative frame-
work, but Christ interprets our identity. Perhaps we can speak here of being
‘overpowered’ by the Holy Spirit.

Thisis a paradoxical reality. We have to deny ourselves and our own identity.84
In this sense the gospel does not confirm our existence, our sexual identity, but
confronts us with the reality of the old eon which has to be forsaken. For our

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985), 28; Thomas G. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of
the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 126.

82  Compare Huijgen, Lezen en laten lezen.

83  René van Woudenberg problematized the concept of identity and argued that our iden-
tity remains the same through time no matter how great the changes in our character
and attitudes may be, “Veelheid van Identiteiten, Fundamentele Identiteit en Dualisme”
(Multitude of Identities, Fundamental Identity and Dualism), Algemeen Nederlands
Tijdschrift voor Wijsbegeerte 110:3 (2018), 315-333.

84  Matt. 16:24. Megan K. DeFranza also acknowledges that in Christ all our identities are
put to death. In her approach this implies breaking through the binary gender order, Sex
Difference in Christian Theology: Male, Female, and Intersex in the Image of God (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015).
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flesh, this is a hard job and seems to go against our wellbeing. The opposite is
also true. Losing ourselves to Christ means that we get ourselves, and our iden-
tities in Christ, back. Christians experience this change as a gain. We are cruci-
fied to the world and the world is crucified to us, because the crucified Christ
is our life®3 in whom we experience the fulfilment of the deepest longings.8¢ In
this sense our identity in Christ coheres with the love for ourselves.87

The confrontational power of the existential meeting with the living Christ
through his Word involves everybody in the congregation. Even Paul himself,
who was already a Christian and had been an apostle for many years, experi-
enced this. Being confronted with God’s law, he estimated himself in terms
of the flesh.88 He made a similar judgment when writing to his spiritual son
Timothy, describing himself as the greatest of sinners.89

This confrontational interpretation of the gospel is the deepest way of
understanding the gospel. The riches in Christ imply the bankruptcy of this
old eon and belonging to this old eon puts us against Christ and his gospel.%°
Participation in the old eon of the present world also implies that we have lost
all hope of an eschatological future.®! But there’s also a paradox here. Everyone
who denies this judgment will be judged, while accepting this judgment frees
us from it and allows us to participate in Christ’s liberty. We are saved from
being—as Luther called it—incurvatus in se (closed up in ourselves)?? and
so we can flourish in a real relationship with Christ, the triune God, and our
neighbors.

The denial of our present identity also involves our sexual identity. While
our culture encourages us to understand ourselves as lesbians, homosexuals,
bisexuals, transgender people, or heterosexuals, in the realm of God’s kingdom
this identity is (relatively) denied in order to interpret ourselves as being in
Christ.9% Our sexuality is no longer who we are, but how we are.®* Understand-
ing ourselves through Christ’s identification with us means we understand the

85  Gal 6:14.

86  We find a classic interpretation of this mystery in Augustine: “Restless is our heart until it
comes to rest in thee,” Confessiones 1.1.

87 Matt. 22:34—40.

88 Rom. 7:14.

89 1 Tim. 115.

90  Johni5a8-25.

91 1John 2a7.

92 Compare Luther, wa 56:304.

93 For this approach see also Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 76, 86, 89—90, 92; Hays,
Moral Vision, 390-391.

94  Compare Yuan, Holy Sexuality, 41.
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meaning of our lives, the history of this world, the essence of our sufferings and
our deepest identity. What seems a loss appears to be a profit.

It is helpful to consider which aspects of this eschatological framework of
interpreting ourselves differ from a protological framework of interpretation;
a framework of interpretation that people can use to deny the classification of
Christians along gender- and sexual identity categories, because human beings
cannot be reduced to their sexual identity. The abolition of this classification
is also helpful for a number of gay people who do not feel comfortable and do
not experience themselves as being in these categories.?> This struggle with
identity makes it difficult for some homosexuals to accept themselves.

The difference between the protological and the eschatological viewpoints
is the radicalism of the eschatological approach. In the protological approach
our identity remains, although the burden of the struggling members of the
church is somewhat relieved by the interpretation that our identity is more
than our sexuality. But the protological approach will always remind us that
our identities are not fully what they should be unless a solution to these burn-
ing existential issues is found. In the eschatological approach, however, our
old identity, including all its defects, is crucified with Christ and undergoes a
radical renewal in Christ.

Heterosexuals and homosexuals, transgender people and bisexuals are
equal in their struggle with this self-denial, because the powers of the old eon
that do not accept this self-denial are still present within us. The struggle with
this self-denial offers an interpretative framework which we can use to account
for sin and falling, for being unhappy, and for having negative emotions. We are
not living in paradise yet, but are still part of the old reality. With all creation
we suffer, we are in travail and we expect the revelation of God’s children in his
kingdom.%6

4.3 Understanding Our Sexual Identity

What do the foregoing considerations imply for our sexuality? Thinking from
our identity in Christ relativises our old identities. Our work, our study, our
sport, our gender, our sexual orientation, our relationships and our sinful char-
acter can all be part of our self-identity. In union with Christ, these identities

95  According to Joseph N. Nicolosi, Reparative Therapy of Male Homosexuality: A New
Clinical Approach (New Jersey: Jason Aronson, 1997), 13; Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (Washington: American Psychiatric Association, 2000), 582.
Derks pleads for other reasons for a deconstruction of identity politics, Constructions of
Homosexuality, 93.

96 Rom. 8:22—23.
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are no longer decisive for our self-understanding. This new self-understanding
coheres with the transformation according to the image of God’s Son.%”

This also appears in the notion that, in God’s eschatological kingdom, mar-
riage was fulfilled in the union and communion with Christ. This approach is
nuanced. First, we do not speak about the abolishment of marriage but about
its fulfilment. From the perspective in Christ, we are not primarily husband and
wife, but brother and sister.8 Second, this approach implies that reproduction
does not belong to the eschaton.?® In the third place, the eschaton reveals a
reality in which our human need for intimacy finds its primary fulfilment in
the relationship with Christ and also within his body.1°° It seems that this rela-
tionship in the eschaton is more than the marriage in the proton. Therefore,
from our point of view, we cannot speak about sexuality in the eschaton.!°! The
need and the practice of intimacy can be acknowledged, sexual differentia-
tion as male and female will continue, but sexual intercourse according to our
experience cannot be expected in the eschaton.

Because we understand the church as the first beginning of the eschato-
logical kingdom of God, sexual orientations are not decisive. I think this
understanding of our identity in Christ relieves us from the need to have our
own identity performed in this life. This does not deny sexuality in this life,
or the difficult struggles of believers in the congregation, but sexuality is not
made absolute, and our understanding of self is not determined by our sexual
identity. This can function as a starting point to reflect upon the meaning of
our lives.

Understanding that the church is also the temple of the Holy Spirit leads to
yet another consideration. Living in union with Christ does not only have an
eschatological dimension, it has a pneumatological dimension too. In Christ’s
body we experience the first fruit of the Spirit, which implies that we are
renewed day by day until we inherit eternal youth. For this reason, thinking
in terms of fixed positions is not supported by the Bible. This has huge impli-
cations for our sexuality. Without suggesting that sexual identities have to be

97 2 Cor. 318, 4:4.

98  Mark 3:31-35.

99  Compare Robert Song, Covenant and Calling: Towards a Theology of Same-Sex Relationships
(London: scM Press, 2014), Chapter 3.

100  This order is motivated by Mark 12:30-31, loving God is the first commandment and
loving our neighbor the second. Here I differ from Derks, who seems to deny that the
relationship with Christ can be primary, Constructions of Homosexuality, 88.

101 Gijsbert van den Brink and Kees van der Kooi write that we remain sexual beings in the
eschaton, Christian Dogmatics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 286.
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changed and can ‘easily’ be changed, we cannot deny the effect of the spiritual
union with Christ on sexual desires and on our character.192

Consciousness of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit leads us to a new under-
standing of our bodies; our bodies are redeemed by Christ and ultimately his.
This teaches us to ask for his guidance in how we use our bodies and to be
dependent upon him for our acts. This reality brings us to the preliminary
question: are we willing to live God’s will without conditions? In our hearts is
the tendency to design our own plan, reason about the worth of our plan, and
ask God’s blessing for it. Union with Christ leads to the opposite attitude. To
use a metaphor: we sign a blank sheet of paper which God uses to fill in the
plan of our lives.

This leads to the insight that the first issue for believers is not their opinion
about sexuality ethics, but is the question: do we accept Christ as our Lord,
even if he asks us to live a lifestyle which goes against our own desires?13 Our
sexual behaviors, erotic desires, romantic feelings, sentimental relationships,
and even all our platonic friendships must conform to Jesus Christ’s plan and
nothing else.!%* The primary issue concerning sexuality is about holiness. Do
we want to live a holy life? Do we accept the strictness of our Lord who had
compassion for the weak and the sinners and, at the same time, was very strict
about our sexual lust?!95 This question faces heterosexuals and homosexuals,
transgender people and bisexuals alike. Heterosexuals in a faithful heterosex-
ual marriage can live in a selfish way, using their wives to satisfy their own lust.
Heterosexuals can idolize heterosexual marriage.1°¢ To put it in an ultimately
existential way: heterosexuality will not bring us to heaven, only faith in Christ
can do this. Or to put it another way: both homosexuals and heterosexuals
have to fight against their own selfish lust if they want to enter God’s kingdom.

102 Derks proposes the concept of ‘sacramental characters’ instead of ‘being in Christ,
Constructions of Homosexuality, 89—114. I agree with him to reject the sociological and
individualistic interpretation of ‘being in Christ, but implying the pneumatological
dimension in this concept includes also the transformation of the character, the sensi-
tiveness for the corporative dimension of Christ’s body and the unity of the external and
internal aspects. Furthermore, the sacrament of baptism expresses the relationship with
Christ. Therefore, the concept of ‘sacramental characters’ has no advantage over ‘being in
Christ), but the latter has a richer meaning.

103 Compare Matt. 8:18—22.

104  Itook this sentence from Yuan, Holy Sexuality, 195.

105 For Jesus’ warm-heartedness, compare Luke 15:, for his strictness see Matt. 5:28, for the
combination see John 8:1-11.

106  Tim Keller, Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only
Hope that Matters (New York: Penguin, 2016), XIX.



RETRIEVING THE CONCEPT OF UNIO MYSTICA CUM CHRISTO 85

Heterosexuals and homosexuals experience temptations to behave in an
unclean way and have their own struggles with sin. Even Jesus was tempted
to sin; temptations in and of themselves are not sinful. The narrative of the
gospels clarify that Jesus was tempted in every respect.'%? Thus, Jesus was victo-
rious against every temptation. The comfort for believers is not only that they
are not tempted more than their will to resist'°8 but, above all, that heterosexu-
als and homosexuals can test Christ’s triumph,!99 because they are united with
Christ and share in his victory through the Spirit.

These considerations put the church in a very special position in the world
today. Only the church has the paradigm which enables another framework
that we can use to interpret the identity of each other in the Christian congre-
gation. We do not learn this from our culture; our culture will learn this from
the church, and in the church we learn this from the gospel that is beyond our
culture.!® We will need much practice in the church to understand each other
as brothers and sisters primarily and essentially in this eschatological perspec-
tive. In this way, the church does not understand itself as a mediator in a polar-
ized society, but practices its eschatological shalom in its early beginnings and
lives in the hope of complete wholeness in Christ.
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CHAPTER 4

Theological Assessment of the Gender and
Sexuality Debate in the Netherlands: The Case of
the ‘Nashville Statement’

Heleen Zorgdrager

1 Introduction

It is striking that in contemporary Europe there are more tensions about
religion than there have been since the early twentieth century. Tensions today
are not about the political power of church and religion in relation to the state,
as they used to be in the past; tensions today are about sharing or not shar-
ing a common set of values, norms, and practices.! A cultural gap has arisen
between conservative religious communities and secular society, and within
the religious sphere between more conservative and more liberal-minded
communities and believers. The term ‘culture wars’ is often applied to these
conflicts and polarization on issues such as abortion, homosexuality, same-sex
marriage, women’s rights, reproductive rights, and family.2 The broader catego-
ries of gender and sexuality are involved in all these controversial issues. Also,
current debates on nationalism and ethnicity, the demand for a ‘strong’ nation,
and the need to protect the nation against ‘a flux of immigrants’ are often inter-
twined with themes related to gender and sexuality, as we shall see below.
One might wonder why gender and sexuality have become so forefront in
today’s political and religious debates. From the more general viewpoint of
cultural anthropology, issues of marriage, gender, and procreation are at the
core of the conception of what a society is.2 They are fundamentally related to
the construction and consolidation of cultural and social order. Religion plays

1 Olivier Roy and the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, Rethinking the Place of
Religion in European Secularized Societies: The Need for More Open Societies. Conclusions of
the Research Project Religio West (European University Institute, March 2016), 4, https://
cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/40305 (accessed April 15, 2021).

2 The term ‘culture war’ to characterize today’s political battle on conservative and progressive
values was introduced by James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America
(New York: Basic Books, 1991).

3 Roy, Rethinking the Place of Religion, 3.
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arole in this.# It is a two-way traffic: religion is a social and symbolic structure
which affects gender and sexuality, and religion is affected by social systems of
gender and sexuality.® This elucidates why religion, gender, and sexuality are
intrinsically related in their social manifestation, but does not yet explain why
today’s religious-political debates tend to focus on diverging opinions, values,
norms, and practices concerning gender and sexual diversity.

A widely supported explanation, building on Michel Foucault’s theory
exposed in The History of Sexuality,® is that people’s identities in modern
times have become increasingly tied to their sexuality. We may assume that
gender and sexual relations have always been fundamental to human beings’
experience of themselves, each other, and the environment. However, in
modernity, since the early nineteenth century, the emerging medical discourse
on sexuality taught to frame these experiences in a very specific way. Sexual-
ity became a key attribute of the person, a central mark of his or her identity.
In late-modern culture, with the dominant paradigm of identity being that of
‘romantic expressivism’ (Charles Taylor), individuals learned to express their
authentic selves in terms of their sexual identity in order to realize their full
humanity.” The 1960s revolution of authenticity centered around sexual val-
ues, morals, and practices. In the Netherlands, acceptance of sexual diversity
(usually labelled as ‘homosexuality’) became a major identity marker of secu-
larist groups and advocates. Whilst the phenomenon of sexual diversity gained
public importance, religion increasingly was considered to be a private matter,
and became contested in its public and most characteristic manifestation.8

4 Anna Stewart and Simon Coleman, “Contributions from Anthropology, in The Oxford
Handbook of Theology, Sexuality, and Gender, ed. Adrian Thatcher (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 105-119.

5 Marta Trzebiatowska, “Contributions from Sociology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Theology,
Sexuality, and Gender,120-136,121. As anthropologists Talal Assad (1983) and Sabah Mahmood
(2005) have pointed out, religion is not to be found only in systems of meaning, but is always
articulated in the entanglement of actors in more material and mundane networks of family,
economy, and politics.

6 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume 1: An Introduction (London: Allen Lane,
1979); The History of Sexuality Volume 2: The Use of Pleasure (London: Penguin Books, 1992);
The History of Sexuality Volume 3: The Care of the Self (London: Penguin Books, 1990).

7 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989).

8 Linda Martin Alcoff and John D. Caputo (eds), Feminism, Sexuality and the Return of Religion
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2011); David Bos and Marco Derks,
“Inleiding: God, seks en politiek. Themanummer over een spannende driehoeksverhoud-
ing” (Introduction: God, sex, and politics. Special issue on an exciting triangle), Religie en
Samenleving 11:2 (2016), 97-100; Marco Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality and Christian
Religion in Contemporary Public Discourses in the Netherlands. Quaestiones Infinitae, vol. 123
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This ‘opposing pairing’ of religion and sexual diversity is manifested in the
current culture wars. Positions with regard to sexual diversity have become
emblems of fiery cultural battles to mark boundaries of religious and secular
identities.

In this essay, I take as a case study the turmoil in society, politics, and
churches around the so-called Nashville Statement.? The Nashville Statement,
that is presented by its authors as “a joint statement on biblical sexuality,” was
imported in the Netherlands in January 2019.1° The publication of the Nashville
Statement manifested and fueled the polarization on gender and sexuality in
the Netherlands, although there were unintended positive side effects as well.
I will seek to analyze the dynamics of polarization in the case of the Nashville
Statement, and ask the question: how shall we theologically address these
dynamics of polarization and the identity-politics involved, and what could
be a theological way forward beyond oppositions that tend to emphasize and
prioritize ‘identity’ in the debate?

Polarization refers to the splitting of society into two distinct groups that are
at different ends of a spectrum. Dutch philosopher Bart Brandsma describes the
dynamics of polarization as a social process that begins with a thought construct
of ‘us’ and ‘them, which is then fueled by ‘pushers.! The best way to give rise
to polarization is to engage in talks about identity. Pushers of the conflict make
judgmental comments on the other, in order to make the opposite pole suspect.
A strategy to defuse polarization requires intervention at an early stage. Efforts
should be made to strengthen the middle group, the potential ‘bridgebuilders,
and to remain nuanced by hearing stories from a diversity of perspectives.

2 The Case of the Nashville Statement

The Nashville Statement originates from the Southern Baptist Convention
2017 in the USA. It was promoted by the Council on Biblical Manhood and

(Doctoral thesis Utrecht University, 2019); Marco Derks and Mariecke van den Berg
(eds), Public Discourses about Homosexuality and Religion in Europe and beyond (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).

9 Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, “Nashville Statement,” 2017, https://
cbmw.org/nashville-statement/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

10  Werkgroep Nashville-verklaring, “Nashville-verklaring. Een gezamenlijke verklaring over
Bijbelse seksualiteit,” 2019, https://nashvilleverklaring.nl (accessed April 15, 2021).

1n Bart Brandsma, Polarisation: Understanding the Dynamics of Us versus Them (Schoonre-
woerd: BB in media, 2017); see also John Paul Lederach, The Moral Imagination: The Art
and Soul of Building Peace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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Womanhood, established in 1987 by Wayne Grudem.!? On the initiative of
seven Dutch Protestant pastors, the Nashville Statement was translated and
imported into the Netherlands. The Nashville Statement is a typical prod-
uct from a complex American context that combines evangelicalism and
fundamentalism, a certain Victorian sexual repression and strong under-
currents of sexism and misogyny. The translated Statement and its signa-
tures were prematurely leaked to the Dutch press.!® The manifest was signed
by over two hundred pastors, mainly from the Restored Reformed Church
(Hersteld Hervormde Kerk), the Reformed Congregations (Gereformeerde
Gemeenten), the Reformed League (Gereformeerde Bond, conservative wing
in the Protestant Church of the Netherlands), the Christian Reformed Church
(Christelijk-Gereformeerde Kerk), and some Evangelical and Baptist churches.
Furthermore, it was signed by two lecturers of theology at the Seminary of
the Restored Reformed Church at the vu University Amsterdam, whilst also a
prominent Christian-conservative member of parliament, Kees van der Staaij,
party leader of the sGP, supported the Statement.#

The Nashville Statement is drafted in the literary genre of a confession
of faith, with affirmations and denials. It affirms the created, unchangeable
nature of manhood and womanhood. It condemns same-sex relations, trans-
gender sex-reassighment surgery, the use of gender-terminology and femi-
nist aspirations. The extensive yet little specific enumeration of references to
Biblical texts are not part of the original text but were later added. In the USA,
the publication reinforced polarized positions. While Owen Strachan, Baptist
theologian and former president of the Council on Biblical Manhood and
Womanhood, praised the Nashville Statement as “a moment of remarkable

12 Wayne Grudem is Professor of Theology and Biblical Studies at Phoenix Seminary,
Phoenix, Arizona; with John Piper he edited the influential book Recovering Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism (first edition 1991, second
edition Wheaton: Crossway, 2006).

13 Because the Dutch version of the Nashville Statement was leaked prematurely, some sig-
natories withdraw their support or said that they, while supporting the content, never
intended to sign. The initiators soon removed the list from their website. The website
Geenstijl, however, kept and published a copy of it: https://www.geenstijl.nl/5145658
/zo-en-nu-mogen-de-jankers-weer-whatallahboutisms-huilen/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

14 After publication, Van der Staaij declared that he was not intending to sign the
Nashville Statement, but that he gave in an initial stage his support to translation into
Dutch, because the Statement contained “the Biblical notions on marriage, family, and
sexuality,” https://nos.nl/artikel/2266443-van-der-staaij-blijft-staan-voor-bijbelse-noties
-in-anti-lhbti-pamflet.html; https://www.nporadio1.nl/achtergrond/13964-van-der-staaij
-handtekening-nashville-was-geen-bewuste-actie (accessed April 15, 2021).
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unanimity of the spirit,”’® queer Lutheran pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber scorned
the manifest as “a document that doubles down on conservative Christian
views on sexuality and gender”'® and causes tremendous harm to people.
Together with her parishioners of the House for All Sinners & Saints in Den-
ver, she responded to it with the parodying Denver Statement, a line-by-line
rewriting of the Nashville Statement affirming the goodness of all sexual and
gendered beings.!”

The impact in the Netherlands, however, was in comparison much greater
and affected more levels of society. For Dutch society, such a public manifesta-
tion of fundamentalist beliefs on gender and sexuality was new. Although there
was some support for the Nashville Statement, it was much more criticized by
religious leaders for its lack of pastoral concern towards LGBT people. Human
rights organizations and non-religious politicians condemned its discrimi-
natory contents. The Minister of Education, Culture, and Science, Ingrid van
Engelshoven, spoke out against the Statement, as did the mayor of Amsterdam,
Femke Halsema. The coc, advocacy organization for LGBT in the Netherlands,
made an official complaint at the Office of the Prosecutor, who in March 2020
finally concluded that publication of the Nashville Statement was not liable to
punishment. Many public buildings, including churches and universities, flew
the rainbow flag as a sign of solidarity with LGBT people. These symbolic per-
formances demonstrated how much moral positions on sexuality and gender
have become shibbolets of the right faith, whether it be religious or secular.

Also in conservative Reformed church communities, many were unhappy
or at least had mixed feelings about the Nashville Statement. Perhaps they
could agree with its theological line of thinking, but the manner of articula-
tion and the complete lack of pastoral concern were not appreciated. The fear
was that such a manifest would only polarize instead of serving a more trustful
and honest conversation on the delicate issues of gender and sexuality.!® As

15 Colin Smothers, “Owen Strachan: The Nashville Statement ‘is a moment of remarkable
unanimity of spirit,” website Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, September 1,
2017, https://cbmw.org/2017/09/01/owen-strachan-the-nashville-statement-is-a-moment
-of-remarkable-unanimity-of-spirit/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

16 Nadia Bolz-Weber, Shameless: A Sexual Revolution (London: Canterbury Press Norwich,
2019), 81-82.

17 The integral text of the Denver Statement is included in Bolz-Weber, Shameless, 94—-97. A
theological critique of the Nashville Statement also by Megan K. DeFranza, “Good News
for Gender Minorities,” in Understanding Transgender Identities: Four Views, eds. James K.
Beilby and Paul Rhodes Eddy (Grand Rapids: Baker Academics, 2019), 147-178.

18 See, for instance, the professors of the (Christian-Reformed) Theological University
Apeldoorn, Arnold Huijgen and Maarten Kater, “Na bezinning door kerken pas visie op


https://cbmw.org/2017/09/01/owen-strachan-the-nashville-statement-is-a-moment-of-remarkable-unanimity-of-spirit/
https://cbmw.org/2017/09/01/owen-strachan-the-nashville-statement-is-a-moment-of-remarkable-unanimity-of-spirit/

94 ZORGDRAGER

a positive side effect, Christian media began to give the floor to LGBT peo-
ple in traditional church communities, to hear their highly personal stories
about how they negotiated their sexual orientation or gender identity with
their Christian faith. In terms of the polarization model of Brands, these news-
papers and broadcasting channels were playing the role of ‘bridge builders.
Hearing and reading these stories of LGBT persons made many conservative
Christians in the Netherlands more careful and reluctant to harsh condemna-
tion of non-normative sexual and gender identities on biblical grounds, exactly
the opposite of what ‘Nashville’ had intended. Nolens volens it became a mea-
sure for a beginning acceptance of homosexuality in conservative Protestant
environments.!9

3 The Global Neo-conservative Campaign for ‘Traditional
Family Values’

‘Nashville’ has an interesting contradictory character. It is a public witness on
sexuality and gender; however, it doesn’'t address the wider society but very
articulated “Christians who are faithful to the Bible.”?0 It is a testimony first of
all for the in-group. Why then go so public with it?

To unravel this complexity, I will describe the historic emergence of the
neo-conservative ‘traditional (family) values’ discourse as a new and in fact
very modern public ideology, which at the same time provided churches with
a discourse to demarcate their identity against that of secular society. For the
specifics of the Dutch situation, it will be illuminating to analyze the role of
parliamentarian Kees van der Staaij who signed the Nashville Statement. Sup-
ported by a constituency of conservative Reformed Christians, he plays his
part in intensifying identity politics in regard to gender and sexuality, which
may lead to further societal polarization.

Today’s ‘culture wars’ on (supposed) secular or religious values with regard
to gender and sexuality trace back to the 1960s. A first indication was the

genderideologie” (Only after reflection by churches a view on gender ideology), Reforma-
torisch Dagblad, December 28, 2018, revised January 17, 2019.

19 Matthijs D. Appelman and Ruard R. Ganzevoort, “Refo houdt zich steeds intensiever
bezig met onderwerp homoseksualiteit” (Reformed are getting busy more and more with
the topic of homosexuality), Reformatorisch Dagblad, December 16, 2019, https://www
.rd.nl/opinie/refo-houdt-zich-steeds-intensiever-bezig-met-onderwerp-homoseksualiteit
-11617912 (accessed April 15, 2021).

20  See the Preamble of the Nashville Statement.
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encyclical letter Humanae Vitae of Pope Paul v1 in 1968.2! Only a few years
after the modernizing attempt of the Second Vatican Council under the spir-
itual leadership of his predecessor John Paul xx111, the new pope issued this
document which put sexual morals at the core of the preoccupations of the
Catholic Church. Both in Europe and the USA, contraception and abortion
became the central issues of an ongoing assault by conservative and funda-
mentalist churches on secular modernity, later culminating in the battle
against same-sex marriage. The debate on the nature of gender, family, and
reproduction goes to the core of the conception of what a society is or should
be. Whereas since the 1960s civil society in many parts of the world put gender
and sexuality norms into question, the Vatican has focused more and more on
themes of gender, family, and reproduction. At the earliest since the UN Inter-
national Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, and the
World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, the Vatican started to develop
a counter-strategy against ‘gender ideology’ as they labelled the enemy image.22
A recent document of the Congregation on Catholic Education defies gen-
der ideology as “an ideology that is given the general name of ‘gender theory’,
which denies the difference and reciprocity in nature of a man and a woman
and envisages a society without sexual differences, thereby eliminating the
anthropological basis of the family."23

In the USA, white Evangelicals went ahead of the political-religious
campaign for ‘traditional family values. In the 1970s and 1980s they used this
rallying cry as they worked to stem the tide of social and political change
caused by women’s liberation, the civil rights movement, the sexual revolu-
tion, and the rise of global economy.2* The opposition against reproductive

21 Encyclical Letter Humanae Vitae, http:/[www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals
/documents/hf p-vi_enc_25071968_humanae-vitae.html (accessed April 15, 2021); Roy,
Rethinking the Place of Religion, 4; Maria Behrensen, Marianne Heimbach-Steins and
Linda E. Hennig, “Einleitung,” in Gender—Nation—Religion: Ein internationaler Vergleich
von Akteursstrategien und Diskursverflechtungen, eds. Maria Behrensen a.o. (Frankfurt/
New York: Campus Verlag, 2019), 7-24, 14-15.; Andreas Piittmann, “Geschlechterordnung
und Familismus als Policy-Angebote des Rechtspopulismus und Autoritarismus fiir das
katholische Milieu,” in Gender—Nation—Religion, 51-80.

22 Behrensen a.o., “Einleitung,” 12.

23 Document of the Congregation on Catholic Education, Male and Female He Created Them:
Towards a Path of Dialogue on the Question of Gender Theory in Education (Vatican City,
2019), par. 2, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccatheduc/documents
/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_20190202_maschio-e-femmina_en.pdf (accessed April 15, 2021).

24  Seth Dowland, Family Values and the Rise of the Christian Right (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 11-12; Silas Morgan, “American Masculinity, Feminism, and
the Politics of Fatherhood,” in Gender-Nation-Religion, ed. Behrensen a.o., 101-123, 106.
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rights of women, same-sex relations, sexual education programs, and social
government programs such as health care, poverty assistance, and public
housing were all seen as damaging to the American family. The campaign for
the ‘traditional American family’ was motivated on social, political and theo-
logical grounds. The family was viewed as the foundation of God’s moral vision
for a society built on and organized around biblical principles.2> Two primary
beliefs are at the core of the ‘traditional values’ narrative26:

1. The belief that manhood and womanhood are a natural given, part of the
created order.

2. The belief that lines of authority matter and must be observed in order
for society to function well. The ‘traditional family’ becomes the model
for all structures of authority in society and nation. Traditional values are
always patriarchal values.

Theologically, it is anchored in a ‘headship theology’ that argues on the basis
of key texts such as Gen. 2—3, 1 Cor. 11: 1-16 an Eph. 5: 22—33 that manhood and
womanhood are complementary in the sense of a hierarchical role-order of
leading and serving, and that the father/husband is assigned to be the head
of the family in accordance to God’s order for humanity.2” Masculinity and
fatherhood receive primary theological significance, to undergird and legiti-
mate their sociopolitical power and privilege.

So, from different confessional strains and political contexts, the religious
neo-conservative movement for ‘traditional family values’ arose. It has gone
global since, working through transnational pro-family organizations such as
the Federation of Catholic Family Associations in Europe (FACFE)?® and the
International Organization for the Family (10F)2° with its influential annual
World Congress of Families.3° Strong and unlikely political alliances are built
between the Vatican, American Evangelicals, the Russian Orthodox Church,
African Indigenous Churches, and Islamic leaders to pursue a ‘traditional values’
and ‘anti-genderist’3! agenda in the domain of global politics and human rights.

25 Morgan, “American Masculinity,” 106-107.

26 Dowland, Family Values, 11.

27  Morgan, “American Masculinities,” 12-113; a clear example of ‘headship theology’ is the
collection of essays edited by Wayne Grudem and John Piper, Recovering Biblical Manhood
and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism, see note 12.

28  https://www.fafce.org (accessed April 15, 2021).

29  https://www.profam.org (accessed April 15, 2021).

30 About the x111 World Congress of Families in Verona, 2019, see https://wcfverona.org
(accessed April 15, 2021).

31 Roman Kuhar and David Paternotte (eds), Anti-Gender Campaigns in Europe: Mobilizing
against Equality (Washington: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017); Sonja A. Strube, Rita
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Increasingly, they and their spokespersons, with a prominent role for the Catho-
lic German sociologist Gabriela Kuby, find themselves in discursive and activist
intertwinement with populist and far right organizations, parties and groups.32

4 The Campaign for ‘Traditional Family Values’ in the Netherlands

Turning to the Netherlands, we can situate the ‘Nashville’ campaign within
this wider neo-conservative religious movement. The seven pastors, who
took the initiative, were inspired by the narrative of ‘traditional family values’
that anchors in a ‘headship theology’ They applied similar strategies of
polarization, like creating an enemy image (e.g., ‘gender ideology’ or ‘gender
delusion’),3® and making the opponent suspicious by feeding conspiracy theo-
ries (e.g., ‘the influential homo-lobby’).34 In the dynamics of polarization also
groups on the other side started creating enemy images, like ‘hate-christians’
(‘haatgristenen’).3°

Perintvalvi, Rafaela Hemet, Miriam Metze and Cicek Sahbaz (eds), Anti-Genderismus
in Europa: Allianzen von Rechtspopulismus und religiésem Fundamentalismus. Mobilis-
ierung—Vernetzung—Transformation (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2020), Open Access:
https://[www.transcript-verlag.de/pdfgen/html2pdf/create.php (accessed April 15, 2021).

32 Gabriela Kuby's book The Global Sexual Revolution: The Destruction of Freedom in the
Name of Freedom (New York: LifeSite/Angelico Press, 2015; originally published in Ger-
man in 2012) became a bestseller and was actively promoted both by Roman-Catholic
bishops and new right/far right groups in Germany and elsewhere, see Sonja Angelika
Strube, “Rechtspopulismus und konfessionelle Anti-Gender-Bewegung: Milieu-iiber-
greifende Allianzen und rhetorische Strategien im deutschen Sprachraum,” in Gender—
Nation—Religion, ed. Behrensen a.o., 2549, 29. Kuby accepted the invitation to speak
at the Kremlin-backed event “Large Family and the Future of Humanity,” an alternative
conference that was organized instead of the planned World Congress of Family in Mos-
cow, which faced cancellations because of Russia’s annexation of Crimea. Piittmann,
“Geschlechterordnung und Familismus,” 61-63.

33  “Nashville initiator: De kerken zwegen bij nazi-ideologie, bij gender-ideologie gebeurt dat
weer” (Nashville initiator: The churches were silent on Nazi ideology, with gender ide-
ology it happens again), interview with Piet de Vries, lecturer at the Restored Reformed
Seminary at vu University, Algemeen Dagblad, February 1, 2020, https://www.ad.nl
/binnenland/nashville-initiator-kerken-zwegen-bij-nazi-ideologie-bij-gender-ideologie
-gebeurt-dat-weer~ac8ec6bs/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

34  “The day after’: ds. M. Klaassen blikt terug op Nashville” (‘The day after’: Rev. M. Klaassen
looks back on Nashville), Reformatorisch Dagblad, January 15, 2019, https://cip.nl/71497
-the-days-after-ds-m-klaassen-blikt-terug-op-nashville-ophef (accessed April 15, 2021).

35  The term ‘haat-gristenen’ is an invention by the website Geenstijl, https://www.geenstijl
.nl (accessed April 15, 2021).
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At the same time, we cannot draw a straight line from the North-American
neo-conservative religious movement to the Netherlands. Therefore, given the
context, the Dutch neo-conservative movement had a too specific genesis, as
Merijn Oudenampsen demonstrates in his illuminating study on the conserva-
tive revolution in the Netherlands.26 We need to describe this process briefly,
in order to understand the newness and impact of the ‘Nashville’ phenome-
non in the Dutch context, and how it marks a new stage in the public debate
on sexuality and gender.

The conservative backlash, already going on since the 1970s in the USA,
reached the Netherlands only in the 1990s and the first decennium of the
new century. Conservative-liberal politicians such as Frits Bolkestein, Pim
Fortuyn, Geert Wilders, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali introduced the ideas of new-right
Anglo-American thinkers (Bernard Lewis, Samuel Huntington, Daniel Bell,
Roger Scruton, John Gray, Francis Fukuyama) in the Dutch political context.3”
For this introduction, a complex process of translation was required. This had
to do with the particularity of the Dutch situation. The progressive values
of the 1960s protest-movement (gender equality, reproductive rights, LGBT
rights, individual freedom, and tolerance) had found a self-evident place in
the Dutch society. Oudenampsen, following historian James Kennedy, points
to the Dutch political culture with its typical accommodating attitude.38 Ide-
ologies and conflicts around ideologies are relatively absent. If there is a domi-
nant political ideology, it is ‘organicism, understood as a doctrine that tends to
conceive Dutch society as a differentiated, historically developing and organic
entity. There is a stress on the inevitability of sociopolitical adaptations over
time. From this accommodating attitude it can be explained that political
elites in the Netherlands did not resist the progressive 1960s movement, like
they did in the USA, but chose ‘to go with the flow’ and to incorporate cer-
tain elements in their own agenda. Neoconservative politicians in the Nether-
lands knew they would only be successful in creating sufficient support if they
embraced the discourse of emancipation. They did it in a paradoxical way: on
the one hand they presented themselves as defenders of “‘Western’ progressive
values, such as women’s emancipation and sexual diversity, against the Islam;
on the other hand, they pointed to the progressive ‘baby-boomers’ as the main

36  Merijn Oudenampsen, De conservatieve revolutie: Een ideeéngeschiedenis van de
Fortuyn-opstand (The Conservative Revolution: A History of Ideas of the Fortuyn Rebellion)
(Amsterdam: Merijn Oudenampsen en Nijmegen: Uitgeverij Vantilt, 2018). Based on his
doctoral thesis The Conservative Embrace of Values (University of Amsterdam, 2018).

37 Oudenampsen, De conservatieve revolutie, 111-124.

38 Oudenampsen, De conservatieve revolutie, 10-15, 318—319; James Kennedy, “New Babylon
and the Politics of Modernity,” Sociologische gids 44:5-6 (1997), 361-374.
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culprits of all kinds of problems, from the failed integration of migrants to the
erosion of national identity.

Angela McRobbie speaks in this regard about a ‘complex conservative
backlash’ in Western-Europe and the UK, manifesting a less traditional
conservative-Christian character than in the USA.3% She adopts the term
‘conservative backlash’ from Susan Faludi, as the ‘coordinated conservative
reaction to fight the achievements of feminism.*? She adds the adjective ‘com-
plex’ because the conservative counter-movement in Western Europe does not
straight-away oppose feminism or sexual diversity, but creates a new synthesis
in which moderate forms of emancipation are incorporated. It does so in such
a way that the larger agenda of feminism can be effectively put away as out-
dated and superfluous. McRobbie calls this complex backlash postfeminism.
The emancipation of women and gays has been completed, according to the
new right. The only challenge that remains is to defend those achievements
against the threat of Islamization.

How shall we situate the politics of the sGp, as an important backbone
of the ‘Nashville’ campaign, within this larger picture of neo-conservatism
in the Netherlands? Conservative Reformed people in the Netherlands have
their own political party, the sGp (Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij).#! Since
1018, it is the political body of the ‘bevindelijk gereformeerden, a conservative
movement within Dutch Calvinism, that emphasizes the necessity and experi-
ence of being born again in order to be saved, together with a literalist view of
the Bible. Geographically these believers can be located on the Dutch Biblebelt.
The movement embraces a strict conservative lifestyle and strongly opposes
secularism. In the elections of 2017, the SGP retained its three seats in the Par-
liament (out of 150). Most signatories of the Nashville Statement belong to the
constituency of the sGp, while the Evangelicals and Baptist who signed it may
feel more at home in the other small Christian party, the ChristenUnie. The
ChristenUnie however, immediately distanced itself publicly from ‘Nashville.42

39  Angela McRobbie, “Post-feminism and popular culture,” Feminist Media Studies 4:3 (1991),
255-264. See Oudenampsen, De conservatieve revolutie, 198—202.

40 Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women (New York: Vintage, 1991).

41 Half of the membership is member of the ‘Gereformeerde Gemeenten, a quarter is
member of another ‘bevindelijk gereformeerde’ church, and a quarter is a member of the
‘Gereformeerde Bond’ in the Protestant Church and the ‘Hersteld Hervormde Kerk!

42 The leader of the Christen Unie, Gert-Jan Segers, declared on January 7, 2019: “I have not
signed the Nashville Statement because I'm afraid that it doesn’t serve the conversation
about homosexuality. The conversation about this topic is important, affects people, and
should therefore—whatever your conviction is—be conducted in full respect and open-
ness.” https://[www.christenunie.nl/blog/2019/01/07/Nashville (accessed April 15, 2021).
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The sGP opts for a more aggressive strategy, most likely because it finds
itself in different waters. Right-wing populism sails alongside. The anti-Islam
position of sGP, its attachment to law-and-order and the nation, and its out-
spoken nativism—being the belief that the territory of the nation should be
primarily reserved to descendants of the own people—, brings the party close
to the ideas of right populist parties. On the other hand, however, its theocratic
principle—the belief that the nation is under God’s absolute sovereignty—is
fairly incompatible with populism.*® Notwithstanding this fact, many of the
voters of the SGP feel attracted to the firm speeches and standpoints of right-
wing populist leaders such as Geert Wilders (Party for Freedom, pvv) and
Thierry Baudet (Forum for Democracy, FvD). Popular among nationalist popu-
lists is the expression of the Judeo-Christian culture’ as the dominant culture
(‘Leitkultur’) for the nation. In particular the young generation of sGp-voters
seems to embrace this ‘culturalization’ of Christianity, as the belief that the
Dutch cultural identity bears the stamp of Christianity.** Under this influence,
a shift is taking place in the ideology of sGPp, from confessional arguments to
cultural arguments, e.g., when it comes to rejection of the place of Islam in
society. Ernst van den Hemel points to the risk that this tendency of embracing
religion for its cultural value may in the end place the party for difficult dilem-
ma’s.*> How to navigate between, on the one hand, what populist leaders praise
as achievements of Dutch culture with its Judeo-Christian roots, and what, on
the other hand, is really far removed from the Reformed conservative beliefs,
namely full gender equality and the acceptance of sexual and gender diversity?
It leads the sGP into a splits position between culturalization and confessional
identity. Party leader Kees van der Staaij is aware of the problems and risks.
Therefore he insists on a sharp demarcation between Christian values and

43 See Simon Otjes and André Krouwel, “De sGP-kiezer: Wel radicaal en rechts maar niet
radicaalrechts populistisch?” (The sGP voter: Radical and right-wing but not radical right-
wing populist?), in Theocratie en populisme: Staatkundig gereformeerden en de stem van
het volk (Theocracy and populism: Political reformed and the voice of the people), ed.
Koos-jan de Jager (Apeldoorn: Labarum Academic, 2020), 179—201.

44  Ernst van den Hemel, “Korte rokjes tegen de Islam? De SGP en het boemerangeffect
van geculturaliseerd christendom” (Short skirts against Islam? The sGp and the boo-
merang effect of culturalized Christianity), in Theocratie en populisme, 149-178. The
notion ‘Judeo-Christian culture’ is a modern invention, in right-wing populism used to
exclude those who are deemed not to subscribe to Western values, and applied partic-
ularly to Muslims, see Philip C. Almond, “Is there really such a thing as Judeo-Christian
Tradition'?” website ABc Religion and Ethics, February 14, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au
[religion/is-there-really-a-judeo-christian-tradition/10810554 (accessed April 15, 2021).

45 Van den Hemel, “Korte rokjes,” 214-219.
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secular values.#6 His service record on extra-parliamentarian actions on issues
of marriage, family, and reproduction attests to this.#? In this context of contes-
tation, I understand Van der Staaij’s support for the Nashville Statement also as
a deliberate performative act, prompted by the need to publicly establish and
affirm a distinct identity marker of ‘Christian values, in a time where the nativ-
ist and culturalizing tendencies in his own party are blurring the boundaries
with secular culture.

However, we could ask: doesn’t Van der Staaij himself fall into the trap of a
culturalization of religion? In supporting thisimport product from the Christian
right in the USA, he in fact embraces a highly cultural discourse of ‘Chris-
tian identity’ marked by moral positions on gender and sexuality. Defense of
‘traditional values’ is undertaken from a perceived ‘Christian identity’ which
presents itself more as a cultural marker than as a religious marker.#® This is
really not far away from how the radical-right adhere to the Judeo-Christian’
tradition with its assumed stabilizing values of family, the hierarchical gender
order, pro-life policies, the idea of ethnic purity, and the nation. The nation
is threatened and weakened, and must defend itself against the invasion of
Islam. In particular Baudet from the Forum for Democracy actively adopts ele-
ments of traditional values rhetoric. Van der Staay’s campaign for Christian
family values does not so much distinguish him from secular right parties, but
brings him closer to these groups.

Sander Rietveld, who investigated the entanglement of the radical-right and
orthodox Christianity in the Netherlands, points to an additional reason why
Christian conservatives tend to support right-wing populism.*? It is the expe-
rience of loss and a certain sense of victimhood among orthodox Reformed
Christians. They have become a minority in a deeply secularized society. They
realize that it is impossible to impose their sacred values on the rest; what
remains of the theocratic ideal of a Christian nation ruled by God’s authority

46 Van den Hemel, “Korte rokjes,” 225.

47  Vander Staaij joined the March for Life in 2011. In 2015, he launched a large-scale campaign
against adultery, agitated by billboards of the dating site Second Love along the highway.
He placed billboards with the text “Adultery. The family game with only losers.” Two years
later, on Valentine’s Day, he placed a full-page message of love in major Dutch newspa-
pers, under the headline “Choose One Another” in which he called for fidelity in love
relationships. See De Jager (ed.), Theocratie en populisme, 204, 132—233.

48  Roy, Rethinking the Place of Religion, 3.

49 Sander Rietveld, Nieuwe kruisvaarders: De Heilige Alliantie tussen orthodoxe christenen
en radicaal-rechtse populisten (New Crusaders: The Holy Alliance between orthodox
Christians and radical-right populists), (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 2021).
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is a kind of second-best option: to ally with the ‘cultural Christians’ of the right
populist parties in order to at least bring a Christian glow over the society.

Furthermore, there is also the internal threat. Defense against the secular
society and against more liberal parts of Christianity is required to hold back
the growing plurality and fragmentation in the own faith community when
it comes to moral attitudes and practices with regard to sexuality and gen-
der. Orthodox Reformed churches in the Netherlands, and many Evangelical
churches as well, are facing the empirical reality of shifting sexual and gen-
der mores within their communities, in particular among the young genera-
tions (e.g., having sex before marriage, use of contraceptives, political agency
of women, and so on).>° Above all, unity must be preserved. The manifest of
‘Nashville’ marks a watershed. With some exaggeration we can say that sexual
ethics, over against dogmatic faith issues, have become the emblem of ecclesi-
astical and political-religious cohesion.

5 Union with Christ: Moving beyond Identity Politics?

We see the weaknesses and traps of identity discourses, on different levels.
Posing Christian identity and values against secular identity and values in the
realm of sexuality can make one fall into the trap of culturalization of reli-
gion. Posing liberal sexual identity, as the freedom to celebrate sexual diversity,
against conservative religion can make one fall into the trap of absolutizing
sexuality as the way to human fulfilment.?! Such ‘common enemy’ identity pol-
itics reinforces the polarization.52

Theologians have started working on methods and approaches to move
beyond identity politics in matters of gender and sexuality. As queer theologian
Marco Derks rightfully states: the emphasis on the concept of identity can be

50  Ad de Bruijne, “Culture Wars About Sexuality: A Theological Proposal for Dialogue,” in Pub-
lic Discourses About Homosexuality and Religion in Europe and Beyond, 105-124, 109—110.

51 Cf. Mark Jordan: “Outside Christian churches, rightly ordered sexuality promises present
salvation. Inside many churches, right words about sexuality now determine your eter-
nal salvation.” In Mark Jordan, “The Return of Religion during the Reign of Sexuality,”
in Feminism, Sexuality and the Return of Religion, eds. Linda Martin Alcoff and John D.
Caputo (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2011), 39—54, 41.

52 Francis Fukuyama, Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018); Kwame Anthony Appiahs, The Lies That Bind:
Rethinking Identity (New York: Liveright, 2018); Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: The
Illusion of Destiny (New York: W.W. Norton Company, 2007); Mark Lilla, The Once and
Future Liberal: After Identity Politics (New York: Harper, 2017).
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found both in secular and theological pro-LGBT discourse and in conservative
Christian discourse.?® In the dominant script of LGBT discourse, sexual iden-
tity is viewed as a core aspect of a person’s identity that needs to be discovered,
developed, cultivated and profiled. The freedom of ‘being yourself’ is under-
stood as a moral and, by many Christian gays, also a religious calling. In this,
they affirm the modernist view of sexuality as a key characteristic of a person’s
identity. Christian ethicist Ad de Bruijne has underlined that this late modern
discourse on sexual identity resonates with the Christian doctrine of creation
and can be viewed as its desacralized result: “Sexuality too has become valued
as just a phenomenon within God’s good creation.”>*

Turning to today’s conservative Christian narrative—be it the Nashville
Statement or the above quoted recent Vatican document—, we notice that it is
not that all different from the ‘being yourself’ homosexuality script, since it also
relies on the modern concept of sexuality as the core of a person’s identity. The
difference is that Christian conservatives bind the sexual identity of the per-
son to his/her biological sex, consider genitals to be leading for the process of
self-expression, and prioritize procreative sex above non-procreative sex.

A naturalist interpretation of the creation narratives Gen 1 and 2 is leading
here, yet Elizabeth Stuart also points to a soteriological undercurrent in this
view of sexuality. Stuart analyzes how in twentieth-century theology male-
ness and femaleness have become theological categories and how sexuality
has become caught up in the drama of salvation. Theologies of marriage and
sexuality from Karl Barth to Hans Urs von Balthasar express that human beings
only become truly human when men and women are in relationship to each
other. In this view, heterosexuality is propelled to the heart of the Christian
project.>s

Recently, an alternative discourse has been developed. For some Dutch
orthodox Protestant theologians, among them also who identify as gay,
grounding sexual ethics in the doctrine of creation in this static form does not
satisfy anymore. They propose an approach that focuses on ‘identity in Christ.
The argument goes that our identity lies primarily in Christ, not in sexual feel-
ings or experiences. Biblical scholar Wolter Rose argues, that for a Christian a
homosexual identity is always subordinated to a religious identity ‘in Christ.
He writes, that “choosing a gay script means organizing all aspects of who you

53  Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 80.

54  De Bruijne, “Culture Wars About Sexuality,” 112.

55  Cf. Elizabeth Stuart, “The Theological Study of Sexuality,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Theology, Sexuality, and Gender, 1831, 21.
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are around your homosexual orientation. You are primarily gay56 Instead,
he emphasizes that our primary identity is ‘in Christ. To live according to the
‘being in Christ’ script does not mean that one’s homosexual orientation is
not important anymore.>” Yet, it is relativized and subordinated as a second-
ary identity. Rose prefers to speak of a ‘together with Christ’ script (cf. Rom
8:17), and of love of or friendship with Christ.>® In practice, for Rose, it leads
to the choice of celibacy, while keeping open one self to committed friendship
relations.

Positive aspects of the identity ‘in Christ’ or ‘with Christ’ approaches are that
they break away from the naturalistic reasoning of creation-based theologies
of sexuality. This alternative discourse has a decisive eschatological orienta-
tion, “it has not yet been revealed what we will be” (1 John 3: 2), and even cor-
responds to some extent with the queer approach. The queer approach aims
to liberate erotic desires from normative sexual identities and a binary gender
system.>® Christian identity, as constituted in baptism, is profoundly eschato-
logical, relativizes all other identities, and deprives the categories of sexuality
and gender from their ultimate meaning. It may free us to the ‘affections of the
flesh’ and to co-creating in and with the divine Spirit new forms of commu-
nity and relationship, beyond what historic Christianity has deemed ‘decent.’¢°
However, this is not the direction which Rose and fellow-thinkers take. Lim-
iting the choice of life-style to either heterosexual marriage or celibacy (with
a gnostic-like contempt of the desires of the flesh) is far away from the queer
perspective of doing justice to a multiplicity of sexual and gendered desires.

It should make us cautious how the ‘identity in Christ’ or ‘unio mystica cum
Christo’ script has quickly gained ground in evangelical and orthodox Protes-
tant theologies of sexuality in the USA, from where it influences European
theology. A prominent propagandist and inspirator for the ‘union with Christ’
script is the much sought-after speaker Rosaria Butterfield,®! who used to

56 Wolter Rose, “We hebben elkaar wat te vertellen” (We have something to tell each other),
in Open en kwetsbaar: Christelijk debat over homoseksualiteit (Open and vulnerable:
Christian debate on homosexuality), ed. Ad de Bruijne (Barneveld: De Vuurbaak, 2012),
115-122, 118.

57 Rose, “We hebben elkaar wat te vertellen,” 120.

58 Rose, “We hebben elkaar wat te vertellen,” 117.

59  Stuart, “The Theological Study of Sexuality,” 24—27; Linn Marie Tondstad, Queer Theology
(Eugene: Cascade Books, 2018).

60  See the works on theology of the flesh by Marcella Althaus-Reid, Mayra Rivera, Gerard
Loughlin, Graham Ward, Mark Jordan and others.

61 Rosaria Champagne Butterfield, The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert: An English
Professor’s Journey into the Christian Faith (Pittsburgh: Crown and Covenant Publications,
2012); Openness Unhindered: Further Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert on Sexual Identity
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identify as a lesbian activist, converted to Christianity, became a member of
the Reformed Presbyterian Church, decided “to submit all sexual desires to
Christ” and now is in a heterosexual marriage and mother of a teenager son.
In her view, being in ‘union with Christ’ competes fundamentally with a sexual
identity as gay or lesbian. “There is no middle ground” between ‘union with
Christ’ and ‘homosexual desires.’ The latter are ‘fallen desires’ because they do
not respect the ‘nature of the garden’ (of Eden). Sexual identity is a false secu-
lar concept, according to Butterfield. Any compromise here would be equal to
‘surrender’ Only in biblical marriage based on ontological and essential male-
ness and femaleness can human sexuality glorify God.

Butterfield’s theology shows unequivocally how a ‘union with Christ’ script
can go together with full condemnation of non-heterosexual orientations and
desires. From this background, it is no surprise that Butterfield signed the
Nashville Statement and affirms it as a matter of status confessionis: “By God
through the merit and power of Jesus Christ, here I stand.”62

The ‘unio mystica cum Christo’ script thus can go in various directions when
it comes to ethical implications for a person’s lifestyle. For Butterfield, being ‘in
Christ’ and being ‘homosexual’ or living same sex desires are mutually exclud-
ing. For Rose, being ‘with Christ’ and being in relationship with someone from
the same sex can go together as long as the friendship remains platonic. For
Wim van Vlastuin (see his contribution in this volume),% having our identity
in Christ relativizes all other identities and relieves us from the need to have
our own identity performed in this life. Potentially, this may be a critical notion.
However, he simultaneously argues that in apostle Paul’s view there is an indis-
soluble relation between the holiness of marriage, exclusively understood as
between a husband and a wife, and ‘identity in Christ.* Because of this priv-
ileging of heterosexuality in van Vlastuin’s reasoning here and elsewhere,55

and Union with Christ (Pittsburgh: Crown and Covenant Publications, 2015); “Sexual
Identity and Union with Christ,” lecture at Geneva College, April 21, 2016, https://www
.youtube.com/watch?v=0EsjoHh5guw (accessed April 15, 2021).

62  Rosaria Butterfield, “Why I Signed the Nashville Statement,” website Council on Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood, August 31, 2017, https://cbmw.org/2017/08/31/rosaria-butter8
field-why-i-signed-the-nashville-statement/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

63  Wim van Vlastuin, “Retrieving the Concept of Unio Mystica cum Christo for the Applica-
tion to Sexuality in a Pluralistic Postmodern Culture,” 68—88.

64  “Because marriage refers to our identity in Christ as the body that is determined by Christ
as the head, the holiness of marriage is central in the apostle’s treatment of sexual life.”
Van Vlastuin, “Retrieving the Concept,” 78.

65 Inalectureatastudyday ofthe platform Bijbels Beraad M/V (Biblical Council on Manhood/
Womanhood), which is the continuation of the Nashville-group in the Netherlands, Van
Vlastuin emphasized that the Bible begins with the order of (heterosexual) marriage and
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there remains no proper place for equally acknowledging same-sex sexualities
as desires that may be lived out. Referring to the pneumatological dimension
of being in Christ, he points to “huge implications for our sexuality.”® Here in
Reformed theology, he writes, we enter the field of sanctification, of the Spirit’s
transformation of human life. How will it look like? The next sentence reveals
the author’s unsuccessfully hidden ‘erotic injustice’s” towards same-sex sexu-
alities: “Without suggesting that sexual identities have to be changed and can
‘easily’ be changed, we cannot deny the effect of the spiritual union with Christ
on sexual desires and on our character.” Although he hastens to explain that
this transformative effect will apply equally to heterosexuals and homosexuals,
it becomes clear that the impact for the latter is far more drastic: it shall lead to
a denial of the full realization of their sexualities.

The three interpretations of Butterfield, Rose, and van Vlastuin have in com-
mon that they all construct an identity ‘in Christ’ that is disconnected from the
body’s desires or even opposed to them.®8 The risk is evident. If this theological
notion of identity ‘in Christ’ conflates with the sociological notion of Christian
identity, we see how such theological discourse may fuel a Christian identity
politics, of which ‘Nashville’ was a sad low.%?

6 Notions for a Theology of Sexuality beyond Identity Politics

In this final section, I want to explore three possible approaches that may
lead beyond the polarization of sexual identity politics. First, I affiliate with
the proposal of Mark Jordan,”® Andy Buechel,” and Marco Derks?? to speak

ends with the wedding of the Lamb. Therefore, he stated, heterosexual marriage is inextri-
cably related to Christology. Lecture “Wat is waarheid?” (What is Truth?), website Bijbels
Beraad M/V, September 2020, https://[www.bijbelsberaadmv.nl/2021/02/15/luister-lezing
-prof-dr-van-vlastuin-tijdens-besloten-studiedag/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

66  Van Vlastuin, “Retrieving the Concept,” 83.

67  From the essay of Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics
of Sexuality,” in Pleasure and Danger, ed. Carole Vance (Routledge and Paul Kegan, 1984);
reprinted in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, eds. Henry Abelove, Michele Aina Barale
and David M. Halperin (New York: Routledge, 1994).

68  Compare Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 92.

69  Compare Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 93.

70  Jordan, “The Return of Religion,” 52—54.

71 Andy Buechel, That We Might Become God: The Queerness of Creedal Christianity (Eugene:
Cascade Books, 2015).

72 Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 77-94.
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of ‘sacramental characters’ instead of ‘sexual identities’ and ‘identity in Christ’
Second, I believe that the notion of the ‘broken middle’ of philosopher Gil-
lian Rose offers creative space to dwell in, and protects against premature
theological ‘healing’ in unfruitful identity positions. And third, I would like to
derive from these theoretical concepts some core spiritual values for a con-
versational, non-violent attitude in matters of divergent theological views and
beliefs on sexuality.

6.1 Gesturing towards a Sacramental Character

Derks suggests to work towards “a better theological understanding” of the
meaning of ‘identity in Christ.” Therefore, we should better avoid the term
‘identity’ and follow the queer approach of Jordan and Buechel to speak of a
‘sacramental character’ that is inaugurated by baptism. A sacramental charac-
ter, according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, is an indelible spiritual
‘seal’ or ‘mark’ by which the baptized person is configured to Christ.”* This
classic theological concept is retrieved by Jordan when he radicalizes the queer
approach. Sacramental characters are not ‘identities” “Absent a legal code ...."?
Christian sexual ethics has to derive its principles from mimetic, unstable
characters rather than regulations. These characters are imitated from bibli-
cal narratives and the rich lives of saints, beyond good and bad; they are per-
formed and mediated through rites and liturgies. It renders them a complex
temporality that cannot be captured by any identity. For Jordan, there is not a
single ‘Christian identity, but a multiplicity of sacramental characters. He sees
them close to drag or camp. He claims that Christianity remains “a repository
of archaic, transgressive characters of desire and gender.”’¢ They challenge and

73 Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 89.

74 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1993, par. n21: “The three sacraments of Baptism,
Confirmation, and Holy Orders confer, in addition to grace, a sacramental character or
‘seal’ by which the Christian shares in Christ’s priesthood and is made a member of the
Church according to different states and functions. This configuration to Christ and to the
Church, brought about by the Spirit, is indelible, it remains forever in the Christian as a
positive disposition for grace, a promise and guarantee of divine protection, and as a voca-
tion to divine worship and to the service of the Church. Therefore these sacraments can
never be repeated.” https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGoo1s/_INDEX (accessed April
15, 2021).

75  Jordan, “The Return of Religion,” 52.

76 From Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality, 91, reference to Mark Jordan, Recruiting
Young Love: How Christians Talk about Homosexuality (Chicago and London: The
University of Chicago Press, 2om1).
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resist the modern regime of sexuality, which is a regime of identities, and make
an openness to the unspeakable erotic.

I am sympathetic with this approach. In a creative and integrative way, it
avoids the pitfalls of adopting identity politics in a Christian jacket, be it of the
conservative or progressive kind. I would like to bring together the concept
of ‘sacramental character’ with the ‘new asceticism’ approach to sexuality as
proposed by Sarah Coakley.”” She also strives to move theologically beyond
the polarized identity-positions in the sexuality and gender debates. For Coak-
ley, sexuality is deeply connected to spiritual reality, such as the contempla-
tive love for God or even God’s own innertrinitarian desires. She wants to
address the issues of sexuality and gender more profoundly than in the current
debates. Her approach is one of re-enchantment of sexuality and of liberat-
ing gender and sexual identities from false desires to dominate and control,
by contemplatively drawing these realities in the light of God as source and
purpose of human desires. The ‘new asceticism’ she proposes aims at inten-
sification, transformation, and purification of desire, not at extinction of it,
and without privileging heterosexual desires. Authentic eros is rooted in God.
Trinitarian desire energizes reality. Our erotic desire will reflect and embody
God’s desire, by not wanting to possess, own or control someone, nor simply
to create pleasures for ourselves, but by wanting our bodies and their activities
to bring joy to someone other than ourselves. Rowan Williams calls this ‘the
body’s grace, since desiring and being desired by another person helps us to
understand what it is to desire and be desired by God.”®

6.2 Attending to the Broken Middle

As another helpful notion, I consider Gillian Rose’s socio-philosophical con-
cept of the ‘broken middle. Gillian Rose, née Stone (1947-1995), was a philos-
opher, social theorist, and Jewish convert to Christian religion. In her highly
original work she offers a language for the co-belonging of religion and pol-
itics, and the secular and the sacred. She developed a novel account to faith,
inspired by her reading of Hegel and Kierkegaard, and the Jewish emphasis
on observation of the law. She opted for a secular faith, as a mode of social
practice. Faith is a practice: it is the practice of continuing to grapple with the
world, realizing that the world is, and always will be, uncertain. Yet, in every

77 Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality and the Self: An ‘Essay on the Trinity’ (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013); The New Asceticism: Sexuality, Gender and the Quest for God
(London: Bloomsbury, 2015).

78  Rowan Williams, “The Body’s Grace,” in Theology and Sexuality: Classic and Contemporary
Readings, ed. Eugene F. Rogers (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 309-321.
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moment, we are called to act. In her memoir Love’s Work (1995) she impres-
sively testifies to it in a personal voice.

I believe that Gillian Rose’s idea of ‘attending to the broken middle’ can be
made fertile in our theological search to move beyond the polarizing dynam-
ics of the sexuality debate. She develops the notion of the broken middle in
the context of understanding the strained relationship between Judaism and
Christianity, and between theology and philosophy. It is a concept with sev-
eral layers. Important in the background is her re-interpretation of Hegel. She
reads Hegel's philosophy not as about synthetizing oppositions but rather
about dwelling in the contradictions. On the one hand, the ‘broken middle’
expresses the epistemological condition, how thinking the absolute is rooted
in the actuality of experience, in the risk of asserting oneself in the ‘broken
middle’ and at the same time having an awareness of it that actually manifests:
thinking the absolute is experienced both as dichotomy and as beyond dichot-
omy. On the other hand, the ‘broken middle’ can be read as a twentieth-century
version of Kierkegaard’s ‘suspense of the ethical7® It refers us to the utterly
mundane, everyday experience of living amidst social realities of ambiguity
and contradiction, in which we have to act as if there is no law. There is a law,
yet acting as a free person never depends on law only.

In this actual life, we experience a tension between, as Gillian Rose puts it
metaphorically, the city of New Jerusalem and the city of Old Athens.8° The
one refers to a love-based community ideal, the second to a law-based ideal.
In none of these cities the human being lives. She inhibits a third city, that
of ordinary life. There in the ‘broken middle’ between love and law, between
the aspirations of love and posited social norms, the human being negotiates
life. This condition raises anxiety. Anxiety belongs to true freedom. A faithful
person, and we may look at Abraham, experiences anxiety. She realizes that all
actions are continually implicated in violence and yet she perseveres in acting,
in putting herself at risk in any given social or political act, in the commitment
“to stay in the fray, in the revel of ideas and risk” that is living.8! Faith is needed
when the law is suspended. Faith is needed all of the time because navigating

79 Part One of Gillian Rose, The Broken Middle (Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, 1992), 3-114;
Gregory David Parry, The ‘Void’ in Simone Weil and the ‘Broken Middle’ in Gillian Rose: The
Genesis of the Search for Salvation (Doctoral thesis Durham University, 2006), 249—258,
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1300/ (accessed April 15, 2021).

80  Rose, The Broken Middle, 277—295; see Parry, The ‘Void’, 259—289; Anna Rowlands in
a lecture about Gillian Rose on YouTube, St. Johns Timeline, 4 July, 2018. https://www
.youtube.com/watch?v=8hgcXMnORFw (accessed April 15, 2021).

81 Gillian Rose, Love’s Work (London: Chatto and Windus Limited, 1995), 135.


http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1300/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8h9cXMnORFw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8h9cXMnORFw

110 ZORGDRAGER

social norms with excellence always involves anxiety. Failure is inextricably
part of this faithful work of love.

Gillian Rose criticizes most political theologies, because they run into the
void and try to mend the broken middle. They provide holistic solutions, and
want to drive us closer to a world of ‘holy middles’ by replacing Old Athens by
New Jerusalem.82 But the broken middle cannot be mended and should not be
evaded. Sacralization is a way of evading. Instead, theology needs to attend to
the broken middle, dwell in its ambiguity and contradictions, take the risk of
negotiating difference or otherness in any given order.83

What could the notion of ‘attending to the broken middle’ possibly contrib-
ute to a theology of sexuality that resists polarizing tendencies? A theology of
the broken middle is first and foremost aware of complexities and contradic-
tions of the lived life. These complexities are most intimately experienced in
our sexual desires and relationships, in a mixture of pleasure and pain, sur-
render and withdrawal, hope and disappointment, violence and tenderness,
power and love, might and grace. A theology of the broken middle is an exis-
tential theology. It does neither dogmatically hold to concepts, nor to biblical
‘truths’ on sexuality and gender, but attends to living persons who freely yet
anxiously are navigating their lives between love and social norms. A theology
of the broken middle acknowledges that social norms are not rigid and static.
In moments of crisis, social norms are suspended. Examples of such moments
of suspension, besides Abrahams’ sacrifice, are for Gillian Rose crises of ill-
ness, bereavement, separation from a loved one, or natural disasters.84 We can
add: also moments in which our experienced sexualities and genders make us
extremely vulnerable to ourselves and to the social world we live in, and make
us honestly question the moral and religious norms we live by. Faithful living
then means whole-heartedly participating, indeed as a sacramental character,
in the practice of testing norms against reality, always willing to revise the con-
cepts, energized by a greater love and acceptance.

For a Christian faith community, that centers its faith on the crucified and
risen Christ, attending to the broken middle should almost be a naturally
given.85 A church pre-eminently would be able to accept the paradox of the

82 Rose, The Broken Middle, 272—282; Parry, The ‘void’, 261. Rose criticizes for instance John
Milbank’s political theology, for it mends the middle with holiness without examination
of its brokenness.

83  Parry, The void’, 259.

84 Gillian Rose, Love’s Work, 98. See also Vincent Lloyd, “The Secular Faith of Gillian Rose,”
Journal of Religious Ethics 36:4 (2008), 683—705.

85 This idea is elaborated by Anderson H. M. Jeremiah, “Dalit Christians in India: Reflections
from the ‘Broken Middle,” Studies in World Christianity 17:3 (2011), 258—274.
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broken middle as a creative paradigm for building community through an open
conversation, without suppressing any internal theological conflict. Attending
to the broken middle holds difference and reconciliation together. It can never
go with identity politics which in fact evades the broken middle.

7 Conclusion
As Andrew Shranks notes:

Thus the church of the broken middle would be one that was essen-
tially dedicated to conversational openness of every kind. Its worship
would be a celebration of conversational openness, as the will of God; its
whole prayer life would be a cultivation of the virtues that make for good
conversation.86

I envision the church of the broken middle as a church where conversation
is rooted in the transformative love of God that works from below, from the
broken and wounded middle. The conversation seeks to engage people of
good will everywhere in a transformative journey grounded in love, which is
the foundation of justice and peace. It offers companionship to those who
join the pilgrimage by celebrating the gifts of every individual, visiting the
wounds, and transforming the injustices.8” Honoring the worth and dignity
of every person is a hallmark of the church’s conversations. In these conver-
sations, personal stories in their very concreteness and endless ambiguity
are carefully listened to and begin to defuse tensions and conflicts that were
perpetuated by ideological contestation.

My analysis of the polarized debate on the Nashville Statement in the
Netherlands has shown that framing the contesting positions in terms of
‘identity’ will not advance the conversation. The inclination of conservative
Reformed groups, both in politics and in the church, to respond to seculariz-
ing threats by increasingly marking their Christian identity with clear-cut and
unnegotiable views of gender and sexuality, may seem to be a full religious

86  Andrew Shranks, Against Innocence: Gillian Rose’s Reception and Gift of Faith (London:
SCM Press, 2008), 162.

87  These are the dimensions of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace process to which the World
Council of Churches invites its member churches and all people of good will. See wcce
Central Committee, An Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, July 8, 2014, Geneva.
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/central-committee/geneva-2014
/an-invitation-to-the-pilgrimage-of-justice-and-peace (accessed April 15, 2021).
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response but actually brings them close to a present-day form of cultural Chris-
tianity, in fact a form of civil religion. This civil religion is based on the defense
of ‘traditional (family) values’ Relatively late it has also gained a foothold in
the Netherlands. In the discourse of right-wing populist parties, the concept of
a Judeo-Christian civilization’ is strategically adopted and interwoven with a
nationalist, authoritarian, and ethnocentric narrative, in which anti-genderism
and anti-LGBTI rhetoric play a key role as mobilizing tools. At first sight, the
move by some theologians towards a higher ‘identity in Christ’ brings in a poten-
tially critical notion. However, in the elaboration heterosexuality functions as
an implicit theological norm and the critical potential gets lost. My proposal is
to open up and advance the debate by theologically opting for the notions of
‘sacramental character’ and ‘new asceticism’'—without assuming any hetero-
sexual privilege—, and to embrace the concept of the broken middle.

A church attending to the broken middle gracefully offers space to all kinds
of sacramental characters, grateful and proud of their bodies and human
needs such as love and sexuality, celebrating the gifts of creation, giving thanks
to the Creator and Redeemer of all, and worshipping in a freedom that is
beyond words. Between the city of Old Athens and the city of New Jerusalem,
the church of Jesus Christ may live and breathe as a learning community on
a transformative journey, dwelling with forbearance and hope in the broken
middle. It may provide a place where people feel safe to share about their gen-
dered experiences and human sexuality in the earthly brokenness of glory and
shame, of fleshly vulnerability and divine exaltation, of feeling safe and being
at risk. “To live, to love, is to be failed, to forgive, to have failed, to be forgiven,
for ever and ever."s8
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CHAPTER 5

Passivity, Abuse, and Self-Sacrifice: Daoism and
Feminist Christology

Jaeseung Cha

1 Introduction

Throughout its short history, Korean Christianity has seen a critical division
between women and men. While some leaders view the polarization of women
and men in Korea as a hidden legacy that fosters unintended divisions, others
argue that it is still an intentional and lasting reality in Korea. The two phe-
nomena of polarization, intentional and hidden, are by no means new here
in the United States. For example, the Reformed Church of America has been
ordaining women for decades. The intension to overcome the polarization was
clearly pronounced, but some classes are still secretly and unofficially reluc-
tant to have women ministers. The polarization between women and men is
also theologically critical. It has influenced the discussion of Christ’s cruci-
fixion as we can see, especially by feminist theologians, in harsh critiques of
atonement theology and their ecclesial implications and social practices. This
chapter will explore the Daoist view of woman and Western feminist theology
of the atonement in order to advocate an alternative to polarization.

Many assume that the gender issue in the church is rooted in Confucian cul-
ture, where there is substantial discrimination against women in terms of the
five principles of Confucian ethics.! Nei Ze (| |[!]]) of Liji (/5'), one of the five
Confucian scriptures, describes in various ways how to distinguish between
women and men in their lifestyle and virtues: “The men should not speak of
what belongs to the inside (of the house), nor the women of what belongs to
the outside;” “On the road, a man should take the right side, and a woman the

1 “There should be affection between father and son; righteousness between sovereign and
minister; difference between husband and wife; order between old and young; and fidelity
between friends (¥ 9'?J§§J T "EJ%. j\&%?J il ;%;'QTJ"EJ e HH A, "EJ (), Mengzi, Teng Wen
Gong 1. Difference (]} is often interpreted as mutual respect between husband and wife in
their respective roles, but it has impacted Asian society not only as a functional difference,
but also as a substantial limitation of women in relation to men.

© JAESEUNG CHA, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004527652_007
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left;” and “At the age of seven, boys and girls must not occupy the same mat
nor sit together.”?

Not many people (including Asians) are, however, aware of an aspect of
the philosophical tradition of Daoism, in which a profound clue about fem-
inism can be found. In Daoism, the female is the divine being of creation,?
and the revealed name of the Dao, the deity of Daoism, (which is apophatic
in nature) is Mother.* Furthermore, in Daoist political principles, the female
is considered superior to the male.> One may doubt if talk of the female and
“Mother” signifies a genuine ontological superiority of female over male, or if
they simply represent the Dao’s nature metaphorically—with the feebleness
and passivity of women and children,® along with the sacrifice of empty ves-
sels,” symbolizing the harmony and production of nature and human beings.
What is clear, however, is that in Daoism passivity is viewed not only as passive
stillness but also as an active power to produce and embrace all things, and it
is women, not men, who represent this nature of the Dao. The Dao produces
but does not possess; it advances but does not dominate.? Thus, in Daoism,

), U

genuine power is viewed as the Dao’s “non-dominating/non-violent sacrificial”
power, which is found in women, rather than the dominating violent power of
men. Does this non-dominating feminine promote the passivity of women, or
might it suggest a new perspective for Christian feminism?

One modern critique of Christianity is that the tradition values a passive
endurance of pain and suffering and even glorifies violent abuse because of
the patriarchal power structure of God’s demand of Christ’s sacrifice on the
cross. Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker are among those who rad-
ically relate the cross to violence and sexism. In their view, since the central
image of the cross communicates the message that suffering is redemptive,
self-sacrifice not only becomes a virtue, but is the definition of a faithful
identity, and thus the cross glorifies suffering. Even liberation theology, with
atonement at its center, is seen to encourage martyrdom and victimization.
The critical problem these authors find is that the cross promotes and per-
petuates abuse and violence, especially the abuse of women in the church.
Through the cross, divine child abuse is paraded as salvific, the child who
suffers without raising his voice is lauded as the hope of the world, and the

2 “BITELIT T E 7 SRER P S  and o BT [l

3 “E’ﬁﬁﬁ'%\ﬁh‘i?ﬂr s 1 i il ii’xw‘*’j#{, Dao De Jing 6.

¢ i B e bl e ing

5 “P=HEl) ?ﬁf»ﬁ%‘fﬁr " Dao De Jing 61.

6 N;‘CDJ S SR T RN ﬁ' B IS 51 )3, Dao De Jing 28.
7 SR Y § ] &2 Dao DeJing 4.

8 “H T E).. =] T3 Dao Dejing 5.



120 CHA

theology of original sin and Christ’s suffering in bearing sin on the cross per-
petuates women'’s role as suffering servant. We now have a serious challenge:
If Christ’s sacrifice is the very root of sexism, do we have to do away with the
atonement?

We confront polarized gender issues in Western and East Asian contexts,
whether hidden or intentional, and highly polarized theological debates on
the atonement with traditional theology pitted against feminist theology. This
chapter will contribute to a deeper analysis of various important concepts
of the atonement theology, through which we may be able to find a way to
embrace both the ever-increasing value of feminist theology and the central
message of Christianity in Christ’s crucifixion. We will first explore the nature
of feminism in Daoism in order to show how the non-violent passivity and
embrace of women reveals the sacrificial deity in Daoism. This may shed
light on the fact that Christianity is not the only religion to value the sacri-
ficial aspect of the Deity, and that sacrifice may not necessarily be violent.
Next, since this non-violent, passive and embracing sacrifice could also be
the source of the submissiveness of women in Asia, this chapter will analyze
Brown and Parker’s view of Western feminism, focusing on their criticisms
of the traditional and contemporary theology of the atonement and its rele-
vance for feminism. The chapter will then move on to a critical dialogue with
feminist views on (1) abuse and necessity, and (2) self-sacrifice and violence.
Lastly, pointing out the complexity of the interwoven issues between the
cross, atonement theology, and its implications and application, a revision
of atonement theology is suggested that reflects a twofold aspect of the four
acts of Christ.

2 Feminism in Daoism

Although Daoism, with its multifaced tradition, has related to women in
various ways and its relationship in doing so is often ambiguous, it has com-
monly held that esoteric knowledge and secret powers are closely linked
with the feminine.® This is distinctive in the early scripture, Dao De Jing. One
of the most intriguing parts of the Dao De Jing is chapter sixty-one, where
we can clearly see the superiority of woman to man in relation to a political
principle:

9 Catherine Despeux and Livia Kohn, Women in Daoism (Cambridge: Three Pines Press, 2003), 1.
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A great state [country] should flow downward. This is the [political] prin-
ciple of intersection, and this is the nature of female. The female always
overcomes the male by her stillness. She lowers herself in her stillness.
Thus, if the great state condescends to the small states, it gains them; if
the small states condescend to the great state, they can gain it.1°

The female here is analogous to the great state, winning males through her
stillness and humility. The idea that “she lowers herself in her stillness,”
however, seems to be problematic for Western feminism. Does this indicate
submissiveness and passivity of women in Daoism? Or is it closer to the nature
of the Dao?

The sacrificial stillness of Daoism must not be interpreted through the
Western dualistic criterion of doing and non-doing, because on the one hand
it is linked to wuwei (. £%, non-action), which in its receptivity leads to the
Dao, while on the other hand it actively creates all, as we can see in the concept
of “produces but does not possess ( [fij - %|)”: “A holy one manages affairs
without doing anything (wuwei, 3 £%), and conveys his instructions without
the use of speech. All things spring up in themselves but the holy one does
not ignore [anything]; the holy one produces but does not possess.”! Thus, the
stillness in which the female always wins is not so much unconsciously forc-
ing the nature of women to submit themselves to men, but is the essence of
the very Dao, the Deity of Daoism, who sacrificially creates all, surpassing the
boundary between non-doing and doing.

Furthermore, this non-possessive nature of the Dao not only produces all,
but also cares for all. Interestingly, the concept of “produces but does not pos-
sess” occurs in two other chapters in relation to the work of nourishing: “The
Dao produces [all things] and nourishes them; it produces them and does not
possess.”2 Chapter fifty-one unfolds this twofold aspect of the Dao:

The Dao produces and nourishes [all things]. They receive their forms
according to the nature of each and are completed according to the
circumstances of their condition. Therefore, all things without excep-
tion honor the Dao, and exalt its outflowing operation. This honoring of
the Dao and exalting of its operation is not the result of any ordination,
but always a spontaneous tribute. Thus, the Dao produces [all things],
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nourishes them, brings them to their full growth, nurses them, completes
them, matures them, maintains them, and overspreads them. It produces
but does not possess them; it acts but does not expect; it advances but
does not dominate. This is called its mysterious virtue (emphasis mine).13

The Dao creates, nourishes, grows, matures, maintains, and overspreads all
things. The deity in Daoism is both the creator and the sustainer of creation.
Yet the way the Dao engages in the cosmos and with human beings is striking:
it is a gentle and sacrificial caring, not a dominating and forcing power.

We must comprehend the Daoist feminine in the context of the Daoist
simultaneity of passivity and activity, or the Daoist passivity of non-violent
sacrifice. The female in Daoism is the mysterious Creator who is called the
“mysterious woman” (3: ), and who is also the gate and the root of heaven
and earth,'# just as an empty space can embrace others, and a deep valley gives
water of life to nature. As the Dao is mysterious and dark,'® but lives in even
the smallest,'® so the mystery of creation and nature is not known to us, but is
revealed as Mother:

There was something in chaos and complete before Heaven and Earth
were born. It is silent, formless, independent, and unchanging, reaching
everywhere but in no danger. It may be regarded as the Mother of all
things. I do not know its name, and the word I can say is the Dao. Making
an effort further to give it a name, I call it the Great.'”

Mu (%), Mother, is the only being or existence to portray the Dao, while the
deity is formless, unknown, unchanging, and omnipresent. Two points are
worth noting here: (1) the Mother is the revealed name of the Dao and (2)
greatness has a female nature, not male strength. The Mother is the revelation
of the Dao in the very first chapter of Dao De Jing: Having no name is the origin
of all things, but having their names is the Mother.!

This great Mother is contrasted with all other people in various ways:
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While the multitude of the ordinary people look satisfied and pleased as
if enjoying a great banquet and as if ascending a tower, I alone seem to be
frugal and still ... Secular people seem to be bright and discerning but I
alone dark, dull, and confused ... I alone am different from all others, but
I value the nursing mother.’

The essential contrast here is between the active, flourishing, bright, and
extending ordinary people and the author, who is in darkness, dullness,
and confusion, and who does not value anything but the nursing mother. The
reason that the author respects the mother is because the Dao, like the mother,
embraces and cares for all, not forcing or manipulating them: “The Great Dao
extends everywhere ... clothes and feeds all, but does not act as master.”29

The fact that respect for the caring role of a mother can be found in any
culture may cause us to think that feminism would be peripheral in Daoism.
It should be noted, however, that “having space for all as an empty vessel”?!
and “being foreign to self”?2 are the actual contents of the Daoistic non-violent
sacrifice. In this Daoistic context, women in their creating, embracing, and
caring power are viewed as superior to men, who are attracted by dominating
and forcing power. In light of the concepts of Daoist act and sacrifice, the fem-
inine in Daoism must be understood in terms of the twofold nature of the Dao:
(1) passive sacrifice, represented visually so we can grasp it in the images of
the valley, the empty vessel, and women and (2) active creation and care for
all things, not by forcing and dominating, but by embracing them. What is at
stake here is that the two dimensions in Daoism are simultaneous and inter-
connected: Precisely because of its passive and non-violent sacrifice, the Dao
creates and cares for all things, or, as the Dao actively creates and cares for
all, it does not forcefully dominate, but passively sacrifices itself for all. Non-
violent sacrifice is the very nature of the Dao’s creation and caring and is most
manifestly represented by the feminine. Can this non-violent sacrifice provide
a clue to the issues of Western feminism?
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3 Feminism and Christ’s Sacrifice

The view that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross is harmful to women is dominant
among many feminist theologians. Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker
seek the abrogation of the atonement, as follows:

We must do away with the atonement, this idea of a blood sin upon
the whole human race which can be washed away only by the blood of
the lamb. This bloodthirsty God is the God of the patriarchy who at the
moment controls the whole Christian tradition. This raises the key ques-
tion for oppressed people seeking liberation within this tradition: If we
throw out the atonement is Christianity left?23

Because of this bloody, violent, and abusive atonement, they define Christi-
anity as having an abusive theology that glorifies suffering.2* Their criticism
includes both traditional and contemporary views of the atonement. Unfortu-
nately, their understanding of traditional atonement theology is based solely
on Gustaf Aulén’s three models from Christus Victor: A Historical Study of the
Three Main Types of the Idea of Atonement, which are the victory model, the
objective/Anselmian model, and the subjective/Aberlardian model. They
interpret the victory model as a journey of suffering toward victory and com-
ment critically that “suffering is a prelude to triumph and is in itself an illusion”
and that “Jesus’ death becomes a paradigm for a stage in a psychological pro-
cess to be patiently endured.”? They point out the problem with the mecha-
nism of the model of salvation—which is not salvation from pain but through
pain—is that believers are persuaded to endure suffering as a prelude to new
life.26 They then conclude that victimization never leads to triumph and that
the victory theory of the atonement defames all those who suffer and trivial-
izes tragedy.?” Although we must remember that the church has often empha-
sized victory through pain and forcefully applied it to women, it is unclear from
scripture if Christ’s victory is depicted as one from pain or through pain. Several
biblical texts highlight victory over death and evil, rather than its process.28

23 Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” In Violence
against Women and Children: A Christian Theological Sourcebook, eds. Carol J. Adams and
Marie M. Fortune (New York: Continuum, 1995), 36-59, 56.

24  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 56.

25 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 39—40.

26 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 40.

27 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 40.

28 1 Cor. 15: 25-26, 55; Col. 2:13-15.
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Brown and Parker also criticize Anselm’s theology of satisfaction: “[ Anselm’s]
view of justice is not that wrong should be righted but that wrongs should be
punished.”?® The idea that justice is established through adequate punishment
is at the heart of their criticism.3° This is despite the fact that the idea of the
God-man’s satisfaction for God’s honor and for what it ought to be is stronger
than the idea of punishment in Anselm’s atonement theology. After interpret-
ing Anselm’s atonement theology as a portrayal of a tyrant God,?! Brown and
Parker abruptly conclude the section by attempting to link Christ’s blood, men-
strual blood, circumcision blood, and women'’s experience as follows: In the
biblical tradition menstrual blood is a sign of ritual uncleanness; circumcision,
often interpreted as men’s menstruation, implies men’s power; and the image
of Jesus’s blood carries an implicit, silent devaluation of women.3? Certainly
we must acknowledge that blood in scripture could be used in various ways
to devalue women. Yet, Brown and Parker’s interpretation of Anselm’s atone-
ment theology is problematic, since Anselm does not come close to any sort of
ritual atonement theology—the words “blood” and “sacrifice” occur only once
in his Cur Deus Homo.32 Furthermore, it is not easy to follow the logic that
links Christ’s blood on the cross to a contrast in scripture between the blood of
women’s menstruation and that of men’s circumcision.

The moral example theory of the atonement in which Christ’s willingness
to die is set up as an example for us to follow is also problematic for Brown
and Parker. They hold that, in theory, Christ’s victimization should suffice for
our moral edification, but in reality, races, classes, and women have been vic-
timized, while at the same time their victimization has been heralded as a
persuasive reason for inherently sinful men to become more righteous.3* Their
criticism unveils the logical problem of the moral example theory: Christ’s
death as a moral value must have a prior value to that of morality, for example,
sacrifice, because death as such cannot be a moral value. The hidden connec-
tion between moral example and sacrifice could cause the problem of victim-
ization. It is, however, to be noted that the moral example theory emphasizes
love as a moral value rather than victimization and that Brown and Parker’s
criticism is not as much about atonement theology as about its application.

29 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 41.

30 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 41.

31 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 41.

32 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 43—44.

33  “Foritis a strange thing if God so delights in, or requires, the blood of the innocent, that
he neither chooses, nor is able, to spare the guilty without the sacrifice of the innocent”
(cpH 1.10).

34 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 44.
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Now, we must pay more attention to Brown and Parker’s analysis of three
contemporary trends in theology: (1) the Suffering God, (2) the Necessity of
Suffering, and (3) the Negativity of Suffering. The authors appreciate the value
of a Suffering God theology, because of its shared aspect, in that God suffers
with us and the cross creates relationship and community where relationship
has been lost.35 They also consider the active aspect of suffering by quoting
Moltmann, who wrote: “Jesus did not suffer passively from the world in which
he lived, but incited it against himself by his message and the life he lived.”3¢
They go on to make a distinction between an “acceptance of suffering” and a
“commitment to life,” as follows:

Was God not with us in our suffering before the death of Jesus? Did the
death really initiate something that did not exist before? It is true that
... fullness of life involved feeling the pain of the world. But it is not true
that being open to all of life is the equivalent of choosing to suffer. Nor is
it right to see the death of Jesus as a symbol for the life-giving power of
receptivity to reality. It is not acceptance of suffering that gives life; it is
commitment to life that gives life. The question ... is not, Am I willing to
suffer? but Do I desire fully to live? This distinction is subtle and, to some,
specious but in the end it makes a great difference in how people inter-
pret and respond to suffering. If you believe that acceptance of suffering
gives life, then your resources for confronting perpetrators of violence
and abuse will be numbered.37

What is the difference between acceptance of suffering and commitment to
life here? It seems that Brown and Parker put both “choosing suffering” and
“receptivity to reality” in the same category as “acceptance of suffering,” in
opposition to “commitment to life.” Certainly, we should not choose or accept
suffering simply for the sake of suffering. Yet, what if we are already living
under critical suffering and pain—and of course we are—and how can we
simply commit to “life” only, without encountering suffering? Is “encountering
suffering” a type of “accepting” or “choosing”? These questions lead us to the
second trend Brown and Parker discuss, the necessity of suffering. Is Christ’s
suffering caused by human reality or by divine necessity?

35 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 48—49.

36  Jiirgen Moltmann, The Crucified God (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), 51, quoted by Brown
and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 49.

37 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 49.
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Returning to biblical themes of hope, some contemporary liberation theolo-
gians deal with the concept of the necessity of suffering, interpreting the cruci-
fixion of Jesus as a sign that before the dawn of a new age, a period of struggle,
violence, sacrifice, and pain will inevitably occur.3® The authors quote Martin
Luther King Jr’s claim that suffering can be a most creative and powerful social
force3? and that the only violence the Gospel allows is violence to oneself.4% Yet
Brown and Parker point out the problem with a martyrdom theology is that
when the perpetrators of violence seek to silence the faithful with threats, the
faithful believe that they are in a situation of blessedness.*! Since this clouds
the reality that the perpetrators resist change by using violence, we must not
mythologize violence as part of a divinely ordained process of transformation.*2
Although T agree with them that suffering should not be romanticized and
that King’s view of non-violence can promote the passivity of the oppressed, I
still question the nature of the suffering in the martyrdom theology discussed
above. Is the “inevitability of suffering” mostly related to a human reality, or
does it happen because God ordains the process by necessity?

The third trend, according to Brown and Parker, is perhaps the most rad-
ical, in that it rejects the concept that human suffering can have positive or
redemptive aspects.*® The focal theme can be understood with the concepts
of “a Racist God” or “a Sadistic God,” both of which reject the suffering servant
motif.** William Jones, for example, argues that all suffering is negative, based
on the fact that even after the event of the cross, the oppression and suffering
continue, and that as the oppressors justify their position, the oppressed are
persuaded to endure.*> Jones suggests a humanocentric theism in which God
acts a persuader rather than a coercer, and in which human activity is decisive
for salvation and liberation.#¢ In labeling all suffering as negative, Jones sug-
gests that our traditional faith is part of what oppresses us. According to Brown
and Parker, Jones does not go far enough, in that he fails to raise the question
of a sadist God: Why was the crucifixion necessary? Did God demand it and

38  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 50.

39  Martin Luther King Jr. quoted in A Testament of Hope, ed. James Washington (New York:
Harper & Row, 1986), 47, Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 51.

40 Martin Luther King Jr. quoted in The Church is All of You, ed. James Brockman (Minneap-
olis: Winston Press, 1984), 94, Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 51.

4 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 51.

42 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 52.

43  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 52.

44  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 54—55.

45 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 54.

46 Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 54—55.
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sacralize the suffering of Jesus?#” They then conclude that we must do away
with the atonement, because the Christian God is bloodthirsty and patriarchal
if God is indeed the God of the cross.

Certainly, suffering must not be justified. We constantly kill Christ if we
wrongly interpret his death to justify our own violence and abuse. Women'’s
experience is one of the most valuable reflections on Christ’s crucifixion. Yet,
the problems in Brown and Parker’s argument related to their theology of
atonement are not trivial. In what follows, I will discuss the issues raised above
before briefly suggesting my own theology of the atonement as a clue to how
we might revisit the reality and meaning of Christ’s crucifixion.

4 Abuse and Necessity

The critical challenge of feminism for abuse is relevant (1) for seeing the cross
between Jesus’s Godward action and God’s action in Christ on behalf of humans,
(2) for understanding Christ’s own will, and (3) for defining necessity. Appar-
ently, these three matters are interrelated. If we see the cross only through the
framework of Christ's Godward action, there is no way to avoid the problem
of divine abuse.*® God is the violent and sadistic God who demands the blood
of God’s own monogenes. Various concepts in the theological tradition, such
as “appeasement,” “propitiation,
mote this image of God if we limit them to “Christ’s action toward God” only.

” o« ” «

satisfaction,” and even “obedience,” can pro-

Yet it is hard to believe that there has been anyone in theological history who
has not included the aspect of “God’s work for human beings” in their atone-
ment theology. The challenge from feminism is, of course, more critical. Even
in this aspect of “God’s action in Christ toward humans,” it is possible to per-
ceive the same problem of violence and abuse, if God demanded the blood of
Jesus “without Jesus’ voluntary will” and “by necessity.”

Yet, in reply, Jesus’ action on the cross is twofold. On the one hand, Jesus
obeys God, as we find in his prayer at Gethsemane: “Abba, Father, for you all
things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what
you want.49 God appears to be the primary subject who activates the Son’s

47  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 55.

48  “Aslong as the death of Jesus is aimed God-ward, one cannot avoid the implication that
death is the means through which God enables reconciliation, and thus God uses or sanc-
tions a violent death,” (J. Denny Weaver, “The Nonviolent Atonement: Human Violence,
Discipleship and God,” in Stricken by God: Nonviolent Identification and the Victory of
Christ, eds. Brad Jersak and Michael Hardin [ Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007], 316-55, 342).

49  Mk.14: 36.
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crucifixion. This can be seen in Romans 3:25 as well: “Whom God set forth as
a propitiation by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness,
because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously
committed.” God is the one who sets forth Christ’s bloody death as a propi-
tiation. At the same time, it must be noted that Jesus’ prayer of obedience
at Gethsemane is made in the context of a great sense of intimacy with his
Father, Abba, and this obedience with intimacy presupposes a personal rela-
tionship with God, rather than a coerced and impersonal order. The personal
relationship of the Trinity—handing all over to the Son,>° the Father’s love of
the Son because of the Son’s voluntary sacrifice,>! and love by mutual glorifying
and indwelling52—is far more dynamic than a coerced obedience. Moreover,
the aspect of “the cross as Christ’s own voluntary action” must not be ignored,
as Christ himself declares, “The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve,
and to give his life a ransom for many,”>® and, “No one takes it from Me, but I
lay it down of Myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it
again. This command I have received from My Father.”>* Thus, the relationship
between God and Christ on the cross is personal and multi-dimensional.
Another issue related to abuse concerns whether God demands Christ’s
death by divine necessity. I have already raised the question of the difference
between reality and necessity, and so the undergirding issue here is how to
understand the human situation and the action of the personal God. What
is the primary cause of the necessity of Christ’s crucifixion between God and
humans? This question is crucially relevant to the feminist view of sin.>® Joy
Ann McDougall argues that Kathryn Tanner’s concept of sin as a “refusal” or
“blockage” of “God’s gift-giving” responds well to feminist critiques of the root
paradigm of sin as pride.56 Without ignoring the critical point that human-
kind is wholly trapped in the bondage of sin, McDougall avoids the forensic
framework of sin in two ways: (1) there is no legal court established to decide
humanity’s case and (2) the radically transcendent and beneficent God keeps

50 Lk. 10: 2122

51 Jn.10:17.

52 Jn.17: 4-5;17: 21—26.

53 Mk. 10: 45.

54  Jn.10:18.

55  Linda Peacore asserts that the failure of feminist theology to adequately deal with the
subject of women'’s sin leads to flaws in feminist atonement theology (Linda D. Peacore,
The Role of Women’s Experience in Feminist Theologies of Atonement [Eugene: Pickwick,
2010],162).

56  Joy Ann McDougall, “Sin—No More? A Feminist Re-Visioning of a Christian Theology of
Sin,” Anglican Theological Review 88:2 (2006), 232—233.
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showering good gifts on creation so as to heal human beings, so that they may
receive and share God’s blessings.5” There is no sense of necessity, either in
God or in humans, for a legal decision of death or punishment, if sin is not a
forensic crime, but a blindness to God’s gift. All we need to do, in her view, is
open our eyes and, thus Christ’s death on the cross becomes superfluous.

What these theologians do not fully discuss in their arguments, however, is
the profundity of the divine relationship with humans and the crucial nature
of the human condition. Nicholas Wolterstorft defines justice, not in terms of
Aristotle’s view that justice consists in a person’s receiving what is due to him
or her, but from the biblical writers’ perspective, who assert that God loves
justice, not as retributive punishment, but as a social action for the oppressed.>8
God punishes wrong-doers, even with various types of death, not for the sake
of “justice as such” but to transform them and lead them to God: “My child,
do not despise the LORD’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the LORD
reproves the one he loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.”> God is
not a human being, but the Holy One, coming not in wrath not because God
does not heal evil-doers, but because God loves and leads them to Godself with
bands of a transformative cord.6? “Love only by a constant blessing of gifts,” as
implied in McDougal’s view, is a human illusion and is itself abusive because
it could constantly spoil wrong-doers. Goodness and mercy follow us by way
of the path of righteousness.5! Justice is not negated, but embraced by God,
neither for the sake of justice itself nor by following an impersonal legal sys-
tem, but from the love of the personal God who interacts with and restores
sinners, victims, and oppressors. Thus, the divine justice and punishment of
the personal God is not retributive but transformative and restorative. This is a
substantial difference between Christianity and Daoism, for in the latter there
is no personal interaction of the Dao for building up justice.

The human condition is much more acute than a legal status. We are bro-
ken in our relationship with others, abandoned by and abandoning ourselves,
our neighbors, and our social and political systems, killed by and killing oth-
ers, and living in violence, suffering and pain, absurdity, meaninglessness, and
nothingness. The “necessity” of the cross lies neither in God’s demand nor in a
forensic system, but in the miserable human beings whom Christ has come to

57  McDougall, “Sin—No More?” 233-234.

58  Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Justice as a Condition of Authentic Liturgy,” Theology Today 481
(1991), 6-21, 8.

59 Prov. 3: 11—12.

60 Hos. 11: 3—9.

61 Ps. 23: 3, 6.
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serve,52 and who Christ leads to the house of God with great compassion and
love.®3 If humans are violent and Christ’s death is not the necessary violence
of a chosen death, but a voluntary sacrifice for the sake of transforming violent
humans, finding the root of human violence in the cross is itself violent and
the cross is indeed made a scapegoat by such thinking.

5 Self-Sacrifice and Violence

Another issue raised by feminists is whether Christ’s death as self-sacrifice
glorifies suffering, which then promotes human violence, including patriar-
chal oppression. Some are so critical of the cross as the root source of human
oppression and violence that they seek to do away with Christianity and find
liberation in Eastern religions.6* What a challenge!

Christ’s death is radically violent, as reflected in atonement language, with
" “propitiation and expiation,” “retri-
bution,” and most critically, “crucifixion.” The traumatic impact of language

” «

words such as “blood,” “wrath,” “sacrifice,

must not be ignored. Yet the feminists’ critique concerns more than the
psychological impact of atonement theology, because it touches on the actual
content: Is Christ’ sacrifice on the cross Christ’s choice, and does it thus pro-
mote and glorify suffering?6> What is the nature of Christ’s suffering on the
cross?

No one would seek to suffer for the sake of suffering, except perhaps mas-
ochists. This implies that suffering is multi-layered, and is connected to other
values. Our daily life explains this. We voluntarily sacrifice ourselves, our time,
energy, and desire for the sake of achieving our goals. For instance, we must
take great pains for several years practicing the violin to reach a certain level

62 Mk. 10: 45.

63  Jn.10:7-16.

64  “Itis fascinating to note that Gross (a Jew who has converted to Buddhism) believes that
there are motifs present in Eastern religion which are very different from those found
within monotheism. They may be much more acceptable to feminists ...” (Daphne
Hampson, After Christianity [Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996], 126), “Many,
though, dive into Buddha'’s deep waters to learn how to peacefully and without harm con-
front racism and other systems of oppression and to heal the devastating impact that
racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism can have on the psyches of black women,
children, and men. While no community is perfect, it is the case that many black women
are exploring Buddhism even while engaging an everyday translation of lived Christian
liberation theology into Buddhist tongue” (Melanie L. Harris, “Buddhist Resources for
Womanist Reflection,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 34 [2014], 107-114, 110-111).

65  Brown and Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” 49.
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of musical accomplishment. We also sacrifice ourselves in order to build and
recover various relationships and make a better community. “Not entirely
sticking to ourselves” is the first step when engaging in any type of relationship
with others. We sacrifice a certain part of ourselves and make space for others
or put ourselves in the position of others. Even in a baseball game, a sacrificial
bunt, which is a batter’s act of deliberately bunting the ball in a manner that
allows a runner on base to advance causes the sacrificing player to suffer by
going out. More importantly, we greatly respect soldiers and firefighters, who
sacrifice their lives for our country. Death matters here, and they risk and sacri-
fice their lives to the extent of death. Is their death violent? William C. Placher,
dealing with the feminist critique, writes as follows:

God bears the burdens of others in ways that transcend our powers, and
I have already admitted that in Christ’s being at once innocent and the
bearer of our sin there is mystery beyond explaining. Still, we experience
analogies to such vicarious burden bearing, and it seems odd to react in
moral horror to the theological claim when we find its human analogies
so generally natural and admirable.6

If we experience a variety of vicarious burden bearings, why should God not
bear human limitations? It seems illogical to interpret Christ’s sacrifice as the
root cause of human oppression and a “glorification of suffering” when we
praise and “glorify” those who sacrifice their lives for the sake of others.

We thus need further clarification of the idea that sacrifice is violent. Fol-
lowing feminist views, “a coerced suffering and sacrifice” must be violent and,
thus, passively enduring a coerced suffering promotes violence. Such suffering
could be either individual or collective/systematic, conscious or unconscious.
“Self” in this type of self-sacrifice turns out to be a “sacrificing self, forced by
others or systems,” which suggests violence. There are two dimensions to the
question of coercion in feminist critiques: (1) Is Christ’s self-sacrifice a type
of “sacrificing self, coerced by others”? and (2) Are women coerced to follow
Christ’s self-sacrifice? The former is closer to a theology of the cross while the
latter to its implication and application.

One of the great contributions of feminist theology is to expose the critical
reality that the church and theology have promoted the oppression of women,
by emphasizing the “voluntary” sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Previously, the
non-voluntary nature of the Son’s death by necessity was the major issue for

66 William C. Placher, “Christ Takes our Place: Rethinking Atonement,” Interpretation 53:1
(1999), 5-20,17.
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feminists because of the implications of child abuse. Now, “voluntariness” has
become problematic, because the “self” in Christ’s “self-sacrifice” is understood
by feminists as a deceptive and manipulated voluntariness: Women delude
themselves that they are following Christ’s self-sacrifice actively but, de facto,
are forced to do so by social and ecclesial individuals and systems. What is
of significance is a strange combination of passivity and activity. Christ’s
self-sacrifice promotes women’s self-sacrifice, which is active in the sense of
self-doing, but passive if women are coerced to follow Christ’s model and if the
content of the self-sacrifice ends up as “sacrificing self for the sake of sacrifice.”
When this happens, as feminists point out, the very activeness of the self in
self-sacrifice is nothing but self-abnegation and self-destruction. Does Christ’s
self-sacrifice on the cross have the nature of self-abnegation? Or is it that the
church has misused the cross to justify its oppression of women in church and
society? Considering the complex way that the cross, the theology of the cross,
and its implication and application are all interwoven, we need to revisit the
theology of the atonement, which is the source of the issue of how to live out
Christ’s sacrifice in our daily lives.

6 Revision of Atonement Theology

Many theologians attempt to reshape their theology of the atonement by
making a shift from negative connotations of punishment and sacrifice to pos-
itive ones, such as love and gifts. Non-violent atonement views have become a
dominating trend in atonement theologies. We may also learn from the gentle,
embracing, and non-violent way of sacrifice of the Dao in Daoism.

Yet the bare reality of Christ’s crucifixion is that it is a harsh type of violent
death. If it is a gift, we must explain in what way a gift can be given via this
violent death. Treasuring a constructive value of the cross without grounding
it in the destructive reality of death would be a naive and superficial inter-
pretation of the cross. In response, biblical authors witness two dimensions
of Christ’s sacrifice: (1) it is passive, destructive, and retrospective on the one
hand, and (2) it is active, constructive, and prospective on the other. Christ on
the cross becomes sin, gives himself as ransom for many, cleanses and puri-
fies sins, destroys evil, and dies for all that all may die in him.5? The world is
under the power of sin, death and injustice, and Christ’s death is the death of
sin, death and injustice, retrospectively for the past and present reality of the

67 2 Cor. 5:21; Mk. 10: 45; 1Jn. 1: 7-9; Heb. 1: 3; Col. 2:14; 2 Cor. 5: 24.
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world, because he takes away the sin of the world.®8 Yet his death is not only
the passive destruction of death and sin, but is also the active construction
of the life and gifts of God. Because of Christ’s death, we live in Christ as new
humans, with reconciliation, peace, liberation, life, and love. God in Christ rec-
onciles us and the world to Godself, by making peace through his blood.®® He
gives us life from death, redemption from the curse of the law, as well as free-
dom, and liberation from sin.”® He saves creation from decay and shows the
divine love within the Trinity and sacrificial love for all.”* These two aspects
are not separated, but are interwoven with each other. Without the destructive
aspect, there would be no way to explain why liberation, freedom, and love can
be achieved by way of death, because “death as such” cannot have any values
of freedom and love. Without the constructive aspect, Christ’s sacrifice would
remain retributive justice or sacrificial victimhood, and lose its transforma-
tive value for a new humanity. The mystery of the cross lies in this paradoxical
simultaneity of the two: between punishment and forgiveness; between pas-
sively sharing our sorrow and pains and actively bearing our limitations and
drawing all to Godself; and between passively dying in a violent crucifixion
by the world and actively reconciling that violent world to God by divinely
embracing peace and love.

What happens on the cross is the comprehensive act of God in Christ:
exposing, sharing, bearing, and drawing. Christ’s death holistically exposes
the violent world—Roman political power, the Jewish religious conspiracy, the
intensified violence of social gatherings, and betrayal by ambitious followers.
Christ shares himself, his body and blood, with us,”? shares human suffering
and abandonment,” bears sins, diseases and pains,”* and draws all people to
God, reconciling them to Godself and each other.”> Rather than working for
a legal solution, this comprehensive work of Christ on the cross is the way a
loving and compassionate God deals with the critical human condition. Our
atonement theology, therefore, must not be overwhelmed by a single layer of
interpretation, but instead needs to embrace the holistic and comprehensive
reality of the cross, as the two aspects and the four acts suggest. Exposing,
sharing, bearing, and drawing are not at all close to “glorifying suffering.” It is

68  Jn.1:29.

69  Eph. 2:15; 2 Cor. 5:18-20; Col. 1: 20.

70 Jn.3:16; Rom. 11: 15; Gal. 3:13; 4: 5; Jn. 8: 36; Gal. 2: 4; 5:1,13; Rom. 8: 2.
71 Rom. 8: 21; Jn. 10: 17; Rom. 5: 8; Gal. 2: 20; 1 Jn. 3:16.

72 Mk. 14: 22—24.

73 Mk. 15: 34.

74 1 Pet. 2: 24; Isa. 53: 4.

75 Jn.12:32; Eph. 2: 14-22.
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through the profound compassion of God that God suffers on the cross and
bears human sufferings. This also suggests that we must expose the injustice of
the world and fight against it by sharing and bearing the suffering of others in
solidarity with all humans. In this sense, the fourfold act of Christ is the most
powerful and intensive resistance to violence and abuse. On this foundation,
we can further rebuild the traditional concepts of punishment, substitution,
sacrifice, victory, and satisfaction with more nuanced notions, not of retrib-
utive but of transformative justice, divine sharing and bearing of human sins
and death instead of substituting them, non-coercive, life-giving sacrifice to
serve and embrace others rather than coerced, bloody victimization, victory
as an active fight against injustice and oppression and for reconciliation and
peace of the world, and encountering critical human reality and committing
to abundant life.

7 Conclusion

Polarization between women and men is one of the most critical issues both in
the Western and non-Western world, whether that polarization is intentional
or hidden. It is more crucial in the theological discussion of the atonement,
as we can see in the feminist theologians’ critical analyses of it. Daoism is the
oldest philosophy and religion of feminism: Female represents the Dao which
sacrificially creates and nourishes all, but never dominates. This non-violent
sacrifice challenges Christian faith and the theology of Christ’s crucifixion in
which feminists find the root cause of abuse and violence against women. The
non-violent sacrifice of Daoist feminism implies two things: (1) not all sacrifice
is violent and (2) the embrace and care of the feminine in non-violent sacrifice
can promote passive endurance of suffering.”6

Brown and Parker argue that the Christian God is abusive and violent
because God demands the necessary bloody death of the Son, who passively
accepts it (as abuse) on the one hand, and who sacrifices himself on the other,
which could promote Christian violence against and oppression of women.
Three issues they see as crucial are that (1) God demands the Son’s death by

76 Chen Gu Ying enumerates seven drawbacks to Daoism, two of which are related to passiv-
ity: i.e., that submission of oneself to nature may weaken human will, reason, and feeling,
which are distinct from nature, and that the stillness that comes from following nature
may give us a mental peace but may harm human creativity (Gu Ying Chen (@ﬁ@j:%),
A New Perspective of Lao-Zhuang (:V}%;g?ﬁ%), trans. Jin Sik Choi (Seoul, Sonamu, 1997),
78-79.
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necessity, (2) Christ passively accepts this and (3) he sacrifices himself by coer-
cion. Their criticism includes not only the stark reality of the cross—a violent
death—but also atonement theology, its psychological implications, and its
ecclesial and social application. Narrowing down to the atonement theology,
my dialogue with feminist criticism can be summarized in three points. First,
the relationship of the personal God with the Son is much more dynamic and
intimate than they suggest, and Christ willingly accepts his death. Second, the
necessity of Christ’s sacrifice lies neither in God nor in a legal system, but in
the reality of human beings and the world. We neither passively accept suffer-
ing nor actively choose to suffer, but encounter pain and suffering in our daily
lives—Christ was crucified not out of necessity but because of reality—and
thus God wants to transform, restore, and heal us rather than execute justice
for justice’s sake. Third, Christ’s sacrifice of self is not a self-abnegation but a
divine self-sacrifice for others. Indeed, self-sacrifice for others can be found in
human affairs, such as in sports and in the actions of soldiers and firefighters
whom we glorify. These three points are grounded in the comprehensive bibli-
cal witness of Christ’s crucifixion, which can reshape our notions of passivity,
activity, violence and non-violence in the fourfold act of Christ: (1) passivity—
Christ accepts suffering and pain as he exposes the violent world and shares
its pains, (2) activity—his death is a fight against injustice and a building of
reconciliation, as Christ draws all to himself, (3) violence—the world violently
crucifies him on the cross, and (4) non-violence—Christ embraces and bears
the violent world and sinful human beings.

Does the Daoist sacrifice of non-violence provide us with a better format
for feminism than the radical death of Christ on the cross? Lessons we learn
from a comparison between Daoist feminism and Christian theology of the
atonement are not trivial. The personal God in Christ radically and sacrifi-
cially engages in the suffering of human beings and the injustice of the world,
whereas the sacrifice of the impersonal Dao is close to our perception of
human reality: The empty space of a container and the weakness of women
and children produce and nourish creation. On the one hand, church and soci-
ety must remember that the radical sacrifice of Christ can be easily twisted
into the practice of imperialistic and sexist oppression. A non-violent embrace
and a gentle space for others in Daoism could offer a profound lesson for radi-
cal Christianity, especially at the level of theological implication and ecclesial
application. It teaches us all not to promote any type of coerced endurance of
suffering and reveals the deceptive activeness of self-destruction. On the other
hand, we must not forget that the radical sacrifice of Christ is the very heart
of the Gospel: God is not idly remote from our pain and suffering, but is criti-
cally present in us by exposing the violence of the world, sharing and bearing
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our suffering and pains, and actively and compassionately transforming and
leading us to Godself. The divine, personal, and costly love and justice is the
substantial uniqueness of Christianity that cannot be found in Daoism.
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CHAPTER 6

“Remove the Sandals from Your Feet”: Holiness in
the Dutch Euthanasia Debate

Annemarieke van der Woude

1 Introduction

Earth’s crammed with heaven,

And every common bush afire with God;
But only he who sees, takes off his shoes—
The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries.!

These verses from Elizabeth Barrett Browning immediately show the precari-
ousness of my endeavor. I want to introduce the biblical notion of holiness into
the Dutch euthanasia debate. However, the poet formulates in an accurate and
humorous way that it is easy to violate what is holy: “only he who sees, takes
off his shoes—The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries.” To regard some-
thing as holy, sensitivity is needed, but not everybody shows sensitivity. What
might be perceived as unassailable—holy—is vulnerable at the same time. It
can easily be neglected and overlooked.

2 Why Holiness?

It is far from obvious to reflect on holiness in relation to euthanasia. Would not
suffering serve as a more adequate concept in relation to dying on request??

1 A few verses from the poem “Aurora Leigh” from Elizabeth Barrett Browning (“Seventh
Book”). It was first published in 1857. Taken from Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh
and Other Poems. Introduced by Cora Kaplan (London: The Women'’s Press, 1978), 304.

2 See for the Dutch discussion, e.g, Gijsbert van den Brink, “Lijden in de Bijbel: Een
verkenning” (Suffering in the Bible: An exploration), Lijden en volhouden, Lindeboomreeks
19, eds. Theo Boer and Dick Mul (Amsterdam: Buijten & Schipperheijn Motief, 2016), 19-35;
J. Belder and A.A. Teeuw, Mijn leven voltooid? (My life completed?), Artios-reeks, (Heeren-
veen: Groen, 2018), esp. 105-107. See also 12 artikelen over voltooid leven (Twelve articles on
‘completed life’), Geloven op goede gronden, eds. Henk Post and Bert van Veluw (Utrecht:
KokBoekencentrum, 2020).

© ANNEMARIEKE VAN DER WOUDE, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004527652_008
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By 4.0 license.
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One could argue that we, people living in an affluent society in the first quarter
of the twenty-first century, have lost the ability to endure suffering. It is stated
that requests for euthanasia would possibly diminish, would we be more able to
bear pain and dependency. In addition, from a religious perspective one could
bring forward that, in God’s creation, suffering is not the final and last word.

The main reason why I will not explore suffering is the following: People
who lobby for self-determination in end-of-life issues do not consider suffering
as a potential source of meaning but, instead, as a fundamental reason for their
wish to die at a moment chosen by themselves. The introduction of the notion
of suffering into the Dutch debate on euthanasia would end the conversation
even before it has started. Instead of overcoming polarization, this concept
would only supply fuel to us versus them thinking.

Another contribution from scripture to the debate on euthanasia would
seem to be the commandment: “You shall not murder” (Ex.20:13).2 Does this
commandment not formulate in plain language that, from a biblical perspec-
tive, it is forbidden to terminate someone’s life? In fact, this is a hermeneutical
question. Does the sixth commandment refer to euthanasia? I do not think so.
The Ten Commandments offer guiding principles for living together as a com-
munity in which you honor God and honor other persons. The prohibition to
kill a person in a violent and unjust way is at stake here, not the issue of dying
on request.

In order to explain why I choose holiness as my topic, I need to spend a few
words on the Dutch situation. Regarding end-of-life decisions the Netherlands
are totally unique. Since 2002, the Dutch Euthanasia Act regulates both eutha-
nasia and physician-assisted suicide.

Ever since, the number of people dying on request is growing. In 2019, it
concerned more than 6.300 men and women.* The files of reported euthanasia
also show that, in addition to the number of terminally ill people, the number
of people without a life-threatening disease is growing as well. These patients
are categorized under three headings: suffering from dementia, from a psychi-
atric disorder and from multiple afflictions related to old age.

The debate on euthanasia in the Netherlands has become highly polarized.
For those at the one end of the spectrum, consideration with every human

3 Quotations from scripture are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.

4 See the annual report of the Dutch regional euthanasia review committees: Regionale Toet-
singscommissies Euthanasie, Jaarverslag 2019 Regionale Toetsingscommissies Euthanasie
(Annual report 2019 Regional Euthanasia Review Committees) (Den Haag: Xerox/0BT, 2020).

5 Pauline S.C. Kouwenhoven, Ghislaine .M.W. van Thiel, Agnes van der Heide, Judith A.C.
Rietjens and Johannes J.M. van Delden, “Developments in Euthanasia Practice in the
Netherlands: Balancing Professional Responsibility and the Patient’s Autonomy,” European
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being’s vulnerability is an important value. This position can be observed both
within and without the confines of church communities. Within a faith com-
munity, this notion is often translated as every human being is a creature made
by God. Those who adhere to vulnerability as an essential characteristic of
human existence, are inclined to make a caricature of their opponents in the
debate on euthanasia, by using the ‘slippery slope’ argument: If we allow eutha-
nasia for the terminally ill now, termination of life will eventually become an
easy and cheap solution to shortages in the care for the elderly.

For those at the other end of the spectrum, autonomy is an important value.
They, in turn, tend to demonize their opponents, by stating that, if these would
get their way, others would determine for you when your life is compatible
with human dignity; they also tend to evoke the spectre of being forced to wile
away your life as a zombie in a nursing home.

In this tumultuous and often emotional debate, I am looking for a biblical
notion that can serve as a bridge between these two extremes. It is my inten-
tion to lend the bible—more specifically: the Old Testament—relevance in
actual dilemmas, even though these dilemmas did not exist in biblical times.®
I hold, that ‘holiness’ serves as a good candidate, because it does not point to a
characteristic of a person or an object, but to a dynamic force.

3 The Secularization of Holiness

“Das Heilige ist in aller Munde,” holiness is on everyone’s tongue, as Jochen
Schmidt states.” Holiness has migrated from the religious realm into

Journal of General Practice 25:1 (2019), 44—48. Cf. Lynn A. Jansen, Steven Wall and Franklin G.
Miller, “Drawing the Line on Physician-Assisted Death,” Journal of Medical Ethics 451 (2019),
190-197. The authors propose to restrict physician-assisted death (PAD) to terminally ill peo-
ple. On the experiences of Dutch pastors in questions regarding end-of-life issues, see Theo
Boer, Ronald Bolwijn, Maaike Graafland, Wim Graafland and Annemarieke van der Woude,
“Pastores in de PKN en hun ervaringen met euthanasie” (Pastors in the Dutch Protestant
Church and their experiences with euthanasia), Kerk en Theologie 70:2 (2019), 151-172.

6 On the complexity of using biblical notions in matters of ethics, see Christian Frevel, “Orien-
tierung! Grundfragen einer Ethik des Alten Testaments,” Mehr als Zehn Worte? Zur Bedeutung
des Alten Testaments in ethischen Fragen, Quaestiones Disputatae 273, ed. Christian Frevel
(Freiburg: Herder, 2015), 9-57.

7 Jochen Schmidt, “Kultur der Heiligkeit: Uber theologische Rede vom Unverfiigbaren in
einem sdkularen Zeitalter,” Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 113 (2016), 279—90, 279. See also
Jochen Schmidt, “Erzéhlte Heiligkeit: Uber Unverfiigbarkeit und Menschenwiirde,” Zeitschrift

flir Evangelische Ethik 61 (2017), 120—-124. Cf. Hans Joas, Die Macht des Heiligen: Eine Alterna-
tive zur Geschichte der Entzauberung (Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2017). In his philosophical
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everyday life practice. Schmidt searches for ways to connect a secularized
notion of holiness with a Christian one. He takes the concept ‘unavailability’
(“Unverfiigbarkeit”) as his point of departure. Not everything that is unavail-
able necessarily approaches holiness. Schmidt mentions the future as an
example. It is not at our disposal, but neither does it carry with it the notion
of holiness. The latter only happens when vis-a-vis the person or thing which
has been set apart—the first part of Schmidt’s definition, a neutral attitude is
impossible—the second part of his definition.

An example of an experience which, on the continuum of being unavail-
able, is closer to holiness, is looking at a work of art. The effect a painting has,
is beyond the control of the artist. A work of art emanates something to which
the onlooker responds with attentive observation. In a museum, one does not
move around in the way one does in a supermarket. It may not be obvious to
attribute works of art a holy status, but it can not be denied that art evokes
something which requires a fitting reaction.

Schmidt would state, that that which has been set apart, makes an appeal.
This appeal can be heard by anyone, but in the Christian tradition, it will be
interpreted as an appeal from God, according to Schmidt.

4 Holiness in the Bible

In the biblical tradition, nothing is holy in and of itself, but anything can
become holy. What does this mean for the concepts of life and death: are they
holy?

According to biblical standards, being alive points to being in connection,
as Christian Frevel states.® In particular, this means being in connection with
God: “Therefore my heart is glad, and my soul rejoices; my body also rests

anthropology, Joas states that holiness has not disappeared in modern societies, but instead
that the perspectives on what is seen as holy have been multiplied. See also, e.g., Everyday Life
and the Sacred: Re/Configuring Gender Studies in Religion, Studies in Theology and Religion
23, eds. Angela Berlis, Anne-Marie Korte and Kune Biezeveld (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2017);
Lynda Sexson, Ordinarily Sacred (Charlottesville: The University of Virginia Press, 1992);
Gordon Lynch, The Sacred in the Modern World: A Cultural Sociological Approach (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012); Philip Sheldrake, Spaces for the Sacred: Place, Memory and
Identity, The Hulsean Lectures 2000 (London: scM Press, 2001).

8 Christian Frevel, “Anthropologie,” Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe zum Alten und
Neuen Testament, eds. Angelika Berlejung and Christian Frevel (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 20123), 1-7, 2: “Leben ist fiir den Menschen im AT immer ein In-Beziehung-
Stehen.”
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secure. For you don’t give me up to Sheol, or let your faithful one see the Pit.
You show me the path of life. In your presence there is fullness of joy; in your
right hand are pleasures forevermore” (Ps.16:9-11).9

Does this mean that life is itself holy? Not a priori. In the way we treat living
creatures, we could honor their holy status, but this is not self-evident. In the
Western part of the world we violate the existence of plants, animals and
human beings in all possible ways. It is the negative side of our high standard
of living. But there is also a positive side. When someone suffers from a severe
disease, we are grateful that we have instruments and medicines to interfere.
So, I argue that showing respect for the untouchable status of life does not
include that it is prohibited, in all circumstances, to try to influence the course
of events.10

In the biblical tradition, life as such is not holy and the same holds true for
death. In the Old Testament, death can exert its influence, even when a person
has not died yet. Like ‘life, ‘death’ is defined in relation to the community. It
signifies the experience of being cut off from the community, even though one
is fully alive.! Remember Job: after having lost his loved ones and all his pos-
sessions, he curses the day of his birth: “Let the day perish in which I was born,
and the night that said, ‘A man-child is conceived” Why did I not die at birth,
come forth from the womb and expire?” (Job 3:3; 11).

Also in the book of Psalms we find texts that describe death as the loss of
connection with people and with God. In Psalm 88 for instance, the psalmist
experiences his painful condition simultaneously with his inability to be in
contact with the Divine: “I am counted among those who go down to the Pit; I
am like those who have no help, like those forsaken among the dead, like the

9 Cf. Kathrin Liess, Der Weg des Lebens: Psalm 16 und das Lebens- und Todesverstindnis der
Individualpsalmen, Forschungen zum Alten Testament 2.5 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2004).

10  Cf Franz-Josef Bormann, “Ist die Vorstellung eines ‘natiirlichen Todes’ noch zeitgeméf3?
Moraltheologische Uberlegungen zu einem umstrittenen Begriff,” Sterben: Dimensionen
eines anthropologischen Grundphdnomens, eds. Franz-Josef Bormann and Gian Domenico
Borasio (Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter, 2012), 325-350.

1n Cf. Els van Wijngaarden, Ready to Give up on Life: A Study into the Lived Experience of Older
People who Consider their Lives to Be Completed and no Longer Worth Living (Amersfoort:
Wilco, 2016). In her thesis Van Wijngaarden describes the experiences of Dutch elderly
people with a so-called ‘completed life’ as an incapability of making connection: with
themselves, with their proxies and with society. Cf. also Nienke P.M. Fortuin, The Search
for Meaning in Later Life: An Empirical Exploration of Religion and Death, Death Studies:
Nijmegen Studies in Thanatology 6 (Ziirich: Lit Verlag, 2020). In her thesis Fortuin distin-
guishes three master narratives of ageing: ‘ageing as decline, ‘active ageing’ and ‘ageing as
inner growth’
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slain that lie in the grave, like those whom you remember no more, for they are
cut off from your hand. Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the shades rise
up to praise you? Are your wonders known in the darkness, or your saving help
in the land of forgetfulness?” (Ps.88:4-5; 10; 12).12

In scripture, holiness entails that something or somebody is taken from
everyday life and is set apart, for a specific task or destiny. The core of priestly
theology—a literary tradition in the Old Testament in which holiness is a
central concept—can be formulated as setting apart in order to experience
proximity. In the Bible, this means proximity of the Divine, and can be attained
in two ways: liturgy and ethics.!3

The liturgical aspect of holiness is concerned with the rites. It can involve a
designated space, such as the temple; persons who are set apart, like the priests
and Levites who serve as singer, sentinel or overseer in the Jerusalem temple. It
can involve sacred times, such as the Sabbath, or feasts like Pesach. But objects
also can be holy, such as ointment with which liturgical utensils, or people that
enter into a ministry, are anointed.

Holiness is an active force that is transferable. Interaction with holy things
was enwrapped in rules. Fear of desecration and defilement was everywhere
around. Leviticus contains many of these regulations, especially in the first
part of the book: instructions for sacrifices (Lev.1-7), the investment of the
priests (Lev.8—10) and rules on purity and impurity (Lev.11-16).14

But holiness does not only affect the religious domain. It also concerns daily
life. People are set apart, in order to mirror the Lord’s holiness in the way they
live. This ethical aspect is found especially in the second half of the book, in
the so-called Holiness Code (Lev.17—26).15 To sum up, in the priestly parts of

12 Other examples are Ps.6; 22; 49; 73. See also Walter Grof}, “Zum alttestamentlich-
judischen Verstiandnis von Sterben und Tod,” Sterben, Bormann and Borasio, 465—480. Cf.
Tod und Jenseits im alten Israel und in seiner Umwelt: Theologische, religionsgeschichtliche,
archdologische und ikonographische Aspekte, Forschungen zum Alten Testament 64, eds.
Angelika Berlejung and Bernd Janowski (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009).

13 Cf. Reinhard G. Kratz, “Heiligkeit,” Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe, Berlejung and
Frevel, 242—243. See also Erich Zenger a.o., Einleitung in das Alte Testament (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1998%), 159-162.

14 For a different view, see Leigh M. Trevaskis, Holiness, Ethics and Ritual in Leviticus, Hebrew
Bible Monographs 29 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2011). Trevaskis proposes a symbolic
interpretation of Leviticus and argues that the ritual instructions in Lev.1—16 in fact are
ethical.

15 In 1877 August Klostermann used the term ‘Heiligkeitsgesetz’ for the first time, to desig-
nate Lev.a7—26. Ever since, there is an ongoing debate on these chapters as an assumed
independent legal corpus and on the literary dependency between the Holiness Code
(H) and other priestly writings (P). For a clear overview of the history of research, see
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the biblical tradition, there are two ways to experience God’s nearness: in the
cult and in ethics. With a focus on the narrative progression in the book of
Leviticus, Nihan concludes that “the overall sequence suggest[s] a pattern
of growing intimacy with the divine.”'6

5 Holiness of the Divine

What are the characteristics of the Lord’s holiness? Psalm g9 declares, as a
repetitive strain: “Holy is he!” (Ps.99:3; 5) and it closes with a hymnal phrase:
“Extol the Lord our God, and worship at his holy mountain; for the Lord our
God isholy” (Ps.99:9). The psalm illuminates: “Mighty King, lover of justice, you
have established equity; you have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob”
(Ps.99:4). That is to say: mishpat (“justice”) and tsedaka (“righteousness”) are
the fundamentals of his holy government.

The psalm is one of the so-called Yhwh-Kingship psalms (Ps.93—100). In this
song, the Lord’s holiness is intertwined with his kingship. Being king means
that he vouches for human rights and that he offers a shelter for those who
have no defense. At any rate, the kingship of Yhwh is meaningless when it is
not recognized by his people, as Henk Leene underscores in his study on the
intertextual relationships between the Yhwh-Kingship psalms and Second
Isaiah.'” The same goes for the Lord’s holiness. It can easily be neglected. His

Paavo N. Tucker, The Holiness Composition in the Book of Exodus, Forschungen zum Alten
Testament 2.98 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), esp. 10-34; Suzanne Boorer, The Vision
of the Priestly Narrative: Its Genre and Hermeneutics of Time, Ancient Israel and its Lit-
erature 27 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), esp. 2—34. See also Current Issues in Priestly and
Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, eds. Roy E. Gane and Ada
Taggar-Cohen, Resources for Biblical Study 82 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015); The Strata of the
Priestly Writings: Contemporary Debate and Future Directions, Abhandlungen zur Theolo-
gie des Alten und Neuen Testaments 95, eds. Sarah Shectman and Joel S. Baden (Ziirich:
Theologischer Verlag Ziirich, 2009). Cf. Christophe Nihan, From Priestly Torah to Penta-
teuch: A Study in the Composition of the Book of Leviticus, Forschungen zum Alten Tes-
tament 2.25 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007). The papers collected in Levitikus als Buch,
Bonner Biblische Beitrége 119, eds. Heinz-Josef Fabry and Hans-Winfried Jiingling (Berlin
& Bodenheim: Philo, 1999) focus on the characteristics of Leviticus as a structural unity.
See, e.g,, Erich Zenger, “Das Buch Levitikus als Teiltext der Tora/des Pentateuch: Eine
synchrone Lektiire mit kanonischer Perspektive,” Levitikus als Buch, Fabry and Jiingling,
47-83. Zenger divides Leviticus into seven parts, with Lev.16-17 as its center.

16 Nihan, Priestly Torah, 108 (italics original).

17 Henk Leene, Newness in Old Testament Prophecy: An Intertextual Study, Oudtestamen-
tische studién 64 (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2014), esp. 83—101.
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holiness only has significance when it is affirmed as such. That is to say, the
relational aspect of the notion of holiness cannot be overlooked.

The encounter between Moses and the Divine at the burning bush under-
scores this relational aspect (Ex.3:1-14). There, the Divine reveals himself to
Moses by mentioning his name: “I am who I am” (Ex.3:14). He declares that
he is a God of liberation: “I have observed the misery of my people who are in
Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know
their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and
to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with
milk and honey” (Ex.3:7-8).

In relation to holiness, one verse deserves special attention: “Come no
closer!, the Lord said to Moses. ‘Remove the sandals from your feet, for the
place on which you are standing is holy ground” (Ex.3:5). The ground is not
holy by nature. It has become so because of the divine presence. In his reaction,
Moses affirms the holy character: “And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to
look at God” (Ex.3:6). Attribution is an essential factor in dealing with holiness.
Moses’ attitude could have been totally different. The strength of the verses
from Elizabeth Barrett Browning, that serve as a motto for this article, relates
to this. She describes an unexpected alternative reaction of some people, when
glancing at the burning bush: “The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries.”

6 Holiness of the People

Leviticus 19 reveals how people’s behavior can be set apart, as a way to confirm
the holiness of the Divine. Its overture sounds as a program: “You shall be holy,
for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev.19:2) and its closing words are: “I am the
Lord” (Lev.19:37).

The chapter touches several domains of daily life. It contains allusions to the
Ten Commandments, ritual instructions, guidelines for dignified contact with
one another, a careful treatment of the environment and of one’s body, and so
on. The focus on all kinds of regulations towards the vulnerable is remarkable.
To mention a few:

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very
edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not
strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you
shall leave them for the poor and the alien. You shall not revile the deaf
or put a stumbling block before the blind. ... you shall love your neighbor
as yourself. You shall rise before the aged, and defer to the old. When an
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alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The
alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you
shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt
(verses taken from Lev.19:9-36).

This anthology from Leviticus 19 evokes the following picture: Every single
human being is called to look after those who cannot take care of themselves,
be it in a material, physical or social sense. Based on the guidelines in this
chapter, Aarnoud Jobsen argues that Israel’s identity is shaped by holiness: a
radical choice for an upright way of life.!® The continuously repeated utter-
ances of the Divine in this chapter, where he expresses his relationship with his
people, stand at the basis of this attitude. Next to the beginning and the end,
the phrase “I am the Lord your God,” or “I am the Lord,” occurs another four-
teen times.!9 In their careful treatment of every living creature, people express
themselves as holy partners of the Divine (cf. Lev.22:31—33).2°

7 Old Testament Anthropology

What is a human being? What constitutes their identity? What is their posi-
tion on earth? Nowadays, these are pertinent questions. Not only in relation to
self-determination at the end of one’s life, but also regarding the exploitation
of our planet and its natural resources. Obviously, the search for who people
are and for their cultural identity is not new, but at the turn of the millennium

18 Aarnoud Jobsen, “Leviticus en Numeri,” De Bijbel theologisch: Hoofdlijnen en thema’s,
eds. Klaas Spronk and Archibald van Wieringen (Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2011), 41-50, 44:
“... de identiteit van de gemeenschap van Israél [komt] tot uiting als een radicale keuze
voor integer leven.” See also Thomas Hieke, “Die Heiligkeit Gottes als Beweggrund fiir
ethisches Verhalten. Das ethische Konzept des Heiligkeitsgesetzes nach Levitikus 19,”
Mehr als Zehn Worte?, Frevel, 187—206; Hendrik L. Bosman, “Loving the Neighbour and the
Resident Alien in Leviticus 19 as Ethical Redefinition of Holiness,” Old Testament Essays
31:3 (2018), 571-590.

19 Leva9:3; 4; 10; 12; 14; 16; 18; 25; 28; 30; 31; 32; 34; 36. Cf. David T. Stewart, “Leviticus 19 as
Mini-Torah,” Current Issues, Gane and Taggar-Cohen, 299—323. Stewart offers a proposal
for the structure of Leviticus 19 into fourteen sections, based on these sixteen self-
explanations of the Lord.

20 1 Petaas-16 cites Levag:2 and 1 Thess.4:3—7, with a call to sanctification, alludes to
Lev.ag. For a description of a way of living which clashes with the Lord’s holiness, see,
e.g., Am.2:6—7. Cf. the Apostolic Exhortation Gaudete et exsultate (Rejoice and be glad)
from Pope Francis on the call to holiness in today’s world (dated 19 March 2018). See
also Rowan Williams, Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for Today (London & New York:
Bloomsbury, 2017).
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these questions have received new emphasis, due to changing circumstances
and rapid developments in society.?!

As far as the interest into a biblical anthropology is concerned, Hans Walter
Wolffs Anthropologie des Alten Testaments from 1973 stands at the basis.22 Wolffs
point of departure is that, more than being determined by the past, people are
open to the future. According to him, scripture offers a view on humankind that
is built upon four categories: nephesh (throat—vitality); bashar (flesh—body);
ruach (breath—spirit) and lev (heart—centre of emotion and intellect). In
other words, in biblical texts people are depicted in their needy (“bediirftig”),
transient (“hinfallig”), inspired (“erméchtigt”) and rational (“verniinftig”) con-
dition. “Stereometrie” is characteristic for biblical thinking, that is to say, parts
of the body also refer to functions and qualities of the individual.

Wolffs research has been criticized for several reasons. To mention two,
Wolff suggests that the biblical tradition offers one, coherent view on mankind.
Second, his study lacks a reflection on the history of religion. Nevertheless,
scholars still regard Wolff’s study as a standard work.

As noticed above, the last two decades show a renewed interest in bibli-
cal anthropology. In the German language area, Bernd Janowski and Christian
Frevel are important representatives.23 They address several hermeneutical
pitfalls in this field of research. First, biblical anthropology is a historical dis-
cipline, not only with regard to the growth of these texts over centuries, but
also in relation to their origin in the context of the Ancient Near East. Second,
actual dilemmas, evoked by insights from evolutionary biology, gene technol-

21 Cf. Christian Frevel, “Die Frage nach dem Menschen: Biblische Anthropologie als
wissenschaftliche Aufgabe—Eine Standortbestimmung,” Biblische Anthropologie: Neue
Einsichten aus dem Alten Testament, Quaestiones Disputatae 237, ed. Christian Frevel
(Freiburg: Herder, 2010), 29—63.

22 Hans Walter Wolff, Anthropologie des Alten Testaments (Miinchen: Chr. Kaiser Verlag,
1974%).

23 In addition to titles already mentioned, see Bernd Janowski, “Anthropologie des Alten
Testaments: Versuch einer Grundlegung,” Anthropologische Aufbriiche: Alttestamen-
tliche und interdisziplindre Zugdnge zur historischen Anthropologie, Forschungen zur
Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 232, ed. Andreas Wagner
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009), 13—41; Christian Frevel, “Gottesbildlichkeit
und Menschenwiirde: Freiheit, Geschopflichkeit und Wiirde des Menschen nach dem
Alten Testament,” Anthropologische Aufbriiche, Wagner, 255-274. See also Dorte Bester
and Bernd Janowski, “Anthropologie des Alten Testaments: Ein forschungsgeschicht-
licher Uberblick,” Der Mensch im alten Israel: Neue Forschungen zur alttestamentlichen
Anthropologie, Herders Biblische Studien 59, eds. Bernd Janowski and Kathrin Liess
(Freiburg, Basel & Wien: Herder, 2009), 3—40. For a clear overview and evaluation of some
publications on biblical anthropology, see Andreas Schiile, “Anthropologie des Alten Tes-
taments,” Theologische Rundschau 76 (2011), 399—414.
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ogy and neuroscience, are not reflected upon in the Bible. Despite this, bibli-
cal anthropologists maintain that biblical notions can have relevance in moral
dilemmas that show up in the first quarter of the twenty-first century.

To explore personhood in biblical writings, Bernd Janowski elaborates on
the notion of a “konstellative[r] Personbegriff,” a term used by Jan Assmann
to describe people in the Egyptian culture.?* Biblical Hebrew does not know
a term for ‘person.’?> According to biblical standards, a person is a com-
piled unity—a “Kompositum.” The body consists of several components—
reminiscent of the four categories of Wolff—and as part of the community,
every individual plays several roles. Janowski, relying on the work of Robert
Di Vito, sums up four identity markers: embeddedness, decenteredness, trans-
parency, and dependency.2® In other words, individuals in biblical times are
embedded in their social environment; the outlines of who they are, are not
clearly defined; they do not possess a hidden inner world; their authenticity
lies in their obedience towards and dependency from others.2”

The biblical concept of humanity collides with our current self-
understanding. The idea of an independent individual is deconstructed, to put

24 Bernd Janowski, “Der Mensch im alten Israel: Grundfragen alttestamentlicher
Anthropologie,” Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 102 (2005), 143-175; Bernd Janowski,
“Anerkennung und Gegenseitigkeit: Zum konstellativen Personbegriff des Alten
Testaments,” Der Mensch im alten Israel, Janowski and Liess, 181—211; Bernd Janowski,
“Konstellative Anthropologie: Zum Begriff der Person im Alten Testament,” Biblische
Anthropologie, Frevel, 64—87; Bernd Janowski, “Das Herz—ein Beziehungsorgan: Zum
Personverstdndnis des Alten Testaments,” Dimensionen der Leiblichkeit: Theologische
Zugdnge, Theologie Interdisziplinér 16, eds. Bernd Janowski and Christoph Schwobel
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlagsgesellschaft, 2015), 1—45. See also Jan Assmann,
“Konstellative Anthropologie: Zum Bild des Menschen im alten Agypten,” Der Mensch im
alten Israel, Janowski and Liess, 95—120.

25  Cf Klaus Neumann, “Person,” Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe, Berlejung and
Frevel, 339—340.

26 In German translation Robert A. Di Vito, “Alttestamentliche Anthropologie und die
Konstruktion personaler Identitét,” Der Mensch im alten Israel, Janowski and Liess, 213—241.

27 Fora critical evaluation of Di Vito’s Old Testament anthropology, see the papers collected
in Individualitit und Selbstreflexion in den Literaturen des Alten Testaments, Veroffentli-
chungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschatft fiir Theologie 48, eds. Andreas Wagner and
Jiirgen van Oorschot (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2017); cf. Anthropologie(n) des
Alten Testaments, Veroffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft fiir Theologie
42, eds. Andreas Wagner and Jiirgen van Oorschot (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,
2015). See also Dorothea Erbele-Kiister, “Biblische Anthropologie und Ethik,” Was ist
theologische Ethik? Grundbestimmungen und Grundvorstellungen, eds. Michael Roth and
Marcus Held (Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter, 2018), 339—351. Erbele-Kiister argues that an
Old Testament anthropology consists of three components: corporeality, temporality and
narrativity.
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it anachronistically. From a biblical point of view, the web of relations to which
a person belongs does not limit their possibilities but, instead, enlarges them.
Human identity in biblical times is fluid.

8 Conclusion: A Cautious Commitment

The question of which things exactly are holy, is not the proper one. The
proper question is: how can something become holy? This question is inextri-
cably linked to the question of how we can recognize holiness in something
or someone. Thus, in this essay, I have not employed a material definition of
holiness, but a formal one. The clue to holiness is attribution.

Jochen Schmidt’s secular interpretation of holiness, is twofold: not being
at our disposal, from which an appeal emanates. The stronger the appeal that
something unattainable to our interference makes on us, the closer it touches
on being holy. I associate this not-being-at-our-disposal to the liturgical aspect
of the biblical concept ‘holy, while I associate the appeal it makes to the ethi-
cal aspect. In the biblical view, there are two ways to honor that which is holy:
by timidly approaching it, and by answering to the plea of those who can not
defend themselves.

When applied to the issue of euthanasia, this means the following: the
question of human death takes us into a realm over which we as a society do
not have control. It is holy ground, which we can only approach with timidity:
“Remove the sandals from your feet.” It is, moreover, a question which makes
an appeal. This I consider the most essential contribution of the Christian tra-
dition to the debate on euthanasia. The biblical concept of holiness invites
us, as a society, to consider the request for ending life not as a problem to be
solved, but rather as an issue in which we recognize an appeal. This involves
a change of perspective. It shifts the attention away from the person making
the request, to those around them—the small circle of friends and relatives as
well as the larger circle of society. This is in line with the biblical concept of
humanity, in which a person’s identity is constituted by their web of relations.

By introducing the notion of holiness, biblical language can contribute to
overcoming the polarization between two opposing values in the debate on
euthanasia: vulnerability versus autonomy. It supports the establishment of
a new ‘we.’ A society which shows a sensitivity for someone’s or something’s
potentially holy character, gains in quality. It will become more modest,
because it acknowledges that there are issues and people on which it has no
grip. Such a society will be more attentive because it is aware of how easy it is to
pass by, and miss, the holy. It will also be more engaged. It will try to answer the
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call for careful interaction. Every person who longs for the end of life deserves
our cautious commitment.
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CHAPTER 7
Sowing Hope in a Polarized Agricultural Debate

Jan jorrit Hasselaar, Philipp Pattberg and Peter-Ben Smit

1 Introduction!

On October 1, 2019 farmer protests caused the largest traffic jam ever in the
Netherlands. Two weeks later, military trucks in the streets of The Hague were
preventing farmers from protesting at ‘Het Binnenhof, the political heart of
the Netherlands. These protests were a response to recent discussions about
reducing the emission of nitrogen. In September 2019, the Remkes commission
recommended in the report that ‘not everything is possible’ and that farms
situated close to nature reserves should be bought out or transformed into
more environmentally friendly farms in order to reduce these emissions.? As
indicated, the farmers became furious and caused the traffic jam.

The nitrogen reduction recommendations seem to trigger an underlying
feeling of ‘us-them’ amongst farmers, as expressed by Mark van den Oever,
one of the protest organizers, just before the traffic jam: “We feel as if we're
being put in the dunces’ corner by city types who come and tell us how things
should be in the countryside.” The ‘city type’ can appear in many forms: the
activist, the politician and the journalist. According to Van den Oever, there
is a sentiment among farmers that they get blamed for everything and that
the city types try to bully them away. In other words, Van den Over experi-
ences an us-them feeling between farmers on the one hand and ‘city types’ on
the other.3

Earlier that year, on May 13th, there was a clear physical illustration
of ‘us-them’ when one hundred animal activists from the international

1 A special thanks for his constructive remarks to dr. Paul Koster, Department of Spatial
Economics, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.

2 Adviescollege Stikstofproblematiek, Niet Alles Kan: Aanbevelingen voor de Korte Termijn (Not
everythingis possible: Short term recommendations) (25 September 2019). Available athttps://
www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2019/09/25/eerste-advies-adviescollege
-stikstofproblematiek.

3 Emiel Hakkenes, “Den Haag wacht grimmig boerenprotest: ‘Stedelingen zetten ons in de
verdomhoek” (The Hague awaits grim farmer’s protest: ‘City types put us in the dark’), Trouw,
28 September 2019, https://www.trouw.nl/nieuws/den-haag-wacht-grimmig-boerenprotest
-stedelingen-zetten-ons-in-de-verdomhoek~bz2ebabbc/, accessed November 1, 2020.
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organization Meat the Victims occupied a pig farm in the municipality of
Boxtel in North Brabant (Netherlands) to draw attention to animal suffering.
Farmers gathered to counter-protest and tipped cars that belonged to animal
activists into a ditch. As a result of this confrontation, the previously men-
tioned Van den Oever founded the Farmers Defence Force, an agricultural
action group defending the interests of farmers with its own website and a
WhatsApp group.* “Now, if there is a raid somewhere, all the farmer has to do
is send a WhatsApp message and we come to help him.”> These illustrations
seem to indicate a growing ‘us-them’ thinking in the debate over the future of
agriculture.

The debate about the future of agriculture is related to several Sustainable
Development Goals (sDGs). In the past few years, the SDGs have become the
common language of governments, NGOs and business to address the most
pressing development challenges for humanity and the planet, including cli-
mate change, biodiversity, poverty, and gender issues. The sDGs prescribe an
agenda for sustainable development in the period 2015-2030. However, reach-
ing the sDGs remains a major challenge. As sDG 17 notes, cooperation and
partnership are required to achieve the other 16 SDGs; but such cooperation is
not always self-evident. One of the main challenges is overcoming polarizing
positions between parties when it comes to particular sDGs, as seen in the
agricultural sector in the Netherlands.

This article explores a religious-inspired contribution to transition research.
It seeks to develop an interdisciplinary contribution to the transition to circu-
lar agriculture in the Netherlands by exploring the potential role of the concept
of hope. More specifically, we investigate whether the concept of hope might
be able to facilitate moving beyond polarization in the transition to circular
agriculture in the Netherlands. In doing so and while drawing on theology in
Jewish and Christian traditions as a resource, it makes sense to take scripture
itself as the point of departure. This takes place in two ways: (a) we focus on
the concept of hope, derived from the biblical narrative of the Exodus, set forth
by Jonathan Sacks, a British scholar and public intellectual in the tradition
of Judaism; (b) we substantiate the dialogical approach to discernment that
views diversity and even disagreement and conflict as a resource and catalyst
for creativity rather than an obstacle that needs to be overcome or passed over
by means of an appeal to canonical hermeneutics as they have been developed
in the field of biblical studies and the theological reflection on the canon of the
(Christian) Bible.

4 www.farmersdefenceforce.nl.
5 www.farmersdefenceforce.nl.
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The remainder of this article is structured as follows. After this introduc-
tion, we describe the situation in the agricultural sector in the Netherlands.
The following section conceptualizes the problems in the agricultural sector
as a wicked problem. The section thereafter highlights subsequent governance
challenges when it comes to wicked problems. Next, the notion of hope in the
work of Jonathan Sacks is explored. Then, an operationalization of the concept
of hope is illustrated in the mining sectors in South Africa. The section thereaf-
ter investigates an implementation of the concept of hope in the ‘Food Valley’
(the Netherlands). Then some questions about ecclesial innovation are made.
The last section offers some concluding remarks.

2 Dutch Agriculture

Having witnessed the Dutch famine at the end of the Second World War, Sicco
Mansholt, Dutch Minister of Agriculture (1945-1958) and European Com-
missioner for Agriculture (1958-1972) was determined to ensure that Europe
would be a place without hunger. Mansholt was convinced that Europe needed
to become self-sufficient and that a stable supply of affordable food should be
guaranteed for all inhabitants of Europe. Therefore, he set in motion a program
to modernize agriculture profoundly in order to avoid future shortages and
guarantee production efficiency. One of his policy measures was the ratio-
nalization and upscaling of farm productivity, which resulted among others
in the application of chemical crop protection substances and technological
development to save labor. From a production perspective, the Dutch agri-
cultural sector has been highly successful. For example, according to Statis-
tics Netherlands (cBs) and Wageningen Economic Research, the agricultural
goods exports from the Netherlands amounted to an estimated go.3 billion
euros in 2018. With this export value, the small country of the Netherlands
is the world’s largest exporter of agricultural goods after the United States.
Agricultural commodities account for nearly one-fifth of Dutch commodity
exports: 18.2 percent in 2018. Domestic production accounts for 72.4 percent of
these agricultural exports.®

In September 2018 Carola Schouten, Minister of Agriculture, Nature and
Food Quality, published the vision Agriculture, Nature and Food: Valuable and

6 Mark Dolman, Gerben Jukema en Pascal Ramaekers, De Nederlandse landbouwexport in 2018
in breder perspectief (Dutch agricultural exports in 2018 in a wider perspective) (Wageningen:
Wageningen Economic Research en het Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2019). Available
at http://edepot.wur.nl/468099.
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Connected. In this vision she describes the current situation of farming, hor-
ticulture and fisheries in the Netherlands. Characteristics of these sectors, in
line with Mansholt’s modernization, are that they produce at low costs and
that there is an emphasis on cutting costs and increasing production, result-
ing in upscaling. In her vision, the Minister highlights the added value and
achievement of the sector. However, at the same time she argues that the cur-
rent production methods are not without cost. In her vision, she states that
these methods lead to two substantial imbalances.”

First, cost reductions and production increases result in small and sometimes
even negative profit margins, which makes the sectors vulnerable in economic
terms. This leads to substantial income uncertainty for actors in the sector.

Second, intensive production has come at the expense of biodiversity,
the environment, the quality of drinking water and the attractiveness of the
landscape.

According to the Minister, these reasons provide an argument to make
a transition to circular agriculture. Katrien Termeer, Professor of Public
Administration and Policy (Wageningen University), deepens this argument
by stating that there are not just two imbalances in the agricultural sector, but
that there is a range of problems and challenges, among others strengthening
the position of the famer in the chain, synergy between agriculture and bio-
diversity, adaptation to climate change, reduction of food waste, reduction of
CcO2 emissions, animal welfare and limited resources.8 Termeer uses the term
‘wicked problems’ to describe these problems and challenges.

3 Wicked Problems

Wicked problems were originally defined by Churchman,® and Rittel and
Webber!® as those incomprehensible and resistant to a solution. Head and

7 Carola Schouten, Landbouw, natuur en voedsel: Waardevol en verbonden. Nederland als
koploper in kringlooplandbouw (Agriculture, nature and food: Valuable and connected.
The Netherlands as a frontrunner in circular agriculture) (2018), 11-12. Available at https://
www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/beleidsnota-s/2018/09/08/visie-landbouw-natuur
-en-voedsel-waardevol-en-verbonden.

8 Katrien Termeer, Het bewerkstelligen van een transitie naar kringlooplandbouw (Achiev-
ing a transition to circular agriculture) (Wageningen: Wageningen University & Research,
2019), 2.

9 C. West Churchman, “Free for all,” Management Science 14 (1967), B141-B142.

10 Horst WJ. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,’
Policy Sciences 4 (1973), 155-169.
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Alford argue “that degrees of ‘wickedness’ can be understood by reference to
multiple dimensions and that it is possible to frame partial, provisional courses
of action against wicked problems.”!! Wicked problems arise in situations
wherein “stakeholders may have conflicting interpretations of the problem
and the science behind it, as well as different values, goals, and life experienc-
es.12 Wicked problems are also known to have key characteristics. According
to Head and Alford, they are associated with (a) social pluralism (i.e., multiple
interests and values of stakeholders); (b) institutional complexity (the context
of interorganizational cooperation and multilevel governance); and (c) sci-
entific uncertainty (fragmentation and gaps in reliable knowledge). Wicked
problems have been identified and studied in various policy domains, includ-
ing disasters and crises, climate change responses, natural resource man-
agement, health care, urban and regional planning, business planning and
cybernetics. Rittel and Webber identified ten primary characteristics of wicked
problems:

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem;

2. Wicked problems have no ‘stopping rule’ (i.e., no definitive solution);

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad;

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked
problem;

5.  Every (attempted) solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one-shot operation’;
the results cannot be readily undone, and there is no opportunity to learn
by trial and error;

6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively

describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of

permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan;

Every wicked problem is essentially unique;

3

8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another
problem;

9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be
explained in numerous ways;

10. The planner has no ‘right to be wrong’ (i.e., there is no public tolerance of
experiments that fail).

un Brian W. Head and John Alford, “Wicked problems: Implications for Public Policy and
Management,” Administration & Society 47:6 (2015), 711—739.

12 Marshall Kreuter, Christopher De Rosa, Elizabeth Howze and Grant Baldwin, “Under-
standing Wicked Problems: A Key to Advancing Environmental Health Promotion,”
Health Education & Behavior 31 (2004), 441-454.
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We will argue that these characteristics of wicked problems seem to help us to
understand the cause of polarization in the agricultural sector. In the view of
Termeer, several of these characteristics of wicked problems can be applied to
the problems and challenges in the agricultural sector.3

First, there are many parties involved in all layers of government (local,
regional, national, European, global); an increasing number of policy domains
(agriculture, environment, nature, health, energy, aid and trade); public and
private domains (farmers, parties in the chain, service providers, governments
and civil organizations) and the wider public (citizens, neighbors and consum-
ers). These parties often have different and conflicting values and targets.

Second, and important to understanding the cause of polarization, the par-
ties have different and often conflicting ideas of the problem at hand. This
can vary from reduction of the fertility of the soil to presence of too many
animals. Due to different points of view and interests, parties have divergent
ideas about solutions, ranging from innovative sustainable systems in factory
farming to reduction of the consumption of meat.

Third, the impossibility of giving the problem a definitive formulation. The
problems change regularly in shape due to interventions and autonomous
dynamics (e.g., economic growth); policy intervention (e.g., abolition of the
milk quota and agreements regarding climate change); and incidents (Q fever,
fipronil, drought and flooding). Most problems have a long history of policy
interventions.

Fourth, every problem can be considered to be a symptom of another prob-
lem. Many examples can be given of solutions that were useful in the past, but
lead to problems in the present situation. The reason for this is that there was
only attention to a partial problem, some effects were unforeseen or values
in society have changed. For example, measures with regard to animal wel-
fare that caused extra emission of particulates, the consequences of detailed
legislation on fertilizers for soil fertility, or undesirable side-effects of several
generations of Common Agricultural Policy.

Fifth, today’s solutions lead to the problems of tomorrow, including the lack
of a stopping rule (to know when a problem has been resolved). Despite the
ambitions and efforts of successive governments, the problems appear not to
be solved once and for all.

Describing the problems and challenges in the agricultural sector as wicked
problems raises at least the corner of the veil of the cause of polarization. The
parties involved have often different and conflicting ideas of the problem at

13 Termeer, Het bewerkstelligen van een transitie, 8.
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hand. Reducing the complexity of the ‘wicked problem’ to a single cause and
a related one-dimensional solution leads to further polarization of the debate
about the future of agriculture. Is it possible to tackle this tendency toward
polarization?

4 Governance of Wicked Problems

Termeer argues that dealing with the interdependent problems and chal-
lenges in the agricultural sector demands a transition that is characterized by
a shared urgency to deal with the problems and challenges involved.* In her
vision, the Minister states also that the entire supply chain, the government
and consumers have a role to play.!® Or, to put it in the words of the Council
for the Environment and Infrastructure (RLI): “The inescapable need to adapt
our food system provides an excellent opportunity to unite farmers, the food
processing industry, the retail sector and consumers in a unique coalition for
sustainable and healthy food.”6

Cooperation may be required in order to stimulate a transition toward a
circular agriculture, but in the introduction we have seen that there is a cur-
rent tendency toward polarization. The tendency was also reflected in a large
survey in 2018 showing that more than 80% of Dutch farmers want to use more
environment-friendly methods. However, the survey also shows that farmers
experience a big gap between farmers and consumers/citizens and society,
farmers and supermarkets and farmers and their representing organizations.
Interests diverge and trust is often lacking. In 2019, an extended version of this
survey was done. This survey shows that there seems to be a further polar-
ization of opinions between farmer-citizen and city-agricultural sector. At the
same time, although less visible, there is a tendency toward cooperation and
connection. What is striking are the more radical and extreme positions of
young farmers (under the age of 40) in the debate.!”

14 Termeer, Het bewerkstelligen van een transitie, 3.

15 Schouten, Landbouw, natuur en voedsel, 20.

16 Raad voor de leefomgeving en infrastructuur, Duurzaam en gezond: Samen naar een
houdbaar voedselsysteem (Council for the living environment and infrastructure, Sustain-
able and healthy: Together towards a sustainable food system) (Den Haag: Raad voor de
leefomgeving en infrastructuur, 2018), available at https://www.rli.nl/sites/default/files
/duurzaam_en_gezond_samen_naar_een_houdbaar_voedselsysteem_def 1.pdf.

17 “De Staat van de Boer” (The farmer’s state) (2018). Available at https://destaatvandeboer
trouw.nl/.


https://destaatvandeboer.trouw.nl/
https://destaatvandeboer.trouw.nl/

162 HASSELAAR ET AL.

Over the last decennia, several initiatives have been taken to create a
transition in the agricultural sector, for example reducing livestock, easing the
tension between consumer-citizen perspectives, and strengthening the posi-
tion of the farmer in the chain.!® These earlier initiatives all started with high
ambitions and a lot of energy and then got stuck in blockades and quietly died
due to the presence of taboos, in the sense of strongly held convictions that
are hard to change and about which it is hardly possible to speak about. Ter-
meer states that it is necessary for a real transition to face these taboos and
make them a subject of conversation. The best way of approaching such a
conversation is a political and societal dialogue.!® Kim Putters, director of the
Netherlands Institute for Social Research (Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau),
also argues for a societal dialogue to deal with wicked problems in Dutch soci-
ety instead of dealing with them as being relatively ‘simple’ policy problems.20

This chapter investigates a somewhat unexpected—and therefore poten-
tially innovative—approach to support this direction of dealing with wicked
problems given by Termeer and Putters. We delve more deeply into the con-
cept of hope of the wisdom traditions of Judaism and Christianity.

5 Hope

The first sections of this article elaborated on the challenges in the Dutch agri-
cultural sector. The next is about the challenge for the church in these situa-
tions. Here we want to highlight ‘hope’ as a promising concept for overcoming
stagnation and conflict in the context of wicked problems. Hope can be con-
sidered, together with faith and love, as one of the core values in the Christian
tradition (1 Cor. 13: 13). Recently, Volf and Croasmun have reminded us that
religious wisdom traditions, and theology as a systematic reflection on them,
are about a certain perspective of flourishing life.?! In the following we argue
that, in the context of polarizing positions and resulting paralysis, there is a
biblical tradition that identifies ‘hope’ as a promising concept for overcoming
stagnation caused by conflict.

18 Termeer, Het bewerkstelligen van een transitie, 8.

19 Termeer, Het bewerkstelligen van een transitie, 3, 8.

20  Kim Putters, Veenbrand: Smeulende kwesties in de welvarende samenleving (Peat fire:
Smoldering issues in the prosperous society) (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 2019), 214.

21 Miroslav Volf and Matthew Croasmun, For the Life of the World: Theology That Makes a
Difference (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2019).
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In the twentieth century important contributions on hope were made, such
as Ernst Bloch’s three-volume compendium The Principle of Hope (1954, 1955
and 1959), Jiirgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope (1964) and Erich Fromm’s The
Revolution of Hope (1968). Although the concept has received much scholarly
attention, its potential for addressing 21st century challenges has been left
curiously underexplored. For instance, in 2015, literary scholar and cultural
critic Terry Eagleton remarked that hope “... has been a curiously neglected
notion in an age which, in Raymond Williams’s words, confronts us with ‘the
felt loss of a future.”22

To move from the concept of hope to hope as a catalyst for overcoming
conflict and contestations in the sector of agriculture, we look in particular at
the understanding of hope set forth by Jonathan Sacks, a British scholar and
public intellectual in the tradition of Judaism. The reason for this is that Sacks
provides a particular view of hope that is promising in relation to the issue of
decision making in situations of conflicting positions and uncertainty. Inno-
vatively utilizing the resources of the Jewish tradition, Sacks conceptualizes,
based on the narrative of the Exodus, hope as a narrative of individual and
societal transformation. In this process of transformation, key stakeholders,
individually and collectively, learn to open up their identities, the images—of
themselves, others and the world—people live by, and to include the inter-
est of oneself and others into a common identity.23 Therefore, hope is best
expressed as a learning process that seeks to create relations of trust that teach
one how to honor both the interest of oneself and others. According to Sacks,
this process is supported by two institutions: covenant and public Sabbath. In
the covenant, parties with often contrasting interests exchange voluntarily and
each on their own terms a promise to take responsibility for a shared future.
The public Sabbath has the following characteristics.2

First, the public Sabbath as Utopia Now celebrates the liberating perspec-
tive, the new ‘we, in the present order not to get lost in the transformation, not
to forget that the present situation is no longer one’s identity and to remind
people of what they are aiming at.

22 Terry Eagleton, Hope without Optimism (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
2015), XI.

23 See Jonathan Sacks, The Politics of Hope (London: Jonathan Cape, 1997); Jonathan Sacks,
Future Tense: Jews, Judaism, and Israel in the Twenty-First Century (New York: Schocken
Books, 2009); Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation, Exodus: The Book of Redemption
(Jerusalem: Maggid Books, 2010).

24  Jan Jorrit Hasselaar, “Hope in the Context of Climate Change: Jonathan Sacks’ Interpre-
tation of the Exodus and Radical Uncertainty,” International Journal of Public Theology 14
(2020), 224-240.
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Second, the public Sabbath seeks to orientate people to something larger
than their present identity. The Sabbath is a neutral space, as it values the dig-
nity of difference among the participants. The experiences of these differences
can make people aware of their own perspective and has the potential to open
them up to the possibility of developing a new and common identity.

Third, the public Sabbath seeks to stimulate positive other-regarding behav-
ior, especially relations of kindness and love, that seek to honor oneself and
the other, especially those yet excluded. These relations can never be taken
for granted and have to be developed, because they are never immune to fear,
free-riding, cynicism and power games to gain influence.

Fourth, the public Sabbath is an embodied performance that can bring in
the power of symbol, music, memory, narrative, poetry, prayer, ritual, art and
imagination in order to create and shape a common identity. Music, for exam-
ple, has the ability to imagine and dream about a different reality than the
present one or to express frustration about the current state of affairs, and can
thus help to make the first steps to become honest and to put a vision into
practice.

Sacks considers a public Sabbath as the key to a politics of hope.2> The rea-
son for this is that the Sabbath is a regular institution to stimulate individual
and societal transformation. Nevertheless, covenant and Sabbath are two sides
of the same coin. During the transformation, stimulated by a public Sabbath,
the parties involved develop the willingness to exchange promises for a shared
future (covenant). Several dimensions of such a public Sabbath can be found
in a real-life initiative. The following section discusses an operationalization of
Sacks’ concept of hope, including a public Sabbath.

6 Courageous Conversations

An example of an operationalization of hope as a transition, including a pub-
lic Sabbath, can be found in the so-called Safe Space Dialogue (ssD) in South
Africa. ssD is a social design approach that has been developed in the context
of the transition in the mining sector in South Africa and was expressed in the
initiative of ‘Courageous Conversations.’ This initiative was started by Thabo
Makgoba, successor of Desmond Tutu as Archbishop of Cape Town. It con-
sists of a series of courageous conversations between parties involved in the

25 Sacks, Exodus, 331.
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mining chain in order to co-create a vision of the future. The conversations
are held in safe spaces. These spaces have several characteristics of the public
Sabbaths above. The objective of the ssD is to establish a platform for transfor-
mative discussions between representative actors in the mining sector in a way
that is not about narrow self-interest, positioning or antagonism, but rather
a transparent, honest, and constructive dialogue reflecting on the complex
challenges and opportunities that this sector faces. The ssD is supported by
a Steering Committee. The composition of the steering committee represents
the interests of the various stakeholders involved in the project. The ssD is
also supported by several task teams, for example a team on Socio-Economic
Development (SED). These teams meet regularly to facilitate, implement and
oversee the programs within the mining communities. The diagram below
presents the management structure of the Courageous Conversation project
in South Africa, including the roles of the Steering committee and its involve-
ment and relationship with the various task teams.

The next section discusses how such an approach can be applied to the
agricultural sector in the Netherlands.

Structure Responsibilities

Convenor of a safe space

The Archbishop of

Cape Town Overarchingstrategic function and guidance
(Represented by His Grace’s office)

Policy and governance

Multi-stakeholderrepresentation

Socio-
economic
development
task team

Deliver work packages

Report to Steerco, work guided and governed by Steerco

Work package 1
Work package 2
Work package ..n

Local organisations (Churches, NGOs) Engaged on supporting relevant work packages

FIGURE 7.1 Management structure of the Courageous Conversations in South Africa
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7 Food Valley Case Study

We have argued that earlier initiatives for a transition in the agricultural sec-
tor started with high ambitions and a lot of energy, but got stuck and quietly
died. Therefore, Termeer and Putters argue for a political and societal dialogue.
Sacks’ understanding of hope provides a transition pathway in which dialogue
between all relevant parties plays a key role.

During a Round Table, in May 2019, first steps were taken to explore and
operationalize Sacks’ concept of hope in order to overcome polarized situa-
tions in the agricultural sector in the Netherlands, more in particular in the
Food Valley.26 This Round Table was initiated by Rabobank, the municipality
of Ede, and an interdisciplinary research group, including economists, theo-
logians and political researchers of the Amsterdam Sustainability Institute of
the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. The Round Table brought together farmers,
representatives of environmental organizations, bankers, politicians (local,
regional and national), clergy, policymakers and scientists. The Round Table
was structured by three rounds. The first round started with challenges in
the agricultural sector explored from the perspective of a farmer, the perspec-
tive of an environmental organization, and from the perspective of an Envi-
ronmental Assessment Agency. This round made visible that over the years the
same kind of problems come back—e.g., manure surplus, biodiversity loss and
the number of animals in the sector living under poor conditions— but each
time in a different form. Problems related to, e.g., phosphate and fertilizers
were addressed technically. As a result, one problem was solved but two new
ones emerged. During the discussion, it became clear that in the agricultural
sector the problems should be considered in interdependency. But this raises
questions like: Where should we start? and Who is responsible?—especially
when uncontrollable international dimensions play a role as well. A topic
that comes up in the discussion is the difficulty farmers face earning a decent
income. Although the farmers state that it is necessary to earn a living, what
they really miss is recognition for the work they are doing. The agricultural

26 The Food Valley is an important agro-food centre of Europe and located around munic-
ipalities like Ede, Nijkerk and Wageningen, close to the middle of the Netherlands. The
reason to choose the Food Valley is twofold. First, in the Food Valley there are intensive
relationships between town and country, the presence of farmers involved, global play-
ers in the primary sector, the supplying and processing industry and the knowledge and
education institutions. These relationships contain the ingredients for a proper case
study. Second, Minister Schouten has selected the Food Valley as one of her ‘region deals’
(Regio Deals) to face challenges as expressed in the transition to circular agriculture
(Schouten, Landbouw, natuur en voedsel).
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sector is often blamed for what is wrong, but farmers feel that they rarely
receive appreciation for the work they are performing. In the discussion, the
importance of good communication was stressed. According to several par-
ties around the table, every topic can be discussed, but it should be done in a
respectful way.

In the second round, the perspective of hope as a contribution to overcom-
ing the challenges identified in the first round was explored from a scientific
perspective and a perspective from the region. In this round, the daily trage-
dies with which farmers often have to deal was mentioned, e.g., avian influ-
enza, fipronil and/or the burning down of a stall. Where then is the hope?
The question is answered by a reference to two examples in which people
worked together toward a shared future. The first example refers to joined par-
ticipation in courses about the fertility of the soil by farmers, civil servants,
ecologists, water authorities, and so on. The second example is about the Man-
ifesto of Salentein in which farmers and politicians explore the future of the
agricultural sector. The last round explored the usefulness and necessity of
next steps forward of developing hope as a catalyst for furthering responsi-
ble and broadly supported decision making in the context of the transition to
circular agriculture. The focus of the third and last round is on the question
of whether it is appropriate to develop further connections between the dis-
cussed concept of hope and a transition toward circular agriculture. In this
round, a banker argues that the present perspective toward a circular agricul-
ture is still too abstract to put farmers in motion. The importance is stressed
of developing a shared image of the future together as has been done with the
Deltaplan for Biodiversity, in line with the above-described concept of hope.
In this plan, all stakeholders are involved. Although there are conflicting inter-
ests in the present, a shared image and the possibility to create more time
for the transition allows stakeholders to explore steps forward in the present.
Besides that, it is considered as essential to change the way parties are treating
one another. The importance is stressed of creating space for one another,
even or especially when there are conflicting interests. A local politician high-
lights the need for a new covenant between all stakeholders based on taking
responsibility for a shared future. Such a covenant allows parties to go beyond
a ‘we and them’ in the present. However, a key question is raised: Who should
take the lead in creating such a covenant? A representative of the church
states that the churches played such a role in the past, but that it is hard for
the church to play this role in the present due to its changed and marginalized
role in society. Recommendations are made, for example to organize the next
meeting with all relevant stakeholders in order to create a shared perspective
for the Food Valley.
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8 Ecclesial Innovation

On what basis can the above outline of a communal hermeneutics be built? A
number of available—and interrelated—paradigms exist, for instance theolo-
gies that proceed from a ‘social’ understanding of the Trinity, or theologies that
use a liturgical, or more emphatically ‘eucharistic’ paradigm, or theologies
that stress the hermeneutical nature of the church qua community of interpre-
tation.?? In the context of discourse that also draws on Christian theology as a
resource, it stands to reason to draw on something that is key to most forms of
Christian theology: scripture itself, in particular the hermeneutics that can be
seen to be implied by the formation of and the subsequent functioning of the
biblical canon.?8 As one building block of the argument of this essay, it will be
shown here how precisely the Christian tradition’s foundational witness can
be seen to embody a hermeneutics that undergirds the communal discern-
ment of hope as discussed above.

Canonical critics, such as James A. Sanders and Francis Watson,?® have
explored in depth the question of whether the way in which a writing or a cor-
pus of writings has come into existence should not be taken into account in its
interpretation; both answered this question affirmatively, drawing attention
to the hermeneutics implied by the formation and early reception of the bib-
lical canon.30 Aspects of this include the following, utilizing New Testament
examples for the sake of argument (HB/OT examples could also be adduced
easily). In the case of the Gospels, as well as, to be sure, in the case of the work
of Paul and its reception (in pseudepigraphical Pauline letters, as well as in
those of James and Peter), part of the documents pertaining to the prehistory

27 Reference to all of these paradigms is made in: Peter-Ben Smit, Traditie als Missie: 125 Jaar
Unie van Utrecht—i275 jaar in de voetsporen van St. Willibrord (Tradition as mission: 125
Years of the Union of Utrecht—i275 years in the footsteps of St. Willibrord), (Amersfoort/
Sliedrecht: Oud-Katholiek Boekhuis/Merweboek, 2015).

28 What follows has been adapted from: Peter-Ben Smit, “From Divisive Diversity to
Catholic Fullness? Canon and Ecclesial Unity Reconsidered,” in Catholicity under Pres-
sure: Proceedings of the 18th Academic Consultation of the Societas Oecumenica, Beihefte
zur Okumenischen Rundschau 105, eds. Dagmar Heller and Péter Szentpétery (Leipzig:
Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2016), 391-409.

29  Cf James A. Sanders, Canon and Community: A Guide to Canonical Criticism (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984) and Francis Watson, Gospel Writing: A Canonical Perspective (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2013). See also: Peter-Ben Smit, “Authority in the New Testament and the New
Testament’s Authority,” Ecclesiology 13 (2017), 83—101.

30  Cf also, e.g, Theo K. Heckel, Vom Evangelium zum viergestaltigen Evangelium (Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 1999), as well as the essays in Richard Bauckham (ed.), The Gospels for All
Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).
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of the canonical writings has been canonized as well. Because Mark and Luke,
Matthew, and John have become part of the canon, documents belonging to at
least two stages of the process (Mark on the one hand, the rest on the other) of
the formation of the authoritative memory of Jesus have been enshrined in its
authoritative scriptures. If Matthew, Luke, or even John had been intended to
replace Mark, the canon partially reverses this development: now all four are
canonical.3! All of this applies also to the work of Paul and its diverse reception,
already in the writings that are now canonical. This has one important implica-
tion: The ongoing search for identity ‘in Christ’ with the appertaining produc-
tion of ever new authoritative or at least supplementary texts is documented
in the canonical writings themselves, which, therefore, are only authoritative
in concert with each other, no longer on their own.32 All of this constitutes,
in fact, a prolonged reflection on the hermeneutical consequences of a prin-
ciple of historical-critical, more specifically tradition-historical research, that
is to say: the principle that the genesis of a text is of importance for under-
standing it. If this is the case, then it becomes particularly inviting to further
reflect on the question of what it would mean for the interpretation of the
canonical writings whether the fact that historical emergence of the canon
had many centripetal aspects does not need to be taken into account when
reading its contents. Doing so invites considering the following insights of the
New Testament scholar Michael Wolter:

The intensive search for a linguistically and existentially differentiable
and unifying center of Christian identity and the impossibility to deter-
mine it unambiguously ... [was] already an integral part of the historical
existence of the Christian communities from the beginning. The tension
between unity and diversity would therefore not be a problem given

31 See on this, the general argument of Watson, Gospel.

32 Michael Wolter, “Die Vielfalt der Schrift und die Einheit des Kanons,” in Die Einheit der
Schrift und die Vielfalt des Kanons, eds. John Barton and Michael Wolter (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2003), 45-68, 65; Judith Gruber, Theologie nach dem Cultural Turn: Interkultur-
alitdt als theologische Ressource (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2013), 20, 25—26; see also: Judith
M. Lieu, Neither Jew nor Greek? Constructing Early Christianity (London: T&T Clark, 2002),
2—3: “Texts do not simply reflect a ‘history’ going on independently of them, they are them-
selves part of the process by which ... Christianity came into being. For it was through
literature that ... a self-understanding was shaped and articulated, and then mediated to
and appropriated by others, and through literature that people and ideas were included
or excluded. What the texts were doing is sometimes as, if not more, important than what
they were saying.”
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only with the canon, but a fundamental and thus irrevocable fact of the
historical existence of Christianity in general.33

According to Wolter’s line of thought, the conceptualization of a notion such
as the ‘unity of the church’ (as well, to be sure, as that of the ‘meaning of the
canon’) shifts from a fixed or fixable historical or current situation to that of
a process. The image that emerges is one in which the canonical writings do
not so much constitute a stable and clear form (or source) of Christian iden-
tity and unity and communicate this (when read correctly) in an unequivocal
way, but are rather the witnesses of (and catalysts for) an ongoing dialogical
and even conflictuous search for such unity and identity. This search is evi-
denced precisely also by the various differences and disagreements between
the canonical writings, given that these have been enshrined into one single
canon and thus made to be in conversation with each other.3* While this might
sound like a relativization of what one might want to see as ‘biblical’ view of
Christian identity, according to Wolter’s line of thought, this is not at all the
case; the question is rather how one understands notions such as ‘unity’ and
‘identity’ from the perspective of the emergence of the early Christian writ-
ings, including the canon itself, which is also a literary construct. Following
this line of thought, one might agree with Wolter again:

The differentiation of the one confession into different and competing
concepts of salvation including their life-world implications [must] not
be understood as a loss of an original unity, but [has] been an integral
part of the plausibility of the confession itself, without which the recep-
tion of the Christian message of salvation would not have been possible.
What the testimony to the Christ event means in concrete terms (ie.,
with which signs which meaning is ascribed to this testimony) is not
fixed from the outset, but is negotiated in context-dependent processes
of meaning; this is documented in the canon.3®

33  Wolter, “Vielfalt,” 52-53: “Die intensive Suche nach einer sprachlich wie existentiell
ausdifferenzierbaren und einheitsstiftenden Mitte der christlichen Identitit und die
Unméglichkeit, sie eindeutig ... zu bestimmen, [war]| bereits von Anfang an integraler
Bestandteil der geschichtlichen Existenz der christlichen Gemeinden. Die Spannung
zwischen Einheit und Vielfalt wire demnach nicht ein erst mit dem Kanon gegebenes
Problem, sondern eine fundamentale und damit unauthebbare Gegebenheit der ges-
chichtlichen Existenz des Christentums iiberhaupt.”

34  The diversity that exists concerning the text of the canonical scriptures of Christianity
can be understood along the same lines.

35 Wolter, “Vielfalt,” 55: “Die Ausdifferenzierung des einen Bekenntnisses in unterschiedli-
che und miteinander konkurrierende Heilskonzepte einschliefllich ihrer lebenswelt-
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Identity, accordingly, is a continuous process of conversation and even of
‘negotiation. Precisely the differences between the canonical texts provide
the necessary conditions for this—without difference, no conversation is
possible—and create the space for this.36 This conversation takes place among
different communities and their ‘cultures’ (e.g., those of Matthew and Mark)
and between different political and/or cultural settings (e.g., those of Luke and
John, the Seer), in order to discover and narrate again and again what faith is.
This conversation can be termed ‘intercultural,’ as it has been formulated in
the work of the Austrian theologian Judith Gruber as follows:

The differences that a genealogical view reveals in the canon make it
appear as a compilation of particular theologies of theologies that bear
witness to the Christ event by recourse to the meaning structures of their
cultural context. The differences are not faded out, but compiled within
the canon. In the differences a space of interculturality is constituted ...
By making differences visible, the canon creates a space of interculturality
in which Christian identity is negotiated; as a normatively set document,
it thus standardizes it as a disparate product of intercultural processes of
translation and transformation between particular theologies.3”

The kind of identity and unity that becomes visible in this way in the writings
of the New Testament (or even biblical) canon is one that is less conceptual in

lichen Implikationen [darf] nicht als Verlust einer urspriinglichen Einheit verstanden
werden, sondern [ist] ein integraler Bestandteil der Plausibilitit des Bekenntnisses selbst
gewesen, ohne die die Rezeption der christlichen Heilsbotschaft nicht méglich gewesen
wire. Was das Zeugnis vom Christusereignis konkret bedeutet (d.h. mit welchen Zeichen
diesem Zeugnis welche Bedeutung zugeschrieben wird) steht nicht von vornherein fest,
sondern wird in kontextabhéngigen Bedeutungsprozessen ausverhandelt; das wird im
Kanon dokumentiert.”

36 See also the notion of the ‘epiphanic space’ opened up by the (different) ‘other’ as under-
lined by Hans de Wit, My God, She Said: ‘Ships Make Me so Crazy.’ Reflections on Empiri-
cal Hermeneutics, Interculturality and Holy Scripture (Amsterdam: vU University, 2008),
65, 87.

37 Gruber, Theologie nach dem Cultural Turn, 19: “Die Differenzen, die ein genealogischer
Blick im Kanon offenlegt, lassen ihn als eine Kompilation von partikularen Theologien
erscheinen von Theologien, die vom Christusereignis im Riickgriff auf die Bedeu-
tungsstrukturen ihres kulturellen Kontextes Zeugnis ablegen. Die Differenzen werden
nicht ausgeblendet, sondern innerhalb des Kanons zusammengestellt. In den Differenzen
konstituiert sich...ein Raum der Interkulturalitit. Indem der Kanon Differenzen sichtbar
macht, schafft er einen Raum der Interkulturalitit, in dem christliche Identitit verhan-
delt wird; Als normativ gesetztes Dokument normiert er sie damit als disparates Produkt
interkultureller Ubersetzungs- und Transformationsvorgéinge zwischen partikularen
Theologien.”
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character but rather has the shape of an ongoing search for identity and unity,
which is fed by the diverse perspectives and witnesses of the canon in conver-
sation with each other and the location of the person and/or community that
participates in this search. Conflict and diversity are no longer a threat to unity,
but rather necessary for the (ongoing, even eschatologically oriented) search
for it.38

It is precisely this understanding of the foundational witness of the
Christian tradition that undergirds the project outlined in this essay. If iden-
tity, emphatically: Christian identity, is both communal and processual, mean-
ing that a polyphony of voices—even dissonant ones!—is needed to propel
it forward, then the kinds of communities of discernment as a reinvention of
a public Sabbath discussed earlier can well be understood in analogy to what
‘church’ is, and the ‘hermeneutical ecclesiology’ implied by the witness of
the biblical canon can serve as a source of inspiration to further, precisely for
theological reasons, such undertakings in the context of endangered sustain-
ability. On this basis, both the concept of hope, as Sacks has highlighted it and
the dialogical approach to the discernment of a potentially common hope,
as it has been proposed above, can be seen as continuing lines of thought
present in the foremost source of Christian theology, the Bible itself. This
also means that churches face the challenge to live up to the dialogical basis
that they refer to as a key part of their tradition, i.e., scripture; can churches
see this as a form of vocation, i.e., to become and invite others to dialogical
communities of discernment, both for the good of the churches and for the
common good? The round table referred to above would suggest that this is
possible and also point the way. Such tables could well be understood as a fur-
ther performance of the dialogical identity that is at the heart of the Christian
tradition and calls for continuous, faithful and inclusive conversations that
do not shun tensions, but balance them out with a desire to walk together,
ecclesially and societally.

At the end of this article, it seems to be justified to ask whether the church in
general, and the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PKN) in particular, can
play a role in bringing polarized parties together based on hope. To put it more
strongly, based on the conference theme, is the church called to contribute to
hope in times of polarization? There seems to be only one answer possible.

38 See Gruber, Theologie, 20: “Christliche Identitét geschieht hier performativ im Konflikt—
gerade weil tiber unterschiedliche Interpretationen verhandelt wird, zerfill