
Since 2014, the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace-Theological Study Group 
(PJP-TSG) and the Reference Group of the Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace (PJP-RG) have been on a pilgrimage, visiting various countries and 
communities around the world, followed by study and reflection on what 
it means for churches to be on a pilgrimage of justice and peace today. 
During the pilgrimage stations, four central themes have emerged, 
each raised in different ways by the diverse hosting communities, yet 
establishing themselves little by little as interpretative keys and pointing 
to a common agenda for the ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace:

1.  Truth and Trauma 
2.  Land and Displacement
3.  Gender Justice
4.  Racism

Due to the devastating global effects of the COVID-19 pandemic that 
revealed so much injustice in our world, in all our communities, and 
within the ecumenical community, a fifth theme was added; health and 
healing.
At each station of our pilgrimage, the PJP-RG and the PJP-RG—
after listening carefully—revisited the themes and reflected on 
them theologically in light of an emerging Ecumenical Theology of 
Companionship.
This document—composed by the “pilgrims” in dialogue with the 
communities—presents these findings and reflections for broader 
sharing in the global ecumenical fellowship. 
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Background

We intend to move together.

Challenged by our experiences in Busan, 
we challenge all people of good will 
to engage their God-given gifts in transforming actions.

This Assembly calls you to join us in pilgrimage.

May the churches be communities of healing and compassion, 
and may we see the Good News 
so that justice will grow and God’s deep peace rest on the 
world.1

Since 2014, study and reflection have taken place on what it means to be 
on a pilgrimage of justice and peace for the churches today. The Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace-Theological Study Group (PJP-TSG) and the Reference 
Group of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace (PJP-RG) have organized their 
work as a pilgrimage, by forming Pilgrim Team Visits around the world:

2016 in Israel/Palestine (and the Middle East) 
2017 in Nigeria (and other places in Africa) 
2018 in Colombia (and other places in Latin-America and the Caribbean) 
2019 in Thailand (and other places in Asia) 
2020 in Fiji (and other places in the Pacific) 
2021 in Canada (and other places in North America)

During their annual meetings, the PJP-TSG and the PJP-RG have 
celebrated spiritual moments with local communities and churches, shared 
their sorrows and pains, and witnessed their transformative actions. These 
local communities – themselves part of larger societies – experience injustice 
and violence in many different forms, because of various global political, 
social, and economic phenomena. Economic greed and the related human-
made climate change are root causes of forced migration and the resultant 
displacement, for struggles for land and natural resources. Very often, the 
experienced violence results in long-term trauma. In their search for human  
 
1. Message of the 10th Assembly of the World Council of Churches
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dignity and a life in peace with justice individuals and communities in all 
parts of the world fight for gender justice and against racism. During the 
pilgrimage stations, four crucial themes have emerged, each raised in different 
ways by the diverse hosting communities, yet pointing to a common agenda 
for the ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace:

1. Truth and Trauma 

2. Land and Displacement

3. Gender Justice

4. Racism

These four areas of reflection have established themselves little by little 
as interpretative keys, and were clearly defined during the pilgrimage in 
Colombia, thanks to the encounter with local communities and churches. 
By collecting the reflections at the end of the stations of the pilgrimage in the 
different areas of the globe, the four themes have become better and better 
defined, helping to expose organically the lived experiences.

Due to the devastating global effects of the COVID-19 pandemic during 
the latest steps on our pilgrimage, revealing so much injustice in our world, 
in all our communities, and within the ecumenical community, we feel the 
need to add a fifth theme here; health and healing.

We present the four (now five) identified themes as concrete expressions 
and vivid illustrations of the thematic foci proposed by the WCC Central 
Committee 2014, at the beginning of our common journey: 

“As a seven-year programme emphasis, the Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace will combine community-based initiatives and national 
and international advocacy for Just Peace, focusing on life-affirming 
economies, climate change, nonviolent peace-building and 
reconciliation, human dignity. . . .”2 

At each station of our pilgrimage, the PJP-TSG and the PJP-RG—after 
listening carefully—revisited the themes and reflected on them theologically, 
considering an emerging Ecumenical Theology of Companionship. 

2. An Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, WCC Central Committee 2014, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/central-committee/geneva-2014/an-
invitation-to-the-pilgrimage-of-justice-and-peace
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This document – composed by the pilgrims in dialogue with the 
communities – presents these findings and reflections for wider sharing in 
the global ecumenical fellowship! It is meant as a gift and an invitation to all 
other pilgrims within the ecumenical movement, to listen and to contribute 
their own pilgrimage stories, in order to build an ever more comprehensive 
and encompassing Ecumenical Theology of Companionship. As the WCC 
Central Committee declared at the beginning of the Pilgrimage: 

“Pilgrims on their way are moving – lightly as they learn that only 
the essential and necessary counts. They are open for surprises and 
ready to be transformed by encounters and challenges on the way. 
Everyone who will walk with us with an open heart and mind will 
be a welcome com-pan-ion (‘the ones we share our bread with’) on 
the way. The pilgrimage promises to be a transformative journey, 
discovering ourselves anew in new relationships of justice and peace.”3

Additional resources have been developed and offered along the 
pilgrimage; like Bible studies,4 regional publications,5 a collection of 
individual theological reflections from different denominational and regional 
backgrounds,6 a collection on transformative spiritualities from a wide 

3. An Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.
4. Bible Studies on the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-
we-do/pilgrimage-of-justice-and-peace/bible-studies/
5. A series of regional publications is being produced by the WCC: 

 – Africa: The Africa we Pray For: On a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace https://www.
oikoumene.org/resources/publications/the-africa-we-pray-for-on-a-pilgrimage-of-
justice-and-peace

 – Asia: Pilgrims on the Way in Asia (upcoming)

 – Latin America: Vamos caminando: aportes latinoamericanos a la Peregrinación de 
Justicia y Paz 

 – Caribbean: Colourism, Classism and Racism in the Caribbean Context (upco-
ming)

 – Europe: Seek peace and pursue it: Reflections on the Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace in Europe.

 – North America: The Ecumenical Struggle against Racism (online production,  
upcoming)

 – Pacific: A series of talanoas on the four PJP themes (video production, upcoming)
6. Susan Durber and Fernando Enns, eds., Walking Together. Theological Reflections on the 
Ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2018) 
(German Translation: Gemeinsam Unterwegs. Auf dem Ökumenischen Pilgerweg der 
Gerechtigkeit und des Friedens, Beihefte zur Ökumenischen Rundschau 123, Leipzig 
2019.)



spectrum of perspectives, contexts, and traditions,7 and many more.8 The  
study document “Come and See” of the WCC Commission on Faith and 
Order,9 and the work of the PJP-TSG are complimentary to one another.

7. Fernando Enns, Upolu Luma Vaai, Andrés Pacheco Lozano, Betty Pries, eds., 
Transformative Spiritualities for the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace (Geneva: World Council 
of Churches, 2022)
8. See: https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/pilgrimage-of-justice-and-peace
9. Come and See: A Theological Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, Faith & 
Order paper No. 224 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2019), https://www.oikoumene.
org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see. 

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see


Introduction

Towards an Ecumenical Theology of Companionship

The Unity Statement of the WCC’s 10th Assembly underlined: 

“The unity of the Church, the unity of the human community and 
the unity of the whole creation are interconnected. Christ who 
makes us one calls us to live in justice and peace and impels us to 
work together for justice and peace in God’s world.”1

The Central Committee of the WCC developed the idea of the ecumenical 
pilgrimage further:

“As a ‘pilgrimage of justice and peace’, it is neither a journey towards 
a concrete geographical place nor some simple form of activism. It is 
a transformative journey that God invites us to in anticipation of the 
final purpose for the world that the Triune God brings about. The 
movement of love which is essential to the Triune God manifests itself 
in the promise of justice and peace. They are signs of God’s reign to 
come which is already visible here and now wherever reconciliation 
and healing are seen . . ..

Christians are to partake in these signs of God’s reign and to struggle 
for them in response to God’s will and promise. The pilgrimage of 
justice and peace is thus grounded in God’s own mission for the 
world and the example of Jesus. Following Jesus means meeting him 
wherever people suffer injustice, violence and war. To experience God’s 
presence with the most vulnerable, the wounded, and the marginalized 
is a transformative experience; alive in the Spirit, Christians discover 
their deepest power and energy for the transformation of an unjust 
world, joining with other faith communities and all people of good 
will as companions on the way.”2 

1. Unity Statement, adopted by the WCC 10th Assembly on 8 November 2013, https://
www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/2013-busan/adopted-documents-
statements/unity-statement
2. An Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, WCC Central Committee 2014, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/central-committee/geneva-2014/an-
invitation-to-the-pilgrimage-of-justice-and-peace
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This has been the starting point of our pilgrimage. A three-dimensional 
approach was adopted in 2014, which provided guidance to many encounters 
along the way, as it also helped to structure our reflections. These three different 
yet inseparably related dimensions are not to be understood sequentially, but 
rather in a dynamic, interdependent way:3

 – Celebrating the Gifts (via positiva)

We do not journey with empty hands, nor do we walk alone. The 
“original blessing” of being created in the image of God and together—as 
a fellowship—means that we are a unique part of the wider web of life, 
which amazes us. Together we celebrate God´s great gift of life, the beauty 
of creation and the unity of a reconciled diversity. We feel empowered by 
this grace of participating in God´s movement of love, justice and peace. 
– We receive in prayer.

 – Visiting the Wounds (via negativa)

This pilgrimage will lead us to the locations of ugly violence and 
injustices. We intend to look for God´s incarnated presence in the midst 
of suffering, exclusion, and discrimination. The true encounter with 
real, contextual experiences of a broken creation and of sinful human 
behaviour might inform us anew about the essence of life itself. It might 
lead us to repentance and—in a movement of purification—liberate 
us from obsession with power, possessions, ego, and violence, so that we 
become ever more Christ-like.—We listen in prayer.

 – Transforming the Injustices (via transformativa)

Being transformed ourselves, the pilgrimage may lead us to concrete 
actions of transformation. We may grow in our courage to live in true 
compassion with one another and with nature. This will include the 
strength to resist evil, injustice and violence, even if a church finds itself 
in a minority situation. Economic and ecological justice as well as the 
healing of the wounded and the striving for peaceful reconciliation is 
our call – in each and every context. The credibility of our actions might 
grow from the quality of the fellowship we share—a fellowship of justice 
and peace. – We are transformed through prayer and act in prayer.

3. WCC, An Invitation.
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Pilgrimage as a Kenotic Movement

To understand discipleship as pilgrimage (of justice and peace) is to re-
connect to some rich traditions in the practice of Christian faith. 

A primary motive for medieval pilgrimage was the transformation of the 
self through the forgiveness of sin. “This transformation of the self was not 
self-transformation, as such, because it responded to a discipline that had 
its source outside the self: God.”4 The virtue of humility was key. Therefore, 
pilgrimage can be seen as a “kenotic movement, a stripping away of the 
external sources of stability in one’s life.”5 In this regard, it is the way of 
the cross, as Jesus announced to his disciples; “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” 
(Mark 8:34). 

The incarnation of the Divine Logos is the basic, founding reality for an 
ecumenical theology of companionship. The creation of humankind in the 
image and likeness of God, as a free, creative, dynamic, loving, and evolving 
communion, helps us to understand that human beings—and the entire 
cosmos—must be understood and approached in relation to its Christic 
archetype. God’s incarnation in Christ to this world of injustices and violence 
in order to bring healing and transformation, so that reconciliation becomes 
possible, operates as the ontological instrument through which we feel 
empowered to be real and living extensions of Jesus’ presence on earth. 

Call to Transformative Discipleship

In this regard, we see this Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace also in response 
to that Call to Transformative Discipleship, which the World Council of 
Churches’ Conference on World Mission and Evangelism formulated during 
this period;6 

Discipleship is both a gift and a calling to be active collaborators with 
God for the transforming of the world (1Thessalonians 3:2).  In what 
the church’s early theologians called “theosis” or deification, we share  
 

4. William T. Cavanaugh, “Migrant, Tourist, Pilgrim, Monk: Mobility and Identity in a 
Global Age,” in Theological Studies 69 (2008), 340-356, 349.
5. Cavanaugh, “Migrant.”
6. The Arusha Call to Discipleship, 2018, The World Council of Churches’ Conference on 
World Mission and Evangelism, Arusha, Tanzania, from 8-13 March 2018. https://www.
oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-
call-to-discipleship.

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship
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God’s grace by sharing God’s mission. This journey of discipleship 
leads us to share and live out God’s love in Jesus Christ by seeking  
justice and peace in ways that are different from the world (John 
14:27). Thus, we are responding to Jesus’ call to follow him from the 
margins of our world (Luke 4:16-19).

In the history of the churches, pilgrimage was not at all a privilege for 
those who could afford to travel (like a tourist). There was an existing network 
of sanctuaries, hospices, and monasteries that welcomed the pilgrims with 
hospitality. This has been the experience of the Pilgrims of Justice and Peace in 
the recent pilgrim team visits as well. Communities of the global ecumenical 
fellowship have hosted the PJP-RG and PJP-TSG with an overwhelming 
hospitality, sharing their spaces, their food, their joys and sorrows, their 
wisdom; most of all, welcoming the pilgrims to worship and prayer, without 
exception or boundaries. As the Rule of St. Benedict points to the reception of 
pilgrims: “All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ, for 
he himself will say: ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’ (Matt. 25:35).”7 
Therefore, the status of a pilgrim is not defined by nationality, gender, 
economic wealth, or skin colour. In fact, pilgrims seek to transgress all these 
human-made borders that impede the quest for communion with God and 
with other people. The particularity of each person is to be honoured in the 
universality of Christ.

Companionship

The pilgrim seeks to journey with others, because communion with God is 
communion with other people, who are all created in God’s image. Medieval 
pilgrimages were—in most cases—communal journeys, social events, during 
which many of the ordinary rules of hierarchy and social structure were 
suspended.8 Pilgrims welcome other pilgrims because the presence of pilgrims 
hallows a place. 

Therefore, we pay special attention to the possibilities of “companionship” 
here. Companionship expresses in a concrete way the real ethos, but also 
the responsibility and mission, of the one who is a pilgrim in the life of the 
other. In this vein, our theological reasoning on companionship reflects the 

7. Timothy Fry, O.S.B (ed.), The Rule of St. Benedict in English (Collegeville/Minn.: 
Liturgical 1982), rule 53:1.
8. See William H. Swatos, Jr. and Luigi Tomasi (eds.), From Medieval Pilgrimage to 
Religious Tourism: The Social and Cultural Economics of Piety (Westport/Conn.: Praeger 
2002), 3-7.
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living experience of the church “with”, “through” and “for” the restoration 
of a broken relationality—on the God-human, the human-human, and the 
human-creation levels. This has far-reaching impacts on the self-understanding 
of the ecumenical fellowship. As William Cavanaugh reflects on the pilgrim 
metaphor;9

A church that desires to be a pilgrim does not claim the power to 
treat every location as interchangeable and impose global solutions 
on the world. Pilgrimage is a kenotic movement. The church on the 
periphery finds itself in solidarity with the migrant and other liminal 
peoples. The pilgrim church is itself a liminal reality, occupying the 
border between heaven and earth . . .. Like the Israelites whose care 
for the alien and poor was motivated by remembrance of their own 
slavery and wandering (e.g., Deut 10:17-19, 24:17-22), the pilgrim 
church is to find its identity in solidarity with the migrant who 
travels from necessity, not from a desire to transcend all necessity . . ..

The pilgrim . . . sees all potential others as brothers and sisters on 
a common journey to God. The pilgrim preserves otherness . . . by 
moving toward a common center to which an infinite variety of 
itineraries is possible. If God, the Wholly Other, is at the center, 
and not the great Western Ego, then there can be room for genuine 
otherness among human beings. The pilgrim church is therefore able 
simultaneously to announce and dramatize the full universality of 
communion with God, a truly global vision of reconciliation of all 
people [and all nature], without thereby evacuating difference.

It is the mystery of the incarnation of God in Christ Jesus, the incarnation 
of the eternal, original, unchangeable in the sphere of temporal, vulnerable, 
local, transitory existence that inspires—and empowers—us to this 
ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. God became human so that we 
become Christ like humans to each other and live in right relations with our 
“mother” nature. 

A Word of Caution: “Sacred Journey”

Although the term pilgrimage embodies rich spiritual and theological 
traditions and connects many in various ways—as witnessed, for example, 
during the visit of Pope Francis at the Ecumenical Centre in Geneva in  
 

9. Cavanaugh, “Migrant,” 352.



201810—it has different connotations in different contexts and with people 
with different stories from those who celebrate it. This has become most clear 
during encounters with Indigenous Peoples in North America, for whom the 
terminology recollects the “Pilgrim Fathers” and that settler movement of 
white immigrants from Europe, who invaded, colonized, and exploited the 
land and those who already lived there. In Latin America, the term is difficult 
since it belongs to some particular church traditions rather than to all. 

An alternative term for this commitment of the ecumenical community, 
which resonates with Indigenous sisters and brothers, is “sacred journey” or 
a “sacred walk”, which embodies a rich tradition in those communities. We 
need language that unites.

10. See: Address of His Holiness, Ecumenical Pilgrimage of His Holiness Francis to 
Geneva to mark the 70th Anniversary of the Foundation of the World Council of 
Churches. Ecumenical Meeting, WCC Ecumenical Centre, 21 June 2018; https://
www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2018/outside/documents/papa-francesco-
ginevra_2018.html

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2018/outside/documents/papa-francesco-ginevra_2018.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2018/outside/documents/papa-francesco-ginevra_2018.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2018/outside/documents/papa-francesco-ginevra_2018.html
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Truth and Trauma—Holding together Both Pain and Hope

Fake news and hate speech have poisoned digitalized communication to a 
large degree, spread widely through an uncontrolled use of (un-)social media. 
For a lot of users, the truth, proved by science and ordinary facts, does not 
seem to be as attractive as emotional outbursts, scandalizing opinion making, 
and discriminating verbal agitation—which at times seduces users to direct 
violent actions, and long-lasting trauma.

As we walk in the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, we recognize that 
justice comes when truth is revealed and acknowledged. There is no true 
justice without the revelation of truth. And without justice, there will be no 
just peace—as there will be no justice, if it is not negotiated in non-violent 
manners. However, along the path towards the revelation of truth, we cannot 
avoid the encounter with the darkness of both human misery and violence, 
with experiences that embed trauma within victims, survivors, witnesses, and 
perpetrators—as well as the communities to which they belong. 

Trauma is a “moral injury”, that “occurs when the fabric that holds moral 
agency and the self together are torn asunder.”1 It is here, that theological 
reflection starts, as Phillis Isabella Sheppard suggests:

“Trauma demands that our theology and commitments begin on the 
ground, in the blood, sweat, and tears, and the pain-induced lesions 
that are carved into our bodies and psyches, and in the intersubjective 
realm . . .. 

If our theology is not of those who live with trauma and . . . subject to 
their reflection, it is dangerous to talk about theology, and its danger 
lies in its power in theological discourse and theological practices to 
reproduce trauma.”2

1.  Brett T. Liz et al., “Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary 
Model and Intervention Strategy”, in Clinical Psychology Review 2009, vol. 29, no. 8, 695-
706.
2.  Phillis Isabella Sheppard, in Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo, “Afterword,” in Post-
Traumatic Public Theology, eds. Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 291-312, 292.
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As we reflect on truth and trauma within different contexts, topics like 
forgiveness and reconciliation emerge as well. While we recognize that efforts 
and actions should be taken by creating spaces to build on the experience 
of what has happened, we are aware that forgiveness and trauma healing are 
processes that function in different rhythms and times for different people and 
communities. Truth-telling may play an important role in creating conditions 
for the healing of trauma within individuals and communities—in their own 
times and pilgrimages.

Truth is meant to be liberating and even restoring. When people live in 
truth, there is no need for deception and pretence. When truth is uncovered, 
many can find peace within their heart, for some, penance becomes possible. 
However, when truth is claimed from only one perspective and exclusively 
understood from that place, we see how truth can be twisted and manipulated. 

Therefore, it is important to begin our own understanding of truth by 
placing it within a dialogue and in relation to other people. The truth we 
need is not one solid narrative but is to be found in dialogue and within the 
interdependence of different narratives, even opposing ones, particularly in 
relation to the things we share most deeply: the earth and our humanity. 
Truth-telling is always relational!

This relational notion of truth resonates with the Christian understanding 
of truth, by which Christ presents Himself as “the way, the truth, and the 
life” (John 14:6): it is in relation to Christ that we identify truth. True life for 
all—in justice and peace—becomes possible, when the incarnation of God in 
Christ liberates from all attempts to self-salvation, when that truth reveals the 
fragility and limitations of all principalities, powers, and privileges, and when 
it uplifts and welcomes all marginalized and traumatized to be at the centre 
of processes of healing and salvation. 

The traumatic death of Jesus at the cross and the liberating resurrection 
of Christ are therefore central to our understanding of Truth and Trauma. 
Without these events, it is unlikely that Christian theology would even exist 
at all.3 If only the mere fact of the crucifixion is remembered, violence will 
repeat itself. The cross has served to suppress people and to ask for acceptance 
of their submission. If we, however, remember the crucifixion in its traumatic 
effect, we might understand more deeply, how the Christ event reveals truth. 

3.  See Hillary Jerome Scarsella, “Trauma and Theology: Prospects and Limits in Light 
of the Cross,” in Trauma and Transcendence: Suffering and the Limits of Theory, eds. Eric 
Boynton, and Peter Capretto (New York: Fordham University Press, 2018), 256-82.
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This remembrance may teach us how to grow in compassion, because “the 
vision of the cross and the suffering of Jesus’ body . . . is not a call to more 
suffering and trauma, but to a way of healing that moves in and through  
trauma.”4 In the cross, Jesus actually shares in our suffering and walks us 
through it. The resurrection becomes a liberating moment, a moment of 
hope because truth is revealed and believed. This new life does not mean 
that everything is made right immediately—Christ’s resurrected body is still 
a scarred body, a body that returned from the dead—but it demonstrates the 
promise of trauma healing. By showing his wounded body to his disciples, 
allowing them to touch the wounds, they believed the truth (John 20). From 
the perspective of the Christian faith, narratives need to be told in the horizon 
of remembering together (!) the traumatic event of the cross and the truth of 
the resurrection. 

During our pilgrimage to many different places, we witnessed the truth 
present in different contextual truths, without overlooking the trauma 
it carries with it. In some places, sometimes it seems as if truth can only 
be interpreted as giving meaning to hurtful experiences—wounds. But we 
recognize that, as we relate to the truth in Christ as a gift, it is also possible to 
see hope amid trauma and to celebrate the very presence of God in presumably 
God-forsaken spaces.

1.a. Celebrating the Gifts

Asia is known for its diversity. From the north to the south, from the 
west to the east, people of different ethnicities, traditions, and languages see 
themselves as Asian. Life is experienced as a gift within rich diversity, although 
diversity, in reality, may also become the reason why people are marginalized 
and displaced. Only if we can acknowledge diversity as a gift to be celebrated 
instead of a curse can we have hope for change for the better. 

Apart from the Philippines and Timor Leste, Christians are in the 
minority in Asia. In this kind of diverse setting, being a Christian is also a 
gift and, even more, it is a grace. Our faith in God through Jesus Christ gives 
us the truth that enables us to stand strong in the face of trouble and remain 
steadfastly humble. As pilgrims of the Christian faith, we learn that we do 
not own the truth, as we do not own Christ. What we do celebrate, though, 
is a true relationship with God through Christ. So, we do not claim the truth 
only for ourselves, but we witness to the truth through our relationships with 

4.  Shelly Rambo, “Introduction,” in Post-Traumatic Public Theology, eds. Stephanie N. 
Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 13.
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our neighbours and with the whole of creation, even our enemies. If there is 
one thing the global church can learn from Christians in Asia, it is how to 
embrace other religions and traditions in their vocabularies, liturgies, and 
even theologies—without ever losing or compromising the truth in Christ. 

Unfortunately, the discrimination and violence happening to our 
marginalized brothers and sisters in Asia are not caused by one thing alone. 
There are layers of causes that lead to them being unwelcomed or excluded. It 
can be their religion, ethnicity, tradition, gender, social strata, or many other 
factors that are at work. A question that arose in one of the pilgrimages was, 
“Will the situation be better if they abandon their (religious) identity?”

However, we witness that the causes of marginalization are not superficial 
or artificial matters, but the very things that belong to them and have 
preserved them from generation to generation, despite the discrimination 
and oppression they experience. We found this to be so among displaced 
Karen people, for example, among whom identity becomes a source of pride 
amidst adversity. We saw women survivors of violence stand up for their right 
to belong to society. 

In our visit to different places and communities in the Pacific, we admired 
the beauty of the evident interconnectedness between communities and 
nature, particularly with the sea, moana. The water, a constitutive element 
of identity across the Pacific, has been a beautiful teacher along our journey 
in “the liquid continent.” It was possible to recognize the gifts connected to 
water in the community of Votua, particularly among women, where there 
was a strong acknowledgement of their gifts. “I’m gifted with fishing,” one 
woman said, showing us her confidence. This rootedness in their charismata 
makes it possible for women to have their voices heard, and to navigate 
through a patriarchal society. Furthermore, it is this gift of fishing that gives 
women the opportunity to be relatively economically independent and to be 
able to care for their households.

We witness the gift of Indigenous wisdom, which is able to interpret and 
read the signs of nature. For instance, the community of Nataleira is able to 
predict and estimate the severity of cyclones based on the kind of fish that do 
or do not come to the seashore in certain seasons. This gift of the connection 
with the land and water, a relationship that bears witness to God’s goal of just 
relationships between human beings and the rest of creation, and the wisdom 
that emerges from it, has made it possible for the community to closely trace 
changes in nature—and to speak the truth about it. We deeply appreciate 
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the radical communitarian approach to the ownership and management of 
land and sea, and the Pacific principle of solesolevaki (of working together 
and sharing resources), as we witnessed them in the communities we visited. 
Together with a general awareness of the consequences of climate change, 
these gifts have offered people opportunities to overcome doubts, difficulties, 
and sufferings together. 

The Vunidogoloa community exhibited deep gratitude towards their 
grandparents who provided them with the gift of land along the coast and in 
the hills, assuring them of sources of sustenance like fish, crops, and timber. 
Gratitude is similarly due to churches: first, for being able to see the need 
to relocate as a call from God, like Abraham and Sarah; and second, for 
providing spiritual, moral, and material support. 

Fijians showed us their ability to integrate faith, spiritual knowledge, and 
political engagement within their communities and identities. Hope witnessed 
here is tenacious, spiritual, and bold, and woven into their loving indigenous 
connections to creation. Local leadership is strong. The Spirit leads into truth 
and presents the solutions for the deep wounds that are created by climate 
change.

We have witnessed excellent examples of the wider global community 
coming together to promote sustainable lifestyles, waste management, 
advocacy for ecojustice, and to face the tensions of tradition and Christianity. 
In the face of great wounds, good paths are found. 

We are aware, as well, that the hardening of identity may return with a 
negative impact in the future. That is why it is important to know and to 
learn the truth about one’s identity and tradition, but at the same time to 
search for the Truth in Christ, which is always committed to relate to every 
other human being and to nature in just and peaceful relations. For it is 
Christ himself whom we encounter in the other, most profoundly in the 
traumatized, oppressed, and dehumanized (Matt 25). 

1.b Visiting the Wounds

When terrible things happen to us, most often the first thing that crosses 
our mind is to ask “Why?” “Why does this happen to me or to us?” “Why 
does God let this happen?” We can hardly imagine what happens in the 
minds, hearts, and bodies of those who have suffered profound violence, on a 
personal or a communal level. 

Truth is always told in the context of power relations; therefore it is often 
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corrupted. In some cases, this means that truth is hidden, and questioning is 
not allowed, not because the truth is unknown to the pilgrim and the people, 
but because the perpetrator is the one with the power. At times, we were 
asked to filter our stories after a pilgrimage in order to protect our local hosts 
and the people engaged in struggles.

People with power sometimes choose to look the other way because of a 
bigger interest or for the greater good of all people. Economic and political 
vested interests may cloud the conscience of leaders. When xenophobia 
and racism blur the thinking of both the policymakers and the cultural 
mainstream, it becomes hard for people to see one another in truth, as one 
family of humankind. There are things that can easily be done to ease the 
pain, but the lack of political will, as well as economic interest and privilege, 
blocks the path of truth-finding. Even discoveries made by scientists must 
sometimes take a back seat due to the nationalistic, economic, and privilege 
interests of some. 

In Asia, the women (and sometimes men) who become acid attack victims 
have to go through physical, but also psychological, treatment. In Dhaka we 
met a woman who cannot remember exactly how many children she has due 
to the deep trauma she experienced after the acid attack. We noted, in some 
places, that marginalized people have been made to believe that they are of 
no value like the Dalit who are taught from an early age that they are worth 
less than others.

Those marginalized and discriminated against are not only individuals 
but also families and whole communities. Many children are born in refugee 
camps, sometimes unwanted and without knowing their fathers. We chatted 
with the children in the refugee camps who do not know their own birth dates. 
We were told that it is a privilege to record one’s own birth date. Many of these 
children were born as the result of rape. The parents sometimes experience 
so much trauma themselves that they cannot take on the responsibility of 
parenting. These children—the adults of the future—then grow up with an 
inheritance of rootlessness, despair, and hatred. We witnessed the presence 
of inter-generational trauma. Often, these children themselves witness and 
perpetrate violence again. Not only are they stripped of their childhood, but 
they are drawn into acts of violence themselves.

Trauma can disassociate someone from themself so that their sense of self 
and purpose in life can be shattered. Suffering is directly or indirectly related 
to isolation, whether voluntary or forced. The women who are raped, or 
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who become victims of acid attacks, endure physical pain, but also lose the 
possibility of an ordinary daily life.

A sense of being neglected in their own struggle can leave people indifferent 
towards the suffering of others. The Kachin people in Myanmar may care 
less about the Rohingya people, because they have severe problems of their 
own. They even complain that the Rohingya receive more attention than they 
themselves do. 

A deeply traumatic moment of this sacred journey of Pilgrim Team Visits 
was the discovery of the remains of 215 Indigenous children in a mass grave 
at the site of the former Kamloops Indian Residential School in 2021. Some 
of them were as young as 3 years old. Coming together for hybrid team visits 
in Canada and the USA, all participants were affected and marked by the 
pain and deep sorrow of Indigenous families and communities and felt the 
need to stand in solidarity (walk in companionship) with them. Memories 
of the brutal oppression of Indigenous identities came alive again. Tears shed 
for the murdered children joined those of relatives and friends, in Winnipeg 
and Toronto, who shared stories with us of many missing and murdered 
Indigenous women.

In the pilgrimage of justice and peace along the Pacific water and land, we 
have witnessed how truth is embodied in and intertwined with the traumatic 
reality faced by our sisters and brothers living in the Pacific countries. This 
ranges from losing rights, pride, sources of livelihood from both sea and land, 
and most fundamental of all, human dignity. The truth revealed in the loss 
and the suffering of the people in Fiji is undeniable, and the same is so for the 
beauty of the Fijian spirit. The truth of the destructive impact of the human-
made climate crisis, gender violence, and destructive industries may be an 
inconvenience for some, but the reality of what is and what may be is carried 
into the future for others. Continuing to ignore the truth of the magnitude 
of the crisis will increase the destruction of lives and, indeed, creation itself.

The communities we visited shared their wounds, especially the non-
economic losses and damages caused by climate-induced displacement: the 
loss of their ancestral homes, the erosion of ways of living and skills that are 
closely linked to moana (the sea), and the destruction of the cemeteries of 
their ancestors, among others. The destruction of ecosystems threatens and 
alters the bond between people and sea and land. The village of Torogu has 
already lost 9 acres of land to the sea, including buildings and their traditional 
cemetery. They have been a poster community for climate change abroad, but 
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this has not benefited the community as no support has been given to them 
by the government or anyone else. They cannot leave as they have nowhere 
else to go. As relocation is not an option for them, adapting is essential. 
But how? A deep wound is evident as they are forced to find a way without 
support from outside the community. 

The most fundamental injustice that became evident from the dialogue with 
the communities is the increasingly irreversible destruction of the ecosystem 
caused by the extractive companies (and we observed their relations with the 
government). The more these activities are carried out (whether it is for a few 
months, as in the case of Votua and Natalaeira, or for years, like in Namosi), 
the more difficult it will be for natural mechanisms of the rehabilitation and 
cleaning of the land and sea (such as the arrival of cyclones) and for human 
tools (such as machines that help clean the seabed) to mitigate or repair the 
damage that has already been done. Furthermore, the violent and unjust 
extraction industries have also caused division within communities, between 
those leaders and people who favour the mining activity and those who resist 
its continuation. This division allows the continuation of these projects and 
therefore has become a strategy that the industry seems to systematically 
implement. The people who bear the greatest impact of the climate crisis are 
the ones who do not gain any advantage from the economic wealth that leads 
from it for some. 

Forced displacement because of climate change, with no hope of coming 
back, is radically different both from the biblical and sociological ideas of 
Exodus and Exile: neither liberation from slavery nor the hope of return to the 
homeland apply to climate-induced relocation. The impact of displacement 
often weighs heavily on women’s shoulders, and this often leads to gender-
based violence and trauma. In some cases, the new settlement is far from 
the sea, and this makes extra demands especially upon women and girls 
who must search for water or travel great distances to fish or farm. This puts 
increased burdens on women and girls in everyday life, to balance increased 
work with the consequent difficulty of continuing with schooling and studies 
and promotes the desire to get married at an early age as a way out of such 
heavy duties. 

Another concern expressed was that traditional preaching in churches can 
be disconnected from the care for creation. Fiji holds a deep spirituality that 
is connected to land and sea and could certainly lead the way in responding 
to climate change. Yet, ecological trauma has provoked a search for who to 
blame. Some people blame the developed countries, the elders, other religions, 
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the sins of the people, and others even blame the LGBTQI+ community. The 
stigma experienced by the LGBTQI+ community within climate change is 
serious and leads to LGBTQI+ people becoming increasingly vulnerable and 
traumatized, not being able to access full services, even including evacuation 
centres in cyclone weather. Since many centres are located within churches, 
this becomes a serious issue for the church to address. 

We cannot turn our face away from the truth revealed in these realities. 
The main violence is experienced as violence from nature; the warming of the 
ocean, the rising of sea levels, and the frequency and intensity of atmospheric 
seasonal events. Nature has suffered and still suffers violence from human 
beings as a result of our lifestyles and economic systems, which produce high 
carbon emissions leading to climate change.

In different groups, we hear the feeling of “being left alone” with such a 
rapid deterioration of conditions. The concerns about survival are not only for 
the generations to come but also for the very near future, for the immediate 
coming months and years. This sense of being left alone is reinforced by the 
minimal response from the government (which favours the interests of trans-
national mining companies), and the lack of concrete measures to stop and 
reverse the damage.

1.c Transforming the Injustices

It is amazing to witness the human ability to cope with trauma and ongoing 
suffering. The transforming power of the mind and imagination is one of 
the things we see among the people we visit. By seeking the truth, asking 
new questions, creating new narratives, and “speaking truth to power”, they 
are able to move forward instead of letting the pain cripple them. Scarcity 
often becomes the springboard for innovation. Amid limited situations and 
resources, the people we visited on this pilgrimage showed their resilience by 
being creative and innovative. 

One of the key factors of the peace accords between the Colombian 
government and the FARC guerrilla forces was the consolidation of a truth 
commission. Some of the members of both the PJP-RG and the PJP-TSG had 
a meeting with Father Francisco de Roux, president of the Truth Commission 
in Colombia (TCC). One of the key aspects identified in that meeting was 
the understanding of truth that the TCC is working on: instead of trying 
to unveil or develop one final official version of the events, the commission 
aims to stress the importance of placing the narratives—even opposing 
ones—of the different groups in dialogue with one another, highlighting the 
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importance of creating space in one’s own narrative of truth for the narrative 
of the other. It was important for us to acknowledge that, while speaking of 
truth within the context of the truth commission, it seems as if truth could 
only be interpreted as a process to give meaning to hurtful experiences or 
wounds. We recognize that, when we identify the gift of relating to the truth 
in Christ, we see hope. And we celebrate that. 

In Asia, a Dalit man creates simple tools to make his unbearable job easier 
and more humane to do. Women in Bangladesh have become the workforce 
in the textile industries, finding the means to earn a living despite low wages, 
giving them the financial means and bargaining power to leave situations in 
which they face domestic violence. People in Bangladesh, in the face of scarcity 
due to climate change, have created cheap and sustainable technology that is 
accessible to the poorest and the weakest. Economic empowerment can be a 
double-edged sword-bearing in mind modern slavery and imperialism, but 
economic empowerment is a transforming power among the people we met. 
The Rohingya people living in camps are denied access to wider society, but 
they created a market among themselves and accepted jobs creating facilities 
for their settlements. 

Children in the refugee camps are in the process of healing their wounds 
thanks to the opportunity offered through education. They are given the 
power to dream and to have goals in life because of the opportunities that 
education brings. Those very traumatized children gave us flowers, sang a 
joyful song to welcome us, and told us how happy they are now after some 
months of living in the camp. 

However, it is important to ensure that education is positively transformative 
and that it does not simply preserve and collude with discrimination—as in 
the Dalit’s case where they are taught to believe that they are worthless. In other 
places, we saw that education can be something that preserves and affirms 
identities and traditions. Education for adults in the form of accompaniment 
in reinterpreting the past is transformative. The person who was once a victim 
becomes a survivor, and more than that even becomes a mentor and change-
bringer for others who are experiencing the same violence.

In the inspiring encounter where we learn how the people in the Pacific use 
their ancestral customs to adapt to climate change, we are reminded that each 
community and tradition has their very own local wisdom and Indigenous 
knowledge to make it possible for humans to live in harmony with the whole 
creation. The ancestral Indigenous wisdom of the communities enables them 
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to assess and document the environmental and social impact of extractive 
projects, which serves as a foundation for their advocacy actions. We need 
the Pacific to speak their truths, “the truth of wisdom and knowledge of our 
ancestors; the truth about our histories and cultures that sometimes we gloss 
over—the truth that the ‘island of hope’ is struggling for its very existence.”5 
A good example of this organization of the community in order to document 
and advocate is the TNLC (Tikina Namosi Landowners Committee). This 
organization is a sign of how the people resist the environmental and social 
injustices of mining while seeking to transform those very realities. 

The increased frequency and intensity of disasters caused by climate change 
demands intentional, innovative, comprehensive, and coordinated action by 
multiple sectors and on all levels (local, regional, international) as well as new 
international legislation to provide a framework for people displaced (and 
relocated) by climate change. Voluntary and professional movements on a 
global scale, such as the World Wide Fund and Pacific Climate Warriors, 
or those on a regional scale like the Pacific Conference of Churches, Uto 
Ni Yalo Trust and Caritas Fiji, are transforming powers that have pioneered 
pathways to heal and reverse the destruction. In conversations with Professor 
Elizabeth Holland, we were taught the scientific truth of climate change, with 
desperate urgency. Through her and her colleagues, we heard the call for a 
transformation of our economic systems. This will impact the power, privilege, 
and advantages of those benefitting from the current economic systems. We 
need to tell the truth about our capitalist-industrialist lifestyle and greed 
which are the main cause of climate change. Therefore, we cannot neglect the 
truth any longer, insisting on keeping our comfortable and modern lifestyles 
for the sake of our convenience. Despite many efforts to find sustainable and 
sophisticated alternatives to support that comfort, some of us need to face the 
truth, that this way of living causes trauma somewhere else. 

Participants in the team visits to Canada and the USA witnessed gifts 
of courage, resilience, resistance, and profound willingness to engage in 
truth-telling. Moments of great spiritual depth, prayers, and openness to 
reconciliation were present in every conversation. These encounters revealed 
that there needs to be a time for truth-telling before there can be reconciliation. 
Truth-telling is one step in the process of decolonization at all levels (land, 
culture, theology), involving the repair and return of degraded and stolen 
land, reparation, and systemic change. The attacks and killings of community 
leaders, for example, must stop immediately.

5.  Rev. James Bhagwan, a pilgrim team member and general secretary of the Pacific 
Conference of Churches.
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1.d Implications for an Emerging Theology of Companionship 
– A Community that Remembers

Traumatic experiences will not go away unless it is attended to. “For he 
knows how we were made; he remembers that we are dust.” (Ps. 103:14)

It becomes clear that the three different aspects described above overlap each 
other. Where spiritualities are transformative, a theology of companionship 
is found. Where we remember the wounded body of Christ, we may become 
pilgrims in the lives of other pilgrims. Truth and Trauma need to be presented 
by the ones who suffer from it and who are silenced by it. 

The transformative spirituality of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace 
should not be reduced to an inward process of personal contemplation but 
strives to be lived out and shared with others as well. Spirituality (mysticism) 
“can open up possibilities for creative individual and communal responses 
to trauma.”6 The traumas we are confronted with on our pilgrimages leave 
their marks on us. We get involved in the traumatic narratives of the visited 
communities and react to these narratives with our own emotions and by 
walking the three viae. 

Gloria Anzaldúa argues that the marginalized need to reconstruct their 
identities, whereas the privileged need to realize that their power cannot 
change unjust systems immediately. She recognizes that both the oppressed 
and the privileged need to transform.7 For the marginalized, this can be an 
empowering experience, for the privileged, this can be a painful experience. It 
might lead to a shift in existing power relations, especially in contexts where 
truth is corrupted. In this process of transformation, we grow together, while 
Christ—the Truth—is in our midst.

In these spaces, people might share that they feel God is absent, especially 
in the midst of their sufferings. This becomes visible when people in the 
visited communities wonder whether they should get rid of their religious  
identities. They do not feel the presence of the Beloved and experience much  
trouble because of their very identities. They wonder whether their lives would 
be better if it was not for their religious identity. 

6.  Susanna Snyder, “La Mano Zurda with a Heart in Its Palm”: Mystical Activism as a 
Response to the Trauma of Immigration Detention,” in Post-Traumatic Public Theology, 
eds. Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016), 217-240, 217.
7.  Snyder, “La Mano Zurda,”217-240, 226.
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Father Damien—a woman who became a forgiving, compassionate priest 
after all the suffering she had gone through—shows that we should trust the 
emptiness we may experience, that the spirit of goodness is around.8 Just 
as Father Damien in her life shared her faith in the Beloved in a form of 
radical compassion, one that stepped over religious boundaries, we may share 
with others the truth that love is stronger than injustices and violence. If 
some cannot believe that God remembers their “truths,” it is up to the wider 
community to share the faith in God’s remembering.

It needs a community to join in a healing exercise of healing memories, of 
what happened and what did not happen, of pain and forgotten stories as well 
as of dreams and hopes. “[T]he memory work of a faith community finds its 
life in the God who remembers altogether and moves us by the Holy Spirit 
toward a shared exposition and shared confession.”9 No-one should carry the 
burden of memory alone, since healing is promised to those whose relations 
are shaped by the true companionship of others. 

Sharing the “bread of life” with each other—in remembrance—will lead 
into all truth: the truth about the injured bodies and souls in our midst, 
the truth about the violating speeches and actions afflicted on each other, in 
relation to the Truth about that one tortured, killed, and resurrected body, 
that calls us to be One body. 

“Jesus is the innocent who has been killed in conflict. Yet, he has 
risen not in vengeance or condemnation, but in new life . . . he 
offers forgiveness from the site of his body marked by violent death. 
Jesus returns to the scene of violence and betrayal, that is, to a world 
stamped with the memories of his murder, and he remembers with 
and for us, drawing our past into his future and shaping our present 
in his presence. In Jesus, we learn that God remembers. This is 
not a declaration of the divine capacities for memory, but for the 
communion dynamic in God’s memory.”10

8.  Wendy Farley, “Serving the Spirit of Goodness”: Spiritual and Theological Responses 
to Affliction in the Writings of St. John of the Cross and Louise Erdrich, in Post-Traumatic 
Public Theology, eds. Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), 115-34.
9.  Willie James Jennings, “War Bodies: Remembering Bodies in a Time of War,” in Post-
Traumatic Public Theology, eds. Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 23-35, 32.
10.  Jennings, “War Bodies,” 23-35, 30f.
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Traumatized people have troubled memories and therefore their memories  
are often not accepted as valuable narratives. Remembering events is moulded 
into a specific form, a form in which it serves a particular narrative. This denies 
the memories and narratives of other voices.11 Very often, trauma silences 
people. “Moral injury involves a remembering that is dangerous, because it 
carries the power of condemnation, shame, and guilt that can unleash a view 
of the self as irredeemable and un-reparable.”12

Providing ecumenical spaces where these voices are listened to and respected 
(in their brokenness), can be an act of healing—for the narrator as well as 
for the recipient. Yet, for the traumatized, their hope might be more in the 
companions, not themselves. Therefore, it may be the companion who carries 
the hope for those who are broken. For some, the reality of Good Friday will 
be too much to bear. They do not experience the liberating resurrection of 
Jesus. It is then up to the companions to retell Jesus’ story and embody his 
hope that some have lost. “We remember a friend who returned from the 
dead and by the Holy Spirit says to us that death . . . is not the last word 
about our lives.”13 A community strong enough to hold that brokenness and 
integrate the suffering is needed. Remembering together, lamenting together, 
grieving together are Christian practices that promise healing

Through truth-telling among ourselves, speaking truth to power, 
accompaniment, pastoral care, and advocacy churches can bear witness to 
the presence of Christ amid trauma, the love of God to celebrate the gifts 
of life, and the power of the Holy Spirit to heal the wounds of creation. 
Therefore, the church should not only claim to have a prophetic voice but be 
and become an example of revealing truths by remembering and celebrating 
the Truth in Christ. 

As members of the global ecumenical fellowship, some of us are invited 
to be humble visitors, some are called to be gentle hosts. In our different 
traditions, we share the same truth in many different truth-tellings. Listening 
to the different narratives of the communities, we need to realize that some 
dogmas of our faith might be hurtful to others. The truth is in Christ and 
not in our theologies, which can only try to speak of that truth. We are 
witnesses of the truth in a collectivity of narratives of the whole creation. This 

11.  Jennings, “War Bodies,” 23-35. 
12.  Brett T. Liz et al., “Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary 
Model and Intervention Strategy,” Clinical Psychology Review 2009, vol. 29, no. 8, 695-706, 
698.
13.  Jennings, “War Bodies,” 31.
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realization asks for humility, one of the key virtues of a pilgrim. As pilgrims,  
we shall not see the other’s truths as a threat to our own witnessing, but as a 
constitution for unity.14

As an institution that often misused its power, the church needs to address 
every institution that forms a threat to people. It is our role as disciples of 
Christ to confront the powers that silence the oppressed, that corrupt the 
truth, and that cause trauma. In a shared spirit, we need to pray and become 
compassionate to one-another, to find unity in our shared humanity.15

And it requires a shift in doing theology; 

“ . . . a radical shift in and where theology/theological reflection take 
place. The shift is one where theological reflection is understood to 
begin in public with publics and communities; methodologically, 
theology would begin and end in the same place: in communities 
where trauma is inflicted upon those most vulnerable to the 
capricious and predictable wielding of injustice, as well as those who 
resist the denial of trauma, the pedagogies of silence, the theologies 
of violence.”16

We are invited into a “holy archaeology” of remembering. “Jesus does 
not humanize the knowledge of God but shows us how the divine knowing 
and remembering humanizes us by bringing us into the compassion that 
constitutes God´s knowing and remembering.”17

14.  Cavanaugh, “Migrant,” 340-356. 
15.  Mark MacDonald, “Systemic Evil and Christian Discipleship,” The Ecumenical Review 
72, no.1 (January 2020): 108-15. https://doi.org/10.1111/erev.12489.
16.  Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo, “Afterword,” in Post-Traumatic Public Theology, 
eds. Stephanie N. Arel, and Shelly Rambo (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016), 291-312, 293.
17.  Jennings, “War Bodies,” 23-35, 31f. 
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Land and Displacement – Belonging to the Earth,  

to Water and Land

Land is life, land is home, land is sacred! The life of all of humanity is 
dependent on the land. Listen to the voices of those who defend the land, 
of Indigenous Peoples, people who work on the land, farmers, and women 
producers and hear what land means to them. Hear what they have to say 
about the impact of colonialism and corporate development on people and 
earth over centuries. In genocidal wars, the original people of the land have 
been killed and displaced. Thinking that these are merely terrible stories of 
the past, many do not see how such violence continues today. The rights to 
land, water, and livelihood of Indigenous Peoples and farming communities 
are still being violated and neglected in many places today. They suffer when 
rich corporate interests take the land, the water resources, and the treasures 
earth has to offer, but only for themselves. All life on earth is threatened 
by the consequences of structural injustice, extractive industries, the loss of 
biodiversity, the scarcity of clean drinking water, and the climate emergency. 
Even well-meaning initiatives for renewable energies are experienced by 
Indigenous Peoples as “green colonialism” when they affect the web of life in 
their lands in negative ways. 

The colonizing economy of racialized capitalism that violates the rights 
of people and often kills the more vulnerable groups must be transformed 
into an economy of life and care for people and the earth. Their traditional 
wisdom and the original instructions of the ancestors tell Indigenous Peoples 
that humankind needs to turn around and build, together, relationships of 
justice and peace in one household of life. Creation-centred spiritualities 
connect them with the land as “holy ground.” Uprooting people from the 
land means death for their way of life and culture while losing land means the 
loss of identity and the sense of being whole. Land upholds people, identity, 
spirituality, and relationships. Life, for humankind, is an interdependent 
relationship of living with and on the land as caretakers who are woven 
together with land, water, air, and sky. 
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Churches that have sanctioned the colonial “doctrine of discovery” with 
all its deadly consequences and have made themselves comfortable within 
the prevailing cultures of consumerist societies and the modernist idolatry 
of economic growth are called to repent. They (we) must overcome those 
theologies of dominion that separate humankind from creation and embed 
attitudes that allow for the exploitation of land and creation, giving rise to 
deep moral and spiritual crises today. This requires churches also to recognize 
when they (we) have been beneficiaries of colonialism as some of the largest 
owners of stolen land. Turning around, repenting, and listening to the 
defenders of the land means that we all have the chance to change perspective, 
overcome the impacts of colonialism and consumerism, restore the web of 
life, and move toward an economy of life as imagined in so many stories of 
the Bible and the teaching and practice of Jesus. The recognition of the right 
of Indigenous Peoples to their land and the honouring of their cultures and 
beliefs is a first step pointing in the right direction for others to follow.

The story of the beginning of creation in the book of Genesis (2:5-7) 
provides a fundamental understanding of how human beings were made from 
the land. God created Adam and Eve from the earth so that they can be the 
caretakers of creation and land and the waters. Giving into the temptation of 
becoming gods themselves led to a displacement of humanity from the land 
of Eden and so they had to work hard on the land. Land is also one of the 
promised blessings God gave to Abraham and Sarah and their descendants. 
The Promised Land becomes a communal belonging for the Israelites; they 
must not sell their inherited land to anyone. Therefore, land is not a mere 
possession, but it is rather a symbol of our very existence, relationship, 
identity, and belonging, a blessing, but also the place where the consequences 
of our actions are identifiable. 

At the centre of the disruption of the human-land relationship has been a 
shift in the understanding of land. From belonging to the land, land became 
something that needs to be conquered, controlled, possessed; land is not any 
longer something that shapes our identity, but it is the human being who 
“defines” land. According to Willie Jennings, 

“[t]he deepest theological distortion [in the disruption on our 
understanding of land] is that the earth, the ground, spaces and 
places are being removed as living organizers of identity and as 
facilitators of identity.”1 

1. Willie James Jennings,. The Christian Imagination (New Haven (CT): Yale University 
Press, 2010), 39.
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It is this major shift in relation to land that has, consequently, enabled 
some to assume more rights over land than others. Putting forward their own 
property rights to the land, they want to exercise also control over people 
living on the land and their identities. 

This change in understanding can be recognized in many forms. It can 
be seen, for instance, in the first colonizing movements—claiming “new 
territory” and its people as theirs. In the colonial project, as Jennings argues, 

“Europeans enacted racial agency as a theologically articulated way 
of understanding their bodies in relation to new spaces and people. 
. .  [It was done by] an inverted, distorted vision of creation that 
reduced theological anthropology to commodified bodies.”2 

This distorted vision of creation consisted in assuming that, first, chaos 
was brought to creation, and second, because of human sin the land and 
waters became associated again with instability that needed to be “organized” 
or “saved.” Human beings—and more specifically Europeans—became the 
ones called to control land in order to bring stability to creation by means of 
proper order, and ownership of both, land and people. In this colonial logic, 
“. . . whiteness replaced the earth [the land] as the signifier of identities.”3 By 
converting land into property, it became possible to define people in terms 
of race. Such colonization, and corruption, led to the exploitation of the 
land—including the waters—and its people, resulting in the displacement 
of indigenous people, the disconnection of communal belonging, and the 
brutality of slavery. Human trafficking and severe poverty are the results up 
to this day, as are expressions of violence (in many forms), inequality, and 
discrimination.

This disrupted understanding of land as property can also be recognized 
in national governments selling natural resources, including land and water 
(an integral part of creation), to multinational companies, who exploit the 
land and water sources, leaving them bare and impossible for the indigenous 
people to continue to live on. 

From a different perspective, there are also people who think they have 
more right to a land because their ancestors have lived there, resulting in the 
rejection and discrimination towards those people who migrate to the land. 
One of the latest outcomes of our failure in taking good care of the land 
is forced migration due to climate change. Second-generation immigrants 
2. Jennings, Imagination, 58.
3. Jennings, Imagination, 58.
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face the new phenomenon of confusion of their identities and the feeling of 
being displaced even in their new homeland. Diaspora communities, mainly 
religious communities, become the spiritual homeland instead. Therefore, 
religious communities must take up the task of helping with identity issues 
without fostering inappropriate or dangerous nationalism.

In the incarnation of God in Christ we recognize an alternative 
understanding and relation to land and the waters. The incarnation signals 
how God the Creator, cares so much for creation, and land, in particular, 
not in terms of possessing it but communing with it. The pre-existing Logos 
that became become flesh “. . . reveals a wider paradigm for the intimate, 
ontological entanglement between divinity and all materiality.”4 Seeing the 
incarnation not just as a symbol of “human” but also “material” embodiment, 
which some have labelled as “deep incarnation,” is then a way to recognize that 
God’s intended communion and reconciliation with the world is not limited 
to humankind but rather open to embrace the whole of creation—a notion 
captured as “new creation” in the New Testament. The purpose of God for the 
world are reconciliation and unity of all, of humankind and creation, indeed 
the entire cosmos (1 Col. 1:19 f.; Eph. 1:10). By recognizing this deepness 
of the incarnation, we humans are reminded of how we are creatures among 
many other creatures of the created web of life, God’s creation. This may lead 
us to re-consider our views of, relation to, and actions with land and water.

God’s care for land and the waters can be recognized in the way in which 
Jesus spoke of the reign of God, often describing it through agricultural 
images and analogies which depict a deep relation between God and creation, 
between people and land.5 It is argued that this language Jesus used belongs 
to an agrarian culture from which he came and to which he was addressing 
his message, and therefore it would only serve as “illustration” for us. Yet, 
describing the reign of God in terms of land, Jesus shows God’s desire to 
join creation willingly and joyfully; it shows God’s care for creation and the 
deepness of God’s desired restoration of all forms of broken relations, including 
our relationship with land and water. This will lead to a transformation of our 
own identities. 

4. Matthew Eaton, Enfleshed in Cosmos and Earth: Re-Imagining the Depth of 
Incarnation. Worldviews 18 (2014), 244. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43809587.
5. See Alain Marchadour, David Neuhaus, and Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini, “The Land 
in the New Testament,” in The Land, the Bible, and History: Toward the Land That I Will 
Show You (Fordham University Press, 2007), 63-86.
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Rather than alienating us from engaging with the rest of creation in our 
contexts, God’s incarnation and the inauguration of the Kingdom of God 
signal to us the horizon that calls for our repentance and conversion for our 
transgressions and violence to land and water. We are called to actively witness 
and live according to God’s desired communion with creation, and faithfully 
participate in the restoration of the broken relationships.

Celebrating the gifts, visiting the wounds, and engaging together with 
vulnerable communities in transformative action are concrete expressions of 
this attempt to witness to God’s deep incarnation. 

2.a Celebrating the Gifts—Community Life and Belonging 
to the Land/Waters

Both the Karen community living at the margins of the borders between 
Thailand and Myanmar and the people of the villages in Fiji have, like 
other indigenous peoples, preserved the connections between land, identity, 
language, and culture despite the pressures of colonialism, the modern 
economic development paradigm, and even displacement by war. In the case 
of the Karen people, they seek to hold on to the link between identity and 
land and to establish it in new ways of identity, based on their faith. Their 
understanding of both land and community is collective and not individual. 
Land, for them, is not a commodity but the very basis of life. Their lifestyle 
echoes this notion. As a way to nurture their identity, they (1) put a strong 
emphasis on education and on building the capacity of the people, and (2) 
have sought to develop their own theology: they are exploring what it means 
to do a Karen theology of liberation, in dialogue with the Korean Minjung 
theology.

In Fiji, Indigenous cosmology (the interconnectedness with land, water 
and ocean, and as community in time and space with the ancestors, with 
each other, and the profound sense of responsibility for future generations) is 
the source for their communities’ resilience and is at the heart of their culture 
and knowledge. Just relationships with all of creation and with each other are 
considered essential. Land and water are not to be reduced to commodities 
or just means but are nurtured as the very basis of life. All this gives people 
the capacity to identify even minor changes of the ecosystem and to read 
the signs of nature in changing times. They know what goes wrong and they 
know what has to be done. 
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Team visits to Turtle Island (called “North America” in a colonial 
perspective) provided precious opportunities to listen to and learn from the 
original people of the land and discover the strength of their cultures and 
spiritualities. Indigenous Peoples in Standing Rock, communities at the arctic 
circle, or in the areas of Winnipeg or Minnesota all shared that they are not 
willing to choose between culture and religion, but they rather reaffirm their 
own history and heritage, following Jesus in their own ways.

People have trust in their own potential. They do not separate the 
vertical and horizontal dimensions in their faith, and they find their hope 
in God. Church, community, land and water and faith belong together. The 
communal understanding of life marked by solidarity, sharing, and hospitality 
is sustained and supported by rituals and cultural practices such as the sharing 
of stories and drinking of Kava. Hope witnessed here is tenacious, spiritual, 
and bold, and woven into the loving mat with all of life.

2.b Visiting the Wounds—Violence, War, and Destruction of 
Eco-systems as Root Causes of Displacement 

A major factor inflicting deep wounds is the modern tendency to separate 
identity and faith from the land, by making a false distinction between people 
and land—as if humankind could exist apart from creation. This leads to the 
commodification of land which is then progressively implemented by the 
military so that economic powers are favoured, such as mining corporations 
and new investors who are buying land in order to exploit it. This is 
further aggravated by a progressive alienation of the land. People lose the 
understanding that they need creation to survive. These processes feed each 
other, even though they are distinct. The alienation goes even deeper than 
this, with food industries producing more and more food without relying on 
the land. Land is instead used to produce resources for industrial production.

Major threats to land and displacement of people have been violence and 
war. Displacement, the denial of the right to land and ongoing occupation 
block the way to peace. We have seen this reality, especially during the first 
stages of our pilgrimage when we met with communities and churches in 
Israel and Palestine (2016), Nigeria (2017) and Colombia (2018), looking for 
communities and churches involved in peacebuilding.

Land and what it means for people, their life, and identity is at the heart of 
the conflict in Israel and Palestine that began with the massive movement of 
Jewish believers—who were searching for peace and security after the horrors 



392. Land and Displacement – Belonging to the Earth, to Water and Land

of the holocaust in the German concentration camps—to Palestine. The war 
in 1948 ended with the forced displacement of Palestinians, still claiming 
their right to the land, and now living in refugee camps in neighbouring 
countries for more than 80 years. The occupation of the Golan Heights, 
the Westbank and the Gaza strip after the war in 1967 continues and the 
situation is further aggravated by the advance of illegal Israeli settlements and 
attempts to change the status of Jerusalem. 

Reference can be made to the situation of other “tribal communities”, like 
in India. India has had, for more than twenty years, a strong legal framework 
for the protection of “forest dwellers” who can stay on their land, but with 
restrictions. The law supports their rights and entitlements, but in the context 
of the caste system, the legal framework does not really change the cultural 
pattern of oppression. The situation in Palestine adds a new dimension to 
these observations. There, it is the conflict over a divided land that teaches 
the need for justice and the imperative to be in unity with the land together. 
The conflict itself is part of this dynamic reality and reveals part of the change 
that is needed.

Internally displaced people in Nigeria, Colombia, and Myanmar testified 
to the importance of land as the basis of life. Losing their villages and homes 
and being uprooted, communities are exposed to new forms of vulnerability 
and threats to their lives and identities. The tensions in Northern Nigeria 
are fuelled by competition for arable land and pastures by both agricultural 
and pastoral communities. The climate crisis, which affects severely the 
quality of the land, puts even more pressure on the communities. Nowadays, 
their different religious identities as Christians or Muslims contribute to the 
tensions, whereas they had lived peacefully with each other for generations. 
This leads, in the city of Kaduna for example, to people moving out of “mixed 
quarters” into religiously more homogenous areas.

It was also in Nigeria, that we listened to the changed relation to water. 
When, 25 years ago, a multinational company arrived in order to produce 
bottled water and sell it to the people, a grandmother was laughing about this 
idea. “It is impossible to possess a river”, she said, “the water is for everybody’s 
use!” Today, everyone in the region depends on buying water in plastic bottles 
that pollute the land. 

Land grabbing by rich families and the violent displacement of communities 
in Colombia have been at the roots of the fights of guerrilla movements for 
decades. We witnessed that the peace process that began with great hopes will 
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remain fragile, and may even break down, as long as, for example, former 
combatants are not helped to integrate into society with access to land and 
jobs. The combined effects of land grabbing, mining, and the privatization 
of water sources have forced people to leave more remote rural areas and seek 
security in the cities. 

On the Thai-Myanmar border, we met with the Karen community who 
fled oppression by the Myanmar military and does not see any hope at this 
stage that they might ever go back to their lands. The Karen have become 
either displaced (within the Myanmar borders) or “stateless” (not being 
acknowledged by the Thai government as refugees), leading to limited or non-
existing basic rights or access to any social services (such as citizenship, health, 
education, etc.). Their situation is a clear example of the intersectionality 
of the four (five) themes that are being explored by the PJP-TSG and the 
centrality of land and displacement. As is the case with other Indigenous 
Peoples, land, identity, and freedom are closely intertwined in their culture. 
One of the visited communities has inhabited a refugee camp with temporary 
housing for half a century. Many were born there. Their way of dealing with 
the loss of their land and the experience of being displaced is to uphold their 
identity as a nation, and as a faith community.

The root causes of the problems faced by the Karen go back to the time 
of colonial rule and the drawing of borders by the colonizers. After the 
independence of present-day Myanmar, their own quest for independence 
has been disappointed. They are now controlled by a majority that has started 
to push them out of their land, seeing the land only as a commodity for 
profit. Their land is sold, mines are held by multi-national corporations, and 
the forests are being cut down. Time is playing into the hands of the military 
government of Myanmar. The ceasefire does not prevent the government 
from selling land and resources, and it is profiting from it. The military invite 
people to come back, but only if they accept their rules, their conditions, and 
their understanding of land as a commodity. The Karen refuse to be subject 
to such conditions and to sever the links between identity, language, culture, 
and land.

Another visit to the Kachin people in Myanmar confronted us with the 
plight of internally displaced people who are confronted with many similar 
problems.

In Fiji, governmental decisions and time has played into the hands of the 
extractive industries that are not really monitored or held accountable. The 
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damage caused by copper and gold mines, the sea-bed mining of black sand, 
and gravel extraction are increasingly destroying entire ecosystems leading to 
the loss of flora, fauna, and sea life (fish, crabs, turtles) and the contamination 
of water and ocean. All this damage is becoming irreversible. Promises of 
rehabilitation and compensation are more and more empty and meaningless.

The destruction of the ecosystems by climate change and extractive industries 
is a “bleeding wound” and continues to undermine the bond between people, 
land, water, and all life. All these impacts have compromised the basis of life 
for fishing communities. Food security is increasingly threatened. With the 
ongoing loss of livelihood, people are forced to look for alternative means 
of subsistence. Women in a Fijian village told us that they find no more fish 
and crabs at the shores of the river or the sea (basic for their livelihood); now 
they must sell juice in the city to ensure a small income. These are forms of 
displacement that make people feel that they are now living in a strange land 
while it used to be home.

Although only one visited community in Fiji has so far been relocated 
from the seashore to higher lands due to global warming leading to the rise 
of the sea level, many no longer feel at home, but as strangers in a constantly 
deteriorating context. The loss of seashores continues steadily as sea levels are 
rising. In villages we visited, the sea covers walking paths, salinates agricultural 
areas, enters houses, and even drowns traditional burial grounds. To leave the 
cemetery of the ancestors behind was impossible for some who resisted the 
relocation of their village to higher grounds.

In this context, companies, and the government, apply a strategy of division 
and rule combined with promises to some and pressure on others. Communities 
lose trust in their leaders and are divided between those who support the 
exploitation of nature and those who resist it. The division of communities 
and the lack of accountability of government allows the extractive industries 
to get hold of land and sea and to continue their operations undisturbed. 
People have limited defences. The distinction between customary law and 
legal land ownership, enshrined in the Fiji constitution of 2013, actually 
undermines the rights of the communities to land and sea. A deeper sense of 
being left alone is taking hold among the communities and undermines hope. 

A concern of the faith communities in Fiji is that traditional preaching in 
churches can be disconnected from earth and creation. Indigenous peoples 
hold a deep spirituality connected to the earth that must lead the way to 
answer the climate crisis. It is important to recognize that “loss and damage” 
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regarding land exploitation has not only an economic, but also spiritual, 
psychological, and socio-cultural dimensions. The church has a responsibility 
to find and name the most compelling and comprehensive answers.

All the communities that were visited on “Turtle Island” (North America) 
in 2021 struggled with the impact of extractive colonialism as well as the 
climate crises of melting glaciers and rising sea levels. People know that 
these are the consequences of a worldview that produces dominance and 
exploitation and that is hand in hand with white supremacy, a worldview that 
is so different from the alternative vision of the interconnectedness of all life. 
The colonial invasion supported by the Doctrine of Discovery brought the 
displacement of peoples, the destruction of the community of life through 
extractive industries, and the undermining of Indigenous cultures (for 
instance, through residential schools and marginalization).

2.c Transforming the Injustices—Indigenous Wisdom and 
Communities Resisting in Hope

Systemic evil has a cultural and spiritual dimension to it which needs to be 
confronted and transformed. It is a matter of faith to confront injustice, and 
this requires spiritual discernment and community action. In this process, 
communities can build on the hope of faith and find resilience. In such desert 
experiences they can, for instance, use what they refer to as the “disciplines of 
freedom” (the Ten Commandments).

The Pilgrim Team Visits to Southeast Asia (2019) and Fiji (2020) have 
led us to appreciate more and more the wisdom of indigenous peoples and 
their vital struggles for indigenous rights and for the good stewardship of the 
land in the face of the destruction of entire eco-systems and the biosphere. 
They provide a lens through which to see issues of displacement, but also 
the alienation from land and earth to which people of wealth and privilege 
have become accustomed and treat as “normal.” In this sense, we have seen 
that indigenous people are the true guardians of water and earth. Encounters 
with indigenous peoples and communities in 2021 in North America 
provided further insights into the deep interconnectedness with the nature 
of indigenous peoples and what this implies for witness and action by the 
churches, ecumenical partners and the WCC locally, regionally, and globally. 

The Karen community in the Thai-Myanmar border spoke of faith and 
hope as central forces for transformation. It is necessary to confront and 
overcome the spiritual alienation from the land in order to rediscover a healed 
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and healing relationship with the earth and to restore relationships in the 
community. This involves a change of mind set and a spiritual understanding 
of place. The Karen community strengthens its resilience and autonomy 
through a truly collective effort as a nation, keeping the community together. 
They are exercising a kind of cultural and communal discipline of hope that 
includes the healing of trauma, as well as the experience of forgiveness as a gift 
from God. Hope based on their faith really motivates resistance and keeps the 
space open for the transformation of the community (through resilience and 
adaptation). The goal of education in the Karen community is hope based in 
faith. One of the goals of education is to train people so that they can serve 
and lead in their communities in different fields (they have no right to leave 
the refugee camps). Maintaining, building, and organizing the community 
are essential elements of both resilience and transformation.

The Karen are also ready to engage in resistance and in the political fight 
for their right to the land and a state. They do the best they can for the people 
in their present situation and they are prepared to defend the space they have 
now. Despite the deteriorating situation in their place of origin, political 
and church leaders endeavour to maintain identity and to nurture a vision 
of return. In fact, only 5% of the people would go back under the present 
circumstances. Most of the people are ready to be resettled or incorporated 
into Thai society. They are not dwelling on the injustice they suffer, but they 
want to maintain who they are.

In the Pacific region, the canoe is a symbol for resilience, adaptability, and 
solidarity amidst the threats of massive displacements due to climate change. 
The fleet of canoes journey together, and the ocean does not separate but 
rather unites all on the sea of islands that makes up the “liquid continent.” 
The emergence of alternatives to the ongoing pathway of destruction will 
depend on the people themselves and how their indigenous knowledge will 
be given opportunities to chart the course of the canoes. The struggle for 
indigenous rights—not only in Fiji, but all over the world—is key in this 
regard. 

In all places, women are playing important roles and taking initiatives to 
overcome division in the community and to care for basic things like food 
security. They are busy correcting the failures of male leadership. 

In Fiji, there are also new and creative initiatives of young people like the 
Climate Warriors or the Uto Ni Yalo Trust in Suva, fighting against climate 
change and reviving traditional voyaging and navigating knowledge and 
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practices, creating an alternative mindset. Community initiatives such as the 
TNLC (Tikina Namosi Landowners Trust), whose leaders we met, help to 
reweave the communal bonds, strengthen the defence of the communities, 
and engage in advocacy with the government.

The support of church leaders in Fiji has been crucial (for instance by the 
Archbishop of Suva), as is that of church-based intermediary organizations 
working with the people, like Caritas Fiji, the Fiji Council of Churches and 
the Pacific Conference of Churches, combined with international advocacy 
and the sharing of stories that the WCC can contribute.

In many places, the way to the future leads from the recognition of 
Indigenous rights as a first step. The churches also have to do their part in 
such a movement, recognizing when and how they were and are part of the 
process of expropriation. Companionship must include solidarity, humility, 
hospitality, and love with real consequences.

2.d Implications for an Emerging Theology of Companion-
ship

Inspired by the visits to the different communities, different elements 
have emerged for an ecumenical theology of companionship. One of these 
elements has to do with exploring more deeply what it means to be a pilgrim 
church in a globalized world where migration (“voluntary” and forced) and 
internal displacement have become some of the results of land-grabbing 
and land dispossession—i.e., of the brokenness of the relationships between 
humans and land/water. As we have seen in the introduction, “…the pilgrim 
church is to find its identity in solidarity with the migrant who travels from 
necessity, not from a desire to transcend all necessity.”6 The pilgrim church 
becomes a welcoming community not exclusively for the sake of diversity 
brought by the other, but most essentially as part of its own spiritual path in 
search for God and to be transformed in this process. This will in turn lead to 
embrace and care especially for the ones arriving from other places, the ones 
that experience trauma as a result of the dislocation between their bodies and 
spaces, between them and their homelands.

The migrant and the tourist, argues Cavanaugh, are common forms of 
mobility in a globalized world; the latter does so with the idea to transcend 
limits and borders, while the former does it out of necessity. In this sense, 
in what seems a paradox in a globalized world, “borders” define both, the 

6. Cavanaugh, “Migrant,”352.
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migrant and the tourist. As Cavanaugh argues,

“The purpose of the border is not simply to exclude immigrants but 
to define them, to give them an identity. That identity is a liminal 
identity, an identity that straddles the border and defines the person 
as being neither fully here nor fully there. The instability and mobility 
of identity in a globalized world thus depends upon the borders that 
supposedly fix identities against the whirlwind of globalization.”7

The identity of the migrant, both voluntary and forced, is therefore 
imposed from the existing borders, from not “being fully from here”; it is 
precisely this marginal identity that leads to cheap labour in sub-human 
conditions in many contexts.

It is crucial to expand the understanding of migration to also consider 
internally displaced people. While they are not necessarily crossing national 
borders, many of them move between the rural area to the fragile margins of 
the cities, between spaces and communities. This is why it is sometimes so 
difficult to trace and recognize when violence and displacement appear to be 
“normal.”

The call for the pilgrim church is then not simply to embark into a 
transformative journey to other locations but to serve as a sanctuary (like the 
communities who have hosted us as pilgrims so graciously) that welcomes 
migrants, including the internally displaced, welcoming them like pilgrims in 
search for union with God. As Cavanaugh comments,

“The humility of the pilgrim and the monk is rooted in the humus 
of a particular place. This stability allows us to practice hospitality, 
most especially for the migrants who must journey out of necessity. 
To welcome and revere migrants as Christ, to feed them, pray with 
them, and wash their feet, is to turn migrants into pilgrims, and thus 
to turn fate into destiny.”8

By providing stability in terms of location, churches can then create spaces 
for migrants to construct new identities, restore some of the brokenness 
created by their experiences of dislocation, and nurture the hope, either of 
returning to the homeland or imagining new forms of connections with a 
new home.

7. Cavanaugh, “Migrant,” 344.
8. Cavanaugh, “Migrant,” 355.
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Another aspect of considering a theology of companionship is the 
importance of reconstructing our theological understandings of the land/
waters and our relation as human co-creatures in relation to other creatures. 
Starting from our approaches to creation (particularly in topics such as 
stewardship of the land and theologies of discovery) to our Christological 
reflections, the question of God’s will and desired communion with creation 
needs to be re-visited. As part of this process, it is crucial to recognize how 
colonialism has disrupted our perceptions of land and people of the land, and 
how our theologies have not only echoed but, even more so, enabled and at 
times even legitimized the colonial project—and continue to do so. 

Different attempts in this direction are taking place. What has become 
clear from our pilgrim visits is that theological reconstruction needs to be 
done in close relation and dialogue with the various communities, the ones 
who both preserve and nurture the bond with mother nature, the ones who 
have the wisdom to read the signs of the times in nature and, often, the ones 
who experience firstly and more closely the effects of violent exploitation and 
climate change. In this regard, it is crucial, however, to have a critical eye 
on how power relationships and the colonial past continue to influence the 
relations among different communities, how many wounds are still bleeding 
and how colonial patterns of relating are still present. For instance, both 
stigmatization and exoticism have been colonial and neo-colonial approaches 
to Indigenous Peoples and their cosmologies. Seeking healing of broken 
relations, careful listening, a self-critical constant stance, honest engagement 
with the other, and willingness to be transformed as part of the encounter are 
all crucial as we walk with each other.

Of particular interest in this reconstruction of our understanding of land 
and waters, as we have experienced as pilgrims being hosted by different people 
and communities, is to reflect on the relationship between bodies and spaces: 
how both, we as pilgrims and our hosts, understand and relate to space, and 
how our presence in those places has an impact in the reconfiguration of 
relationships.

While it might belong to a disrupted understanding of land and waters in 
terms of ownership, many communities are struggling for land titles. Yet, as 
seen, it is not simply the recognition of official ownership that is at stake, but 
also the status of the people of the land itself—whether they are recognized or 
not as legal citizens with access to basic rights. In this sense, companionship 
implies also accompanying communities in advocating to different local, 
regional, and national governmental institutions as well as, when needed, 
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to resort to the international community. Sharing their experiences and 
advocating to government officials regarding land issues has been a constant 
request from the visited communities. 

By walking with the communities, we have learned that while they 
may experience some of the most devastating immediate consequences of 
climate change, its causes are often rooted in other places: consumption of 
products, need for mining-derived materials, and pollution, among others, 
are generated in major cities around the world. After being pilgrims and 
meeting other pilgrims on the way, one element to consider is to return to 
our local congregations and churches and the ways in which we can change 
these patterns of consumption, locally, and of relating with land and space 
around us.





3

Gender Justice – Bodily Wounds and Dignity

Pilgrims of justice and peace, as well as those hosting them, find themselves 
crying out for gender justice. Wherever we walk with others, women are so 
often abused, violated, and oppressed. The voices of those often-silenced 
cry out for an end to all the verbal, structural, or direct violence (e.g., 
discrimination against a specific gender in church and society, the denial 
of women’s participation in leadership, sexual violence against women and 
children in homes, institutions and the public spaces, sexual discrimination, 
and discrimination because of sexual orientation, etc.). 

Those who find the strength to speak up and find the courage to organize 
joint actions against this injustice can be called prophets, calling people of 
faith and goodwill to bring about deep and lasting change. There are many 
remarkable people and organizations addressing this injustice, but even the 
heroism of many individuals cannot, by itself, bring the kind of profound 
transformation that the world needs. Tragically, faiths often collude with and 
sustain narratives that strengthen this particular expression of injustice. There 
is an urgent need to find again the good news of the radical transformation 
of our world that Jesus proclaimed and to give ourselves in commitment and 
hope for such a renewed world. It is truly tragic when those who are pilgrims 
on the way of Christ collude in oppression and suffering, when their feet 
could be set on the path to freedom and hope for all and when they (we) have 
read the scriptures that declare all those whom God has created to be made 
in the image of God.

After sharing and experiencing multiple realities with communities in 
Colombia, we identified the topic of gender and named it a priority to reflect 
on theologically, in order to address it properly and to enable effective action. 
This is a complex and controversial issue to which the WCC has dedicated 
serious studies and actions in the past. We acknowledge and appreciate these 
efforts and try to continue this ecumenical path toward gender justice, feeling 
inspired and empowered by our pilgrim experience in different places. 
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When reflecting on the incarnation of God in Christ and the theme of 
gender justice, two elements become particularly important: embodiment and 
hybridity. As introduced in the section of Land and Displacement (Chapter 
2), the incarnation is an expression of God’s desire to be in communion with 
creation and to restore broken relations. According to the gospel of John, this 
healing is made possible when God’s Word becomes flesh and dwells among 
us. The focus on the corporal aspect of the incarnation calls our attention, 
especially, to the body, rather than suppressing or ignoring it. By becoming 
flesh, God validates the body, which has often been associated with impurity 
and sin, opening the space to recognize the body and the physical as ways of 
knowing God and connecting with the divine.1 This is particularly important 
in order to validate the bodily experiences of people, including the wounds 
caused by gender-based violence. Instead of ignoring or suppressing them, 
the incarnation is a framework that enables us to recognize, and highlight, 
those wounds as part of our own pilgrimage—itself a bodily experience on 
our way to seek union with God.

Incarnation can be interpreted as both a symbol of oppression and as a sign 
of resistance and hope. Reflecting on gender and Christology, Kwok Pui-lan 
asks the following questions in this regard:

“How is it possible for the formerly colonized, oppressed, subjugated 
to transform the symbol of Christ—a symbol that has been used to 
justify colonization and domination—into a symbol that affirms life, 
dignity and freedom? Can the subaltern speak about Christ, and if 
so, under what conditions? What language shall we borrow?”2

In order to address these questions, Pui-lan speaks about the incarnation 
as a hybrid symbol: Jesus is not only divine or only human but both, that is, 
a hybrid of divine and human. 

“The most hybridized concept in the Christian tradition is that of 
Jesus/Christ. The space between Jesus and Christ is unsettling and 
fluid, resisting easy categorization and closure. It is the ‘contact zone’ 
or the ‘borderland’ between the human and the divine, the one and  
 

1. See Peter-Ben Smit, “The Resurrection of the Body of Christ in 1 Corinthians 11: Paul as 
a Theologian of the Body in Conversation with Judith Butler,” lectio difficilior, European 
Electronic Journal for Feminist Exegesis, 2019(1), 1-24. http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/19_1/
smit_peter_ben_the_resurrection_of_the_body_of_christ%20.html. 
2. Kwok Pui-lan, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology (Louisville, KY:  
Westminster John Knox, 2005), 168.

http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/19_1/smit_peter_ben_the_resurrection_of_the_body_of_christ%20.html
http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/19_1/smit_peter_ben_the_resurrection_of_the_body_of_christ%20.html
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the many, the historical and the cosmological . . . the prophetic and 
the sacramental, the God of the conquerors and the God of the meek 
and the lowly.”3

The mystery of the divine/human in Jesus is what opens the possibility 
for the incarnation to be interpreted and appropriated by the ones who have 
been marginalized (leading to different contextual Christologies), who have 
been placed in a position of precarity. Pui-lan suggests that “Jesus’ question 
‘Who do you say that I am?’ is an invitation for every Christian and local 
faith community to infuse that contact zone with new meanings, insights, 
and possibilities.”4 It is this hybridity that opens up the possibility for the 
victims and the marginalized to recognize the incarnation as a symbol of life, 
dignity, and freedom; it is this hybridity that cannot simply be reduced to 
one single formulation, but one that finds—in a dialogue between diverse 
interpretations—its true character as a mystery. It is this hybridity that needs 
to be considered when we listen and learn from feminist Christologies.5

From the perspective of gender-based violence, this new reflection on the 
incarnation helps us to pay special attention to the mystery of the hybrid 
human/divine in Jesus/Christ’s way of the cross. As Jesus was taken to the 
cross, his very body was subject to different forms of violence. He was 
stripped naked prior to his crucifixion, an action that pastoral counsellors 
and theologians walking with survivors of sexual abuse have interpreted as an 
act of sexual violence on its own:6 “In Jesus’ culture… to be stripped naked 
in front of a watching crowd was an act of sexual violation”, explains Elaine 
Heath.7 Yet, Jesus’ way of the cross has not been interpreted as a form of 
sexual abuse because the experiences of sexual abuse have not been considered 
important or as a legitimate starting point to Christological formulations.8 

By acknowledging the incarnation as embodiment and by highlighting the  
 
3. Pui-lan, Postcolonial Imagination, 171.
4. lan, Postcolonial Imagination, 171.
5. See also Lisa Isherwood, “Feminist Christologies” in D. Burkett (Ed.), The Blackwell 
Companion to Jesus (Blackwell Publishing, 2011), 427-442.
6. See Alvear, R. Figueroa & D Tombs, Recognising Jesus as a Victim of Sexual Abuse: 
Responses from Sodalicio Survivors in Perú. (University of Otago. Centre for Theology and 
Public Issues, University of Otago, 2019). Retrieved from https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz; 
and Tombs, D. Crucifixion, State Terror, and Sexual Abuse. Union Seminary Quaterly 
Review (USQR). (1999) 53(1-2), 89-109.
7. Elaine Heath, We Were the Least of These: Reading the Bible with Survivors of Sexual 
Abuse (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2011), 123.
8. Heath, We Were the Least of These, 123.

https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz
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divine/human mystery (hybridity), these ignored and silenced experiences 
need to come to the front for our Christological reflections.

Recognizing Jesus’ bodily wounds becomes a way that victims of gendered 
and sexual violence may interpret their sufferings in connection with  
Jesus’ suffering, with Jesus’ experience of God-forsakenness. This focus on 
the embodiment of the divine in Jesus’ body stresses the importance and 
centrality of the narratives and experiences of victims of gender violence: 
their wounds, just as Jesus’ wounds, expose the truth about the structures 
that violate, suppress, and marginalize. As seen in the section on Truth and 
Trauma (Chapter 1), the body of the resurrected Christ still bears the scars 
visibly, signs of (healed) wounds, showing both the cruelty of violence and, 
at the same time, the promise of healing. The resurrected Christ invites us 
to touch his wounds, in order to understand that these wounds continue to 
bleed with those who experience sexual and gender-based violence. These 
are—in fact—Christ’s wounds. 

3.a Celebrating the Gifts
It is hard to find cause for celebration when we are so far from finding true 

gender equality and justice. Many of the socio-political structures that mean 
that women are often not accorded their full human dignity and destiny are 
still very much in place, and there are signs of a backlash against steps already 
taken. Among the churches, when a healthy dialogue is sorely needed, there 
has been instead a timid silence. But the tradition of the Christian faith bears 
witness to the one who makes “male and female” in God’s image and likeness 
and continues to shape a radical church in which the familiar markers of 
identity, disunity and oppression are transformed by the renewing of the 
Spirit.

Pilgrims on the way of justice and peace celebrate the gifts of those 
remarkable people who are challenging this injustice, mitigating the impact 
of suffering, and speaking out for change with exemplary courage. Dr Cynthia 
Maung, herself once a refugee from Myanmar, was inspired to respond to the 
plight of women giving birth in the forest and has created an impressive, 
world-renowned hospital among displaced people on the border of Myanmar 
and Thailand. She has been honoured for her work, but she remains humble 
and full of grace. There are more people like her, healing the wounds that 
gender injustice brings. 

There are also places where there have been changes in the law and in public 
policy, where governments are taking steps to change the way communities 
work. In a police division of Dhaka, Bangladesh, a Women’s Support 
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and Investigation Division has been established. It is led by police officers 
who are women, who seek support and justice for women who have been 
subject to sexual or gender-based violence. This is a step toward a more just 
legal and enforcement system and heralds the entry of women into a male-
dominated profession. Women are being empowered and there is evidence 
of systems changing so that women are more likely to be treated with justice 
and compassion. Though progress is slow, and the signs are small, these are 
glimpses of light worthy of celebration. 

Amongst indigenous communities in Turtle Island (North America), 
women are much evident as powerful leaders, full of wisdom. There is also 
much evidence of traditional spiritualities that use inclusive language, and 
even language that focuses on birth and creation, spiritualities that honour 
the gifts and bodies of women. The language of “relatives,” used in greeting 
and naming also visitors, affirms that family relationships are to be extended 
to those beyond the immediate family and even to animals and the earth 
itself.

At times, something profound about the nature of God and of humankind 
is seen. Among the women who are survivors of acid attacks, there are those 
of whom it is said, “the survivors are becoming the change-makers.” Those 
brutally and cruelly attacked, in a way that seeks to erode the part of them 
that is most personal, demonstrate that our personhood lies not in our literal 
face, but in our inner humanity. Every person has a true face (prosopon), and 
a profound human dignity and grace that cannot be erased even by the most 
terrifying violence. As the Christian faith speaks of the face of God that is 
“lifted up” to shed light upon us, so women whose faces have been burned 
show that a scarred and wounded face can be full of light. We should not 
say lightly that God is present amidst such pain, but in such an encounter 
it is possible to see the true beauty of God’s created beings and also to find 
reflected the glory of the wounded, and risen, Christ. 

“Being with” women (and men) in these remarkable situations, it is often 
striking that celebration surfaces nonetheless, as life and beauty defy the 
violence that seeks to defeat God’s people. Accompaniment here can only 
be done with modest humility, not pretending to share experience, but to 
come alongside, even when trauma is deep, simply to “be.” A repeated request 
is that visitors and pilgrims should break the silence about the realities of 
women’s lives, the hiddenness of women’s experience, and even the literal 
hiddenness of their faces. The telling of the truth is what will set us free from 
the tyranny of the oppression based on gender identity. 



54 Towards an Ecumenical Theology of Companionship

3.b Visiting the Wounds

Pilgrims visit many wounds that, in turn, wound them. We are deeply 
moved, disturbed, horrified, and scandalized as we see wounds we could hardly 
have imagined. Pilgrims can be moved too by the ways in which their own 
wounds are opened or touched as we visit. No human beings are untouched 
by life or unscarred by wounds. Accompaniment and companionship are not 
about those who are healthy visiting the sick or those who are whole visiting 
the broken, but about fellow pilgrims discovering together the sore places, the 
deep wounds, and the livid scars. 

In Israel and Palestine, the story of the gendered dimension of the 
Israeli occupation of Palestinian land is not openly shared. Women and girls 
experience gender-based violence at checkpoints.

During our first visit to Nigeria, the absence of women participating in 
the discussions was very visible. Women were only seen in the inspiring choirs 
and serving food. Their exclusion from discussions denied us the chance to 
hear stories of their experiences of the church and of the conflict with the 
extremist group of Boko Haram. Only when insisting on creating spaces for 
women to speak to us, were inclusive spaces created for the pilgrims. At times, 
local senior church leaders were shocked to hear the multitude and details 
of stories of the gender-based violence and trauma that Nigerian women 
experience, and they had not heard and seen this as a challenge and task for 
the churches before.

A second visit to North-East Nigeria was specifically on gender justice.9 
This visit documented the high prevalence of violence against women in 
homes and society and as a weapon of war—but always hidden in a culture 
of silence. It exposed the need for trauma healing from the impact of gender-
based violence. Stories showed how unhealed trauma continues from one 
generation to another. An example of the dangers of untreated trauma was 
observed in the women from North Nigeria who gave birth to children from 
their rapists and talked about their children one-day practicing revenge, on 
their behalf, by killing their fathers.

It also exposed the highly neglected need for gender specific protection 
and humanitarian assistance, and, particularly, explicit support for women in 
conflict zones. The pilgrims learnt that this is especially true for women with 
special needs.

9. It was initiated by two members of the PJP-RG and organized by Bread for the World 
(Germany) and TAABCO (Kenya).
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In Burundi, we heard that most church members are women but that they 
are not involved in leadership. Local women discussed specific situations in 
which injustice contributes to a culture of gender violence. Human trafficking 
was identified as a major crime against women. The inability of most women 
to be self-sustaining economically adds to the problem.

In South Sudan, we witnessed an increase in sexual and gender-based 
violence, due to rape by both government and opposition soldiers. Sexual 
assaults come with psychological and emotional violence. Cultural sanctions 
for child rape through child marriages are considered to protect the girls from 
being raped by soldiers. We were disturbed to learn that polygamy is now 
beginning to be practiced more, including by some of the church leaders. 

Abandoned women struggle to take care of their large families. Most 
women do not have formal education. Young, educated girls often face 
the choice of giving in to sexual demands in exchange for a job offer from 
potential employers or continuing to live in poverty. Similar stories were 
shared during a Women’s Pilgrim Team Visit to the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, focusing on addressing women’s concerns in the post-conflict spaces. 
For many females, the practice of droit-de-seigneur has been instrumental 
in securing employment, as males were accused of securing young girls as 
concubines in exchange for work.

A series of pilgrim team visits to different communities in Colombia 
(Valledupar, Barranquilla, Cartagena, Cali, Cauca, and the Northwest region) 
focused on the issue of gender justice and peacebuilding in the context of 
violence, including meetings with ex-combatants of the guerrilla combatants 
(FARC). Again, we listened to women’s stories of sexual violence perpetrated 
by both government and guerrilla soldiers. In cases of forced displacement, 
women were forced into sex work in order to feed their families and, in so 
doing, experienced more gender-based violence and oppression. 

There were stories of violence against LGBTQI+ people. Their 
recommendation was to advocate for women and LGBTQI+ people facing 
oppression, opposing the accused of gender ideology. Here, we also heard 
stories of Evangelicals from the USA., encouraging the churches in Colombia  
to reject the peace agreement between the government and the guerrilla forces 
because the accords allegedly favoured a specific gender ideology.

In India, we met Jamuna, a Dalit woman. She lives in New Delhi, and 
she is a manual scavenger. She cleans latrines, scraping out the faeces of other 
people with her hands. She cannot drink with others. She cannot touch their 
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books. She is targeted for sexual violence. Her story can stand for so many 
other stories about women who are placed in the lowliest roles and given the 
most disgusting tasks to do, and upon whom is then transferred the “dirt” with 
which they deal each day. They are considered unclean, not only literally but 
also symbolically. Even those who have sex with them then become disgusted 
with themselves. Jamuna’s life, and the life of many others like her, reveal how 
the oppression of women is often bound and reinforced by the deepest kind 
of disgust and hatred, such that those who feel such things and act on them 
are often incapable of explaining them or readily abandoning them. 

These stories may remind us of the many stories of Jesus who broke 
taboos (restrictions that do not even have to be given a rationale) and who 
re-imagined the purity laws of his time in ways that many found shocking 
and challenging. Jamuna, and women in her position, recognise that their 
situation requires a deeper form of justice than many can imagine. They do 
not want simply to have compensation for their suffering or to have their pain 
ameliorated a little, but they ask instead for something to be done to change 
the way the world works so that their suffering can truly be ended. 

There are some women, and girls, who find that solutions to their suffering 
are often sought in totally inadequate ways (a young girl is married to her 
rapist, a woman confined to the house during the day is given a light so 
that she can fetch water at night, a young girl is given sanctuary from sexual 
violence but denied true justice as perpetrators escape with impunity). 

In Fiji, the stories of the killing of 10 women by their partners in 2019 
confirm that violence against women has become more brutal. The Pacific 
statistics on violence against women, received from the Pacific Conference of 
Churches and the places visited, are absolutely shocking, especially because 
it is a Christian dominated country. What is the connection between the 
dominant Christian presence and the high levels of gender-based violence? 

In Winnipeg, Canada, the stories of missing and murdered women and 
girls revealed that indigenous women are not valued as other people might 
be and as they should be. When indigenous women go missing the police 
often do not search immediately or even follow up on relevant leads. Missing 
women may be reported in the newspapers, but are characterized and 
stereotyped as aboriginal, drug users, or sex workers, as though they have 
somehow brought their kidnap and murder upon themselves. Thus, stories 
of trafficking and murder are forgotten, hidden, or rewritten and the women 
themselves devalued and dehumanized. 
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There is a contradiction in the way some church leaders deal with what 
is right or wrong when talking about sexuality. For example, some church 
leaders openly talk about having multiple sexual partners and giving the 
examples of David and Solomon but are also strongly against those churches 
that support the dignity of LGBTQI+ people. Male power and privilege are 
revealed in the support of cultural practices that promote male ownership of 
women and girls’ sexuality. Even in Christian meetings, women and girls have 
to deal with sexual advances made by church leaders. 

Sometimes it has proved hard to speak of this wound. Conversations 
around gender have become some of the most difficult and tense within the 
ecumenical movement. This sometimes means that a conversation about 
women’s lives is left until later because it is uncomfortable or too challenging 
to raise straightaway. Sometimes there is a sense of a taboo that cannot be 
named. At the same time, it is so evident that in many places and in all kinds 
of circumstances, women are leading projects and work to overcome suffering 
and pain, even while they themselves bear painful wounds.

3.c Transforming the Injustices

Repeatedly, women ask for an end to the cultural norms that keep them 
oppressed, the narratives that declare them dirty, and the power structures 
that mean they are always vulnerable. Faith sometimes colludes with these 
oppressive norms, narratives, and structures, but could instead draw on its 
original and creative stories to put an end to the suffering of women and to 
false masculinities, and to find instead God’s vision for humankind. 

Through the WCC-Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine 
and Israel (EAPPI) we heard stories of the transformation of injustices in the 
context of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land. Every week Women in 
Black (Israeli and Palestinian women) demonstrate as a protest against war 
and violence. Ecumenical Accompaniers go to accompany children to school, 
and when they do the number of girls attending school increases. Palestinian 
parents trust the Ecumenical Accompaniers to ensure the protection of their 
girl children.

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land (ELCJHL) 
has decided to ordain women. Using the Lutheran World Federation gender 
justice policy, they have established a Lutheran Family Court based on gender 
equality.
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In South Sudan, we listened to reports from the South Sudan Council 
of Churches, and from other churches too, about how they are addressing 
sexual and gender-based violence and contributing to peacebuilding in South 
Sudan. One outcome of the Pilgrim Team Visits to South Sudan and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo was the introduction of WCC Thursdays in 
Black and Pilgrim Prayers for Women in Conflict Situations.10 These prayers 
describe the situation we saw and heard, apply scripture to the situation, 
and share a prayer. The aim is to encourage the WCC fellowship to show 
companionship through prayer. 

The delegation to Colombia affirmed that gender equality is a necessary 
foundation for a peaceful and sustainable world. In the humanitarian zone of 
Caño Manso and Curvaradó, a para-military group attacked a church. The 
women surrounded the church and said, “If you burn the church – you will 
need to burn us too.” The women saved the church, and it is the only building 
left after tyrants destroyed the whole village. This story illustrates that women 
were deeply involved in the struggle, not only as victims but also as agents of 
resistance and change. 

We met some indigenous Colombian female leaders of ex-combatants of 
FARC who explained to us that the Colombia they want is one where women 
are included in political leadership.

In Bangladesh, we met Selina Ahmed, Executive Director of the Acid 
Survivors Foundation and Farida Yasmin, police officer in the Women’s 
Support and Investigation Division in Dhaka, both women who work daily 
amongst the most traumatised women. They testify that the lives of women 
will not be changed until patriarchy dies. 

While visiting the Pacific, gender justice conversations in Fiji were 
enriched by Pilgrim Team Visits to the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre (FWCC), 
the Nanuku Settlement and Indian Division – Methodist Church of Fiji and 
Rotuma, presentations from Interfaith Search Fiji and a visit to the Hare 
Krishna Temple, Pacific Disability Forum (PDF), the Anglican Church’s 
House of Sarah for abused women, by gender equality theology presentations 
from the Methodist Church of Fiji, and by a Transcend Oceania presentation  
on masculinity. Most of the visits showed churches, other religions and civil 
society working together to transform gender-based violence.

10. See more about the campaign https://www.oikoumene.org/what-we-do/thursdays-in-
black/pilgrim-prayers-for-women-in-conflict-situations.
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In Fiji, where culture and faith in God are very strong, the conversation 
centred on questions like: (1) Who determines whether gender is just or 
unjust? (2) Whose justice? (3) How do we work in the ecumenical family 
when most of the churches accept that it is scriptural to discriminate 
against women? We acknowledge that in our discussion of these questions 
we encounter significant disagreement among the churches and a diversity 
of perspectives on gender and sexual violence. This led to the following 
discussion around a T-shirt we received at the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, 
that said “Human Rights are Women’s Rights too”: Should our discussions 
include the term women’s rights, women’s right to speak and to be heard and 
the right to read the Scriptures and rethink the traditional understanding of it? 
The conversations on rights-based and faith-based gender justice are difficult, 
even in the WCC, because the churches have different interpretations of 
what the Bible says about women’s rights. Some in the group argued that 
the interpretation of Biblical verses that affect women’s lives negatively can 
change. Others argued that in some Christian churches, it is not only about 
Scripture interpretation but Tradition (with capital T, referring to “Holy 
Tradition”) and if particularly understandings of the roles of men and women 
are understood to be part of Tradition in this sense, then they are difficult 
to change. In the Reformation churches, there can be a greater apparent 
openness to change, (even though some of them still do not accept women 
in leadership positions). There are also traditions (with a small “t”) in all our 
churches that make a very significant contribution to our living of our faith 
and, often, to how we understand sex and gender.

What happens when women refuse to change their own role because they 
themselves accept the positions and roles traditionally ascribed to them by 
scriptures, Tradition, traditions and culture? This has been the case in the 
example we listened to in a TedTalk on Rethinking a Fijian man, by Jope 
Tarai.11 In this talk, the definition of manhood and womanhood are based 
on religion, and culture, which gives privileges and power to men and—
when abused—hurts women and girls. Jope talks about how his mother used 
Biblical passages like Ephesians 5:22-24 and I Timothy 2:12 to explain why 
she remained with his abusive father until one day he killed her. Jope asks  
 
 
 
 

11. TedTalk. Rethinking a Fijian man. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qh_ClbaSVTs.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qh_ClbaSVTs
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why her mother or father did not use empowering verses like 1Peter 3:7.12 – 
The case of Jope confirmed that domestic violence traumatises children too. 
We saw that faith-based interventions in Fiji are addressing this issue. 

In the example we heard from a programme on masculinity, men and boys 
testified that once their eyes were opened to toxic masculinity, they realized 
that what they were doing, as part of their culture, was actually wrong. They 
felt under pressure to be the traditional Fiji man.

We were shown another video of religious leaders testifying that their 
religion does not support violence against women.13 They say that their faith 
teaches them that violence against women is a sin. We need more men to be 
champions of gender justice. 

There are NGOs, churches, and all kinds of organizations, that are 
transforming the lives of women in very effective ways; bringing practical 
solutions to daily tasks, empowering women to work and control their own 
lives, and turning victims into survivors into victors. But all of this work 
needs to be grounded in the kind of deep change that will turn around the 
ways in which men and women shape the world and their relating together. 

In North America (“Turtle Island”), amongst communities of indigenous 
people, there are many examples of courageous people bringing transformation 
to the lives of women, and of men. In Winnipeg, a city in which many 
indigenous women have gone missing, an inspirational woman, Bernadette 
Smith, speaks of turning “sorrow into action.” She has become an elected 
politician and has founded Drag the Red, an organization that drags the river 
searching for any signs of missing women. She has used her own pain to keep 
the memory of missing women alive, to mobilise people to speak out, to hold 
memorial events, and to continue searching, valuing the lost women as those 
truly in the image of God. 

12. History provides examples of developing new narratives in the society and in the 
Church on issues such as slavery and colonialism. Oppression can be internalized, so that 
enslaved and colonized people accept it and take on their destroyed self-image. Both the 
victim and the perpetrator need to be liberated according to the central message of the 
Gospel of life in abundance for all (John 10:10).
13. Methodist Church In Fiji and Rotuma. Version 2 of a TV campaign of Fijian Faith 
Leaders saying «No» to Rape and «No» to Violence Against Women and Children. 
Produced for the House of Sarah, Supported by UN Women, Australian Aid and the 
European Union. https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=898257123714086

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=898257123714086
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There is a call for churches to embrace and recognize the wisdom of 
indigenous spiritualities that can transform our understanding of our place 
within creation, that such spirituality might become mainstream and revive 
a more faithfully biblical understanding of God’s purpose in creation. This is 
needed as an alternative to the patriarchal and violent “doctrine of discovery” 
that has so distorted the church’s understanding and actions. 

Indigenous peoples have sometimes internalized their own oppression 
and been given a sense of shame by the settler culture and then found 
transformation in a rediscovery of their own dignity and heritage. They find 
powerful echoes with the experience of many women who have been trained 
in shame and have had to find again a true and holy pride in the dignity of 
being a woman. As women have taken the power to name themselves and 
their own experiences, so have Indigenous People had to refuse the definitions 
and categories of the settlers and which they speak of themselves in their 
own language. Gender justice in church and theology will only come when 
women themselves can speak from their own bodies, with confidence and 
pride that they are made in the very image of the divine.

3.d Implications for an Emerging Theology of Companion-
ship

Responses to gender injustice must continue to heal the wounded, but 
also to rewrite the world’s story and receive the transforming blessing of God, 
whose image and likeness is made visible in every human face. The Faith and 
Order document Come and See,14 urges us to recognise and to defend “the 
dignity and destiny of human beings as created in God’s image, redeemed in 
Christ, and sanctified by the Spirit.”

The ecumenical movement has, for decades, spoken out in hope that the 
churches should be in solidarity with women, but should also keep alive the 
hope that injustice and suffering can be ended and a new reality emerge, as 
God’s reign has become close. There are many voices today urging upon us 
the truth that simply rescuing the victims of gender injustice and tending 
their wounds will never, in itself, solve the problem. Something much more 
fundamental has to change. Cultures, traditions, and systems that keep 
injustice in place need to be named, challenged, and changed. If these radical  
 

14. Come and See: A Theological Invitation to the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, Faith & 
Order paper No. 224 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2019), https://www.oikoumene.
org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see.

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/publications/come-and-see
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changes do not come, then it is too easy for things to return to what they once 
were or to change very little at all. 

It is vital to resist any easy or simplistic theological response to the abuse 
and the suffering of women. We should never urge forgiveness before there is 
justice, claim God’s presence when people only feel God’s absence, or identify 
as blessings from God those things which actually seem more like burdens to 
those enduring the pain. There are times when faith is co-opted to justify an 
unjust status quo and, when this happens, there is a need for the conversion 
of the faithful. Visiting the wounds of the world on our Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace can lead us to face and to reflect on the very depths of human 
sinfulness (how tragic to learn that in some places if women are empowered 
to resist then it means that children are abused instead). It seems as though 
almost everywhere the oppression of women is part of the way our cultures 
work (and within the church too), that it is all too easy to mobilise people to 
violence, and that in almost any context there are those who dehumanise the 
other. None of us can escape judgement. Who are we to preach to the world? 
There are moments when, if we face honestly what is happening around us, 
we can only say that “This does not make sense.” We cry, with Jesus on the 
cross, “My God, my God . . ..” Sometimes, such a theological response seems 
the only one possible.

We need a theology that can dwell in silent horror before the enduring 
suffering of so many, that can refrain from flinching from the sight of human 
wickedness and can begin to tell a story of salvation powerful enough to 
address the injustice we see. We wrestle with “principalities and powers” as 
we visit the wounds of our communities and as we weep with those who 
suffer. The relentless and scandalous suffering of women demands that we 
resist collusion, denial, or ignorance and face courageously the realities that so 
distort the way we live our embodied gender and sexual life together. 

It is in this context that we turn to the Biblical lamentations—prominent in 
the Psalms and in the Book of Lamentations. Instead of rejecting or ignoring 
the wounds, lamentations are a crying out, a process of grieving, that points 
to what is perceived as senseless—to the experiences of God’s forsakenness, 
silence, and emptiness. To recognize Jesus’ quotation of Psalm 22 at the cross, 
“My God, why have you forsaken me?” as reported in the gospel of Mark, 
becomes a reminder that, at its heart, lament is not weakness of faith or 
disbelief, but rather the honest recognition of wounds, the senselessness of 
violence, a cry for justice, and the longing for healing. From this perspective, 
accompanying victims of violence means, first, creating spaces for lament. It 
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is a call to avoid re-victimizing by proposing quick solutions or by pressuring 
people into a path of forgiveness. At times, the most faithful act and the 
most important expression of solidarity of accompaniment, is to lament—
which can be expressed in liturgies, rituals, songs, writing, and many other 
expressions, as the victims themselves choose.

The Christian faith, in its most traditional and original form, is profoundly 
counter cultural and proclaims liberation to all the captives, the enslaved 
people, the hungry, the oppressed and the wounded—among whom are 
always women. It is only when Christianity becomes captured by cultural 
norms in which gender injustice is embedded that it becomes a stranger to 
itself. There is a need now for a true companionship that speaks up for justice 
and declares the dignity of all human beings, in the political realm and in the 
church as a public body. 

Issues of gender are related to political, economic, and religious ideologies 
that want to lock the door to change and to defend existing power relationships. 
A consequence of this is the rejection of human rights language, especially 
concerning gender justice, which at the same time mutes the rich Biblical 
and spiritual tradition of justice. Churches need to reclaim the language and 
practice of justice and rights, for it has its true origins in the biblical witness. 
Participating in the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, we are experiencing and 
creating a new paradigm of church and society, based on a “new relationality” 
inaugurated in and by Christ, for all human beings are created in the 
image and likeness of Christ. This constitutes a healthy community of free 
and equal people, for in Christ there are no women and men, masters and 
enslaved people, etc. We embrace the patristic concept of prosopon—as a vital 
theological approach within a theology of companionship. 

We need to consider different ways, not mutually exclusive, to expose 
gender violence, as part of a theology of companionship. One of these is to 
demonstrate the structural dimension of gender violence. The existence of 
gender injustices at different levels—in family spaces, church spaces, friendship 
spaces, workspaces, political spaces—demands that we consider how different 
(particularly women’s) bodies have been victimized and marginalized, how 
they have been put in what Judith Butler defines as “precarious” positions.15 
While vulnerability is part of our human bodily condition, precarity is 

15. By “precarity” Butler understands a “. . . politically induced condition in which certain 
populations suffer from failing social and economic networks of support more than others, 
and become differentially exposed to injury, violence, and death.” Judith Butler, Notes 
Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Harvard University Press, 2015), 33.
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induced or imposed by human institutions. The challenge in this sense is 
not only to look at society critically but also at the life of the churches, at our 
theologies, our Tradition (capital “T”) and traditions, seeking to explore how 
the marginalization of certain bodies has been or might be made possible by 
these.

Another consideration as part of a theology of companionship is to 
focus on the experiences and the wounds of women and victims of gender 
violence who have been silenced or ignored, in order to rescue the agency of 
the individual body as a first step in the healing process. While addressing 
the broader perspective of structural violence, it is crucial to also focus on 
the concrete experiences and wounds of actual people; it is indeed through 
seeking to overcome cultures of silence by listening to the voices of victims 
that many of the structural violence can be exposed and confronted.

As the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace has taught us, by placing our bodies 
in concrete spaces, spiritual transformation is possible. What this shows is 
the need to overcome simplistic dichotomies of body and spirit. Rituals 
and sacraments are, among others, spaces where simplistic dichotomies are 
overcome. It is this fluidity between spirituality and embodiment that enables 
rituals to function as spaces for healing of the wounded bodies.

In Winnipeg the organization Drag the Red searches the river as part of the 
quest to find missing women. They search for bodies (or body parts), clothing 
or fragments of any kind that will fill in the gaps in the story of a woman’s life. 
Anything found, a piece of cloth, a boot, anything connected to a missing 
woman, is valued and treated like the holy relic of a saint. These women are 
despised and neglected by the wider culture, but by those who search the river 
they are treated as they truly are in God’s sight, those whose bodies are holy. 
The Christian faith, with its central doctrine of incarnation and its practice 
of sacraments, treasures the body profoundly, including all women’s bodies. 
Jesus himself was born of a woman and died comforted by her embrace. He 
appeared to women, risen from death, in a renewed, but still bodily, body. 
He left us a sacrament in which we hold the Body of Christ every time we 
celebrate and remember. 

The Lord’s Supper is, in this sense, is a sacrament or ritual that can be 
seen as a gathering of bodies around the remembrance of the broken and 
resurrected body of Christ. Peter-Ben Smit identifies three different—and yet 
interrelated—understandings of the body of Christ in Paul’s description of 
the Lord’s Supper in 1 Cor. 11: 17-34. 
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as the “historical” body of Christ, as it was broken and given 
as the “sacramental” body of Christ: Christ’s body is there through 

the anamnesis of the tradition of Jesus’ words and actions (in all 
likelihood connected to food and drink on the Corinthian “table”) 
and 

the “social” body of Christ, the body (consisting of the bodies) 
of the assembled Corinthian congregation (cf. 1 Cor. 12), 
which is at the same time the exalted Lord’s (earthly) body.16  
In this approach to the Lord’s Supper, the point of connection 
between vertical and horizontal involved in the sacrament is 
through these different levels of embodiment. 

In each case, the physical character of the body of Christ is of central 
importance (even symbolic interpretations of the body, in particular 
the social and sacramental ones, do assume physicality, even if some 
views of the symbolic are so noetic that all bodiliness seems to 
disappear) and it is closely related to the actual physical bodies of the 
Corinthians. . . .17

 . . . by intentionally looking for bodiliness, it becomes possible to 
see how physical experiences… are a source of and a starting point 
for Paul’s theology.18 

To recognize this bodily dimension is to bring to mind, as we gather in 
remembrance of the broken body of Christ, the existence of wounds and 
experiences of violence in the different bodies assembled around the table. 
At the same time, the Lord’s Supper is a space where, by joining in bodily 
communion, a different type of community and mutual accompaniment of 
bodies may be experienced.

The “Arusha Call to Discipleship” (issued by the World Conference on 
Mission and Evangelism, Tanzania 2018)19 does not specifically refer to 
gender justice. However, there are three sections, which are relevant here. 

We are called to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ—the fullness 
of life, the repentance and forgiveness of sin, and the promise of 
eternal life—in word and deed, in a violent world where many are  
 

16. Smit, “The Resurrection,” 14.
17. Smit, “The Resurrection,” 14.
18. Smit, “The Resurrection,” 16.
19. See: https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-
evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship. 

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/the-arusha-call-to-discipleship


sacrificed to the idols of death (Jeremiah 32:35) and where many 
have not yet heard the gospel.

We are called as disciples to belong together in just and inclusive 
communities, in our quest for unity and on our ecumenical journey, 
in a world that is based upon marginalization and exclusion.

We are called to follow the way of the cross, which challenges elitism, 
privilege, personal and structural power (Luke 9:23).

When encountering the depths of gender injustice, particularly among 
marginalised and vulnerable communities, it can be hard to be optimistic 
and find cause for celebration. But the Christian hope is founded not in 
optimism, but in the power of God to transform the world and all our lives. 
As Lesslie Newbigin once said, “I am neither an optimist nor a pessimist. 
Jesus Christ is risen from the dead.



4

Racism – The Constructed “Other” and Power

As we engage with questions of racism, it is important to understand the 
definition within the WCC’s framework in addressing this issue. Race is:

“…a social construct which claims to explain and justify the separation 
between human groups by advancing physical, social, cultural and 
religious criteria,” it is also “…the systemic and systematic impact 
of actions taken against groups of people based on the colour of 
their skin. It separates people from each other in the name of a false 
notion of the purity and superiority of a specific community. It is an 
ideological stance expressed through marginalization, discrimination 
and exclusion against certain persons, minorities, ethnic groups or 
communities.”1

We distinguish a variety of expressions of racism: racism against the 
skin colour itself, against people of African descent, against indigenous 
people, racism based on one’s occupation and descent such as casteism, and 
xenophobia.

Racism is the combination of discrimination and power. It involves a 
disproportionate distribution of power that preserves the privilege of one racial 
group and denies the flourishing of another group, thus ensuring inequities 
across generations. Racism further values one race and sees other races as less 
human or inhuman. For example, racism privileges white people because of 
their whiteness and devalues non-white people based on social constructs of 
race. Some of these characteristics are not reflected in ethno-partisan divides: 
while land, access to resources and remedies might be at stake, the other is not 
seen, and related to as a “lesser human.”

1. Final message of the conferences on Xenophobia, Racism and Populist Nationalism in the 
Context of Global Migration, The World Council of Churches and the Vatican, Rome 2018, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/message-from-the-conference-
xenophobia-racism-and-populist-nationalism-in-the-context-of-global-migration-19-
september-2018.

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/message-from-the-conference-xenophobia-racism-and-populist-nationalism-in-the-context-of-global-migration-19-september-2018
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/message-from-the-conference-xenophobia-racism-and-populist-nationalism-in-the-context-of-global-migration-19-september-2018
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/message-from-the-conference-xenophobia-racism-and-populist-nationalism-in-the-context-of-global-migration-19-september-2018
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Colonial racism is characterized by the construction of pervasive hierarchical 
orders of human beings by assigning different values of superiority and 
inferiority. Whiteness and white supremacy have been built on this basis, on 
defining whiteness as “superior” in relation to the non-white “inferior”, which 
has taken place by alienating the peoples’ identities through the dislocation 
of peoples’ bodies, their connection with communities and land (Chapter 
2). This hierarchical organizing principle has been deeply related to access to 
resources within communities. For example, land is an important resource 
available mostly to the “dominant race.” There has been and is still unequal 
access to resources, and unequal access to remedies among the communities. 
This is part of the structural dimension of racism. In this sense, we recognize 
that the current structure and expressions of discrimination cannot be 
disconnected from the colonial past; rather, these are the consequences and 
current expressions of colonialism. Thus, both racism and current expressions 
of ethnic discrimination can be understood as consequences of colonialism. 
The colonial project has set not only a structure in a given time period but 
a trajectory which keeps reproducing itself in different forms in different 
contexts, which often makes it challenging to recognize it.

The unjust construction of hierarchical structures as part of the colonial 
project has been supported by the privileging of a certain kind of literary and 
technological knowledge and the marginalizing of the traditional wisdom of 
the local people, of indigenous communities. It is not simply the fact that 
local wisdom is ignored, but rather that it is purposely framed as a “lesser” 
form of knowledge and ultimately targeted as something to be overcome 
or ended. In this sense, there is an epistemocide which is rooted in colonial 
racism. This epistemocide is related to the control over bodies and land in 
the construction and/or definition of the “colonizer” and the “colonized” 
identities.

A close reading of the Bible can sometimes find what looks like justifications 
for racism, for example, in the Old Testament through the idea of a chosen or 
elected people. White theologians have offered theological justifications for 
racism based on this.

We need to be aware of how affirming being created in the image of God, 
(a foundational argument for the recognition of the dignity of all people) 
could be misused by disconnecting spirituality and socio-economic realities. 
Thus, while many people could affirm this notion of God’s image present in 
all human beings, this is not immediately translated into deconstructing the 
realities of hierarchy and oppression. This begs the question of how we can 
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account, while affirming the dignity of all people, for the limited access for so 
many to resources and remedies.

God’s incarnation in Christ, though it is not a term written in the Bible, 
presents God’s specific decision to enter the world in solidarity. This means 
that 

“Christian revelation is a cultural dynamic colored by the social 
conditions and collective experiences of peripheral communities in 
the biblical witness.”2 

As any other human being that connected to a certain social construction 
since the day they breathe, Jesus was also born into a social construction that 
sees him as a Jewish Galilean man. He embodies the divine and the Jewish 
Galilean. In the life and ministry of Jesus, His identity as Jewish Galilean is 
a decision to identify with the marginalized and the minorities among the 
people that resist the suffering of imperialism. With His human flesh, God 
identified with a specific community and experienced a social system that 
labels others as pure or impure, superior or inferior, human or inhuman. He 
was threatened and victimized. During His resistance, He made it clear that 
the people are facing a systemic evil neatly hidden by the Roman imperium, 
together with the religious elites.

“…be on your guard. For they will deliver you over to councils, and 
you will be beaten in synagogues and you will stand before governors 
and kings for my sake, to bear witness before them” (Mark 13:9). 

Every person should be alert and prepare themselves in wrestling with 
temptation and sin of the systemic deception. As Marc MacDonald enlightens 
us that

“it [sic. systemic racism] is deadly in that it makes grossly unacceptable 
evil mimic morality. It not only makes evil acceptable; it makes evil 
desirable. It makes evil look good, and it is this capacity for deception 
that makes confronting systemic evil so urgent.”3 

But on the cross, Christ “disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a 
public example of them, triumphing over them in it” (Col. 2:15). He thrived  
 
2. Dwight Hopkins, Being Human: Race, Culture and Religion (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2005), p. 56.
3. Mark MacDonald, “Systemic Evil and Christian Discipleship” in The Ecumenical Review, 
Vol. 72/1, January 2020, p. 111. 
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against inequities between groups of people that were separated because of 
their identity markers; ethnicity, skin colour, and every detail of one’s way of 
living. He saw through any binding form within a hierarchical and oppressive 
definition of humanity including the power that sustains them and is 
sustained by them. In this world where there are a lot of cries for liberation 
and emancipation, He incarnates, He became truly flesh.

The incarnation demonstrates God’s decision to be in relation to all 
humanity. God shows God’s love for all humanity in Christ (over against any 
partial or selective notions of election or chosenness). This, in turn, means 
that human relations, the relations with nature and with the whole cosmos 
need to be seen in relation to Christ. This serves as a corrective to notions of 
the chosenness of some and the un-chosenness of others. God has chosen all 
peoples and all places to fill with the presence, the power, and the peace of 
the Holy Spirit. 

Particularly significant, in light of the incarnation, is how Jesus’ kenosis 
(self-emptying) in order to embrace God’s will signifies the need to move 
from a position of power or privilege to the margins, to become an expression 
of service for others. 

In Christ, God shares love with humanity. The divine-human relationship 
is based on love. The greatest gift of love is the incarnation in Jesus Christ. 
And human beings are to share this love with one another. Jesus touched 
lepers and other sick people considered impure in his society. Jesus himself 
became impure, became one of them. A process of healing demands touching 
and becoming vulnerable yourself. Touch affirms humanity and brings with it 
an embodiment of the idea of living together with differences, not destroying 
differences but living together with them. 

John 5:1-15 tells the story of the disabled man who was near a pool 
believed to contain sacred water that could heal those who entered it. The 
man was there for many years as no one was there to help him to enter the 
pool when the moment came for an angel to shake the water and to make 
it sacred for healing. Jesus came and rescued the man from that situation of 
exclusion and indignity. 

Churches are called to follow Jesus’ steps and to reach out to people in 
situations of exclusion and indignity. A cruel reality we faced in all the stations 
of our pilgrimage was racism. We consider it a priority to reflect on, denounce 
and react appropriately. Racism is a human moral and ethical degeneration. 
It is rooted in the incapacity to recognize in the other the same nature and 
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value as is there in yourself. It is a symptom of the brokenness of our human 
relating and it is sin. It is a spiritual and moral plague disseminated in every 
continent with different particularities, related to human—and sexual—
exploitation and sometimes justified by religions.

4.a Celebrating the Gifts

We celebrate the richness of physical, social, cultural, and religious diversity 
amongst us. This is not to neglect the effort to find an alternative language to 
the artificially constructed category of “race” that tends to legitimize racism 
but to highlight ways of understanding the richness of differences among 
human beings. We must work to deconstruct the social imaginary of race 
in terms of purity and the oppression and violence that result from it or, 
to put it simply, as an “essentialist” position towards race (that sees it as the 
actualization of a category or biologically determined essence in a concrete 
existence). While doing this, we shall not ignore the beautiful and rich 
diversity, strengthening and empowering each of them. 

We need to understand the stories of our embodied lives, as part of our 
identity that gives meaning to our lives, a story we tell about ourselves:

This meaning takes place in flesh, in living reality, in self-concepts 
and existential possibilities. In some cases it is soul-crushingly 
traumatic: the absurdity of one’s living body reduced to a racial 
object. In other cases, it is a source of pride. Yet whatever its exact 
determinations, it is not erased simply because one recognizes that it 
has been historically constructed.4 

This view of diversity might open the way to active participation in the 
forming, developing, reworking, and transcending our constructed identities: 
For all bodies, selves, and communities to fight back against oppressive 
identity constructs that are imposed upon them by others and to not conform 
to any preconceived essences. People of different contexts are called to be 
one in the body of Christ, with equal opportunities to tell their stories and 
identity, an invitation to all by the same true God. 

We become aware of the common constructed portraits of Jesus as a 
white, blue-eyed prophet, messiah, or rabbi, as an image reflected on the 
social location and racial biases of the Western tradition. Thus, one could 
pose the challenge of transposition: “What if Jesus were black, non-white 

4. Andrew Prevot, “Theology and Race: Black and Womanist Tradition in the United 
States” in Theology 2.2, 2018, 1–79, p 4.
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Latino/a, Asian, etc.?” “How would our understanding of His life, ministry 
and message change?” 

The awareness of diversity brings us closer to the politics of interpretation 
and representation, in this case, the context and ethnicity of Jesus, by engaging 
further with the biblical narratives. Hence, to think of diverse terms in this 
globalized world remains necessary in order to name and analyse some of the 
particular ways that violence is legitimized and some of the aspects of human 
self and community-identification that are being shaped in relation to such 
violence, especially for those who have experienced racial discrimination in 
their everyday lives. 

4.b Visiting the Wounds

Experiences related to manual scavenging in India, the inferior work 
assigned to black people in Brazil, as well as wounds in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina were heard. Such wounds are evident both when communities 
have been destroyed in war and when only a few people can return to a once 
populated community (for example a school of more than 1,000 children 
finally had only less than 30 children (e.g., in Osat, near Srebrenica). When 
people return to brokenness and smaller communities, there is individual as 
well as community or collective suffering.

Experiences of displacement from the motherland are remembered as a 
strong wound in Myanmar Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs). It is not only 
a displacement from one urban area to another, but the displacement from 
“the land” to a camp in the same city is an additional kind of displacement 
and woundedness. We heard from people in the refugee-camp that “Dignity 
in the camp is different from dignity at home.” There is a lack of dignity 
when people are forced to move from the land, to be separated from their 
ancestors, when there is no place for children to play or run, and when there 
is no chance to return (when compared, for example to migration by choice). 
People cannot be healed until they return and touch their soil.  “We want to 
go home but we cannot go. It is not safe.”

Migrants moving from Bangladesh to North India live in conflict 
with the Indian tribes there who do not want to divide their land. These 
experiences of displacement have particularities and similarities. This lack of 
dignity is replicated in Asia and in other parts of the world. What do we do 
when people with no land are provided with land only by taking away the 
land of other vulnerable people? Some refugees will say that it is not a source 
of happiness to see a school, a clinic or a house being constructed out of 
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concrete in refugee camps. This only means that powerful people intend to 
keep vulnerable people like them in refugee camps for long periods of time.

Those oppressed because of the colour of their skin, the outcast, and 
displaced people are each defined by systems in ways that mean they carry 
their wounds for life. This is not like an illness that goes away. Systems 
that define people as inferior or impure continue their oppression across 
generations, which leads to trans-generational trauma. Oppressors believe 
that black people and outcasts should be kept in their inferior positions 
so that even when there is rehabilitation, the label is kept, and the stigma 
remains. Labelling people creates wounds for the whole of life.

Racism and caste systems are death sentences. Racism kills people. In 
India, the caste system is predicated on notions of purity and impurity 
(untouchability) because of race, colour, ethnic origin, or descent. Structural 
systems built upon this ideology exploit the vulnerable and reinforce the 
privilege of the powerful. They are based on an understanding of what it 
means to be human that is against God’s design (creation).

Our visit to different communities in Fiji gave us the initial impression 
that there was a positive integration and coexistence between indigenous 
groups and Indo-Fijian communities. Politicians and political parties have 
used the ethnic and historic differences between the two during elections, 
as means to re-adjust power relations. Indian people were brought by the 
British as indentured labour to work in the sugar-cane fields of Fiji in the 
19th century under extremely harsh conditions. The conditions under which 
these people were brought limited their ownership of land, and therefore 
compromised their livelihood after the cancellation of the indenture scheme 
at the beginning of the 20th century. Their descendants are commonly 
referred to as Indo-Fijian. Although Indo-Fijians were the majority of the 
Fijian population in the 1980’s, their numbers have decreased to just below 
40%, partly because of discrimination against them.

The concrete history and implications of the colonial project in Fiji mean 
that this is more an ethnic conflict than a straightforward question of racism. 
Therefore, our Pilgrim Team Visit in Fiji challenged us to consider the need 
to differentiate between ethno-partisan tensions and racism. In this sense, 
there might be racial-partisan divides that are not racism. During our Pilgrim 
Team Visit to Nigeria we witnessed that the tensions between the Christians 
and the Muslims was not a problem of racism but rather of ethno-religious 
conflict.  
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We observed that Indo-Fijians have not been affected in the same way 
as other native Fijian communities by the consequences of climate change. 
Indigenous Fijians have historically had access to land, which implies that 
the rise of the water levels resulting from climate change have affected them 
distinctively. The indigenous communities shared how their connection 
and bond with land and water (sea and rivers) has been deeply disrupted by 
the arrival and proliferation of extractive-projects (with the support of the 
government). There is a global pattern by which the people most affected 
by climate injustices are people who are racialized. Although this pattern 
might not be immediately detected in the experiences in Fiji, this challenges 
us once more to recognize that colonial racism is a force that continues to 
have effects and is continues even among peoples who have been colonized or 
discriminated themselves.

Racism, casteism, and ethnic discrimination are not only injustices to 
be exposed and confronted outside but also within the church. Visiting the 
wounds (via negativa) implies a movement of self-purging by which the 
people and communities take responsibility for their own contribution to the 
existence and perpetuation of racism, casteism, and discrimination. 

4.c Transforming Injustices

The golden rule that is referred to in different religions is an important 
theological reference for transformation: “Do to others what you would want 
to be done to you.”5 How do we treat those who have different skin colour, 
different descent, different ethnic backgrounds from us? God’s love is offered 
to all, not to particular groups.

Affirmative initiatives, such as governmental policies, movements, and 
actions, are giving or restoring rights to people of colour, to people of African 
descent, and to outcast people. Racism is being named in many places in ways 
that help to confront it.

During our pilgrimages to Asia, we learned that many churches in India 
have overcome, and are overcoming, caste divisions and are including the 
outcast and lifting them up. Churches in the camps of Bangladesh do much 
to support the vulnerable population of refugees. Churches are working there 
against racism and embracing difference and diversity. Churches are working 
where governments do not work by providing and caring for the stranger, and 
by educating and uniting vulnerable people. 

5. Among the members of the PJP-RG, there are representatives from the Jewish 
community, Islam, and Hinduism.
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In Kachin State in Myanmar, each person the Pilgrim Team visited in the 
IDP camps came to shake hands with the visitors. They touched the visitors, 
and made physical contact, with great joy. Visitors felt they were receiving a 
gift through this physical touch. 

In India, pilgrims sat on the ground to make close contact with Dalit 
women rather than sitting on chairs above them. That was a transforming 
experience for us. The pilgrims touched their lives, and those people touched 
the pilgrims’ lives in return.

Our experiences in Fiji challenged us to reconsider the hermeneutical and 
theological tasks considering the history and consequences of colonial racism. 
One thing made clear is the need to interrogate how we read scriptures, looking 
with special care and suspicion at the way in which a self-understanding as a 
chosen people (in times of political elections the notion of  “Fiji for Fijians” 
has been used) is depicted and interpreted (for instance in texts such as Ex 
23:31 and Gen 15:21), as well as any notion of supersessionism (asserting 
that the “new covenant” in Christ replaces and supersedes the old covenant of 
the Jewish people, and with it transferring the notion of being the elected or 
chosen people from the latter to the former) that might emerge.

Being in Fiji, in a context where some people have been and some still 
need to fight for access to their land, any reading of the Bible that suggests 
or implies displacement should be problematized; for example, the Exodus 
and the journey of the people of Israel to the promised land, which implied 
the need to remove or take the land from former tenants. The question and 
challenge that emerges here is how to understand, read, and reflect on biblical 
stories from a racial justice and land displacement perspective (i.e., with 
intersectional lenses).6 While Israel is instructed to be just to all and generous 
to the widow, the orphan, and the stranger, the fact that some are chosen, 
and some are not may be problematic. The whole idea of a chosen people has 
been and is exploited to justify atrocities against the other, in Palestine and 
Israel, for example. There are certainly internal tensions related to different 
theological traditions present in the Bible.

A challenge is also to transform language since it has been used to 
legitimate racism. The very term race should be denounced as a lie, as it is 
itself an ideological construction. The term caste, in the Indian constitution,  
 
6. See Robert Allen, “Warrior, Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians. Deliverance, Conquest, 
and Liberation Theology Today,” in Christianity and Crisis 49: 21–6, 1989, https://www.
rmselca.org/sites/rmselca.org/files/media/canaanites_cowboys_and_indians.pdf. 

https://www.rmselca.org/sites/rmselca.org/files/media/canaanites_cowboys_and_indians.pdf
https://www.rmselca.org/sites/rmselca.org/files/media/canaanites_cowboys_and_indians.pdf
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is used to label people, even when it is used to guarantee rights. People are 
codified by language in ways that lead to their oppression, and so a new kind 
of language for human differences must be found.

The transformation of those who have interiorized racism is necessary. 
When, for example, people in Jamaica and other parts of the world make use 
of chemical products to whiten their skin, it is evident how deeply racism can 
be interiorized.

There is a need to overcome the deep, distorted understandings that make 
the world fail to see the fundamental connection between human beings. This 
kind of profound connection and solidarity can be cultivated, for example, 
by a mapping of churches and organizations that do justice work. Pilgrim 
Team Visits. Other kinds of exchange and contact are important sources for 
overcoming prejudice and discrimination. There is a need to name injustices 
to make them more visible.

And there is a need to challenge the racism that is practiced inside the 
churches and the conflicts that are provoked by religions. Religions have 
played a divisive role (for example in Myanmar and in Rwanda). A call to 
self-criticism, repentance, and conversion is needed.

Some account of histories in Fiji apparently involved describing the 
so called voluntary submission of native communities to the British rule. 
Furthermore, the indentured labour of Indian people in Fiji and the 
prohibition on assimilation with native communities (by not allowing them 
to own land) were described by some as a way by which the British sought to 
“protect” the cultures of native Fijian. Such a narrative makes clear the need 
to explore further the structural dynamics, as well as the concrete historical 
dynamics, of colonialism. Considering such a narrative, it becomes more 
urgent to listen to stories of local peoples and communities in order to see if 
there are alternative narratives of history.

4.d Implications for an Emerging Theology of Companion-
ship

Racism is a challenge to those who live with the commitment to follow 
Jesus’ footsteps who liberates, the God Incarnated, the Word that became 
flesh (John 1:14). He dwelt among us and called us to be His disciples, to 
whom we offer our obedience and learn the way to be more like Him each 
day. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer highlighted, Christian discipleship is based on  
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the obedient church’s confession of faith in Christ, and as such, it is an ethic 
“for others.”7

Following Irenaeus and Athanasius, Willie Jennings points out the 
importance of Christians’ belief in the incarnation of Jesus, which is its 
hermeneutical priority of trusting the human flesh as the bearer of the divine 
life, rooted in Jesus Christ. As he states, 

“only when trust has been established can we realize that we have been 
joined together as one humanity in Christ . . .  we become convinced 
by the one saving human being, Jesus, we are also convinced that 
there is only one real flesh that binds all humanity together with the 
one creation, this same Jesus.”8 

This is to say that there is no liberation, there is no emancipation, there 
is no salvation without the Incarnation. Because of the One who redeems, 
who has created the world, became flesh, humans are able to find hope in the 
flesh. Thus, the people are no longer afraid of the fragility of their concepts, 
categories, nor the material world. This includes the insufficiency of the social 
construction to portray the creatures of the world, such as in the conception 
of race. It is in the fragile human flesh with its weakness and vulnerability, 
that He incarnated and paved the way to overcome humans’ behaviour of 
alienating fellow creatures from the salvific hope, transforming the practice of 
racism into the restoration of all human being and all creatures.

Looking at our own reflection of God during suffering, we as churches are 
called to confront racism starting from within our own history in Christianity, 
where we can find theological justification or inattentiveness towards racism. 
There is a tendency to separate our spiritual and earthly matter that may 
lead to an understanding of putting our private practice of spirituality in 
opposition to speaking out on the issue of injustices. Borrowing the criticism 
from Robert McAfee Brown, there is a great fallacy in Christianity, where “life 
is divided into two areas, two spheres, two compartments.”9 

When looking at Jesus’ life, the union between spirituality and the work 
for liberation, freeing and healing human beings from their earthly burdens 

7. Reggie L. Williams, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus: Harlem Renaissance Theology and an Ethic of 
Resistance (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2014), p. 124. 
8. Willie James Jennings, “He Became Truly Human: Incarnation, Emancipation, and 
Authentic Humanity” in Modern Theology 12,2, 1996, p. 249. 
9. Robert McAfee Brown, Spirituality and Liberation: Overcoming the Great Fallacy 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster, 1988), p. 25.
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is imperative. For Jesus, his actions against degradation of life is never less 
than the proclamation of the good news or even equal to the good news 
(Luke 4:18). Regarding the tendency of dualism, as churches we should 
continuously reflect on our work, whether the acts that reflect God’s love and 
justice is reduced to a mere supplement to salvation. Further, if our spiritual 
life and salvation is a matter of private or individual compartment only, then 
how can we examine our communal sin of systemic racism?

A liberating reading of the Bible notices the teaching that human beings are 
equals. In the narratives of creation, humankind was created undivided, with 
no distinctions of race, colour, or caste. The Pentateuch teaches the people to 
treat the foreigner as one of their own people. There are no distinctions within 
the will of God. In the New Testament Jesus teaches us to love not only our 
neighbours, but our enemies as well, and Paul says that—in Christ—there is 
no difference between Jews and gentiles, free and slaves. Racism cannot be 
justified.

An authentic reading of the Bible condemns racism as a sin that has to 
be denounced by the churches. It is against the will of God, against the 
order of creation that gives no labels and recognizes no distinctions between 
human beings. In creation, God made an alliance with all the Earth, creating 
human beings as equals. Relating among themselves with respect and valuing 
differences, human beings honour the companionship with God. Racism is a 
breaking of this companionship and it leads to great injustice and suffering.

Suffering can be understood as something redemptive, as punishment, or 
as testing. How many times do we hear the sentence “the harder the cross, 
the brighter the crown” or “this world is not my home,” maybe even “take 
the world, but give me Jesus”? This kind of response to suffering may lead to 
“quietism”, a way of dealing with suffering that allows it to continue unabated, 
a posture of conformity, and a refusal to undertake corrective action, especially 
versus cultural practices and institutional structures.10 That the condition, as 
it is, is the ideal and God alone is responsible for suffering, we, then, tend to 
lose sight of our participation in the injustices happening around us and our 
responsibility to accompany each other in our work for justice. 

The willingness and actualization of resisting evil, injustice, and violence is 
especially difficult for churches that find themselves in a minority situation. 
However, as the Incarnation was intentionally in those unprivileged  
 
10. William R. Jones, Is God a White Racist? A Preamble to Black Theology (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1973), p. 44.
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communities, then perhaps the true spirit of Jesus Christ can be found 
among the marginalized communities, where visible differences matter as the 
site where God deconstructs human pride in their artificial categorization 
of human beings. Suffering may also be understood as a call to believers to 
engage and transform the suffering of the world. 

Hinduism, through what is referred to as karma, affirms that some people 
are born to suffer. The invoking of God to justify suffering should be seen 
as a false appropriation of religious discourse for the oppression of others. It 
is those who are the most powerful in society who use the argument that it 
is God who causes suffering (rather than, for example, the inequalities and 
injustices of society).11

In Muslim tradition, suffering never provokes questions about God’s failure, 
but only about our own failure to support each other and to accompany each 
other. Through suffering, God is saying that we need to be responsible for 
our sisters and brothers and that the one who suffers is not responsible alone 
for their suffering. The will of God is that we take responsibility for each 
other. A Muslim understanding of suffering is sometimes like the Christian 
concept of free will: free will is understood as given to humankind by God. 
God has given us all we need, including the gift of freedom. It is then human-
made systems of exploitation and oppression that create suffering. It is when 
the freedom to live is misused, that the freedom of others is affected, and 
suffering happens. When we take responsibility for each other and use our 
freedom well, then suffering is overcome.12

Here, the connections between us are revealed. We are responsible for the 
human beings with whom we are connected and much of the suffering in the 
world is due to our failure to practice that companionship. It is tempting to 
avoid that responsibility and to say instead that God causes suffering, and 
to limit our responsibility to the worship of God rather than the relief of 
suffering.

Suffering is a reality, but we should not seek to justify it theologically nor 
turn it into a good thing. In a Christian perspective, our God knows what 
suffering is. God was made flesh in Jesus Christ and became one with us, a true 
companion, suffering as we do. God is with us in our suffering. God is our 
sustainer. Looking at Jesus, suffering may also become a source for resistance, 
for the cause of justice is the foundation of martyrdom. Churches can be  
 
11. An insight shared by the RG-PJP member Prof. Anantanand Rambachan.
12. An insight shared by the RG-PJP member Dr Ahmet Alibasic.
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martyrs (witnesses), resisting unjust systems like racism and challenging racist 
laws and behaviour. 

Hence, the focus on the right relations of God’s creatures is important in 
discussing further companionship amidst unjust systems that support and 
cover-up racism. As presented by the WCC’s Executive Committee 2009, 

“the eradication of racism is a task that we accomplish in the 
understanding that God-self is applying restitution, through us, to 
God’s creation of all things and peoples.”13 

To become companions to one another is essential in resisting racism. 
In the global ecumenical fellowship, a companion in pilgrimage includes 
all members of society, regardless of their identity markers. The pilgrimage 
requires its participants to escape the trap of the identity construction that 
society imposed on every individual and instead, seek one’s deeper identity 
as Christ’s companions. The term pilgrim itself, derived from the Latin word 
peregrinus, includes foreigner, wanderer, exile, alien, traveller, newcomer, 
and stranger. It reminds us of the tradition rooted in the ancient Israelites, 
whose hospitality was motivated by remembering their own identity that was 
constructed and shaped by the experience of slavery and wandering in the 
desert. 

“You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land 
of Egypt. You shall fear the Lord your God; him you shall serve; to 
him you shall hold fast; and by his name you shall swear.” (Deut. 
10:19-20);

“Remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the Lord your God 
redeemed you from there . . ..” (Deut. 24:18).

Our primary identity is not ultimately defined by others, it is found in 
relation to others and in companionship with those who travel through the 
liminal space from necessity. Pilgrims see the authenticity of themself not 
through the contrast with others but through welcoming and visiting with 
others. Those united in pilgrimage rejoice when others join because the main 
agenda of pilgrims is communion with God, which implies companionship 
with each other. 

13. WCC Executive Committee Study Document 2009, p 38.
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Pilgrims of justice and peace seek ways to transgress any human-made 
separations that hinder the communion with God and other pilgrims. God 
in his mercy has liberated us from any confinements, particularity regarding 
our distinct visible human characteristics including colour, gender, etc., with 
responsibilities that entail those gifts. Thus, we are called to embrace the 
companionship with every other human being we meet on our journey.
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Intersectionality 

It is clear from the different stations of our spiritual journey, that all the 
themes mentioned intersect. We see that truth holds both pain and hope, and 
that pain and hope are a part of all life. Truth and trauma intersect with how 
we have witnessed experiences of gender justice, racial justice, and land and 
displacement. Truth and trauma should always be considered in relation to 
these other themes the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace has identified. Truth 
has the power to name injustices (connected to gender, land/water and race), 
amplify the voice of the marginalized, motivate just transformations, and 
introduce the possibility of healing from trauma. We hold these together. 

As said at the beginning of this document, we present the four identified 
themes as concrete expressions and vivid illustrations of the thematic foci 
proposed by the WCC in 2014, at the beginning of our common journey: 
The Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace should combine “community-based 
initiatives and national and international advocacy for Just Peace,” focusing 
on 

a. life-affirming economies

b. climate change

c. nonviolent peacebuilding and reconciliation

d. human dignity

We shall not reflect on any of the five themes disconnected from the 
economic and ecological injustices that we have detected as root causes for 
most of the trauma, mental and geographical displacements, gender violence, 
and racism. On a spiritual journey of transformative discipleship, we clearly 
see the urgent need for alternative and life-affirming economies, which need 
to be guided by those most affected by unjust systems and violations. We 
intend to become part of economies built on the human dignity of all, and 
the dignity of the land and the waters! We need, with all speed, to enter a 
nonviolent peace-building relationship with the earth, Mother Nature, our 
common home. If we cannot reconcile the way we relate to earth and land, 
acknowledging our total dependency on nature, the climate crisis will continue 



to destroy homes, communities, and all of our co-creation—including, in the 
end, ourselves. This truth cannot be denied. 

We are reminded of the wisdom expressed so beautifully in Psalm 
24:1-7:

The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, 
the world, and those who live in it,

for he has founded it on the seas 
and established it on the rivers.

Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? 
And who shall stand in his holy place?

Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, 
who do not lift up their souls to what is false 
and do not swear deceitfully.

They will receive blessing from the Lord 
and vindication from the God of their salvation.

Such is the company of those who seek him, 
who seek the face of the God of Jacob.

Lift up your heads, O gates! 
and be lifted up, O ancient doors, 
that the King of glory may come in.
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Inspired—to Continue the Sacred Walk as Churches and 

Together as World Council of Churches

 

Our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace needs to continue, as we are ecumenical 
companions together on a sacred walk (or sacred journey), sharing bread with 
each other, participating in God’s movement of incarnation in Christ Jesus, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit. 

Celebrating the gifts, touching the wounds, and transforming the injustices 
in all parts of the world has opened new ways to journey together in our 
common discipleship of justice, peace, and care for creation. 

Based on the enriching experiences of the past seven years, we are 
encouraged and inspired to continue our ecumenical journey by 

 – truth-telling – in order to heal trauma,

 – stopping the violation of land and waters—in order to 
address displacement and forced migration,

 – overcoming gender injustice—starting within the churches,

 – ending racism, racial discrimination, and xenophobia—and 
white privilege.

Due to the devastating global effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
revealing so much injustice in our world, in all our communities, and within 
the ecumenical community, we feel the need to add a fifth key activity for our 
future common journey,

 – health and healing.

We are implicated in so many injustices and violations—whether 
personally, on a community level, or simply in being part of systemic evil. The 
colonial mindset is still reflected in the behaviour of the ruling principalities 
and powers of our times—and we are part of this world. 

An essential dimension of our spiritual movement towards reconciliation 
and unity is the growing awareness that Christs love includes all of creation. 
Therefore, our companionship needs to include 
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 – active engagement in climate justice.

Because of this Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, it has become clear that 
the call to reconciliation and unity is firstly a call to the churches themselves. 
Walking the three vias together, it has become evident that repentance is the 
first step but is not in itself enough. Recognizing the gift of diversity (via 
positiva), purging and confronting our participation in oppressive systems 
symbolized by white privilege (via negativa), and actively working to heal and 
transform discrimination and inequality (whether spiritual and relational or 
material and financial—via transformativa) are all part of our participation in 
that great metanoia.

In order to witness to the Truth and the reality of the kingdom of God—
which is “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17)—
we find it necessary to enter into

 – a process of de-colonizing our churches, all church institu-
tions, and including our ecumenical institutions. 

We need new ways of walking within the ecumenical movement. On 
this Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, the methodology has been crucial 
and has made all the difference. Celebrating the gifts present in every local 
community, touching the wounds of the most vulnerable and violated, and 
being transformed by the astonishing creativity of individuals, communities, 
and churches in different regions of our global ecumenical family, we see the 
need for the World Council of Churches to

 – walk in new ways (methodologies),

guided particularly by the experience, the traditional wisdom, and 
the strong Christian witness of Indigenous and local communities. As we 
visited with each other and hosted each other—in our unique traditions and 
contexts—offering hospitality and trust, we visited and received Christ. The 
presence of Christ has been felt most strongly with the marginalized, the 
“sub-altern”, found in every region of this planet. It is they who need now to 
take the lead. 

The steps ahead cannot leave any one of us unchanged. If the World 
Council of Churches does represent the companionship of a growing number 
of Christians and churches around the world, it will also need to reflect on the 
changing landscapes of world Christianity. 
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Such a process may lead, by God’s grace, to a renewed and deepened 
discovery of catholicity, grounded in a true companionship of equality and 
dignity for all—liberated from any discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, 
age, abilities, economic status, or any other essentialized identities—a 
companionship that affirms and celebrates the true dignity of every being in 
creation. We feel the need to explore further and deepen our

 – theological reflections on an Ecumenical Theology of Com-
panionship.

By walking together this Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace since the 10th 
Assembly in Busan, Korea in 2013, we feel inspired, transformed, and 
empowered to

 – continue the ecumenical “sacred walk of justice and peace”1

beyond the 11th Assembly in Karlsruhe, Germany in 2022, for we confess 
that

“Christ´s Love Moves the World to Reconciliation and Unity.”

1. Alternative formulation: “sacred journey of justice and peace.”
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Since 2014, the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace-Theological Study Group 
(PJP-TSG) and the Reference Group of the Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace (PJP-RG) have been on a pilgrimage, visiting various countries and 
communities around the world, followed by study and reflection on what 
it means for churches to be on a pilgrimage of justice and peace today. 
During the pilgrimage stations, four central themes have emerged, 
each raised in different ways by the diverse hosting communities, yet 
establishing themselves little by little as interpretative keys and pointing 
to a common agenda for the ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace:

1.  Truth and Trauma 
2.  Land and Displacement
3.  Gender Justice
4.  Racism

Due to the devastating global effects of the COVID-19 pandemic that 
revealed so much injustice in our world, in all our communities, and 
within the ecumenical community, a fifth theme was added; health and 
healing.
At each station of our pilgrimage, the PJP-RG and the PJP-RG—
after listening carefully—revisited the themes and reflected on 
them theologically in light of an emerging Ecumenical Theology of 
Companionship.
This document—composed by the “pilgrims” in dialogue with the 
communities—presents these findings and reflections for broader 
sharing in the global ecumenical fellowship. 
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