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Preface

 The document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” was 
drafted over a period of five years by a working group comprising 
representatives of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, 
the World Council of Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance. 
It constitutes a milestone in the ecumenical dialogue on the 
understanding of mission. This ecumenical mission document, which 
can be regarded as an “intra-Christian code of ethics for mission”, was 
signed by Jean-Louis Pierre Tauran (President of the Pontifical Council 
for Interreligious Dialogue), Geoff Tunnicliffe (Worldwide Evangelical 
Alliance) and Olav Fykse Tveit (General Secretary of the World 
Council of Churches). It sets out twelve principles which expound 
the missionary task of the Christian churches while recommending 
respect for the beliefs of non-Christians. 

 This mission document triggered a lively reception process 
around the world, during which over 20 church institutions and 
umbrella organisations in Germany came together under the aegis 
of missio Aachen and the Association of Protestant Churches and 
Missions in Germany (EMW) to launch a combined initiative entitled 
“MissionRespekt”. The reception process has encouraged global 
reflection on the key issues of mission (including from an ecumenical 
perspective). This process is taken up in the present volume of the 
One World Theology series. In the first chapter theologians examine 
the multi-religious context on the various continents; in the second 
chapter the significance of the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” is explored in specific contexts; the third chapter 
scrutinizes the reception of the document; the fourth chapter outlines 
ecumenical perspectives on mission, while the fifth and final chapter 
highlights the prospects for interreligious dialogue that arise from 
a missionary attitude. The articles by the authors in this volume of 
the One World Theology series represent a further contribution to 



 xix Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World. An Invitation to Dialogue

a universal Church discourse, the distinguishing feature of which is 
that issues are approached from differing geographical and cultural 
contexts, thereby underlining the polyphonic nature of the debate 
within the universal Church.

 The contributions in the first chapter examine the multi-religious 
context in Asia, Africa, Latin America and Europe. The opening article 
by Klaus Vellguth is entitled “Religion as a Multi-Optional Kaleidoscope. 
The Multi-Religious Context in Europe“. The author presents the 
results of surveys carried out for the Bertelsmann Religion Monitor 
and explores religiousness in Europe in general before dealing in 
detail with religiousness in Germany. The article ends with a look at 
inter-religious dialogue and explains the major challenge it poses for 
coexistence in a multi-religious Europe. 

 Viewing the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” from an Asian perspective, Francis-Vincent Anthony points 
out that the practical questions the document addresses have to do 
with the ethics of communicative action. He says the document draws 
attention to the Christological and Trinitarian foundations of mission but 
he issues a warning that Christology “can become a stumbling block 
if Jesus Christ is proposed as the one and only saviour of mankind”. 
Mindful of Gautama Buddha, Mahavira, Adi Shankaracharya and 
other outstanding religious figures in Asian traditions, he says that 
the overriding challenge is to “face the deeply unsettling question 
regarding the place of other lived religious traditions in the salvific 
plan of God, namely, of fullness of life for humankind and the cosmos, 
in the immanent/transcendent reality of God.” 

 In his contribution on “Religious Differences and Religious 
Persuasions in Latin America” Diego Irarrazaval describes the 
processes of differentiation that Latin America has undergone. The 
outcome is that, while families have strong roots in Catholicism, 
they also incorporate the religious traditions of other Christian 
denominations and indigenous traditions into their faith: “Membership 
of a given church does not generally preclude other forms of 
spirituality.” Irarrazaval makes it clear that that God manifests himself 
universally and preferably in the least of mankind and warns that “it is 
equally important to focus on the many different forms of the Catholic 

faith and of ‘everyday Christianity’ in the various nations”, because 
they are the predominant object of inter-religious dialogue. 

 Exploring “The Significance for Africa of Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World” Adrien Sawadogo deals first with the 
religious context in Africa and the longing he notices for an African 
world united in religious diversity. He goes on to examine Christian 
witness on the continent which is expressed in various ways in 
the different Christian denominations. He points to the need for an 
ecumenical perspective in the mission, which also applies to inter-
religious dialogue, and outlines the foundations of a missionary 
attitude towards inter-religious dialogue in respect of life in Africa, 
“which is united by one and the same Creator whose revelations 
to his peoples are both diverse and dynamic”.
 
 The articles in the second chapter discuss the significance 
attributed to the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” in the authors’ respective continental contexts. In their 
contribution entitled “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World. 
Lines of the International Ecumenical Debate” Christoph Anders and 
Michael Biehl first describe the reception process of the document in 
Germany, the organisation of which was entrusted to the Association 
of Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany (EWM) and the 
International Catholic Mission Society missio (Aachen). In the course 
of this reception process a platform was established which, in the 
authors’ opinion, “is historically unique in Germany and probably 
without ecumenical parallel around the world”. They draw attention 
to the international ecumenical conference “MissionRespekt” held in 
Berlin in 2014 which led to the realisation that the ethics of mission 
formulated in the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” harbours a potential for discussion and consensus which is on 
a par with the mission theologies advocated by the various churches. 
Christoph Anders and Michael Biehl take a look at the reception 
processes beyond the borders of Germany and voice their hope that the 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” “will continue 
to prove its worth in inner-Christian processes of understanding, but 
will also bear fruit in direct inter-religious encounters and dialogues”.
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 Rocco Viviano, a missiologist who teaches in Japan, sees the real 
value of the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” 
in the drafting process, since representatives of different churches 
spent several years discussing questions of missionary practice, 
which had hitherto been treated as internal affairs. He compares the 
statements made in the document with his own experiences in Japan 
and notes that the recognition of religious freedom formulated in the 
document “entails knowing other religions in order to speak truthfully 
about them”. He thus builds a bridge to inter-religious dialogue. As 
regards the reception of the document in Japan, Viviano is critical of 
the fact that no Japanese translation of the text is available as yet. 
Nevertheless, he sees in the mission document “a valuable contri-
bution to the Churches in Japan, and in other Asian contexts, as they 
seek to understand themselves and the appropriate ways to carry 
out their missionary task and make a difference in the multi-religious 
societies that constitute this vast and diverse continent”.

 José María Vigil examines the document “Christian Witness in 
a Multi-Religious World” from the vantage point of a Latin American 
theologian and approves of the fact that the document refrains from 
asserting any supremacy for Christianity, that it radiates a spirit of 
brotherly/sisterly respect, sets out valuable guidelines for Christian 
witness in respect of inter-religious dialogue, makes no mention of 
problematical statements in “Dominus Iesus” and recognises human 
development and the struggle for justice as aspects of the Christian 
witness. Vigil criticises the fact that the document largely refrains from 
theological discussions and essentially adopts an ethical approach. 

 In “Christian Witness in Multi-Religious Africa” Hans Vöcking 
focuses first on the growth of multi-religiousness in Africa and then 
looks at the question of how, given multi-religiousness and the 
numerous conflicts on the continent, Christians can bear witness to 
their faith in a way that the Good News will have a healing effect 
in this complex multi-religious world. In contrast to José Maria Vigíl 
in the previous article, he considers it a strength of the document 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” that it does not wish 
to be a theological declaration on mission but rather proposes 
courses of action in which Christians can work for the common good. 
As regards the situation in Africa, he makes it clear that Christian 

witness is “important above all in encounters with the followers of 
the established religious traditions”. He also points to the significance 
of the dialogue with Islam. He describes the opportunities to bear 
Christian witness in Africa as unlimited: “Bearing witness in the context 
of inter-religious dialogue must take due note of the levels, contents 
and methods of dialogue and of the groups concerned. As regards 
the level of dialogue, it can be conducted in Africa in the family, in the 
region or at the regional or national level. In terms of the contents a 
clear distinction must be made between theological positions such as 
the concept of God, the understanding of scripture, ethics, and legal 
and political issues, such as peace and economic and demographic 
developments.” He emphasises that this dialogue can only function 
if the partner “who has undergone a different cultural and religious 
socialisation is treated with esteem and respect”.

 In the third chapter the authors consider the reception of the 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” in their 
respective contexts. In the first article Klaus Krämer looks at the 
reception given to the document in Germany and begins by focusing on 
the mission conference “MissionRespekt” held in Berlin in 2014. The 
second milestone he examines is the missiology conference staged 
in Elstal in 2016. He classifies this conference as a “performative 
ecumenical occasion” at which participants from a wide range of 
denominations allayed their apprehensions and ventured to meet 
each other half way. The third milestone he refers to in connection with 
the reception process in Germany is the interim review conference 
organised by the Association of Protestant Churches and Missions 
in Germany (EMW) and the International Pontifical Mission Society 
missio, which was held in Mainz in 2018. In conclusion he says that a 
basic understanding of dialogue is a key characteristic of the mission 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” and ends by 
setting out the prospects for a dialogical understanding of mission. 

 In his article on “How the Document ‘Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World’ Was Received in Asia” Indunil Kankanamalage 
first deals with the religious context in Asia and then describes the 
differentiated reception process the document has undergone. He 
associates the spirit of dialogue which the document radiates with 
the triple dialogue formulated by the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
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Conferences (FABC): the dialogue with Asia’s poor, the dialogue 
with the local cultures and the dialogue with the other religious 
traditions. While Kankanamalage accepts that ecumenical dialogue 
and inter-religious dialogue have made little progress in recent years, 
he remains convinced of the necessity of an ongoing dialogue and 
stresses the need for a “personal inner transformation“ so that the 
recommendations on Christian witness can be put into practice.

 In her article entitled “The Eruption of Religious Traditions 
Buried by Colonialism” Romi Márcia Benke addresses the 
challenge to Christian witness posed by pluralist societies, using 
Brazil as an example. She first takes a critical look at the myth of 
Brazil as a Christian country. Referring to various conflicts, she 
shows that religious intolerance in Brazil – especially against the 
indigenous religions and the Afro-Brazilian peoples – has increased 
significantly. Moreover, she sees a growing social discourse of 
de-legitimisation and public annihilation of others in the name 
of God or Jesus. Her wish is that there should be recognition of 
pluralism in Brazil, an emphasis on the irreconcilability of the Gospel 
and violence, a strengthening of endangered traditional cultures 
and a new way of thinking about the church in Latin America: not 
as an end in itself but with a view to the confession of faith in 
Jesus Christ, which is always dynamic: “It does not solidify as time 
goes by. Rather, its message is constantly updated. It follows that 
theological action must not be dependent upon doctrine, dogma 
or institutional power.”

 The Al Mowafaqua Ecumenical Institute in the North African state 
of Morocco was founded in Rabat in 2012. It brings together students 
of different ages, gender and religious and cultural backgrounds. 
The Al Mowafaqua statutes refer explicitly to “Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World” and endorse what the document has to say. 
“Christian Witness in Morocco – A Life Story”, an article by Claire 
Hantouche, describes the religious situation in Morocco, introduces 
the Al Mowafaqua Ecumenical Institute and shows how a Christian 
missionary bears witness in the spirit of the document “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World”. 

 The articles in the fourth chapter address the ecumenical 
perspectives of mission. In her contribution headed “Mission-Inspired 
Christian Ecumenism – Aspiration and Reality” Dorothea Sattler 
shows that the ecumenical movement was inspired by mission from 
the very outset and that social welfare work is an integral part of 
the Christian mission. Among the key challenges she sees for the 
ecumenical movement are the need to think mission and ecumenism 
together in the light of the Second Vatican Council, to put witness 
to Jesus Christ at the heart of the ecumenical mission, to practise 
a lively, mission-based ecumenism and to understand missionary 
ecumenism as a gift of the Spirit of God.

 The title the South Korean theologian, Michael Jeong Hun 
Shin, has chosen for his article is “Ecumenism and Mission in 
South Korea: Either…or? Both…and!”. He describes how relations 
between Catholics and Protestants in South Korea have developed 
and explains the ways in which the understanding of ecumenism and 
mission in both denominations changed during the 20th century. In 
conclusion he analyses the ecumenical situation in present-day South 
Korea with a view to the ecumenical prospects for mission. In his 
opinion, ecumenism and mission neither contradict nor exclude each 
other. “They operate at different levels and are not identical, but they 
are inextricably linked with each other if mission is understood as a 
holistic encounter between man and God. God’s ubiquity promises 
all pioneers of ecumenism and inter-faith dialogue an encounter with 
God which cannot be interpreted in any other way than as a mission.”

 In her contribution entitled “For Christians it is a joy and a privilege 
to be called to account for hope” Bernardeth Caero Bustillos from 
Bolivia looks at the ecumenical work of Christian Indian Theology. She 
concentrates on the work of the ecumenical organisation Articulación 
Ecuménica Latinoamericana de Pastoral Indígena (AELAPI) and 
says that dialogue, reconciliation and solidarity offer good ecumenical 
prospects for the mission in Latin America. Indian Christian Theology 
has found in the ecumenical movement a channel through which to 
articulate and prophetically exercise its prerogative and its hope. “It 
contributes to the ecumenical dialogue its own experience of God and 
its approach to religious, social and political challenges.”
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 Moses Asaah Awinongya explores the relationship between 
mission and ecumenism in Ghana. He describes religious and 
everyday life in the country and draws attention to the connection 
between identity, religious affiliation and spiritual roots. A challenge to 
Christian witness in Ghana is the fact that the word “God” has different 
connotations in the 65 languages spoken in the country. He says 
“hospitality as a model of evangelisation” is an appropriate model for 
Christian witness and points to the opportunities offered by a witness 
of hospitality in view of the various cultures that exist in Ghana.

 In the fifth chapter the authors examine the relationship between 
mission and dialogue. Klaus von Stosch sees in a missionary attitude 
a fundamental stance, whereby witness is borne to the incarnate love 
of God in Jesus. In his contribution entitled “Defining the Relationship 
between Missionary Attitude and Inter-Religious Dialogue” he first 
looks at why Christians must be a missionary church. He then goes 
on to distinguish between a missionary attitude and missionary 
intentions before presenting virtues of inter-religious dialogue as 
virtues of a missionary attitude. Amongst others he mentions the virtue 
of hospitality, which implies being able “to see in otherness elements 
of a possible truth of which the host previously had no knowledge or 
means of comprehension”.

 In his contribution Aloysius Pieris investigates an Asian model of 
missiology and says that Jesus was baptised first in the River Jordan 
and a second time in Golgotha. This second baptism is synonymous 
with baptism in the discipleship of Jesus, which ultimately leads to 
redemption. In this perspective, mission means teaching people to 
love in the way that Jesus did. Mission also means being inspired by 
works of charity and attending to people’s fundamental needs. 

 In his article on “Mission in Dialogue. Post-Colonial Transformations 
of a Fundamental Church Task” Stefan Silber describes the way in which 
the Second Vatican Council interpreted mission before dealing with 
the misuse of power in connection with Church missionary activities. 
Drawing on Pope Francis, Silber points out that in its mission the Church 
is sent to the outermost fringes of society where the marginalised and 
excluded live. He shows how mission is both a dialogue ad intra and a 
dialogue ad extra and formulates a post-colonial critique of dialogue.

 Finally, Ambrose Bwangatto reports that the Church in Africa is 
struggling to do justice to its missionary vocation. He takes up the 
statement made by Pope Paul VI that the Church in Africa should be 
a missionary Church and explains the context in which this statement 
was made. He then examines the reception given to Pope Paul VI’s 
appeal with regard to the Church in Africa and focuses his attention on 
the situation of the Church in West Africa. He says that the challenges 
confronting a missionary Church in Africa include true conversion and 
witness of life, permanent catechesis, an understanding of the Church 
as God’s family, inculturation and the response to social, political and 
economic challenges. 

 The articles in this volume on “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” in the One World Theology series make it clear that 
the response to the document and its theological setting are always 
contextually determined. We owe a debt of gratitude not only to 
the authors who have contributed to this volume in the One World 
Theology series, but also to the missio staff members Dr. Marco 
Moerschbacher, Katja Nikles and Marita Wagner, without whose 
conceptual advice this volume would not have been possible. Our 
thanks also go to Martina Dittmer-Flachskampf and Nina Dransfeld 
for the careful preparation of the manuscripts and to Ina Lurweg and 
Christine Baur for their attentive proofreading. We hope very much 
that this latest volume in the One World Theology series will generate 
interest in the theological discourse within the universal Church and 
contribute to the reception of the ecumenical mission document 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”.

Klaus Krämer
Klaus Vellguth
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Religion as a Multi-Optional Kaleidoscope. 
The Multi-Religious Context in Europe
Klaus Vellguth

 Europe is a continent of many religions. Around 75 per cent of 
Europeans are Christians (mostly Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox), 
six to eight per cent are Muslims1 and 0.3 per cent are Jews2. 
Seventeen per cent of Europeans do not profess any religious belief3. 
A mere five per cent of Europeans describe themselves as convinced 
atheists. 

 Europe with its many religions is somewhat unusual compared to 
the rest of the world. Whereas on almost all other continents in the age 
of globalisation growing importance attaches to religions, in Europe 
their significance is waning. In Western Europe, identity is mostly 
determined not by established traditional religions. Rather it is the 
outcome of a competition between various identity providers offering 
a whole host of options. These range from the classical religions via 
esoteric merchants of meaning, cultural protagonists and providers of 
sport and leisure activities to commercial consumerism.

 If theology is to properly grasp the significance to individuals of 
these suppliers of meaning, who are in competition with the traditional 
religions in Europe, and to fully appreciate the associated religious 
yearnings and the post-modern approach to them, it must live up to 
its own claim in the age of inter-culturalism and enter “foreign territory” 
so that it can observe and understand religion and church from a new 
perspective.4 It is a fact that, in many areas and among many groups 

1  In numerical terms the most Muslims live in Russia (European part), Turkey (European 
part), Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Albania.
2  In numerical terms the most Jews live in France, Great Britain, Russia and Germany.
3  In numerical terms most of those with no religious affiliation live in Estonia, the Czech 
Republic, the Netherlands, Russia and the eastern part of Germany. 
4  Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Weihnachten und der Wunsch nach Ich-Werdung: Versöhnliche 
Anmerkung zur religiösen Seite des Konsums”, in: Pastoralblatt, No. 12 (2008), 355–
360, here: 355.
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of people, the church has simply been “left behind” by consumerism, 
in particular, which serves as a leitmotif for the post-modern era. The 
hyping and branding of products has long since enabled consumerism 
to function as a provider of identity. This development can be welcomed 
or condemned but, if one is to understand how societies in Europe 
have developed in the post-modern era, it is undoubtedly useful to 
face the fact that consumerism is a quasi-religious activity which gives 
people a sense of identity. It will then be clear that, in the depths of 
their being, people in Western Europe remain homini religiosi.

Religiousness in Europe

 Even though the traditional religions are apparently dwindling in 
significance in Western Europe, considerable importance continues to 
be attached to them, nonetheless. This was convincingly demonstrated 
by the Bertelsmann Religion Monitor, which was first published in 
2008 and has been regularly updated since then by further studies.5  
The monitor sees itself as an instrument for inter-disciplinary analysis 
of the religious dimensions of society. Its analysis encompasses 
sociological, cultural and theological aspects. A total of 21,000 men 
and women in 21 countries were surveyed for the purposes of this 
study. The first Religion Monitor was designed to assess the situation 
in Europe, the survey being conducted in Austria, France, Germany, 
Great Britain, Italy, Poland, Russia, Spain and Switzerland.6 With the 
Benelux countries being omitted, the study focused specifically on 
Central Europe. In Eastern Europe the study initially surveyed only 
religiousness in Poland. Apart from Eastern Europe, the study was 
carried out along the same lines in Australia, Brazil, Guatemala, India, 
Indonesia, Israel, Morocco, Nigeria, South Korea, Thailand and the 
United States.

 In order to assess the religiousness of the population in the 
various countries the study spans six different core dimensions of 
religiousness: intellect, ideology (belief), public practice, private 
practice, religious experience and (ethical) consequences. In the core 
dimension “intellect” the Religion Monitor gauges people’s interest 

5  On what follows see Vellguth, Klaus, “Wie religiös ist Europa? Reflexionen über die 
religiöse Situation in Europa”, in: Lebendiges Zeugnis, No. 65 (2010) 1, 43–51.
6  To date three surveys have been conducted for the Religion Monitor. The first was 
published in 2008, the second in 2013 and the third in 2017.

in religious topics. This is done by assessing religious reflexivity, 
religious search and spiritual and religious books. The core dimension 
“ideology (belief)” is seen to mean belief in God or something divine. 
This core dimension is measured by asking people about their notion 
of God, world views, religious pluralism, religious fundamentalism 
and other religious ideas. By “public practice” the Religion Monitor 
means religious practices which extend beyond the private sphere, 
i.e. attending church services, participating in congregational 
prayers or visiting a temple. The Religion Monitor considers the core 
dimension of “private practice” to mean prayer and meditation, which 
also includes other aspects such as obligatory prayers, family altar 
worship, etc. In the core dimension “religious experience” the Religion 
Monitor includes the aspect of you-experience and unity experience 
(cosmisation) and people’s religious feelings. This aspect is of 
crucial importance for religiousness, because religion only achieves 
an in-depth effect if it is not inculcated as a cognitive doctrine or 
ideology, but affords comprehensive access at the experiential level. 
In his book entitled Mehr Religion als gedacht! (More Religion Than 
Expected) Stefan Knobloch says that experience has a fundamental 
religious dimension: “The teachings of a religious group are only 
relevant for the individual to the extent that they have passed through 
the filter of personal experiential evidence.”7 In the core dimension 
of “consequences” the Religion Monitor measures the relevance 
of religion to everyday life. This means the relevance of religion to 
various aspects of life, for instance in the family, politics, child rearing, 
sexuality, etc. Almost one hundred questions were compiled for the 
survey in order to adequately reflect these six core dimensions. 

 The outcome of this global / European survey was noteworthy. 
The 2008 Religion Monitor made it clear that the Christian faith 
continues to exert a strong influence in Europe. Three-quarters of 
all Europeans (74 per cent) in the countries surveyed were religious; 
a quarter of them (25 per cent) even considered themselves to be 
highly religious. Only 23 per cent of Europeans could be classified 
as non-religious. The Christian denominations were so dominant 
that the Religion Monitor was unable to make any representative 
statements about other religions due to the small number of cases. 

7  Knobloch, Stefan, Mehr Religion als gedacht! Wie die Rede von der Säkularisierung 
in die Irre führt, Freiburg 2006, 87.

Religion as a Multi-Optional Kaleidoscope. The Multi-Religious Context in Europe 
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It also transpired that religiousness was very marked in the fields of 
intellectual argument, engagement with faith and reflection on personal 
religiousness. Moreover, religiousness was also characterised by 
individual religious practices such as prayer and patterns of theistic 
spirituality. This meant that people in Europe felt themselves to be 
both religious and spiritual and had a religious and/or spiritual image 
of themselves.

 The first Religion Monitor published in 2008 showed that religion is 
a constitutive and identity-creating factor for people living in European 
countries at the onset of the third millennium. It substantiated the 
statement made by the Second Vatican Council that all people are 
confronted with fundamental religious questions: “What is man? What 
is the meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what is sin? 
Whence suffering and what purpose does it serve?” […] And “What, 
finally, is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses 
our existence: whence do we come, and where are we going?”8 
Elsewhere the Council Fathers said “that man is constantly worked 
upon by God’s spirit, and hence can never be altogether indifferent to 
the problems of religion”9.

 From the perspective of a theologian from Germany this is an 
important statement, because you sometimes get the impression that, 
at the beginning of the 21st century and at the very latest since the 
reunification of the country and the associated shifts in the sociology 
of religion, religion has disappeared from public life here. However, 
in Germany, too, there has been a growing awareness recently of the 
phenomenon or “factor” of religion. Initially it was sociologists like Hans 
Joas10, Paul Nolte11 and José Casanova12, a lecturer at Georgetown 
University in Washington, who pointed to a misplaced “blindness 
to religion” in the social debate in Germany and urged Europe “to 
reconsider its relationship with religion in the public sphere”13. Among 

8  Nostra Aetate 1.
9  Gaudium et Spes 41.
10  Cf. Joas, Hans/Wiegand, Klaus (eds.), Säkularisierung und die Weltreligionen, 
Frankfurt a. M. 2007.
11  Cf. Nolte, Paul, Religion und Bürgergesellschaft: Brauchen wir einen 
religionsfreundlichen Staat?, Berlin 2009.
12  Cf. Casanova, José, Europas Angst vor der Religion, Berlin 2009.
13  Polak, Regina, Migration, Flucht und Religion: Praktisch-Theologische Beiträge (vol. 
1: Grundlagen), Ostfildern 2017, 104; cf. id., “Migration: Herausforderung für Theologie 
und Kirche”, in: Diakonia, No. 42 (2011) 3, 150–157.

the reasons he gave was that Germany should open up in the age 
of migration, reconsider the relevance of the “factor of religion” in the 
public arena and grasp the opportunity it offered. After all, dialogue 
between religion and society nurtures productive debates – including 
that of the meaning of life and a reliable source of guidance in society 
as well on peaceful interreligious coexistence rooted in respect and 
mutual interest.14  

Religiousness in Germany
 Following on the first Religion Monitor it had published five years 
earlier, the Bertelsmann Foundation issued a second monitor in 2013. 
A total of 14,000 people in 13 countries were questioned – this time 
in a modified form – about their personal religiousness and values 
and about the relationship between religions, politics and society.15 
It showed that religiousness in Europe and in Germany, in particular, 
had undergone modest changes, whereas in other parts of the world 
religion continued to have much greater relevance. The question 
of whether respondents were “highly religious”, “quite religious” or 
“moderately religious” elicited a positive response from 82 per cent 
of those surveyed in Turkey, 74 per cent in Brazil, 70 per cent in 
India and 67 per cent in the USA. The highest numbers of those who 
explicitly regarded themselves as “non-religious” were to be found in 
Israel (45 per cent) and Sweden (44 per cent).

 Only 57 per cent of respondents in Germany considered 
themselves to be “highly religious”, “quite religious” or “moderately 
religious”, an outcome which put the country in mid-table.16 There 
was a striking difference between the western and eastern parts of the 
country in this respect. Whereas the figure in Western Germany was 
64 per cent, in Eastern Germany it was just 26 per cent. The survey 

14  Cf. Kiesel, Doron/Lutz, Ronald (eds.), Religion und Politik: Analysen, Kontroversen, 
Fragen, Frankfurt a. M. 2015.
15  Cf. Bertelsmann Stiftung (ed.), Religionsmonitor 2013 – verstehen was verbindet: 
Religion und Zusammenhalt in Deutschland. Die wichtigsten Ergebnisse im Überblick, 
Gütersloh 2013.
16  A change in the method employed should be noted here. In comparing the following 
numbers from the 2013 Religion Monitor it should be borne in mind that they were 
derived from personal statements made by the respondents, whereas the numbers 
given in this article from the 2008 Religion Monitor related to the indexing undertaken in 
the Religion Monitor. Whereas the figures emerging from the survey are thus valid and 
meaningful within themselves, a direct comparison of the values presented from the 
different survey periods is not valid.
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made it crystal clear that younger people in Germany apparently 
attach less importance to religion than older people do. The older 
the respondents, the more religious they were. There was evidently 
a direct correlation between a religious upbringing and religiousness 
in adulthood. It should be noted that 69 per cent of people in Western 
Germany have a religious upbringing compared to 45 per cent in 
Eastern Germany. It was also clear that the percentage of people 
brought up to be religious is declining steadily. For instance, only 25 
per cent of 16 to 25-year-olds in Western Germany and 12 per cent 
in Eastern Germany grow up in a religious environment. Compared 
to the family, school and friends, religious communities play only a 
subordinate role in the communication of values. There are barely 
any differences in this respect between Christians, Muslims and those 
who profess no religious belief.

 The Bertelsmann Religion Monitor also makes it plain that 
religiousness depends on a personal profession of religion. Religion 
plays a much greater role for Muslims than it does for Christians. On 
average only 20 per cent of the respondents living in Germany described 
themselves as being “quite religious” or “very religious”; the figure 
among Catholics in the country was 26 per cent, among Protestants 
21 per cent, and among Muslims 39 per cent. Of interest in this context 
is the change in values recorded in the Religion Monitor. This change 
is apparent across the generations irrespective of religious affiliation. 
Hedonistic values are more important for the younger generation, 
there being no difference here between Christians, Muslims and non-
believers. At the same time young people also set great store by a 
willingness to help – again irrespective of religious adherence.

 Other more recent studies note similar outcomes to those 
contained in the Bertelsmann Religion Monitor as regards religiousness 
in Germany. In December 2018, for example, the Pew Research 
Center interviewed adults in Europe about their religiousness.17 In 
Germany 11 per cent of respondents said that religion was important 
to them. Almost a quarter (24 per cent) stated said they attend church 
service once a week and nine per cent said they prayed daily. It was 
deduced from these data that 12 per cent of Germans are highly 

17  Cf. Metzlaff, Paul, “Volkskirche oder Entscheidungskirche? Ein Plädoyer für eine Vision 
des erfüllten Lebens”, in: Lebendige Seelsorge, No. 70 (2019) 5, 310–314, here: 310.

religious.18 Overall it turns out that, while Christian identity remains 
an important marker for people in Germany, the Christian society in 
which a culturally rooted Christianity developed is dissolving.

Europe as a multi-religious context

 The majority of Europeans profess Christianity. The second 
largest world religion after Christianity is Islam. This is reflected in its 
presence in Europe,19 where Muslims constitute the largest religious 
minority. Islam formed part of a pluralist and multi-religious Europe 
well before the age of global migration flows. As an Abrahamic 
religion it is very close to Christianity. “In terms of their individual 
revelations, Christianity, Judaism and Islam believe that the inherent 
message of revelation is divine – and, therefore, everlasting and 
infinite – mercy and justice. For all the differences between the three 
monotheistic religions they nevertheless share common ground in the 
determinability of God, for instance in their appeal to a merciful God.20  
Be that as it may, many Europeans still regard Islam as an alien 
element which, in their view, cannot be integrated into their cultural 
setting. They fail to understand and consequently reject the wearing 
of a headscarf by Muslim women and girls, since they regard it as a 
symbol of female oppression and as an expression of a concept of 
religion which requires it to be practised not just in private but also in 
public. This results in a clash between Muslim religious practice and 
a mostly vague understanding in society of what a secular or laicist 
state is. One factor contributing to a disassociation from Islam is the 
media coverage of Islamist terrorist attacks in Europe, which is used 
to telling effect by right-wing populists. 

 The 2017 Bertelsmann Religion Monitor incorporates statements 
about the religiousness of Muslims in Europe. An above-average 
degree of religiousness among Muslims was recorded in a survey 
carried out in five European countries (Austria, France, Germany, 
Great Britain and Switzerland): “Whereas eight per cent of Muslims 

18  https://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/christ-sein-in-westeuropa/ (13.11.2019). 
19  Cf. bin Talal, El Hassan/Ashmawey, Mohamed/Mahgoob, Safwar Ali Morsy, “Islam”, 
in: Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (ed.), 
Partner für den Wandel: Religionen und nachhaltige Entwicklung, Berlin 2016, 105–117, 
here: 105.
20  Fuchs, Ottmar, “‘Wenn Fremde bei dir in eurem Land leben …’ (Lev 19:33–34): 
Zukünftige Herausforderungen durch die aktuelle Migrationsbewegung”, in: Theologie 
der Gegenwart, No. 60 (2017) 1, 47–71, here: 71.
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are religious and 41 per cent are very religious, the corresponding 
figures among Christians are 16 per cent and 23 per cent respectively. 
In the non-Muslim population 33 per cent are religious and only 16 per 
cent very religious.”21 According to the study, Muslims are becoming 
increasingly integrated into society in Europe. However, this social 
integration is inhibited in Muslims whose personal identity is defined to a 
very large extent by their religious affiliation.22 Here, too, Muslim women 
find it harder than Muslim men to integrate into the labour market.23 
The study comes to the conclusion that putting Islam on an institutional 
par with other religious communities is essential to the integration of 
the Muslim population. It advocates permeable education systems, 
more openings in the labour market for Muslims and the fostering of 
interreligious discussions with a view to forging a social consensus on 
democratic rules and a democratic understanding of society.24 

Interreligious dialogue as a challenge in a multi-religious Europe

 At the outset of the third millennium Europe is a multi-religious 
continent which faces the challenge of replacing national identities by 
pluralistic and multi-religious identities. This is, not least, a prerequisite 
for peaceful social coexistence: “There can be no peace among the 
nations without peace among the religions; there can be no peace 
among the religions without dialogue between the religions. This calls 
for urgent action in churches, mosques, temples and synagogues.”25  

 In the age of globalisation and migration, interreligious dialogue 
constitutes a major task for Christianity in Europe and elsewhere. 
An open dialogue which begins with an explanation of one’s own 
standpoint, does not exclude contradictions between religions but 
makes explicit reference to them and encounters other religions 
with an attitude of sympathy, patience and understanding does not 
pose any risk for religious identity.26 “Ever since preference has 

21  Halm, Dirk/Sauer, Martina, Muslime in Europa: Integriert aber nicht akzeptiert?, Güt-
ersloh 2017, 34.
22  Cf. ibid., 51.
23  Cf. ibid.
24  Cf. ibid, 50–52. 
25  Küng, Hans, Projekt Weltethos, Munich 1990, 76.
26  Raimundo Panikkar describes endeavours to show understanding and sympathy 
as an “intra-religious dialogue” which is an essential precondition for inter-religious 
dialogue. Cf. Panikkar, Raimundo, Le dialogue interreligieux, Paris 1985.

been given to the model of dialogue, it has been insinuated that 
Christian identity is undergoing reappraisal. On the contrary, it should 
be pointed out that the normative determination of Christian identity 
and efforts to engage in an open religious dialogue are two sides 
of the same coin. The very essence of the Christian faith calls for 
relations with adherents of other faiths to be conducted in a spirit 
of open communication, which does not involve a suspension of 
personal belief in Christ.”27 With this in mind, the Pontifical Council 
for Interreligious Dialogue notes in its declaration on Dialogue and 
Proclamation, which it issued jointly with the Congregation for the 
Evangelisation of Peoples28, that interreligious dialogue is now 
conducted at four different levels: the dialogue of life, the dialogue 
of action, the dialogue of theological exchange and the dialogue of 
religious experience.29 Whereas in the dialogue of life (Protestants 
use the term “dialogue in community” for this form of dialogue30) the 
aim is to live in an open and neighbourly spirit, sharing joys and 
sorrows, human problems and preoccupations, in the dialogue of 
action Christians and others collaborate for the integral development 
and liberation of people. In the dialogue of theological exchange 
specialists seek to deepen their understanding of their respective 
religious heritages and to appreciate each other’s spiritual values, 
whereas in the dialogue of religious experience persons, rooted in 
their own religious traditions, share their spiritual riches, for instance 

27  Bernhardt, Reinhold, “Religiöse Identitätsbildung im religionspluralen Kontext”, in: 
Heimbach-Steins, Marianne/Könemann, Judith (eds.), Religiöse Identitäten in einer 
globalisierten Welt, Münster 2019, 87–94, here: 91f.
28  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/Congregation for the Evangelisation 
of Peoples: Dialogue and Proclamation: Reflection and Orientations On Interreligious 
Dialogue And The Proclamation Of The Gospel Of Jesus Christ, No. 42., http://
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_
doc_19051991_dialogue-and-proclamatio_en.html (14.08.20).
29  Cf. Renz, Andreas, “Begegnung schafft Vertrauen: Beispiele gelingenden Dialogs 
zwischen Christen und Muslimen in Deutschland”, in: Anzeiger für die Seelsorge, No. 
124 (2015) 5, 11–14; Ozankom, Claude, Christliche Theologie im Horizont der Einen 
Welt, Regensburg 2012, 236f.; Müller, Johannes, “Achtung der Religionsfreiheit und 
Pflicht zum christlichen Zeugnis – ein Widerspruch? Eine ‘indonesisch-katholische’ 
Perspektive”, in: Heimbach-Steins, Marianne/Wielandt, Rotraud/Zintl, Reinhard (eds.), 
Religionen und Religionsfreiheit: Menschenrechtliche Perspektiven im Spannungsfeld 
von Mission und Konversion, Würzburg 2010, 93–111, here: 107.
30  Cf. the relevant documents of the World Council of Churches (WCC). Sundermeier, 
Theo, “Missio Filii, Missio Dei, Missio Ecclesiae: Zur Enzyklika ‘Redemptoris Missio’ 
und zur Studie ‘Religionen, Religiosität und christlicher Glaube’”, in: Materialdienst des 
Konfessionskundlichen Instituts Bensheim, No. 42 (1991) 3, 48–50, here: 49.
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with regard to prayer and contemplation, faith and ways of searching 
for God or the Absolute.31

 However, interreligious dialogue is not just conducted on different 
levels; it must also translate a certain mindset into practice. Karl 
Lehmann has set out several standards for successful interreligious 
dialogue which extend beyond any intellectual assessment criteria.32  
He points out that, bearing the specific nature of religious convictions 
in mind, a dialogue must, above all, be authentic in character and 
renounce all partiality and powerful positions when partners in 
dialogue meet on an equal footing. The partners should not strive to 
refute what those on the other side say and be courageous enough 
to accept their own “weaknesses”. Moreover, the dialogue should be 
marked by a willingness on both sides to identify errors in thoughts 
and actions and openly concede them. This yardstick must be applied 
to every religion which engages in dialogue and its representatives 
should ponder the question of whether it meets the fundamental 
requirements or “minimum standards” of interreligious relations.33 
Since understanding is also bound up with sympathy, interreligious 
relations must not be reduced to cognitive aspects, but should also 
take due account of inter-personal relations, on which understanding 
ultimately depends. Thus an epistemological dignity is befitting to 
inter-human relations.  

Christian witness in a multi-religious Europe

 Karl Lehmann thus emphasises an aspect which is of fundamental 
importance for a multi-religious Europe and is also to be found in 

31  It was John Paul II who not only invited religious representatives to prayers for peace 
in Assisi, but was also the first pope to visit a mosque, thereby setting an example for 
a possible dialogue of religious experience. Cf. Nennstiel, Richard, “Nostra aetate: ein 
bleibendes Zeichen der Zuversicht”, in: Ordenskorrespondenz, No. 55 (2014), 415–422, 
here: 40.
32  Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Relationale Missionswissenschaft: Wenn Mission dazwischen 
kommt”, in: Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft, No. 101 
(2017) 1–2, 190–195.
33  Karl Lehmann sees it as a requirement of a religion that it should respect the dignity 
of all people, promote the freedom of people, support people in their search for meaning 
and security, avoid violence in their missionary activities and advocate both negative 
and positive religious freedom (especially for believers in other faiths). Lehmann, Karl, 
“Kriterien des interreligiösen Dialogs”, in: Stimmen der Zeit, No. 141 (2009) 9, 579–595, 
here: 590.

the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”34. In 
its second recommendation the code of conduct refers to building 
relationships of respect and trust with people of all religions – at both 
personal and institutional levels. The document published by the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, the World Council of 
Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance states that these forms 
of interreligious dialogue could open up paths in numerous contexts 
to overcoming conflicts, establishing justice, healing memories, 
bringing reconciliation and creating peace.35 The signatories of the 
document write in their third recommendation: “We recommend that 
our churches, national and regional confessional bodies and mission 
organisations, and especially those working in interreligious contexts, 
[…] encourage Christians to strengthen their own religious identity 
and faith while deepening their knowledge and understanding of other 
religions, and to do so also taking into account the perspectives of the 
adherents of those religions. Christians should avoid misrepresenting 
the beliefs and practices of people of other religions.”36 In their fourth 
recommendation the authors call upon Christians “to cooperate with 
other religious communities engaging in interreligious advocacy 
towards justice and the common good and, wherever possible, 
standing together in solidarity with people who are in situations of 
conflict.”37 The ecumenical mission document calls for the reduction 
in religious and confessional commitment to be overcome so that 
interreligious coalitions can be built for the common good, especially 
through the involvement of civil society. It was with this in mind that 

34  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World Council of Churches/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 4. 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-
dialogue-and-cooperation/christian-identity-in-pluralistic-societies/christian-witness-
in-a-multi-religious-world. See also Biehl, Michael/Vellguth, Klaus (eds.), Christliches 
Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt: Ein Rezeptionsprozess in ökumenischer 
Weite, Aachen/Hamburg 2019; Vellguth, Klaus, “MissionRespekt: Der ökumenische 
Verhaltenskodex zum christlichen Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt und seine 
Rezeption in Deutschland”, in: Verbum SVD 55 (2015) 1–2, 160–179; Vellguth, 
Klaus, “MissionRespekt: Ökumenischer Kongress zum christlichen Zeugnis in einer 
multireligiösen Welt”, in: Pastoralblatt, No. 66 (2014) 12, 367–371.
35  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World Council of Churches/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 2, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-
dialogue-and-cooperation/christian-identity-in-pluralistic-societies/christian-witness-in-
a-multi-religious-world, 6.
36  Ibid., 3.
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the German Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
Gerd Müller, said: “If the 21st century does not become a century of 
cooperation, it will become a century of failure. We therefore need 
more cooperation, more common values, more dialogue. […] We need 
those who see others not as aliens but as neighbours.”38 What applies 
to the societies in countries involved in cooperation and development 
is equally true of the societies in a multi-religious Europe.

38  Müller, Gerd, “Religion als Partner einer wertegeleiteten Entwicklungspolitik”, in: 
Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (ed.), Religion 
als Partner in der Entwicklungspolitik, Berlin 2016, 12–19, here: 13.

An Asian Appraisal of the Document ‘Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World’
Francis-Vincent Anthony

 With its population of over 4,550 billion, Asia marks almost two-
thirds (59.66%) of the world population. The fact that almost half of the 
Asian population (49.6%) lives in urban areas, attests to the fast rate of 
urbanization, denoting intense interaction with peoples and nations of 
the world. Even so, the most characteristic note of the Asian continent 
is the diversity it breaths in all facets of contemporary life: ethnic, 
linguistic, cultural, philosophical, religious, political, socioeconomic, 
geophysical and gastronomic. In other words, Asia, the land of sunrise, 
is a hymn to diversity! As for religious pluralism, a good place to start is 
to reclaim Christianity as one of the Asian religions, and Jesus Christ 
as a Semitic Galilean of Asian origin. Of equal importance for our 
reflection is the Asian lived Christianity – a minority religion except in 
the case of the Philippines – in constant inter-faith interaction with other 
native religions.39 Evidently the significance of the document Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct 
[CWMRW] (2011)40 has to be assessed against the wider backdrop of 
Asian diversity, although our focus here is on the multi-denominational 
and multi-religious context. 

 It is noteworthy that the document CWMRW was finalized by 
multi-denominational representatives at the third consultation in 
Bangkok, Thailand (25-28 January 2011). This was preceded by the 
first consultation with multi-religious adherents in Lariano, Italy (May 
2006), and the second consultation with multi-denominational affiliates 
in Toulouse, France (August 2007). The crux of the problem in the first 

39  Cf. Francisco, José Maria C., “Reclaiming Christianity as Asian”, in: Concilium, No. 
54 (2018) 1, 27–36; Irarrazaval, Diego, “South-America’s liberation nourished by Asian 
Christianity”, in: Concilium, No. 54 (2018) 1, 59–66; Po Ho, Huang, “Interfaith dialogue 
in Asian religious contexts”, in: Concilium, No. 54 (2018) 1, 103–111.
40  http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_
interelg_doc_20111110_ testimonianza-cristiana_en.html (20.11.2018).
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two consultations was ‘conversion’. What is controversial in Asia – as in 
other multi-religious contexts – is the nature of conversion. In fact, the 
first consultation focused on “Conversion: Assessing the reality” and the 
second consultation on “Towards an ethical approach to conversion”.41 
It is worth mentioning that the final document is fruit of a decade 
long collaborative venture of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue (PCID) of the Holy See and the World Council of Churches’ 
Programme on Interreligious Dialogue and Co-operation (WCC-IRDC), 
in collaboration with the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA).

 An appraisal of CWMRW in the Asian context is pertinent not only 
for its multi-religious features, but also for its multi-denominational 
moorings. The configuration of the Church of South India (CSI) with 
the merging of communities affiliated to four denominations (Anglican, 
Congregational, Presbyterian and Methodist) on 27 September 1947 in 
Madras/Chennai – a month after the Indian independence – scripts a 
new beginning in the history of ecumenism. In 1938 this landmark event 
was preceded by the Third Mission Conference – held in Tambaram 
(close to Madras/Chennai) – in which the Western missionary approach 
was challenged, calling for a listening and dialogic attitude towards other 
religious traditions. The postcolonial current in contemporary theology, 
in its turn uncovers that denominational differences have deep roots 
in the ethnic, linguistic, cultural, religious, socioeconomic and political 
history of specific churches. Attempting to overcome the denominational 
contrasts that emerge from their contextual underpinnings and moving 
towards a certain unity in theological vision and praxis is referred to as 
‘ecumenism’. The term originating in the Greek oikoumene, meaning ‘the 
whole inhabited world’, can also stand for ‘wider ecumenism’ referring 
to religious pluralism.42 Thus in this chapter we hope to highlight the 
significance of CWMRW in the Asian context against the backdrop of 
Christian ecumenism (dealing with ad intra denominational pluralism) 
and ‘wider ecumenism’ (dealing with ad extra religious pluralism), both of 
which call for ethics of dialogue and a broader theological vision. 

41  For a contextual and historical overview, see: Kodithuwakku, Kankanamalage, “The 
context and historical background of Christian Witness in a Multi-religious World”, in: 
Viviano, Rocco (ed.), Christian witness in a multi-religious world: International Associa-
tion of Catholic Missiologists, Sixth International Conference in Pattaya 2017, Izumisano 
(Osaka) 2018, 9–25.
42  Cf. Wilfred, Felix, “Asian Christianities and theologies through the lens of postcolonialism”, 
in: Concilium, No. 54 (2018) 1, 15–26.

 A final premise pertinent to our consideration is the rediscovery 
of the term ‘witness’ that was prevalent in the early centuries of the 
Christian era (up to the 4th century) for referring to the proclamation 
of the gospel message. Since the 16th century until the end of political 
colonialism the term ‘mission’ was in vogue. Mission itself, in the 
specific sense of missio ad gentes, succeeds other terms such as 
‘conversion’ (used until the clash with Islam during the 9th-10th century) 
and ‘crusade’ (used practically until the discovery of the New World). 
‘Evangelization’ (popular among Roman Catholics and Protestant 
evangelical movement) and ‘evangelism’ (used by Protestant 
ecumenicals) – both derivatives of the New Testament euangelizesthai 
/ euangelizein – were introduced into theological debate at the close 
of the 19th century. Obviously, the preference for one or the other of 
the terms suggests the self-understanding of the churches at particular 
moments in history.43 The expression ‘Christian witness’ in the title of 
the document in a way captures the original spirit of proclaiming the 
gospel and the ethical and theological aspects implied in it. These are 
succinctly drawn up in the four sections of the document: Preamble, A 
Basis for Christian Witness [B], Principles [P] and Recommendations 
[R]. Although the document does not intend to make a comprehensive 
theological statement on mission, but limit itself to practical ethical 
issues, given that one implies the other, we shall comment on both 
aspects.

Ethics of the communicative action

 The practical issues that the document seeks to address concerns 
the ethics of communitive action. The key issue is that “in a pluralistic 
world it includes engaging in dialogue with people of different 
religions and cultures” (B 4). The expression ‘includes’ is a rather soft 
statement, since the other we encounter in the Asian context is not a 
tabula rasa. If we wish to proclaim the good news – as the document 
delineates – we should be equally disposed to listen in order to learn 
and understand others’ beliefs and practices, acknowledging and 
appreciating what is true and good in them. The mutual respect can 

43  Cf. Panikkar, Raimon, “The dream of an Indian ecclesiology”, in: Van Leeuwen, 
Gerwin (ed.), Searching for an Indian ecclesiology: The Statement, Papers and the 
Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Meeting of the Indian Theological Association in 
Nagpur 1983, Bangalore 1984, 27; Bosch, David J., Transforming mission: Paradigm 
shifts in theology of mission, Maryknoll NY 1991, 409.
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also become the basis for reciprocal critique (P 10; R 3) – even though 
CWMRW does not seem to view critique as a two-way process. It 
means that in the Asian context of flourishing religious pluralism that 
predates Christianity, without dialogue we would only be engaging 
in false witness.44 In such a context, it is indispensable “to build up 
relationships of respect and trust with people of different religions 
so as to facilitate deeper mutual understanding, reconciliation and 
cooperation for the common good” (P 12; R 2, 4).

 If Christian witness has to be characterized by gentleness and 
respect (B 1) in dealing with the Christian or non-Christian other, 
we cannot ignore the fact that gospel message both enriches and 
challenges cultures, the culture of those who proclaim the message, 
as well as the culture of those who receives it (P 9). In this vein, 
we might add that insofar as diverse cultural and religious traditions 
contain the seeds of the word (semina verbi), mutual intercultural and 
interreligious discernment should enrich and purify the partners in 
dialogue and their faith expressions.

 Christian witness, on the one hand, entails religious freedom, 
namely, the right of the Christians to publicly profess, practice and 
proclaim their faith; on the other, it also implies that Christians 
respect the personal freedom of the others, for the dignity of every 
person is founded on being created in God’s own image and likeness 
(cf. Genesis 1:26). Although each one is free to choose or change 
one’s religious affiliation, this could easily be instrumentalized 
for ambiguous political ends, if conversion to another religion is 
not accompanied by serious reflection, preparation and personal 
discernment (P 7, 11). When religious freedom is denied to Christians 
and to others, prophetic witness would demand that we stand up for 
this fundamental right, acknowledging mission as our responsibility 
in solidarity with other Christian and religious communities (B 5; P 
7; R 5). Ethics of communicative action would also call for acts of 
justice and advocacy as integral part of witnessing to the gospel (P 
4). In other words, social ethics demands that Christians commit 
themselves to promoting justice, peace and common good. In the 
Asian context, interreligious cooperation stands out as an essential 
feature of such commitment (P 8).

44  See also: Courau, Thierry-Marie, The listening hand: In dialogue with Asian traditions, 
in: Concilium, No. 54 (2018) 1, 113–121.

 An authentic communication cannot resort to deception and 
coercive means (B 6). Likewise, exploitation of poverty through 
allurements of financial incentives and rewards can compromise the 
authenticity of Christian witness (P 4). Taking undue advantage of 
people’s vulnerability in their desperate quest for healing could also 
undermine the import of healing ministry, rather popular in the Asian 
context (P 5). In proclaiming the gospel, we cannot therefore engage 
in any form of psychological or social pressure, abuse of power, unjust 
discrimination, repression, or violent destruction of sacred places, 
symbols and texts of other religious traditions (P 6). 

 The forgoing synthesis and comments bring to light the salient 
features that, according to CWMRW, make the communicative action 
genuine and authentic. An aspect underlying these – but not mentioned 
in the document – is a sense of hospitality. Should not Christian 
witness follow the ethics of hospitality as envisioned by Jesus, who 
urged his disciples to go as strangers in need of hospitality (Mark 
6:8-9)? Can it not be a natural way of sharing the gift of the gospel?45 
Is not the self-sufficiency or self-righteousness of the disciple that 
makes the proclamation awkward and misplaced?46 We surely need 
“to overcome all arrogance, condescension and disparagement 
(cf. Galatians 5:22)”, and conduct ourselves with “integrity, charity, 
compassion and humility” (P 3). Incidentally, such virtues are also 
endorsed by the Asian religious traditions. 

 It is noteworthy that the document has focused its attention on the 
ethics of communication. For, it is through the communicative action of the 
messenger that the recipient can grasp the authenticity of the message. 
Moreover, ethics of communicative action cannot differ according to 
inter-Christian or interreligious context. What emerges as relevant to 
the latter is equally binding on the former. In other words, although the 
document focuses on the ethics of communicating the gospel in multi-
religious contexts, these are indispensable for inter-Christian dialogue 
as well. In this sense, we can assume that the document CWMRW itself 
results from the ethics of dialogue that it advocates.

45  Cf. Gittins, Anthony J., Gifts and strangers: Meeting the challenge of inculturation, New 
York/Mahwah 1989; Anthony, Francis-Vincent, “Fondamenti cristiani per una pastorale 
migratoria attuale”, in: Bentoglio, Gabriele (ed.), Sfide alla Chiesa in cammino: Strutture di 
pastorale migratoria, Roma 2010, 77–92.
46  Cf. Anthony, Francis-Vincent, Attitudes and aptitudes for interreligious dialogue and 
integration, in: Lantayan, No. 9 (2010–2011), 9–38.
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Theological basis of Christian witness

 Although CWMRW does not aim at offering a comprehensive 
theological framework on mission, it does point to the Christological 
and Trinitarian foundations. The focus on Jesus Christ – a Semitic 
Galilean of Asian origin – has its relevance for the Asian context, 
accustomed as it is to great spiritual masters (Gurus) of the past and 
the present. Christian witness is nothing but sharing in Jesus’ witness, 
“which takes the form of proclamation of the kingdom, service to 
neighbour and the total gift of self even if that act of giving leads to 
the cross” (B 2). Jesus’ lifestyle and particularly his teaching style 
stand out as an inspirational model. Although it is not mentioned in 
the document, we could say that his narrative style and his manner 
of interrupting or challenging the ‘normal’ mode of thinking could be 
viewed as essential to sharing the good news of God’s kingdom (B 
3). While Christology is vital to the gospel message, it can become a 
stumbling block if Jesus Christ is proposed as the one and the only 
saviour of humankind. At the same time, hiding this faith conviction so 
central to the Christian faith would be deceitful. Likewise, we cannot 
escape the disturbing question if Gautama Buddha (6th century BCE), 
Mahavira (6th century BCE), Adi Shankaracharya (8th CE), and other 
such salient figures of the Asian traditions have a unique role in God’s 
plan of salvation.

 Viewing Jesus, as the Son intimately bound to God the Father and 
to God’s own Spirit, makes mission a witness in word and action to the 
love of the triune God (B 2). God being the source of love, Christian 
witness should become an expression of love for neighbours (P 1) 
and for whole of creation. Christian witness then is an imitation of 
Jesus, that is, “sharing his love, giving glory and honour to God the 
Father in the power of the Holy Spirit” (cf. John 20:21-23; P 2). In the 
current theological debate, the Asian context seems to be particularly 
attentive to the working of the Spirit, over which human beings have 
no control (cf. John 3: 8). Although Christians are responsible for 
proclaiming the gospel message, it is the Spirit that moves the heart 
to conversion (B 7).

 Even if ‘conversion’ – as we mentioned earlier – was the focus 
of the two consultations that preceded the one that produced the 
document, the latter does not explicitly deal with the nature and 
necessity of conversion to Christianity. Does conversion denote a total 

cut-off from the previous believing and ritual community? Are multiple 
religious affiliations, which seem so natural to the Asians, acceptable 
in the Christian context? In other words, is it possible for a person to 
be a Hindu-Christian, a Buddhist-Christian, or an Islamic-Christian? 
Proclaiming God’s kingdom the Asian way perhaps calls for a wider 
postcolonial, intercultural and interreligious theology, that can make 
space for a pluralistic approach to contemplating the mystery of triune 
God; to understanding the mystery of man and the cosmos; and to 
experiencing the mystery of Cosmotheandric interdependency.47 
Religious diversity, as vital to God’s plan of creation and salvation, 
can perhaps be grasped from the indispensability of biodiversity – as 
also of every other type of diversity – for the survival of life on earth!

 With its focus on the ethics of communicative action, the 
document, however, does not address the attitude with which we 
engage in Christian witness. Do we resort to an attitude of mono-
religious exclusivism, mono-religious inclusivism, commonality 
pluralism, or differential pluralism?48 From the ethical stand of respect 
and the willingness to comprehend the other religious traditions, we 
can infer that document has in mind a differential pluralism stand. This 
entails that we do not give up our uniqueness, but also not negate the 
uniqueness of other religious traditions. The crucial issue is if other 
Asian religions can enrich and purify the Christian tradition, as the 
latter does with reference to others. With the fundamentalist trends on 
the rise in the contemporary Asian societies, Christian witness cannot 
ignore its role in conflict prevention and resolution.49 

 A final critical note concerns language. Asia is home to at least 
three major language families: Indo-European, Dravidian and Sino-

47  Cf. Panikkar, Raimon, The cosmotheandric experience: Emerging religious 
consciousness, Maryknoll NY 1993; Id., Visione trinitaria e cosmoteandrica: Dio-Uomo-
Cosmo, vol. 8, Milano 2010; Id., Mistica, pienezza di vita, vol. I/1: Mistica e spiritualità, 
Milano 2008; Anthony, Francis-Vincent, “Religion in a multi-religious world: An 
explorative empirical study of Raimon Panikkar’s Cosmotheandric vision”, in: Fernando, 
Sahayadas/Pudumai Doss, Jesu (eds.), Youth and family in today’s India, Chennai 
2014, 81–96.
48  Cf. Anthony, Francis-Vincent/Hermans, Christiaan/Sterkens, Carl, Religion and 
conflict attribution: An empirical study of the religious meaning system of Christian, 
Muslim and Hindu students in Tamil Nadu, India, Leiden/Boston 2014, 117–142.
49  Cf. Anthony, Francis-Vincent, “Religious conflict: causes, prevention and resolution”, 
in: Viviano, Rocco (ed.), Christian witness in a multi-religious world: International 
Association of Catholic Missiologists, Sixth International conference in Pattaya 2017, 
Izumisano (Osaka) 2018, 35–43.
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Tibetan, each with its long-standing literary tradition. Language 
being the most sublime and the most subtle expression of cultural 
and religious pluralism, we need to acknowledge that lived Christian 
witness in the Asian context occurs primarily in terms of linguistic 
inculturation, linguistic interculturality and linguistic interreligiosity. 
For an authentic proclamation of the Word in the Asian context, 
theologizing through local languages is a fundamental requisite.50 

Conclusion

 While agreement with regard to the ethics of communicative 
action signifies a positive development, it is clear that in the current 
ecumenical situation, the deeper hitches concern the theological basis 
for Christian witness. Taking cognizance of the fact that theological 
diversity among the Christian denominations has its roots in their 
specific linguistic, cultural and religious heritage, can be a major step 
forward. In this sense, wider ecumenical dialogue can shed some 
light on ecumenical dialogue, and vice-versa. Efforts in this line are 
not lacking in the specific denominational traditions. In the case of the 
Catholic Church, the opening established over fifty years ago by the 
Second Vatican Council with the documents on ecumenism Unitatis 
Redintegratio (1964) and on interreligious dialogue Nostra Aetate 
(1965), marks a new stage of history. The Apostolic Exhortation of 
Pope John Paul II, Ecclesia in Asia (1999), and the documents of 
the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) – since its 
establishment in 1974 – particularly of documents of the Office of 
Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs, make their valid contributions 
to making Christian witness ever more authentic in the Asian context. 
The joy of sharing the gospel – as highlighted in the recent Apostolic 
Exhortation of Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (2013) – can bring 
about a profound transformation of all parties involved in the complex 
process evangelization.51 

 While consultation among experts and religious leaders, 
documents and guidelines, are mandatory, the basic thrust should 
emerge from the lived religion of the believers affiliated to diverse 

50  Cf. De Mesa, José, Linguistic domination in theology, in Concilium, No. 54 (2018) 
1, 67–74.
51  Cf. Anthony, Francis-Vincent, Evangelization: Growing understanding of a complex 
Process, in: Salesianum, No. 61 (1999), 17–35.

religious traditions, in their making sense of the religious experience 
in their day-to-day interaction. This is particularly crucial in the 
Asian context, where religion is a matter of personal and community 
experience, rather than of institutional affiliation. 

 In synthesis, the document CWMRW from the multi-
denominational perspective denotes the minimum ethical and 
theological consensus indispensable for making Christian witness an 
authentic one. The challenge is to face the deeply unsettling question 
regarding the place of other lived religious traditions in the salvific 
plan of God, namely, of fullness of life for humankind and the cosmos, 
in the immanent/transcendent reality of God.
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Religious Distinctions and Religious 
Persuasions in Latin America
Diego Irarrazaval

 At the start of the 21st century mankind presents itself in a wide 
variety of different facets. Social and cultural divergences and varying 
paths of faith generate a whole host of questions and point to a wide 
range of options for living a good life. Statistics and status reports 
are not sufficient to reflect this pluralism, however. The diversity of 
creeds and rituals in Latin America has led to academic controversies 
and given Christians a feeling of deep insecurity. Having a faith (or 
indeed having doubts or no faith at all) does not diminish a person’s 
humanity, as Raimon Panikkar has made quite clear. The question is 
how people can “live a religious faith to the full without being cut off 
from the others”52, i.e. from the humanity of others or indeed from their 
own humanity, as has happened so often down the centuries.

 In what follows I will attempt to describe the processes of 
differentiation which reveal the specificities of Latin America and 
its many distinctive features. In southern Peru, for example, I have 
worked with families who are deeply rooted in Catholicism, yet some 
of their members – for example, children or grandchildren – are 
Pentecostals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, agnostics or Catholics 
whose faith incorporates indigenous traditions. This is not a problem 
as such, although reactions to the situation range from tolerance and 
communication to aggression and distancing. 

 I will start by investigating the facts and the ways in which reality 
is interpreted. I will then describe various forms of Christianity among 
the population as well as the religious autonomy of ethnic groups and 
specific instances of sacralisation. Faith is conveyed in a variety of 
ways and all these ways must be understood in the light of the gospel 
and the manifold gifts of the Spirit. This calls for different approaches 
to their interpretation and a degree of sensitivity. 

52  Cf. Panikkar, Raimon, The Intrareligious Dialogue, New York 1999, 45.
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Facts and interpretations

 The religious diversity to be found in Latin America is largely 
attributable to the many different facets of Christianity and spiritual 
movements, there being very few other generally applicable traditions 
on the continent. At the same time, secularism is gaining an ever-
stronger foothold and there is an increasing indifference towards 
religion, as the great poet Nicanor Parra put it with a touch of realism 
and humour: “Nothing is happening in the churches any more, and 
God has moved into the supermarket.” On the other hand, the majority 
of those claiming to believe in God are developing a broad spectrum 
of autonomous religious practices. Regrettably, the complexity of 
transcendental experiences cannot be ascertained by means of 
statistical surveys. 

 Nonetheless, the available data do indicate certain preferences 
and tendencies. Latin America currently has 60% Catholics, 19% 
Protestants, 17% unchurched, atheists and agnostics, and 3% other 
faiths, while 1% said they didn’t know when asked about their faith.53 
In Brazil the percentage of Catholics has dropped from 83.8% to 
73.8% within ten years, while the proportion of Protestants has risen 
from 9.05% to 15.45% and the unchurched have increased from 4.8% 
to 7.3%.54 In countries dominated by Catholicism, such as Argentina, 
over 90% say they believe in God and Christ, but when asked about 
their relationship with God just over 60% say this relationship comes 
“from within themselves” and only 23% make any reference to the 
Church as an institution.55 Statistical surveys and specific studies 
indicate that the majority see themselves as believers in God, thus 
reflecting the dominant impact of Christianity on Latin America’s 
cultural and religious make-up. At the same time, Pentecostal and 
neo-Pentecostal churches are highly popular and gaining in public 

53  Latinobarómetro 2017, Opinión Pública Latinoamericana, www.latinobarometro.
org (03.02.2018). In 1995, 4% said they had no religion (or that they were atheists or 
agnostics), while in 2017 this figure had increased to 17%.
54  Cf. Camurça, Marcelo, “A realidade das religiôes no Brasil no censo do IBGE-
2000”, in: Teixeira, Faustino/de Castro Menezes, Renata (eds.), As religiôes no Brasil, 
Petrópolis 2006, 37f. Only 0.3% say they follow the Afro-Brazilian religion, 1.4% 
describe themselves as Spiritists, 0.3% as Buddhists, and only a very small number see 
themselves as Muslims, Jews or followers of either New Age or indigenous religions.
55  See Mallimaci, Fortunado, Primera encuesta sobre creencias y actitudes 
religiosas en Argentina, Buenos Aires 2008, http://www.ceil-conicet.gov.ar/wp-content/
uploads/2013/02/encuesta1.pdf (28.08.2018).

influence, while there is a tendency towards fragmentation and 
plurality among both believers and non-believers. 

 What conclusions can be drawn from these facts and figures? 
Latin America can look back on centuries of colonialism, the impact 
of which can be felt right up to the present day, and it is impossible 
to overlook the autonomous processes and alternative voices that 
exist. Consequently, the situation in Latin America cannot be broken 
down into categories, as is the case on other continents. Nor can 
developments in Latin America be explained in terms of traditional 
religions or Christian denominations. Membership of a given church 
does not generally preclude other forms of spirituality. New “religious 
movements” or “agencies of healing” (as they are called in Brazil) 
are mushrooming everywhere. A large number of young people say 
they have had transcendental experiences that are not related to any 
institutionalised religion. 

 The majority of Latin Americans see “everyday Christianity” as 
their daily bread. This includes objective elements such as rituals and 
participation in official activities as well as subjective factors which 
can to some extent be identified through certain features. However, it 
is impossible to distinguish clearly between inherited and reproduced 
elements or between newly created and reinterpreted elements, and 
it is equally impossible to quantify the new elements in the various 
syncretic manifestations. In fact, there are many signs contradicting 
the statistics and surveys that have been conducted in a spirit of 
academic positivism. 

 There are, nonetheless, some sound theoretical approaches to 
the complex diversity of people’s religious experiences, although it 
should be borne in mind that these are interpretations and not perfect 
and infallible solutions. Any interdisciplinary approach to religiousness 
involves looking at its symbolic, socio-political, spiritual and emotional 
dimensions and will not furnish a precise definition. There are, however, 
several Brazilian studies into socio-cultural and economic aspects.56

 A look at modern processes (or post-modern movements) reveals 
numerous asymmetries and shifts as well as a degree of diversity 

56  In this section I have used various studies by Faustino Teixeira, Alberto Moreira, 
Renata de Castro Menezes, Pierre Sanchis, Brenda Carranza, Antonio Pierucci, Luiz 
Benedetti, Cecilia Mariz, Antonio Mendonça and Regina Novaes.
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and some consistent features. In Brazil, for example, Antonio Pierucci 
speaks of “a universal religion of individual salvation”, whereas Alberto 
Moreira sees “capitalism as a religion” and Regina Novaes focuses 
on young people and their spirituality “outside religion”. Cecilia 
Mariz notes that the number of Catholic charismatics has increased 
more than threefold within five years, while Luiz Benedetti attributes 
miracles to a host of subjective reasons which have nothing to do 
with the Church as an institution. In his analysis of Western modernity 
Juan Martin Velasco emphasises that the sacred has changed very 
quickly and in a variety of ways.57  

 However, the fact that there has been a resurgence of the sacred 
in so many contemporary forms and a subjective re-emergence of 
sacraments does not explain the seemingly unstoppable spread of 
secularisation around the globe. Faith can take a variety of forms 
and, although most people have a broadly Christian background, 
differentiation among the religions is gathering pace. In our modern 
age of progress, religiousness is generally limited to spontaneous and 
emotional responses that are rooted in subjectivity. All these aspects 
are an invitation call for a rethinking of the future of Christianity. 

 In addition, modern means of communication are helping to 
disseminate a “new sacredness” of the here and now, of social success 
and personal fulfilment. On the other hand, there is an increasing 
tendency for people to select, understand and practise their faith on an 
individual basis. It is nothing unusual for them to want to be Catholics 
“their way”, “on their own account”; while there is an increase in faith 
in God, it is no longer tied to a specific church or religion. Although 
these developments cannot be explained in terms of statistics, they 
nevertheless help us to understand religious differentiation with its 
post-modern characteristics and Latin American syncretisms. 

 The Latin American data and their interpretations highlight a trend 
towards cultural Christianity and a modern form of sacralisation. At 
the same time there are deviations caused by widespread personal 
choices (rather than stereotypical religious thinking). Taken together, 
these phenomena can be regarded as “signs of the time”, as indications 
of human processes which can only be understood by means of an 

57  Cf. Velasco, Juan Martin, Metamorfosis de lo sagrado y futuro del cristianismo, 
Santander 1999.

interdisciplinary approach. We can only hope that the Church will find 
its way forward in the modern world. 

Interdependence and differentiation

 Pluralism in Latin America is the outcome of major phases in its 
history: Christian colonisation and efforts to achieve emancipation; the 
republican counter-movement and the special treatment of affluent and 
marginal groups; and present-day sacralisation. Each phase has had 
an impact and brought with it a highly complex pluralism marked by a 
variety of tendencies. Sometimes this leads to continuity or intolerance, 
sometimes to cultural negotiation, relativism and more humane attitudes 
and sometimes to the worsening of overt or latent conflicts.

 The situation is confusing and full of inconsistencies, especially 
as there are so many different views. Mapping current developments 
involves an investigation of all modern-day processes in their entirety: 
Catholic scenarios, independent and hybrid spiritual developments 
and the full spectrum of sacralisation. These issues of socio-cultural 
pluralism in Latin America undoubtedly influence the way in which the 
Church exercises its responsibilities. 

 There is organic and subjective diversity within Catholicism, and 
its branches are the outcome of inculturation and differentiation and 
thus of processes that are closely linked to other unifying factors. 
Veneration of the Virgin Mary, for example, comes in a variety of local 
forms, yet all of them involve Mary pointing people in the direction 
of God. Generally, we can discern four major “configurations” of 
Catholicism: (1) one with a focus on worship and celebration, (2) a 
classical, normative form of Catholicism, (3) another form with an 
emphasis on the collective and charismatic, and (4) a subjective, 
usually syncretic, form.58 These four “configurations” are different 
ways of being Catholic, some of which overlap while they also 
contradict each other in part. 

 Faith is conveyed in a variety of religious ways, through the totality 
of Christian and, in particular, Catholic activities. Pierre Sanchis 
from Brazil provides a broad vision in describing Catholicism as the 
“religion which bears religions within itself”. He takes a critical view 

58  I refer at this point to reflections by Faustino Teixeira, “Faces do catolicismo brasileiro 
contemporáneo” in his book Catolicismo Plural (Petrópolis 2009, 17–30), although I 
have added some further thoughts.
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of the fragile identities and Catholic syncretisms that unite religion 
and faith (and which therefore led to inculturation and the attempt to 
eradicate idolatry among the indigenous peoples).59 In the Andes, on 
the other hand, there was a selective and symbiotic appropriation of 
Christianity both among the indigenous population and the mestizos. 
For example, people seek out images that show Jesus Christ 
suffering in the same way as themselves and conduct healing rituals 
which combine their own actions with the rituals of official Christianity. 
Similar practices of mixed religions can be observed among urban 
populations – a phenomenon which is also manifest in the chronology 
of Catholic festivals. 

 The multidimensional universe of Catholicism is, therefore, 
interreligious and pluralistic within itself and for that reason is 
described by scholars as intercultural and syncretic. These attributes 
aside, it is important to note that the impact of its pluralistic character 
is both external and internal (ad extra and ad intra). The Concluding 
Document of Aparecida, therefore, emphasises the importance of 
dialogue with other faiths for the benefit of mankind. The bishops 
say: “In addition to its theological character, interreligious dialogue 
has a specific significance in the building of the new humanity […] it 
promotes the freedom and dignity of peoples”60. This does not receive 
pastoral attention nor has it departed from tradition. Rather, there is 
interaction between the faith of the suffering individuals who have 
been chosen by God (on the one hand) and the faith of those with 
leading roles in the Church (on the other hand). Pluralistic Catholicism 
is a major challenge, and people’s syncretic spiritual behaviour must 
therefore be adapted (or combated).

 In Latin America and the Caribbean, pluralism manifests itself in 
both cultural diversity and syncretic religiousness. The proliferation 
of charismatic movements in the established churches and the neo-
Pentecostal movement in the cities – among marginal groups as well as 
the middle classes which “move back and forth” between Catholicism 
and Pentecostalism – are signs of a spiritual intermingling. In some 

59  Cf. Sanchis, Pierre, “Perspectivas antropológicas sobre o catolicismo”, in: Teixeira, 
Faustino, op. cit., 181–206.
60  Aparecida 2007, Concluding Document of the Fifth General Conference of the Latin 
American and Caribbean Bishops’ Conferences, https://www.celam.org/aparecida/
Ingles.pdf (19.08.2020), No. 239.

areas the spirituality of the original ethnic groups is experiencing a 
revival, resulting in the emergence of new groups. There are regions 
in which there is a stronger presence of Afro-American culture and 
an increase in Candomblé, voodoo and other spiritual movements. 
Another multiplying factor is people’s adherence to a civil (non-
religious) humanism that is compatible with secular rituals and beliefs. 
All of these are different manifestations of pluralism in Latin America. 

 Urban populations and the middle classes have created their 
own forms of syncretic transcendence, although there is a remarkable 
degree of interaction between them. A census carried out in Brazil, 
for example, showed that 70% of the black population are Catholic, 
17% are Protestant and 3% are followers of the Afro-Brazilian 
religion. In practice, a large proportion of blacks and mestizos see 
themselves both as Catholics and as adherents of their ancestors’ 
African religion. The situation is similar in the Caribbean, where 
both voodoo and Catholicism are practised simultaneously by the 
overwhelming majority of the population.61  What some may see as 
incomprehensible syncretic confusion appears to be a valuable ability 
to practice an “autonomous administration of symbols”, combining a 
variety of elements. 

 Another dimension of our complex pluralism is the sacralisation of 
everyday life. Contemporary consumerism and concepts of fulfilment 
are forms of transcendence. They don’t lead to new “religions” but 
they add value to everyday life. Fulfilment is sought in objects or 
concepts which embody abundance. This can be seen, for instance, 
in internationally renowned athletes and artists, who are emulated 
and revered like saints. Homage is also paid to contemporary 
success stories and omnipotent technologies, such as products by 
Samsung and LG (which stands for “Life is Good”) and trendy food 
and beverage products (e.g. Coca-Cola and burgers), which appear 
to promise moments of perfect bliss. 

 These phenomena are interpreted in a variety of ways. Some 
describe them as worldly phenomena and speak of the evils of 
consumerism and a lack of spirituality. In my opinion, that is a rather 
one-sided view of the matter. These fundamental questions are triggered 

61  “For believers there is no contradiction between voodoo and the Roman Catholic 
faith”, Fernandez, Margerite/Paravisini-Gebert, Lizabeth, Creole Religion of the 
Caribbean, New York 2003, 1005.
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by an almost unlimited ability to arouse and satisfy human needs, by 
secular concepts enhanced by religious ideas and elevated to the level 
of science and technology, and by the omnipresence of industry which 
influences our desires, relations and structures. According to William 
Cavanaugh, consumerism is for many people a “kind of spirituality”, 
even though they would not regard it as such. Franz Hinkelammert 
speaks of a “totalisation of the market and its logic”, while Alberto 
Moreira sees a “limited correlation between capitalism and religion”.62 
Other important issues (which I cannot deal with in this article) are the 
glorification of violence and the perversion of the religious, which are 
facts of everyday life, and the ascendancy of the wish for unlimited 
progress in our modern world – a world which, although it is in crisis, 
still offers material goods and stirs unattainable longings.

Events that nourish faith

 In Latin America, people’s perspectives and actions are being 
renewed by the highly developed pluralism within Christianity and 
by its many different spiritual innovations. At the international level 
a greater focus is being placed on interaction with Arabic, Asian and 
African traditions, this often being reflected in outstandingly beautiful 
artefacts. Hans Küng engages in a systematic dialogue with these 
religious traditions, humbly offering them “Christian answers”.63 Peter 
Phan, on the other hand, proposes an “interreligious dialogue” in 
which “symbols of life” can be perceived in the different approaches 
adopted by each nation.64 In American regions the emphasis is on a 
pluralism that includes intercultural, Creole and syncretic movements 
and symbols. All these elements serve to nourish the Christian faith. 
Hence there is no need to worry about good relation between different 
religions. On the contrary, a look should be taken at how the ways in 
which nations live out their faith can be reconciled with Christianity at 
the local and regional levels. 

62  Cf. Cavanaugh, William, Being Consumed, Grand Rapids 2008, 36; Hinkelammert, 
Franz, El grito del sujeto, San José 1998, 228; Moreira da Silva, Alberto (ed.), O 
capitalismo como religiâo, Goiania 2012, 40.
63  Cf. Küng, Hans, Christianity and the World Religions – Paths to Dialogue with Islam, 
Hinduism and Buddhism, Maryknoll 1993.
64  Cf. Phan, Peter, Being Religious Interreligiously – Asian Perspectives on Interfaith 
Dialogue, New York 2004, 277.

 This raises several fundamental issues: spiritual nourishment 
without populist overtones, ways of conveying belief that change 
the faith, and the criteria of the gospel. I will now address each of 
these issues.

 The relationship between the Christian faith and pluralism is 
marked by a number of factors: an increase in spirituality and, at the 
same time, a rejection or reformulation of religious patterns among 
the people. Spirituality in Latin America is very much alive and 
sees an inherent value in all living things, although it is also full of 
ambiguities and inconsistencies. Any idealisation of “Christian piety” 
therefore falls short of reality. There is, in fact, a broad spectrum of 
spiritual dynamics that have their roots in the Catholic faith and which 
also produce fruitful branches within it. These include ecumenism, 
conflicts between Christians and a wide range of cultural and spiritual 
traditions. At the same time, numerous self-centred practices and 
business patterns are finding their way into Catholic beliefs and 
rituals. The ambivalent devotionalism and certain spiritual forms of 
New Age do, however, tend to favour private approaches, as a result 
of which the resources of the Latin American tradition are diminished 
in their impact and forgotten. 

 Faith is nourished by profound experiences. The main source 
is God, who shows himself to all nations and who is the foundation 
and guiding principle for all essential behaviour. For anyone who is 
Catholic this means listening to others, considering them as a source 
of enrichment and allowing oneself to be challenged by different paths 
of faith. In this context it is important to pay close attention to language. 
In the Concluding Document of the conference in Aparecida (2007) the 
sections on “Places of an encounter with Jesus Christ”, for example, 
first mention the faith that is “received and lived in the Church”65 and 
then emphasise “popular religiosity” as the “precious treasure of the 
Catholic Church in Latin America”.66 Referring back to the Concluding 
Document of the conference in Puebla (1979), it says: “”The religion 
of the Latin American people is an expression of the Catholic faith. It is 
a people’s Catholicism, deeply inculturated, which contains the most 
valuable dimension of Latin American culture.”67 A serious approach 

65  Aparecida 2007, op.cit., No. 246.
66  Ibid., No. 258.
67  Ibid., see also Nos. 259–265.
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to the experiences of the people and the many studies conducted into 
them rules out any possibility of standardising or levelling out these 
symbolic forms of expression. It is easy to slip into populism, and any 
attempt to evangelise people through populist tactics is harmful to the 
cause. The right way forward in nourishing and renewing the Christian 
tradition is to ensure that people are susceptible to the power of the 
Holy Spirit. There are mutual influences between the widespread 
spiritual forms of expression, on the one hand, and Catholicism in all 
its facets, on the other.

 Between 2006 and 2011, a fruitful process unfolded between the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, the World Council of 
Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance. In the final document 
of their consultations in Bangkok on “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” Christians are called “to discern elements in their 
own cultures that are challenged by the gospel”68 and encouraged “to 
strengthen their own religious identity and faith while deepening their 
knowledge and understanding of different religions”.69 So our starting 
point in approaching other religions (which in many ways also count 
as “paths of faith”) is the Christian faith, and not the other way round. 
Again, there is a lack of perspective in both directions.70 It is not a 
matter of equating or confusing faith and religion, nor is it a question 
of seeing them in opposition to one another. 

 Secondly, pluralism nourishes professions of faith and changes 
them through the way faith is conveyed. In other words, people’s 
religiousness does not directly lead to faith, but nor does faith pass 
judgement on religiousness. In an astute comment on Christian life and 
activities the anthropologist Pierre Sanchis said that Catholicism makes 
the best contribution to ensuring that “a ‘religion’ experienced through 
faith is combined with a faith that exists in the form of a ‘religion’”.71  
In my view, this very concise interpretation of the relationship between 
religion and faith does not preclude a critical and constructive reading 

68  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World: Recommendations for Conduct, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_
councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_
en.html (19.08.2020), Chapter on “Principles”, No. 9.
69  Ibid., section on “Recommendations”, No. 3.
70  An interactive and mutual perspective prevents us from lapsing into a dehumanising 
posture of prioritising either religion or faith.
71  Sanchis, Pierre, op. cit., 189. Syncretism is not seen as negative in this assessment.

of the gospel as it is practised today. On the contrary, it encourages it. 
Furthermore, it prevents forms of aggression which occur both in the 
various religions and also in Christian movements in Latin America, 
and – again – it does so by calling upon the gospel. Another problem 
is the assumption that the sacred can solve all human problems, that 
Christianity can repair all evil or that it can usher in all goodness. This 
would be an unrealistic expectation of the sacred or it would testify to 
a certain fideism without faith being conveyed in any way. 

 A number of clarifications are required at this point. The conditio 
humana is open to transcendence, as transcendence reveals itself 
through specific signs and is therefore not a human “invention”. 
Rather, a human being needs to have an encounter with mystery 
through faith – an encounter that touches the emotions. This 
is normally understood in relation to the incarnation and Jesus’ 
proclamation of the Kingdom of God, although it can also be found 
through interpersonal experiences of love. Human beings have within 
them a transcendence which promises meaning and salvation, and so 
their experience of religion stems from a fundamental attitude.72 This 
is nothing existentialist about this, since it is relational in character. 

 Divine transcendence has manifested itself in the person and 
resurrection of Jesus and in the gift of his Spirit. This is still true 
today and has been true ever since the incarnation and Pentecost. 
Day by day there are signs of God which can be verified because 
the gospel is put into practice in everyday life for the benefit of 
mankind. Moreover, it is not limited to certain sacred places or 
Christian institutions but can be experienced in God’s love and in 
one’s love of God, in solidarity with our neighbours and whenever 
we cultivate fellowship with the disadvantaged. 

 But there are also other positive attitudes, such as discerning the 
truth with the help of a philosophical toolset, which involves adopting 
a benevolent approach to other forms of religion. This should be 
regarded as respect for the truth. Another positive path would be to 
see the world from the perspective of a believing Christian, without 
being enriched by other paths of faith yet with a predominant emphasis 
on tolerance and goodwill: “Contact with others makes us aware of 
the special features of our own tradition and its ability to make sense 

72  Cf. de França Miranda, Mario, O cristianismo em face das religiôes, Sao Paulo 1998, 119.
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of ever greater manifestations of reality.”73 Again, this attitude only 
heads in one direction, starting from the way in which we understand 
our tenets of faith and then seeking to give meaning to the religions. 

 This takes us to the third point: in Latin America the spirit of the 
gospel is understood through inductive logic. Both the various forms of 
“everyday Christianity” and the broad range of “folk religions” display 
a quest for, and the attainment of, a more fulfilled life (i.e. healing, 
social and personal peace, overcoming everyday evil, etc). This has 
also been formulated in philosophical terms by Raimon Panikkar, 
who believes that religions should focus more on transforming human 
nature than on solving their own problems74. Therefore he pleads 
for genuine humanity rather than a self-centred concentration on 
something religious. 

 The most important point is, of course, that God manifests 
himself universally and preferably in the least of mankind. Carmiña 
Navia puts it as follows: “God reveals himself in different ways; this 
is why there are different churches and different forms of religion and 
spirituality, all living lovingly at close quarters in the working-class 
districts of Latin America: they range from the Catholic Church with 
its big temples through fellowships worshipping together in small 
premises to basic ecclesial communities meeting in people’s private 
homes.”75 It is common knowledge that revelation comes from God 
and that truth expresses itself through human beings. Religion as such 
should never be turned into something absolute and the same applies 
to human intellect, piety and any form of “self-redemption”. What is 
needed instead is a relational approach, as this creates a sense of 
identity as well as diversity. This is partly due to God, who revealed 
himself in the history of mankind through Jesus Christ, and partly to 
human diversity, which leads to different expressions of spirituality. 
Otherness opens up new horizons and different journeys through life. 

 What is particularly important here is discerning the work of the 
Holy Spirit throughout creation in the personal and different socio-

73  M. Gómez, Carlos, “El deafío de la verdad al diálogo interreligioso”, in: Memorias del 
Congreso Internacional de Teologia, Buenos Aires 2017, 246–247.
74  Panikkar, Raimon, Paz e interculturalidad, Barcelona 2006, 164.
75  Navia, Carmiña, “De la tolerancia a la acogida – dialogo de las espiritualidades”, in: 
Forum Mission, No. 6 (2010), 62. See also: id., El Dios que nos revelan las mujeres, 
Bogotá 1998.

cultural paths that are trod. These paths manifest our connectedness 
to life, in other words bio-meditations. They require collective 
discernment to prevent the individual from drifting into a sacralisation 
of the ego. Such problems overwhelm us in situations where the ego 
is exalted and where everything is ruled by a techno-economy which 
is thought to resolve all shortcomings. At the same time the spiritual 
is believed to be accessible through therapies which aim to produce 
a feel-good factor, while other secular-religious realities also fail to 
produce anything of relevance.

 To conclude, I would like to return to a critical review of behaviours 
and interpretations of the plurality of life in Latin America. This includes 
various forms of “everyday Christianity” among the population as well 
as the consolidation of the Pentecostal movement, religious autonomy 
with all its ambiguity, and also syncretism in each nation (and often in 
each individual). 

 On the other hand, a few clearly religious phenomena are 
discernible in both the modern and the post-modern era. Excessive 
consumerism, the focus on illusory aspirations, the emulation of 
success models, integration into information networks and the short 
lives of human contacts are alarming signs. Neoliberal thinking sees 
modern consumerism as a confirmation of human autonomy allowing 
everyone to lead the life they want.76 This is attractive yet also mystical. 
We know that institutionalised forms of “consuming life” only work in a 
modern civilisation that is destroying itself. A theological reading such 
as William Cavanaugh’s shows how such attitudes can kill Christian 
hope, as “there can be no rupture with the status quo, no in-breaking 
kingdom of God, but only endless superficial novelty”77 which is then 
consumed and leads to emptiness. On a planet that is wounded by 
violence and intolerance it is essential to oppose any sacralisation of 
everyday life. 

 Moreover, when we look at Latin America, it is equally important to 
focus on the many different forms of the Catholic faith and of “everyday 
Christianity” in the various nations. They are the predominant object of 
interreligious dialogue. Another important requirement is discernment, 

76   Cf. Peña, Carlos, Lo que el dinero sí puede comprar, Santiago 2017, 255.
77  Cavanaugh, William, Being Consumed: Economics and Christian Desire, Grand 
Rapids 2008, 93.
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so that we can come to grips with the ongoing intervention of sacred 
powers. Every symbolical configuration must be weighed up, and 
each can ultimately be challenged by the Spirit which promises a more 
fulfilled life. This is the source of freedom and dignity which should 
characterise dialogue. It is a biocentric process which, according to 
the gospel, gives preference to the suffering population crying out for 
life. In this way, socio-religious diversity is questioned by the Spirit 
which transcends all borders and brings new life to the world.

The Significance for Africa of  ‘Christian
Witness in a Multi-Religious World’

Adrien Sawadogo

 This contribution to Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World 
in the One World Theology series draws on my experiences as a 
Christian and missionary in Africa, in particular in Sub-Saharan 
Africa – Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Mali, Chad, Ghana, Zambia 
and Tanzania – as well as in North Africa, especially Egypt. What I 
perceive in the light of these experiences from a pastoral perspective 
is a transcendental theology78 which takes a united world as its 
starting point and is recognisable in the quest for this one world. 
Sharing my experiences with the readers of One World Theology, 
I will begin by examining the religious context in Africa79 and the 
increasingly intensive search for an African world that is united in 
religious diversity. Moving on from this multi-religious context I will 
then address the issue of Christian witness, which is very varied in 
view of the different Christian denominations and the circumstances 
in which they operate. This calls for an ecumenical perspective on 
the mission of the Church and a new missionary approach focused 
on inter-religious dialogue. It entails due account being taken of the 
requirements accompanying such a pastoral standpoint in a multi-
religious African world which is united by one and the same Creator 
whose revelations to his peoples are both diverse and dynamic.

The multi-religious context in Africa: a multi-religious landscape 
rooted in culture

 My missionary experiences in the Sub-Sahara and the Sahel 
region, especially in West Africa (Burkina Faso, Mali and Côte 

78  A theology extending beyond individual theologies.
79  Although my African experiences are very diverse, my remarks here are based 
essentially on what I have witnessed in West Africa.
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d’Ivoire), opened my eyes to the reality of religious diversity in Africa. A 
knowledge of its foundations and the developments it has undergone 
is crucial for Christian witness and the pastoral aspect of missionary 
work. I do not claim to paint a picture of religious diversity in Africa 
that is universally valid for the entire continent. On the contrary, I wish 
to draw on my own experiences in the multi-religious context of Sub-
Saharan Africa and West Africa, in particular, in order to share a few 
thoughts with the readers of this article that might contribute to a “one 
world theology”.

 The religious context in which the peoples of Sub-Saharan Africa 
operate is very varied. In West Africa, for instance, the religious 
landscape is essentially dominated by three major religions: traditional 
African religion, which is the oldest of them; Islam, which was the first 
foreign religion to be adopted; and Christianity as the second foreign 
religion to gain a foothold. Asian religions have also established a 
presence but they have very few adherents. By and large it is the 
three major religions which have left their stamp on West Africa. Until 
a few years ago, before religious intolerance intensified following the 
emergence of new radical religious movements, the intermingling 
of these three religions was a feature of everyday life. It was 
nothing unusual to come across a perfect symbiosis of these three 
characteristic religions of West Africa within a single family. Up till then 
the question of the foundations of religious diversity had never arisen. 
It went without saying and was perfectly normal for missionaries and 
religious leaders to content themselves with references to Islamic and 
Christian syncretism in Sub-Saharan Africa. I myself had the great 
good fortune to undergo this triple religious experience in the course 
of my life. As the scion of the Mossi80 royal family, my first religious 
experience was of traditional religion. After my family had been 
forced to emigrate to Côte d’Ivoire for economic reasons, my father’s 
conversion to Islam meant that I grew up in the Muslim faith until 
I reached the age of twenty-two, when an extraordinary encounter 
made me the Christian, missionary and priest that I am today. This is 
the backdrop of religious diversity against which my life has played 
out. Religious diversity is a gift of God, the spiritual depth of which – in 
the development of religion – manifests his presence in the history of 
mankind. It is a gift which has been under threat for a number of years 

80  The Mossi are the most populous ethnic group in Burkina Faso in West Africa.

now. The increase in religious intolerance has made West Africa an 
interesting area of study. It raises the question of the roots of religious 
diversity. Is the issue one of a rejection of identity or laxness in respect 
of identity? (This would explain the perception of Islam and Christianity 
as syncretism in Sub-Saharan Africa.) Or is it about something more 
noble, the assertion of a little known, barely recognised identity? In 
my view, while culture may not be the foundation, it is certainly the 
main pillar of the religious diversity that is characteristic of the peoples 
south of the Sahara.

 The cornerstone of this diversity derives from a cultural value 
which is of the utmost significance for traditional African religion:81  
a sense of identity, a social identity which transcends religious or 
cultural affiliation: I am not first and foremost a Christian, a Muslim, 
etc. but a human being. Our common identity ranks higher than any 
affiliation. The Bambara people in Mali call it mogoya82. Mogoya is a 
“sacred value” which the traditional authorities have taken the utmost 
care to preserve. This enabled the gates of Africa to be opened to all 
cultures, religions and denominations without any loss of indigenous 
identity. Although appreciation of many cultural values is clearly on 
the decline everywhere in Africa, it is difficult to say whether the 
concert of cultures has resulted in the continent losing its pillar of 
common identity, which is the guarantor of its characteristic religious 
diversity. The following story offers proof of the powers of resistance 
inherent in this sacred value. In a predominantly Muslim village in 
Mali an elderly Muslim welcomes a young missionary priest into his 
home, puts him up and shares his meals with him just at the time 
when Muslim extremists begin to appear on the scene. One evening 
a Muslim friend who has come to visit him realises that the old man 
is sharing his food with a Christian, whereupon he immediately gets 
up from the table and demands that the old man turn the priest out 
straightaway. In response the old man says: “He is my son. If you wish 
to have nothing to do with him you should leave.”

 Generally speaking, this cultural value has enabled Islam and 
Christianity to form part of the religious landscape and mostly live in 
peace with each other.

81  This value is common ancestry.
82  Essentially this means the “common origins of the human species”.
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 The transcendence of this cultural value has made it possible for 
the three main religions to practise their different faiths and beliefs 
together within the existing social fabric. Social intermingling has 
always provided a religious framework ensuring the preservation of 
life and cohesion. To that extent religious diversity is primarily a social 
reality which has arisen out of a culture of diversity. This is the nature 
of the multi-religious context in which Christians are called upon to 
bear witness to their faith.

Christian witness in a multi-religious context

 In this multi-religious context I have outlined, Christianity – which 
established its presence in a peaceful manner due not least to the 
social services provided by the gospel missionaries – became part and 
parcel of the religious landscape in Africa. The Christian communities, 
comprising former followers of the traditional religion and of Islam, 
lived together in harmony with the adherents of other religions. For 
most of these communities the “utilitarian” aspect83 of Christianity was 
crucial in persuading them to convert. Generally speaking, the witness 
born by the Catholic Church was that of a splendid, inward-looking 
church which shone forth amidst the others as the preferred, powerful 
foreign church. Of course the witness of the Church in Africa cannot 
be reduced to that factor alone. On the contrary, we need to recognise 
the Christian witness that is common to the Church in Africa. I myself 
was fortunate enough to gather a wealth of missionary experience. In 
fact, despite all the diversity of the countries, I regularly encountered 
the same Christian witness rendered by a splendid, favoured and 
powerful foreign church. In the midst of the others it was something 
altogether different and sufficient unto itself.

 However, with the advent of extremist movements such as Boko 
Haram84 in Nigeria along with MUJAO85 and AQMI86 the Christian 
religion has become a target for extremists, being condemned as 

83  This refers to material aspects; as I know from my own missionary experience, bap-
tism was often presented as the ticket to the comprehensive care provided by the reli-
gious orders of the Church.
84  Bakary Sambe has provided an excellent description of the Islamist-Jihadist 
movement in West Africa in: Boko Haram: Du problème Nigérian à la menace régionale, 
Cairo 2015.
85  “Mouvement pour l’Unicité et le Jihad en Afrique de l’Ouest”, Movement for Oneness 
and Jihad in West Africa.
86  “Al-Qaïda au Maghreb islamique”, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb.

blasphemous and subversive because of its collusion with foreign 
countries and its share in the plundering of African resources and 
the general decline in moral standards.87 This radical change in the 
multi-religious context has made Christians more aware of a greater 
“inner identity” and, in the words of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, 
they are coming to appreciate that: “Religion in itself is not a unitary 
phenomenon. It always involves a number of distinct dimensions. On 
the one side there is the prominence of reaching out beyond this world 
towards the eternal God. On the other side we find elements that 
have arisen from the history of men and from their practice of religion. 
Among these elements certainly there are beautiful things but also 
things that are base and destructive, wherever the egoism of man 
has taken over religion and, instead of an opening, has transformed 
religion into a closure within its own space.”88

 In view of the huge deterioration in inter-religious relations, 
Christians run the risk of retreating into ghettos to ensure themselves 
better protection. But that is too simple a response.89 During my 
stay in Egypt this was precisely the attitude I encountered among 
many Christians, who accused the Western Church of failing to 
provide them with any support against Salafist attacks. Father 
Joseph Cuoq responded by saying: “There is a serious danger in this 
attitude because it entails treating others as opponents and rivals. 
The outcome is a dialectic of fear and mistrust, of intolerance and 
malicious fighting similar to that which marred relations between Jews 
and Samaritans at the time of Jesus. Pointing the way out of this 
situation, Jesus offered the following advice: break the silence, talk, 
make contact with others […]”.90 In other words, the circumstances 
Christians face in Sub-Saharan Africa mean the only choice they have 
is to delve into the documents of the Second Vatican Council if they 
are to transform their Christian faith into a “belief in full sail”, as Father 
Cuoq put it. Christians are coming to realise more clearly than ever 
before that they must reach out to other religious cultures in order 

87  An argument repeatedly used by Boko Haram.
88  Message of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI to the Pontifical Urban University in Rome 
on 21 October 2014, https://rorate-caeli.blogspot.com/2014/10/first-major-text-of-pope-
benedict-xvi.html (12.03.2019).
89  Here I am paraphrasing Father Joseph Cuoq in an open letter he wrote to the African 
Bishops in 1978; unpublished manuscript.
90  Ibid.
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to plant in them the seed of their faith in the Risen Christ and thus 
bring forth the new fruits of salvation and holiness. While the jihadist 
movements are clamouring for Christians to be killed, the Holy Spirit 
calls on them to become martyrs of the Church. The teachings of the 
Church must therefore provide them with guidance.

Barely or insufficiently known documents

 One of the documents which points the way forward is Gaudium 
et Spes. It reminds us that “Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation 
of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to man 
himself and makes his supreme calling clear. […] All this holds true 
not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose hearts 
grace works in an unseen way. For, since Christ died for all men, and 
since the ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine, we ought 
to believe that the Holy Spirit in a manner known only to God offers 
to every man the possibility of being associated with this paschal 
mystery.”91 Hence the Church in Africa cannot shirk its responsibility 
for this mission of salvation.

 Nostra Aetate with its open-minded attitude towards people of 
different faiths urges us to review our Christian response to other 
religions, to no longer see them as rivals but with sympathy, because 
“The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these 
religions.”92 This calls for humility and a willingness to learn from 
followers of other faiths.

 It must be admitted, however, that these two documents, 
which are so important for the renewal of Christian witness in the 
multi-religious environment of Sub-Saharan Africa, are barely or 
insufficiently known to pastoral workers and the faithful. Moreover, 
the continuing expansion of extremist movements, which are bent 
on destroying families and the social fabric of our countries, makes 
reception of these documents even more complicated.

 We must teach our Christians how their faith can help them 
to recognise where the novitas christiana lies in contrast to other 

91  Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes of 7 
December 1965, No. 22, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vatii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html (19.08.2020).
92  Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nostra Aetate 
of 26 October 1965, No 2, http://w2.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vatii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html (19.08.2020).

religions. They must strive to obtain clarity in this respect through 
their own faith. To quote Father Cuoq again, this novitas christiana is 
a person, Jesus Christ, who lives and moves in our midst. Christians 
in Africa are therefore called upon to bear witness in an authentically 
African manner, with a more marked reference to Christ and guided 
by the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately, the negative effects of the schism 
within the Church make themselves painfully felt in this respect; the 
different denominations present themselves as different facets and 
languages of the Church of Christ.

The need for ecumenism in mission

 Although we are all brothers and sisters in Christ, missionary 
perspectives in our multi-religious world diverge greatly. Some 
churches, among them the Catholic Church, are open-minded in 
respect of differences and reach out to followers of other faiths; others 
are less tolerant of differences and are becoming increasingly strident 
and aggressive.

 The religious extremism which has taken root in recent years – in 
African Christianity as well as in African Islam – poses a threat to 
religious diversity and the social cohesion it ensures. In the course 
of my missionary work I have noticed that the advent of certain 
Evangelical movements has gone hand in hand with an increase in 
commutarianism, which has a negative impact on social cohesion, 
including in families. The aggressive approach adopted by Protestant 
and Evangelical churches in Sub-Saharan Africa is widespread and 
causes added harm to the mission of the Church in a multi-religious 
context already weakened by the spread of religious extremism and 
the emergence of jihadist movements.

 This has prompted the Institut de Formation Islamo-Chrétienne 
(ISTR; Islamic-Christian Training Institute) in Bamako, founded by the 
Missionaires d’Afrique (Missionaries of Africa or White Fathers), to 
move in a new direction. As part of its remit, which is to train trainers for 
inter-religious dialogue and especially for Islamic-Christian dialogue, 
the institute has decided to take in students from other Christian 
churches in Francophone Africa so that they can receive training for 
inter-religious dialogue together with others. The one-year course of 
training fosters introspection and paves the way for intra-religious 
dialogue between brothers and sisters in Christ. The outcome is 
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excellent. Without having to make any conscious decisions the 
students succeed quite naturally, as it were, in giving their own creeds 
and beliefs greater profundity and thus in tearing down the walls which 
divide brothers and sisters in Christ. This is the point of departure for a 
church united in Christ which bears witness to Christ like a single body 
and in an awareness of its collective responsibility towards Christ and 
the followers of other faiths. This is a positive ecumenical experience 
which fills us with hope for a united multi-religious world.

Inter-religious dialogue: hope for a united, multi-religious world

Foundations of a missionary approach to inter-religious dialogue

 Many pastoral workers now question the value of inter-religious 
dialogue in a fragile multi-religious context. Father Cuoq found 
himself confronted with this phenomenon as far back as 1978: 
“Let me deal at his point with an objection that is frequently raised: 
‘Dialogue stands in the way of evangelisation. It causes confusion. 
It sows doubts among Christians. The impression given is that 
preference is being given to Muslims over Christians’ and so on. 
Furthermore, these objections are reinforced by remarks made by 
Muslims who think the opening up of the church to Islam reveals 
doubts about its own dogmas and is an important step on the path 
to recognition of Islam as the one true religion.”93 

 As far as I can see, these objections are more the result of a 
misunderstanding than of a justified concern. After all, inter-religious 
dialogue is not about catechesis but inter-personal relations. We 
engage in dialogue in an attempt to find out how we can live with each 
other, not in opposition to each other, on the basis of mutual respect. 
This is exactly the point Pope John Paul II made in his address to the 
Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 
on 26 April 1990. He said that the real challenge now facing not only 
Christians but also the followers of other religions is how we can 
learn to understand other faiths and religious practices. In the multi-
religious context of modern-day Sub-Saharan Africa this challenge is 
more than real.

93  Cuoq, Joseph, op. cit.

 Clearly, it is “not religions which conduct a dialogue but believers”94. 
Hence it is self-evident that, while inter-religious dialogue has been 
frequently criticised, it is the only appropriate missionary approach 
that can be taken and one that is crucial for the mission of the Church 
in our multi-religious environment. Only by engaging with followers 
of other faiths and conducting a dialogue with them is it possible to 
discover the special nature of our own faith, comprehend its forms of 
expression and recognise God’s blessings.95 This, and nothing else, 
is the foundation of our missionary approach. That said, inter-religious 
dialogue still requires a conducive framework. In Sub-Saharan Africa 
this framework is provided by the political and cultural heritage.

The political and cultural heritage as a springboard for inter-
religious dialogue

 There is a well-known dictum which says that we only come to 
appreciate the value of something when we no longer have it. The 
crisis caused by religious extremism has made more and more people 
in Sub-Saharan Africa realise that religious diversity cannot be taken 
for granted, that it must be upheld, that it represents a conscious 
decision, and that it is both precious and sacred.

 In our traditional societies “the individual formed part of a complex, 
close-knit network of communal obligations which brought the different 
lineages together and whose rules everybody was aware of from a very 
early age.”96 The threat posed now by religious extremism has finally 
brought this cultural heritage to light. The advent of fundamentalism 
and lethal ideologies has made our societies aware of their sacred 
values and of the rules which unite them and so they are now paying 
closer attention to those in positions of authority who have traditionally 
been responsible for the preservation of these values. Hope thus 
fills the eyes and hearts of every individual and it rests in the hands 
of the authorities which bear responsibility for watching over social 
cohesion. According to our traditional values, freedom of religion is 

94  Pascal Verbèke, quoted from Guiblin, François-Xavier, “Vivre en pays musulman, défi 
de la rencontre de l’Autre”, in: Cahiers de l’Atelier, No. 531 (2011), 118.
95  Johannes Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata, 25 March 
1996, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/
hf_jp-ii_exh_25031996_vita-consecrata.html (22.01.2019).
96  Héritier, Françoise, headword “Famille – Les sociétés humaines et la famille”, in: 
Encyclopædia Universalis, http://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/famille-les-societes-
humaines-et-la-famille/ (18.02.2016).
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sacrosanct. In our constitutions – and I refer here primarily to the three 
neighbouring countries Burkina Faso, Mali and Côte d’Ivoire – legal 
provisions ensure this freedom of religion through recognition of the 
secular nature of the state. French secularism, which these countries 
have inherited, rests on freedom. The republic guarantees freedom of 
conscience and religion.

 Nevertheless, in our multi-religious context, which is under severe 
pressure from the jihadist movements and their Islamist projects that 
involve an unholy alliance of politics and religion, it appears urgently 
necessary to revive the currently disdained concept of secularism. 
Secularism is not a matter of opinion, as some religious leaders claim. 
It is the legal framework, a legal principle. It is the stage on which the 
drama of life is played out. Secularism does not give life a meaning 
but a framework.97 

 At the Centre Foi et Rencontre, a Catholic facility where Christians 
and Muslims come together with adherents of all denominations to 
discuss inter-religiousness and inter-culturality, we have witnessed a 
sudden awakening within society. Many people feel a deep need to 
oppose the ideology of division by demonstrating closeness between 
the followers of different beliefs. There has always been a sacred 
alliance between us which provided the basis for resilient religious 
relations. The awakening of our societies is a great sign of hope and, 
by engaging in inter-religious dialogue, the Church is contributing to 
the fulfilment of this hope for a united, multi-religious world.

Final remarks

 The outstanding feature of religious diversity in the African context 
is the wonderful openness to Christian revelation and universal 
salvation. As Pope Francis has said, the aim is not for us to possess 
the truth but for the truth to take possession of us. 

 Other religions, especially Islam in Sub-Saharan Africa, present 
us Christians with challenges, one of which is to rise above ourselves. 
A fruitful encounter between the Church and other religions requires 
from us more truth, justice, brotherly/sisterly compassion and genuine 
love of God and prayer both in spirit and in reality. Only through the 

97  Jean-Christophe Peaucelle, advisor for religious affairs (Conseiller pour les affaires 
religieuses) with the French foreign ministry; remarks made during an international 
conference in Beirut (Lebanon), 1/2 December 2016.

living witness of our Christian communities will the followers of other 
religions become aware of the new face of mankind, the novitas 
christiana.98 “In those days, ten men from nations of every language 
will take a Jew by the sleeve and say: We want to go with you, since 
we have learnt that God is with you. (Zechariah 8:23) The wise author 
used this wonderful prophecy as a pointer to the Messianic Age. This 
age has now come in Jesus, and it is up to the Church in our age to 
make this prophecy credible by living the ideal of the gospel.”99 

98  Cuoq, Joseph, op. cit.
99  Ibid.

The Significance for Africa of ‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World’ 



The Importance of the Document 
‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 

World’ in the Respective Context 



 53

‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World’. Lines of the International Ecumenical 
Debate 
Christoph Anders and Michael Biehl

 “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” reflected the 
achievement of a previously unparalleled ecumenical breadth, the 
document being signed by representatives of the World Council of 
Churches (WCC), the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) and the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) acting on behalf of 
the Roman Catholic Church, Protestant, Orthodox and Free Churches 
as well as international mission organisations. It was addressed to 
the largest-ever number of Christians the world over, whom the joint 
declaration urged “to reflect on their current practices and to use the 
recommendations in this document to prepare, where appropriate, 
their own guidelines for their witness and mission among those of 
different religions and among those who do not profess any particular 
religion.“100 What has been the response of the Christians at whom 
this exhortation was directed and how have they put into practice the 
requirement that all Christians should “commit themselves to work 
with all people in mutual respect, promoting together justice, peace 
and the common good? Interreligious cooperation is an essential 
dimension of such commitment.”101 

100  World Council of Churches/Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct, 2011, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/
documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_en.html 
(19.08.2020), Preamble. For more on what follows cf. Biehl, Michael, “Zum Umgang 
mit dem ökumenischen Dokument”, in: Studienausgabe zum ökumenischen Dokument 
“Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt”, Hamburg/Aachen 2014, 24–33; 
Vellguth, Klaus, “MissionRespekt: Der ökumenische Verhaltenskodex zum christlichen 
Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt und seine Rezeption in Deutschland”, in: Verbum 
SVD, No. 56 (2015) 1–2, 160–179.
101  World Council of Churches/Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct, op. cit., No. 8.
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 “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” was born of 
controversies between members of different religious communities 
over the issue of conversion. Churches and Christian organisations 
were accused of employing unethical means in their missionary 
practices. Other people living in predominantly non-Christian societies 
complained that they were not allowed to convert to the Christian 
faith. In this situation, and given that religions the world over are 
embroiled in conflicts in many different ways, it was agreed during 
inter-religious consultations in 2006 that freedom of religion remained 
the inalienable right of every individual.102 It included the freedom not 
only to practise one’s own faith, but also to invite others to share in 
it. It also encompassed the right that the dignity of believers in other 
faiths should not be restricted, nor should it be diminished maliciously 
or out of ignorance.103 

How the document has been received in Germany

 When representatives of the aforementioned world bodies and 
the Roman Catholic Church subsequently met in Germany, they 
discovered that, while ecumenical forums were already in place, 
there was no suitable platform for the enterprise on which they had 
embarked. The Association of Protestant Churches and Missions 
in Germany (EMW) and the International Catholic Mission Society 
missio (Aachen), which had already been involved in cooperation 
for quite some time, were asked to come up with a solution.104 The 
outcome of their endeavours was a platform which is historically 
unique in Germany and probably without ecumenical parallel around 
the world. All those involved in its elaboration went through a process 
of learning and discovery within the Christian spectrum in Germany. 
In 2014, an international ecumenical conference in Berlin entitled 
“MissionRespekt” was attended, amongst others, by representatives 
of the aforementioned world bodies. The key methodological feature 
of this conference was the equal participation of the churches and 

102  “Assessing the Realities: Reflection on Conversion? From Controversy to a Shared 
Code of Conduct” in Lariano in 2006 (12-16 May). These initial consultations, which 
formed part of the “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” process, were attended 
by 27 representatives of the following religions: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, 
Judaism and the Yoruba religion.
103 It is interesting that the participants in the consultations issued an appeal “to 
collectively evolve a ‘code of conduct’ on conversion, which all faiths should follow”.
104  For more on this process go to: http://www.missionrespekt.de (23.01.2019)

theological organisations whose international associations had 
signed the document. Unresolved differences notwithstanding, the 
participants ultimately agreed on two things. Firstly, that there was 
surprisingly extensive common ground as regards the ethics of mission 
set out in “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”. Secondly, that 
it was considered worthwhile to stimulate mutual discussion not only 
of missionary ethics, but also of the respective missionary theologies 
and attitudes towards other religious communities.105 

 The conference included a panel discussion with politicians, 
to whom the document was presented as an expression of the 
understanding of mission by which churches and organisations 
wished to be judged. The politicians were requested to refer to it in 
political discussions concerning restrictions on the freedom of religion 
and mission. In return the politicians urged the churches and religious 
communities to bring their influence to bear in helping to ensure social 
peace by rejecting polarising forms of missionary work.106  

Brazil, Netherlands, India

 A further, international aspect of the conference involved the 
presentation of examples illustrating where in the world the document 
was being used in ecumenical, inter-denominational and inter-religious 
work. A significant number of translations was already available by 
the time the conference took place and it has continued to grow 
since then.107 The National Council of Christian Churches of Brazil 

105 See MissionRespekt: Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt. 
Dokumentation Internationaler ökumenischer Kongress 27/28 August 2014 in Berlin, 
published by EMW and missio Aachen, without a year number, as well as the website 
https://www.missionrespekt.de (19.08.2020), which documents the reception process.
106 Cf. the programmes of the German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (BMZ), http://www.bmz.de/en/issues/religion-and-development/german_
development_cooperation/index.html (23.01.2019) and the German Foreign Office’s 
Task Force on the “Responsibility of the Religions for Peace”; https://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/themen/kulturdialog/-/229304 (23.01.2019).
107 It is difficult to ascertain the exact number, however, because records are often 
kept at the regional level and there is no central registration. For further information 
see Schirrmacher, Thomas, “Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt“ – 
zweieinhalb Jahre später, http://www.missionrespekt.de/fix/files/05wasBisherGeschah-
Schirrmachertext.pdf (23.01.2019), 3. Dutch, French, Spanish and Swedish translations 
are available on the World Council of Churches’ website; https://www.oikoumene.org/
en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-dialogue-and-cooperation/
christian-identity-in-pluralistic-societies/christian-witness-in-a-multi-religious-world 
(23.01.2019).
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(CONIC), for instance, had already adopted the principles contained 
in the document as recommendations in view of the attempts made 
in a climate of increasing religious intolerance to provide Christian 
legitimacy for conservative policies and to buttress them with the help 
of fundamentalist concepts.108 

 Representatives from the Netherlands also drew attention to 
mounting tensions at the interface of religions and politics in their 
country. In this situation, they said, the statements made in the 
document and their authorisation by the global church alliances were 
a great help in overcoming polarisation between the churches and in 
relations between religious communities in the Netherlands as well 
as in offering points of departure for inter-religious dialogue and thus 
common endeavours for more and peace and justice.109 

 Peter Machado, the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Bangalore in 
India, reported that the document had been sent to all the country’s 
bishops. He said the principles it contained could help to raise Christian 
awareness of the need for responsible witness. Moreover, they could 
also prove useful in disputes over the anti-conversion laws in a number 
of Indian states, because the principles and recommendations for 
conduct showed that what these laws forbid has very little to do with 
what Christians understand by mission.110 

Changed conditions

 The following section shows how ecumenical discussions of 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” have developed under 
changed conditions and what consequences this has had for reception 
of the document. Greater missiological depth can be ascertained in 
international relations, while in national contexts the substance of 
the document has been put to the test more in terms of coexistence 
between different religions. 

108  See MissionRespekt, op. cit., 20–22.
109  Cf. ibid., 26–29. The Netherlands Mission Council has also published a collection 
of commentaries and case studies on “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious world”, cf. 
Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Christelijk getuigenis in een multireligieuze 
wereld, Nederlandse Zendingsraad (without a year number).
110  MissionRespekt, op. cit., 23–25. In his overview of 2014 Schirrmacher, one of the 
authors of the document, says that all Catholic Bishops’ Conferences should study it. Cf. 
Schirrmacher, Thomas, “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World – Three Years on”, 
in: Current Dialogue, No. 56, December 2014, 67–77, here: 68.

 A further change is that the signatories of the document have in 
the meantime published separate missionary statements of their own. 
As early as 2010 the Lausanne Movement and the World Evangelical 
Alliance jointly published their “Cape Town Declaration”. Following the 
publication of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” the World 
Council of Churches issued its declaration “Together Towards Life” 
in 2012, while in 2013 Pope Francis’ Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 
Gaudium injected fresh impetus into the ecumenical debates.111 
This enhanced the theological debate because, although “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” called for common acceptance 
of the recommendations for conduct in encounters with people of 
different faiths, the document was deliberately not intended as a 
contribution to either mission theology or the unity of the churches.112  
Although detailed comparisons of the declarations led to different 
assessments, it was noted nonetheless that the texts came close to 
one another not just as regards ethics, but also in respect of many 
fundamental missiological issues.113 Additional changes occurred 
in the international context in which “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” dovetailed into existing debates between the 
churches involved. It is no coincidence that “Together Towards Life”, 
which was itself the outcome of inter-church dialogues both inside 
and outside the World Council of Churches, cited “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World” in key places.114 Catholic theologians are 

111 Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Gemeinsam missionarisch unterwegs: Eine vergleichende 
Einführung in die Missionsdokumente“, in: id./Biehl, Michael (eds.), Christliches 
Zeugnis in ökumenischer Weite: Konvergenzen und Divergenzen als Bereicherung des 
Missionsverständnisses, without a year number, no place of publication given [2016], 
20–59. During the Berlin conference there was discussion in Workshop 13 of “Mutual 
questions on the understanding of mission”, MissionRespekt, op. cit., 102–112.
112  The Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue signed the document on behalf 
of the Roman Catholic Church, while the Commission on Faith and Order of the World 
Council of Churches was involved in its preparation.
113  In addition to the article by Klaus Vellguth “Gemeinsam missionarisch unterwegs: 
Eine vergleichende Einführung in die Missionsdokumente”, op. cit., see, for example, 
the essay by the Catholic theologian Stephen Bevans, “Transforming Discipleship: 
Missiological Reflections”, in: International Review of Mission, No. 105 (2016) 1, 75–85 
and the article by the Protestant Timothy T. N. Lim, “The Holy Spirit in EG, TTL, and 
CTC: The Pneumatological Impulse for Christian Mission”, in: International Review of 
Mission, No. 104 (2015) 2, 203–216.
114  “Gemeinsam für das Leben: Mission und Evangelisation in sich verändernden 
Kontexten”, in: Anders, Christoph/Biehl, Michael (eds.), Christus heute bezeugen: 
Mission auf dem Weg von Edinburgh 2010 nach Busan 2013 (Weltmission heute, No. 
77), Hamburg 2013, 458–494, especially section 90.
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also active in the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism 
(CWME), the responsible body of the World Council of Churches. 
The recently published detailed report on discussions between the 
World Evangelical Alliance and the Roman Catholic Church (2006–
2016) cites with approval the statement contained in the preamble of 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” that mission belongs 
to the very being of the church.115 Here the joint signing of “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” clearly provided the impetus for a 
narrowing of missiological positions.

 The past few years have seen a global increase in conflicts which 
are often religiously charged and associated with refugee movements 
and social tensions. A milestone in Germany, for example, was the 
unusually large number of people who made their way to Europe and, 
in particular, Germany in 2015. Many practical issues addressed in 
the document became a matter of urgent concern for churches and 
local communities.116 Some of them, including a number of mosque 
associations, were keen to participate in what later came to be 
known as the “welcome culture”. But to what extent was practical 
assistance inspired by Christian motives possible without suspicions 
being aroused that the offer of practical help for people of other faiths 
was bound up with a desire for them to convert? Should communities 
distribute bibles and Christian literature in refugee reception centres? 
Ought invitations to be issued to attend bible classes and Christian 
services in parish rooms? On the other hand, the honest nature of 
the motives given by asylum seekers for converting to Christianity 
was occasionally questioned on the grounds that conversions were 
being undertaken for strategic reasons to prevent those involved 
being sent back to their countries of origin if their asylum applications 
were rejected. This led to government agencies carrying out strange 
“faith tests”, to which churches then raised objections. Moreover, it 

115  The joint declaration cites the preamble of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World”. Cf. “Schrift und Tradition” and “Die Rolle der Kirche für das Heil”: Katholiken 
und Evangelikale erkunden Herausforderungen und Möglichkeiten: Ein Bericht der 
internationalen Konsultation der katholischen Kirche und der Weltweiten Evangelischen 
Allianz (2009–2016), in: EPD-Dokumentation No. 21 (2018), 8.
116  Ultimately, over 476,000 asylum applications were filed in Germany in 2015, more 
than double the number in 2014. Most of the applications were submitted by refugees 
from Syria, followed by Afghanistan and Iraq. Seventy-three per cent of the applicants 
gave Islam as their religion and 13 per cent Christianity. (Das Bundesamt in Zahlen 
2015: Asyl, Migration und Integration, published by Bundesamt für Migration und 
Flüchtlinge, Berlin 2016, 10.)

soon transpired that a considerable number of people all over the 
country had requested information about baptism and instruction in 
the Christian faith.117

 The enquiries about encounters, dialogue and witness which 
were made in comparable situations in many places118 in turn fostered 
missiological exchanges inspired by “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” and the mission statements mentioned above. In 2016, 
consultations of this kind were by no means limited to Germany.119 The 
Sixth Plenary Assembly of the International Association of Catholic 
Missiologists (IACM) held in Pattaya (Thailand) in 2017 provided 
confirmation of this interest.120 Missiologists from a total of 18 countries 
on all continents studied “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” from a theological perspective and examined its practical 
consequences. It was pointed out that the document was the result of 
disputes over conversions in Asia and that account needed to be taken 
in practical terms of the social and cultural circumstances surrounding 
conversions. Roman Catholic missiologists took part in the discussions 
and their reflections represent a contribution to the ecumenical and 
theological debate on the issue of dialogue. In their view, mission in 
the sense of witness can be understood as inclusion in the dialogue on 
salvation which God conducts with all human beings.121 

 The third mission conference of the worldwide Unity of Brethren 
of Herrndorf held in Cape Town, South Africa, in November 2017 was 
attended by some 200 delegates, who discussed the document in the 
light of a different dispute. The European delegates had introduced 

117  Cf. on the Evangelical side: Zum Umgang mit Taufbegehren von Asylsuchenden: 
Eine Handreichung für Kirchengemeinden, herausgegeben vom Kirchenamt der EKD 
und der Vereinigung Evangelischer Freikirchen (VEF), Hannover, 2013. On behalf of the 
Catholic Church, for example: “Wenn Flüchtlinge nach der Taufe fragen”: Handreichung 
zum Umgang mit dem Konversionswunsch von geflüchteten Menschen, Bistum Aachen, 
without a year number.
118  See, for example, the missio study on religious tensions and violence in Tanzania: 
Opongo, Elias O./Phiri, Felix J., Religiöser Extremismus und Gewalt in Tansania: Eine 
Fallstudie (missio-Studienreihe Menschenrechte, No. 63), Aachen 2016.
119  See Biehl, Michael/Vellguth, Klaus (eds.), op. cit.
120  Cf. Prior, John, “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: IACM Conference 
Synthesis. Pattaya, Thailand, 9–15 July 2017”, in: Verbum SVD, No. 58 (2017) 2–3, 
321–328, here: 321.
121  See Krämer, Klaus, “Mission im Dialog: Grenzen des christlichen Zeugnisses in 
religiösen, kulturellen und sozialen Kontexten”, in: Forum Weltkirche, No. 136 (2017) 
6, 20–25.
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“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” during the conference 
under the heading “The Task of the Unity of Brethren: Heeding God’s 
Call in the 21st Century”.122 Working groups discussed witness, dialogue 
and forms of debate with members of other religious communities, the 
different interpretations of which were a source of dispute between the 
provinces. The conference “initiated a process designed to formulate a 
brief agreement among the worldwide Unity of Brethren in the field of 
mission in the months ahead […] All the provinces were recommended 
to make use of the ecumenical document “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” published in 2011.”123 The final document stated 
that the principles set out in “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” were in accordance with the values of the Unity of Brethren – a 
statement which can be viewed as an agreement in the light of the 
controversial point of departure. 

 The aforementioned tests the document has been subjected to 
at the national level can be illustrated by the following examples.124 
Brazil, a country with a predominantly Christian population, has 
reported growing inter-church and inter-faith tensions. Pastor Romi 
Márcia Bencke, General Secretary of the National Council of Christian 
Churches of Brazil (CONIC), of which the Roman Catholic Church is a 
member, points in this situation to the ongoing discussion of “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” which began in Berlin. The text 
was incorporated as a point of reference in various discussion forums. 
In addition, an attempt was made to draft a contextualised version of 
the document to meet the specific needs of Latin America. A draft was 
then prepared by the Theological Commission of CONIC which was 
the subject of intense discussion at the plenary assembly in 2015. 
At one point it talks of a “mysticism of mission and witness”. “The 
emphasis is not on truths that must be taught but on taking things in, 
on engaging in dialogue and being willing to learn from one another 
through sharing the experience of God.” What this means in practical 
terms is that the churches need to invest more in the ecumenical 
and inter-religious training of their leaders and that the occupants of 
the relevant chairs in the training centres should also have practical 

122  http://www.herrnhuter-missionshilfe.de/fileadmin/media-hmh/Printmedien_2017/
Fuerbitte_Weltmissionskonferenz.pdf (23.01.2019).
Information provided by Niels Gärtner and Raimund Hertzsch.
123  https://www.ebu.de/aktuelles/unitaets-missionskonferenz-kapstadt-6-tag/ (13.05.2019).
124  For the period up to 2014 cf. Schirrmacher, Thomas, op. cit.

experience in these fields.125 

 The Chairwoman of the Communion of Churches in Indonesia 
(PGI), Pastor Henriette Hutabarat Lebang, reports on a conference 
held in May 2018 in Berastagi, North Sumatra. “Christian Witness in 
a Multi-Religious World”, which was translated into Bahasa, had been 
discussed in Indonesia beforehand, but this was the first time that 
Evangelical and Pentecostal communities joined in alongside the PGI 
churches. This was because of the tensions which had arisen between 
them regarding their different interpretations of evangelisation and 
as a result of inter-faith tensions which had been exacerbated by 
various Christian attempts at mission. Under the heading “Walking 
in the Spirit, Called to Transforming Discipleship” the over 150 
representatives formulated their understanding of mission as well 
as recommendations for action on the basis of “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World”. There are to be discussions of the 
frictions between them which have resulted from abortive attempts 
at evangelisation that have taken place in the past and are still being 
undertaken. Therefore, joint programmes are being developed to 
avoid “harmful competition” and further fragmentation.126 

 On the global ecumenical stage the 14th World Mission 
Conference of the World Council of Churches, held in Arusha 
(Tanzania) in March 2018, provided an excellent opportunity to 
examine in depth the issues raised by the document “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World”. For many years now both the 
Roman Catholic Church – through the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity (PCPCU) – together with the World Evangelical 
Alliance and the Lausanne Movement have been actively involved 
in the work of the World Council of Churches’ Commission for World 
Mission and Evangelisation (CWME), which is responsible for such 
issues. Both the topic of the conference (“Moving in the Spirit – Called 
to Transforming Discipleship”) and Tanzania (Africa) as regional 
contexts provided opportunities for debates hitherto associated with 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”. They included the very 
tense inter-religious situations in many places in a number of societies 
in Africa, the massive presence of churches propagating various kinds 

125  Cf. Communication from Pastor Romi Márcia Bencke, 4 July 2018. The title of the 
document cited is “Pluralismo Religios e Diálogo”.
126  Cf. Communication from Pastor Henriette Hutabarat Lebang, 28 June 2018.
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of “prosperity gospel”, and the occasionally proselytising and ethically 
questionable activities of for the most part neo-Pentecostal churches.

 The outcome was something of a mixed bag. While “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” was included in a volume of 
fundamental texts, the key global Christian issues of inter-religious 
dialogue and the theology of religions played no recognisable part – in 
the public panel discussions at least – in the overall architecture of the 
conference. Even in the concluding “Arusha Call to Discipleship” there 
were no references to “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” 
or its principles. Ultimately no answer was given to the question of the 
nature of a transforming discipleship which incorporates inter-religious 
sensitivity and is open to practical cooperation that transcends 
religious boundaries for the benefit of the community. 

 The outcomes of various workshops are not yet available, 
however. The Programme for Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa 
(PROCMURA), for example, organised a workshop headed “Christian-
Muslim Relations in Africa – Dialogue and Diapraxis as Indispensible 
Forms of Christian Mission in Africa”. Another workshop, for which 
Rosalee Veloso Ewell of the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) was 
responsible, was entitled “Proselytism: Conversations about a New 
Draft Statement”. Attention was drawn here to a working group of the 
Global Christian Forum which – evidently with the involvement of the 
organisations responsible for drafting “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” – is working on a statement on this controversial 
concept. In cooperation with the World Council of Churches’ Office on 
Inter-Religious Relations and Dialogue and with colleagues from India 
the authors provided a detailed introduction to “Christian Witness in 
a Multi-Religious World” and the reception it has been given so far. It 
was very revealing that most of the participants – established experts 
in matters of mission – had no knowledge of the document and were 
interested in obtaining further information. Practical work with the 
discussion cards127 developed in Germany once again proved to be 
a helpful source of inspiration for debate at the international level too. 
Finally, it became clear that the participants – especially those from 
minority churches – were very interested in finding ways of extending 
the scope for unhindered witness to their own Christian faith. On the 

127  Cf. https://missionrespekt.de/materialien/index.html (23.01.2019).

other hand, discussion of the paths to sincere and respectful ways of 
approaching people from other religious backgrounds, which is one 
of the aims of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, receded 
into the background. At all events, the participants agreed in the end 
that the World Council of Churches should continue to work actively 
on this issue and the document.

Observations and assessments

 An assessment of the reception given to the document “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” over the past few years reveals a 
complex picture. 

 There can be no doubting the tremendous interest triggered by 
the community of churches and church associations which signed 
the document – the first ever on this scale. The mutual agreement 
it displayed was surprising in that the broad range of theological 
positions it represented – especially in respect of mission, which is 
a hugely relevant and highly charged issue in global Christianity – 
had previously been regarded as dissonant. The agreement reached 
at the global level resulted in the need to address the challenge of 
initiating comparable processes at the national level – and not just in 
Germany. It is highly unlikely that without its joint authorship, which 
can also be interpreted as a commitment to take action, the document 
would have received the response it did. 

 At the same time, “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” is 
outside the realm of established reception processes for documents 
issued by church leaders. If a document originates from within one’s 
own church and is intended for it, such processes take the customary 
paths for the respective target groups. However, for such an unusually 
broad-based document there was a need in Germany and elsewhere 
to establish paths and forums for a reception of this kind. “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World” has consequently triggered fresh 
debates in many places. 

 The document expressly renounces any process of organised 
commentary on its contents within a given period of time. The 
statements cited at the beginning call for an examination of the 
principles and recommendations for conduct set out in the document 
followed by contextualisation in accordance with the prevailing local 
circumstances. In other words, the authors regard the text as a 
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framework which can provide an impetus thanks to the consistency of 
the formulations devised and the potential for their practical fulfilment. 
Such an unfamiliar and demanding response to the reception of a 
text requiring practical implementation releases creative energies, 
although the results – as the investigations documented above 
indicate – are hard to measure. 

 While we discovered time and again that there was a lack 
of familiarity with “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” at 
various church levels, we nevertheless consider it one of the best 
received ecumenical texts of recent years.128 Its short length, 
straightforward language, sound consensual formulations, helpful 
practical suggestions for distinct, clearly defined topics and the 
openness to the updating of its content elicited a positive response. 
The next step – concrete ecumenical efforts to test the viability of the 
documents in specific individual contexts – is clearly not an inevitable 
consequence of the positive assessments of the document, however. 
A great deal of hard work is needed down on the ground – and that 
throws a telling light on the state of everyday ecumenical cooperation 
at the local level.

 Other questions arise as well. What have the signatories done 
since publication of the document – apart from their intention to initiate 
independently organised receptions – to advocate an insistent and 
persistent ecumenical analysis of the text in their own churches and 
organisations? Within the World Council of Churches and its affiliates, 
with which we are largely familiar, it is not possible in all honesty 
to detect any active advocacy or inquiries into interim results.129 
This highlights a problem which, when it comes to comparable texts 
relating to Protestant ecumenism at the global level, has already 
been formulated on many occasions. What can texts issued by the 
ecumenical movement achieve down on the ground at the local level? 
What instruments are available to review the issues raised? And who 

128  Thomas Schirrmacher provides indirect confirmation of this in his 2018 overview 
of the work carried out on “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” which 
largely mirrors that conducted in 2014. Cf. Schirrmacher, Thomas, “Mission Respekt: 
Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt”, in: Evangelische Orientierung, No. 
1 (2018), 4–5.
129  Within the World Council of Churches, the document “Who Do We Say That We Are?” 
was the main focus of inter-religious activity before, during and after “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World”. Cf. “Who Do We Say That We Are? Christian Identity in a 
Multi-Religious World”, in: The Ecumenical Review, No. 66 (2014) 4, 458–501.

really puts the documents into practice?

 We feel that this dilemma becomes more acute if, as in the case 
of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World“, recommendations 
are made regarding appropriate conduct on the part of Christians, 
churches and communities, but cross-boundary ecumenical reception 
on the ground initially encounters major problems because of the 
general lack of any forums for discussion. This situation is exacerbated 
by the fact that the various topics addressed in the document are 
known to be highly controversial and contentious: freedom of religion, 
the willingness to bear witness, conversion, the ethics of respect, 
efforts to reach an appropriate understanding of other religions, 
examination of the potential for common practice for the well-being of 
the community – the list could easily be extended. Therefore, it can 
be said there were exaggerated expectations that the document could 
provide a framework for voluntary Christian church commitments 
concerning the ethics of mission in multi-religious contexts which 
manifested themselves in different practical ways and which, under 
certain circumstances, applied all over the world.

 Hence it is not surprising that there is a discernible trend 
whereby it is not the document as a whole which has been explicitly 
discussed as a point of reference in various places over recent 
years. Rather it is individual topics, recommendations for conduct 
and other impulses which have been taken up in ecumenical 
debates. Some passages in other statements appear to be inspired 
by “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, but there are 
rarely any direct references to it.130 This probably reflects the fact 

130  By way of an example, Thomas Schirrmacher, “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World“, op. cit., 71, points out that during the 10th Plenary Assembly of the World Council 
of Churches in Busan (2013) “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” was referred 
to on several occasions and was discussed in the “Ecumenical Debates”. While the 
Busan conference documents contain many results in the reports on these forums which 
can be regarded as being taken from or based on quotations from “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World”, the document itself is never mentioned. A good example 
is provided by Ökumenisches Gespräch Nr. 8 “Evangelisation Heute: Neue Wege 
für eine authentische Nachfolge”, 253–255, which talks of a common witness which 
brings together peace, justice and inter-religious dialogue and is faithful to the gospel. 
Alternatively, there is Gespräch Nr. 10 “Erforschung der eigenen Christlichen Identität 
in einer multireligiösen Welt”, 259–261, which calls for cooperation with members of 
different religious persuasions (260). Gespräch Nr. 16 “Religionen arbeiten gemeinsam 
für Frieden und Freiheit” (272–274) matches “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” in stating: “The participants confirm that Christians must inform themselves in 
modesty and openness about other religions, their scriptures and traditions.” (273). Link, 
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that the inter-religious problems are not new and the contents 
on offer do not communicate any radically fresh insights. What 
is new is that the issues must be addressed and solutions found 
together. Hence, the growing agreement on matters of mission and 
evangelisation represents a valuable contribution to the quest for 
unity. It is to be hoped that “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” will not only continue to prove its worth in inner-Christian 
processes of understanding, but will also bear fruit in direct inter-
religious encounters and dialogues. At all events, the experience 
gathered to date should serve as a source of encouragement to 
approach similar ecumenical ventures with confidence. 

Hans-Georg et al. (eds.), “Gott des Lebens, weise uns den Weg zu Gerechtigkeit und 
Frieden”: Offizieller Bericht der 10. Vollversammlung des ÖRK vom 30.10.–8.11.2013 in 
Busan, Leipzig/Paderborn 2014.

Reflections on ‘Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World’ from an Asian context
Rocco Viviano

 Asia is so vast and diverse that an attempt to evaluate the impact 
of the document Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World (CWMW) 
on the whole of Asia in a few pages is not feasible and would fail to be 
sufficiently realistic.131 Therefore, I would like to contribute something 
much less ambitious, by sharing some thoughts that emerge from 
reflecting on the document with Asia in mind but focusing on the 
Japanese context in which I presently live and work. Hopefully, in 
these reflections from one particular contextual perspective, readers 
will find some useful insights as they consider the document in relation 
to their own specific context.

‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World’, the Catholic 
Church in Asia and Evangelization

 Two initial reflections about the importance of the document in 
Asia arise from the title of the document.

 First, the authors have chosen the phrase ‘Christian witness’ to 
describe the topic of the document; however, its scope is much wider. 
The choice is legitimate and particularly meaningful from the Asian 
point of view. According to post-Vatican II official Catholic teaching, 
the mission of the Church is a complex reality. It is composed of 
several elements, all legitimate and necessary and at the same time all 
intrinsically ‘oriented towards’ the explicit proclamation of the Gospel 
message. This description first appeared in Dialogue and Mission 
(DM), the document published in 1984 by what is now the Pontifical 
Council for Interreligious Dialogue. DM provided the basis for Dialogue 
and Proclamation (DP), issued by the same dicastery in 1991, which is 
to date the most comprehensive presentation of theological principles 

131 Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World Council of Churches/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct (CWMW), 28 January 2011.



 6968 The Importance of the Document in the Respective Context

and pastoral guidelines concerning interreligious dialogue within the 
broader mission of the Church.132 DM 13 explains that the totality of 
Christian mission embraces the following elements: first, the ‘living 
witness of the Christian life,’ then the service of humanity through 
promotion of social development and the struggle against poverty 
and its causes; liturgical life, prayer and contemplation; interreligious 
dialogue, and finally, the explicit proclamation of the good news. The 
priority of witness in mission is affirmed in Paul VI’s apostolic exhor-
tation Evangelii Nuntiandi (EN 21), and more authoritatively in John 
Paul II’s encyclical Redemptoris Missio (RM 42), according to which 
‘the witness of a Christian life is the first and irreplaceable form of 
mission.’133 Thus by employing ‘Christian witness’ the authors have 
chosen to emphasize the priority of witness. The document, however, 
addresses all dimensions of the Church’s evangelizing mission. 

 The second idea emerging from the title is that the document is 
an affirmation of the necessity of interreligious dialogue, especially in 
the Asian context. The question of witness within Asian multi-religious 
societies reminds us of John Paul II’s words that conclude the section 
on interreligious dialogue in Redemptoris Missio (RM 57):

 I am well aware that many missionaries and Christian commu-
nities find in the difficult and often misunderstood path of dialogue their 
only way of bearing sincere witness to Christ and offering generous 
service to others. I wish to encourage them to persevere with faith and 
love, even in places where their efforts are not well received. Dialogue 
is a path toward the kingdom and will certainly bear fruit, even if the 
times and seasons are known only to the Father (cf. Acts 1:7).

 For most Catholics in Asia, CWMW is a reminder that here the 
engagement with followers of other faiths is indispensable because 
it is a necessary and privileged space where Christian witness can 
actually happen and bear fruit. In my experience, however, Catholics 
and the Catholic Church in Asia, paradoxically, often tend to believe in 

132  Secretariatus pro non christianis, Riflessioni e orientamenti su dialogo e missione (DM), 
10 June 1984 (Acta Apostolicae Sedis, No. 76 (1984), 816–828); Pontificium Consilium Pro 
Dialogo Inter Religiones, De Evangelio Nuntiando et de Dialogo Inter Religiones: Dialogue 
and Proclamation (DP), 19 May 1991 (AAS, No. 84 (1992), 414–446).
133  Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi, 8 December 1975, (AAS, No. 68 (1976), 5–76; John 
Paul II, Redemptoris Missio: Encyclical Letter on the Permanent Validity of the Church’s 
Missionary Mandate, 7 December 1990 (AAS, No. 83 (1990), 249–340).

interreligious dialogue as a legitimate aspect of their lives and mission 
less than their counterparts in Europe and America. As much as I 
would like to be wrong, I see this reflected for example at the level 
of academic teaching in seminaries. During my years of teaching at 
the Loyola School of Theology of the Ateneo de Manila University, a 
range of courses on the theology of interreligious dialogue was taught 
by one colleague and myself, both of whom are not Asian. Admittedly, 
in the majority Christian Filipino context it is somehow understandable 
that the programme of formation for clergy would prioritize other 
aspects; however, the courses were quite popular among mis-
sionaries and religious from Vietnam, Korea, China, Myanmar, India 
and Bangladesh, for example – all Asian countries where Christians 
are a minority – as well as students from majority Muslim countries 
in Africa. Yet no Asian lecturers taught the subjects. Similarly, as of 
2017, the curriculum of the Catholic Seminary in Japan includes only 
one 2 credit-module that covers the study of the theology of religious 
pluralism and of interreligious dialogue, and there is no provision for 
courses on Buddhism, Shinto or other religions.

 In Japan, the minimal interest in interreligious dialogue as 
a necessary way of mission is also reflected in the relative lack of 
ecclesial structures dedicated to it. Here, it is normal for Catholics 
to exist as a minority among followers of other religions in all areas 
of social life: most importantly school, work place, friends, and often 
even within the family. Given the circumstances, the very need to 
offer pastoral care to these faithful would suffice to grant interre-
ligious dialogue a legitimate place within pastoral plans and official 
structures. Nevertheless, to my knowledge, although there is an 
Episcopal sub-commission for that purpose, yet at the local level, 
out of sixteen dioceses, only Osaka seems to have a functioning 
commission for interreligious dialogue, thanks to the initiative of 
Archbishop Cardinal Maeda. These examples show that, contrary 
to what might be expected, interreligious dialogue is – in John Paul 
II’s words – ‘difficult and often misunderstood’ even in Asia, where 
the Church has always existed in multi-religious environments. Thus, 
CWMW challenges the Catholic Church in Asia to reconsider the 
necessity of proper engagement in interreligious dialogue, according 
to the teaching of the Church, and to invest personnel and resources 
more courageously and generously in this ministry, even though it is 
not directly geared towards increasing Church membership.
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 In multi-religious Japan, authentic Christian witness can happen 
through interreligious dialogue. Through my interreligious dialogue 
ministry, I have realized that my non-Christian counterparts are 
interested in hearing about the Christian faith, explained on the basis 
of Scripture and Tradition. They are ultimately not satisfied with super-
ficial presentations of Christianity and appreciate much more hearing 
about the internal coherence among its different aspects. As I engage 
in dialogue I am never allowed to take my knowledge for granted, 
must constantly rethink and look for words, images and examples 
to present it in ways understandable to the other. My non-Christian 
partners in dialogue are much more eager to listen when they detect 
an attitude of sincerity and interest in hearing about their faith and 
spiritual life rather than merely about their religion. Here interreligious 
dialogue yields its best fruits. Admittedly, reaching this stage requires 
serious commitment. It requires generously giving time to develop 
mutual relationships of true respect, which in most cases develop 
naturally into friendships based on mutual trust. Then interreligious 
dialogue becomes mutual communication between friends and a 
communion of what they hold most dear, whereby the friend’s treasure 
becomes somehow precious to me, even when I cannot embrace it 
as my own. This is where the Holy Spirit takes over and carries on 
Christ’s work of salvation, bringing all closer to the Father, in ‘ways 
known only to God’ (GS 22).134

The core message of CWMW: respect for religious freedom 

 The novelty of CWMW is less in its content than in the fact that it 
is an ecumenical statement with a sufficient degree of official ecclesial 
recognition within the participating Churches. It is admittedly a short 
and unassuming document; however, its value rests greatly in the 
process of its preparation, whereby for several years representatives 
of different Churches discussed together questions regarding 
missionary practice, which would normally be dealt with as internal 
matters. In order to embrace the diversity of the Christian bodies 
involved, some of which accommodate diverse theological differences 
within themselves, the language of the document is necessarily loose 
and general. However, its affirmation that Christians must conduct 

134  Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, 7 December 1965 (AAS, No. 58 (1966), 
1025–1115).

mission ethically is clear, and for some Christian organizations might 
be the first official statement in this regard.

 By raising the important question of mission and ethics and calling 
for a deeper awareness of what it means to proclaim the Gospel and 
proselytize ethically, CWMW reminds Christians across denominations 
that for their mission to be in accordance with God’s will as manifested 
in the person, life and mission of Jesus Christ, and to be truly effective, 
it must obey moral rules deriving from the Gospel itself.

 CWMW originated as a response to the question of unethical 
proselytizing and conversions; however, it developed into a summons 
to respect the fundamental right of religious freedom, which is an 
intrinsic prerogative of every human person.135 In the ‘basis for 
Christian Witness’ section, the document rejects ‘inappropriate 
methods of exercising mission,’ which it describes as ‘resorting to 
deception and coercive means.’ The following section presents 
the principles to which Christians ‘must adhere’ in order to conduct 
mission in ‘an appropriate manner.’ Among them, freedom of religion 
holds a crucial place.

 From the Catholic perspective, the teaching on religious freedom 
is not new. In particular, it has been a central concern of the modern 
popes since before and especially after Vatican II. Nevertheless, 
CWMW has the merit of recalling Catholic teaching and situating it 
within an ecumenical framework. It provides a stimulus to reflect anew 
on the ethics of mission, including aspects it does not mention directly. 
Concretely, it is a call to rethink Catholic teaching, in the light of new 
questions arising from contemporary society several decades after 
the publication of Dignitatis Humanae.136 Moreover, it provides an 
opportunity for Catholics to become acquainted with the thought and 
practice of other Christian churches and communities, as well as to 
share with them our tradition and magisterium, with a view to taking 
joint responsibility for ethical mission.

135  Kodithuwakku, Indunil J. K., “The Context and Historical Background of Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, in: Viviano, Rocco (ed.), Christian Witness in a 
Multireligious World (Monumenta Missionalia, No. 6), Asian Study Centre, Izumisano 
2018, 9–25.
136  Second Vatican Council, Dignitatis Humanae: Declaration on the Right of the Person 
and of Communities to Social and Civil Freedom in Matters Religious, 7 December 1965 
(AAS, No. 58 (1966), 929–946).
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Respect for religious freedom and mission in Japan and Asia

 The Catholic church teaches that notwithstanding its binding and 
urgent character, the obligation deriving from Jesus’ imperative to 
his disciples to proclaim the gospel to all nations so that they may be 
saved, in no way entitles the Church and missionaries to disregard the 
fundamental rights of the person in order to fulfil their task. Especially 
since the Vatican II Declaration Dignitatis Humanae, the Catholic Church 
has taught that religious freedom is an inalienable right of every person, 
deriving from having been created free to respond to God’s love.

 From the Christian perspective, religious freedom is usually 
understood in two ways: first, freedom to profess the Christian 
faith openly and, second, freedom of non-Christians to convert to 
Christianity if they choose to do so. However other interpretations 
are also possible, especially in traditionally non-Christian contexts. 
For example, albeit an undesirable outcome from the Christian point 
of view, religious freedom also includes freedom not to embrace the 
Christian faith after hearing it proclaimed. Such a possibility is implicit 
for example in DP 41, where the purpose of interreligious dialogue is 
explained in terms of ‘deeper conversion to all towards God.’ This is 
followed by a direct quote from DM 37, to the effect that as people 
engage in interreligious dialogue, ‘the decision may be made to 
leave one’s previous spiritual or religious situation in order to direct 
oneself toward another.’ The fact that the decision may be taken also 
implies the possibility that it may not. According to CWMW, freedom 
of religion includes the right to profess, practice and propagate one’s 
faith in the public sphere, and also the right to change one’s religion. 
In Japan, this calls for great patience and understanding. In this 
society characterised by a strong sense of group identity, change of 
religion is unlikely to be seen as something positive, but rather as a 
betrayal. It is important that the Church keeps this aspect in mind in 
dealing with people who would like to become Christians but who, for 
cultural and social reasons, are unable to take the final steps. I can 
mention the case of a Buddhist priest who is a very close friend of 
mine. For almost fifteen years he lived in Italy, where he and his family 
were actively involved in the life of the local parish. He has confided 
to me that he had considered becoming a Catholic; however, that is 
an impossibility because he is responsible for the temple he inherited 
from his father, which has been served for generations by his family. I 

have also met people who after many years of involvement in Church 
life without formal conversion, were finally able to be baptized on the 
death of elderly parents, or when their spouse converted together 
with them. In Japanese society, the synchronic and diachronic 
connection with one’s family is deeply rooted in the individual and has 
concrete consequences. For example, many believe that permanent 
separation after death will ensue from belonging to a different faith. 
Another common fear is that by becoming a Christian one will be 
unable to perform the Buddhist rites to honour ancestors, whose 
memory will thus be lost. These examples remind us that the Church 
must be respectful of the painful tension that people may carry in 
their hearts, and not pressure them. Respect for religious freedom 
also means respecting the pace of their spiritual journey and trusting 
the invisible work of the Holy Spirit in them. The Church in Japan, 
which wants to know the exact number of its members, feels quite 
uncomfortable with these people remaining in a sort of intermediate 
area, neither in nor completely out. Here Christians must learn God’s 
patience, as mentioned in the principles section of CWMW (no. 
11, ‘ensuring personal discernment’), which asks Christians to be 
sensitive towards those who are considering a change of religion, so 
that they may decide in full freedom, including freedom from any form 
of psychological pressure. 

 Dialogue and Proclamation (DP 41) also seems to allow, 
theoretically, for a further possible understanding of religious freedom 
as freedom to leave Christianity. The text mentions the possibility of 
leaving one’s previous religion in order to direct oneself to ‘another.’ The 
fact that it does not say ‘to direct oneself towards Christianity,’ seems 
to allow that, at least in principle, change of religion may also occur 
from Christianity to another faith. I am not implying that the document 
places conversion to and from Christianity on the same level, but simply 
observing that it acknowledges the latter possibility as an implication 
of personal freedom in religious matters. The magisterium raises the 
question of such a possibility, for example in cases where a nominal 
Christian, whose baptism was not supported by a truly transformative 
existential encounter with Christ, a deepening of their personal 
relationship with him or a true sense of belonging to his body, may 
realize that they made a mistake and reverse their decision.
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 Respect for religious freedom also entails sincere 
acknowledgement of, and profound respect for, what is important 
for the person. Especially in multi-religious Asia, multiple scenarios 
are possible. For example, there are people who have always been 
Christians in a multi-religious context, others who have become 
Christians, and non-Christians who want to be connected to us, 
perhaps because they like us as persons, appreciate our beliefs 
or because they are interested in following the Way. For religious 
freedom to be respected, what people hold dear must be respected, 
including first of all their relationships, the people they love and those 
who love them, and their world. Christians believe that salvation is 
personal but not individualistic; that the social dimension is intrinsic 
in the very fact of being human, meant to be fully part of God’s family. 
Consequently, the Church has no right to demand that, as a condition 
for following Jesus, converts cut themselves off from the network of 
relationships that are constitutive of their being, although they might 
have to choose do so in certain circumstances. As a matter of fact, 
Luke 14:26 is about loving Jesus above everything else and not 
about turning one’s back on loved ones.

 People also treasure the cultural traditions and customs of the 
society they belong to, which especially in Asia, are deeply imbibed 
with religious elements. Our non-Christian friends value their own 
religions, which provide them with meaning and guidance in life, and 
our Asian Christian brothers and sisters often have deep esteem for 
the religions of those who are important to them.

 These considerations have practical consequences, for example, 
in the case of someone converting to Christianity. They help us realize 
more fully the Church’s duty to provide proper accompaniment and 
formation – theological, spiritual and practical – to help the convert 
find a new balance and live comfortably as a Christian within a 
non-Christian society, without becoming marginalized or cutting 
themselves off from their social environment. With the appropriate 
support, the person can learn to continue their existence as an integral 
part of the social fabric. This will enable them to share their Christian 
life with others and truly become the leaven in the dough that every 
Christian is meant to be. Often, however, after baptism, the person 
is left to their own devices, under the mistaken assumption that after 
the catechumenal preparation, the task of the Christian minister and 

community is concluded. Contrary to this, ancient tradition teaches 
an entirely different story, where great importance was given to a 
prolonged time of contact with the Christian community before the 
initiation, as well as mystagogic catechesis, after it.

 Perhaps a notion that a person is saved by being removed from 
their present living environment still underlies missionary practice, 
especially in some Asian contexts, where the constant challenge of 
relating to other religions on a daily basis can be stressful. However, 
this ‘salvation by removal’ logic is inconsistent with the Incarnation and 
must be abandoned for a notion of salvation that, as in Zacchaeus’ 
case (Lk 19), reaches the person in their living environment, and 
embraces all aspects of their being, including the complex network 
of their relationships. When this happens, salvation will be truly 
experienced, and through them will also touch other lives.

 Respect for religious freedom also means resisting the temptation 
to control the lives of Church members. Especially here in Japan, 
dwindling numbers of faithful may reinforce a possessive attitude 
vis-à-vis the faithful on the part of both clergy and laity, who in many 
cases expect that all community members attend all Church activities, 
regardless of other personal commitments. Those who fail to show 
unlimited loyalty by putting Church life before everything else, including 
spending time with their non-Christian spouses and relatives, may well 
be seen as not very good Christians. It is striking that so strict an attitude 
is more common among the laity than the clergy. It is strong among 
some who sacrificed everything else in order to become Christians 
and yet expect others to do exactly the same. There may be different 
reasons behind such strict radicalism. Perhaps as they prepared for 
baptism they perceived that following Jesus Christ requires a complete 
transfer from their previous world to the Church, conceived of as a 
different universe. This being impossible in reality, a person carrying 
such an extreme ideal is set for great frustration. It is also possible that 
after becoming a Christian, the person felt unsupported as they sought 
to figure out how to carry on as a Christian in a non-Christian society, 
and eventually chose to withdraw into the now familiar environment 
of the Church. In such cases, people are under great pressure and 
experience inner conflict, as they are no longer at home outside the 
Church. In both scenarios, they received a Gospel proclamation that 
was not fully ethical because it was incomplete. Failure to convey with 
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sufficient clarity the distinction between consecration to Christ and 
dedication to the Church, and also to convey that the natural outcome 
of Christian existence is to become leaven among people who are 
unaware of God’s love manifested in Jesus Christ, amounts to a lack 
of respect for the person. This is inconsistent with ethical proclamation, 
because the message they received was not passed to them in its 
fullness.

 A possessive attitude comes with excessive desire to tie people 
to us, and must be resisted. It may also lead to manipulating both 
the gospel message and those to whom it is presented. The fact that 
group-belonging is fundamental in shaping the Japanese sense of 
identity makes the Church here particularly vulnerable to this risk. The 
ability to identify clearly where one belongs and where one does not 
is necessary for defining who one is. The boundary between the inner 
and outer circles of relationships must be clear and must correspond 
to clearly distinct ways of relating to others, thus different gestures 
and language are employed towards those who belong to the same 
circle and towards outsiders. Therefore, Japanese converts might be 
naturally inclined to assume that in embracing Christianity the outside 
and inside worlds are radically redefined and they must move from 
one circle of existence to another. Thus, parish communities tend to 
become closed circles, defined by their being distinct from the outside, 
in which is not easy for outsiders to feel at home. This may be one of the 
reasons why in many Churches of Japan it is increasingly rare to find 
younger people within ageing communities. Against this background, 
to proclaim the Christian message ethically in Japan means to be 
aware of these risks and to educate neophytes so as to let them feel 
comfortable in belonging simultaneously to different circles, and able 
to integrate their faith with different dimensions of their identity. It also 
means there is a need for a serious effort to educate the community 
in a true sense of universality, of belonging to a much greater Church 
that embraces the whole world. Catechumenal preparation must offer 
access to a truly Catholic experience. It should also empower people 
to go out more, without minority complexes, and be comfortable among 
others without hiding their faith.

 Lastly, among its principles, CWMW also mentions ‘renouncing 
false witness,’ in the sense that Christians should not ‘bear false 
witness concerning other religions’ (no. 10). Although it is unlikely 

that Japanese Christians would deliberately slander other faiths 
which belong to their cultural and social identity, there is a risk that 
untruths about other religions may be spread out of ignorance. In this 
sense, respect for religious freedom entails knowing other religions in 
order to speak truthfully about them. In this regard, the third of the six 
recommendations contained in the document’s final section is about 
encouraging Christians both to strengthen their own faith and also to 
deepen their understanding of other religions. These are aspects that 
the Church in Japan should prioritize, to be effective in its witness in 
a multi-religious society.

Conclusion

 Regrettably, to my knowledge CWMW has not yet had any 
significant impact on the Churches in Japan. Since my arrival in 
2014 I have encountered no reference to it either in Catholic nor 
ecumenical circles. As a matter of fact, a Japanese translation is not 
yet available, which makes it quite inaccessible not only to the laity 
but to the episcopate and the clergy as well. However, the document 
is a valuable contribution to the Churches in Japan, and in other Asian 
contexts, as they seek to understand themselves and the appropriate 
ways to carry out their missionary task and make a difference in the 
multi-religious societies that constitute this vast and diverse continent.

Reflections on ‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World’ from an Asian context 
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‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World’ – A Critical Analysis
José María Vigil

 I can well remember reading in the media in the first half of 2004 
that the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, as it was 
called at the time, had prepared a kind of “ecumenical handbook” 
as a guideline for dioceses and local churches. It was intended not 
just for interdenominational and inter-religious activities, but also for 
use within the same denomination. This was good news for theology. 
Working within the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians 
(EATWOT), we had spent many years – since our general assembly in 
Quito, Ecuador, in 2000, to be precise – drawing up a broadly-based 
theological project for Latin America on this topic. It involved over 
70 theologians, who spent eight years compiling five volumes for a 
series called Along the Many Paths of God.137 It was a wintry period in 
church history, a theological recession, and so there was always the 
risk of an institution other than the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith looking at this issue. However, it did present an opportunity. 

 “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” (2011138) is an 
important document, since it fostered a new climate in ecumenical 
and inter-religious relations which now needs to be enhanced. We 
have therefore resolved to present an analysis of this document. 

Detailed overview of the document

 It is worth noting that the document contains a note right at the 
beginning that it “does not intend to be a theological statement on 

137 EATWOT, Along the Many Paths of God, five volumes in four languages: English, 
Spanish, Portuguese and Italian, http://tiempoaxial.org/AlongTheManyPaths 
(23.01.2019).
138  The appendix of Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World, https://www.vatican.
va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_
testimonianza-cristiana_en.html (13.03.2019), contains the following note: “The 
participants of the third (inter-Christian) consultation met in Bangkok, Thailand, from 25 
to 28 January 2011 and finalised this document.”
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mission, but to address practical issues associated with Christian 
witness”. In fact, the words theology and theological subsequently 
do not occur anywhere in the entire document, except incidentally in 
the appendix. The document is certainly not a theological statement, 
but it would be out of place to assume that it has no implications 
whatsoever for theology and dogmatics. While the statements it 
contains are clearly based on certain theological premises, other 
premises are not to be found at all – and we would not expect this to 
be any different. We must remember that Roman Catholic theology 
at the time was dominated by the theology of religious pluralism as 
the basis for practising inter-religious dialogue, and the authors of the 
document clearly did not want to stir up this “hornets’ nest”139. This 
certainly put limitations on the document, but without them it might 
well never have been written at all.

 The very title of the document contains a reference to today’s 
“multi-religious society”, although it does not seem to take any account 
of non-believers, the unchurched140, atheists and the like, let alone the 
“post-theism” or “post-religious character” of contemporary or future 
society. These concepts are not mentioned at all. As the proportion of 
the unchurched was already 17% of the world population (and rising) 
at the time the document was published, it seems inappropriate for it to 
continue referring exclusively to a “multi-religious society” and “inter-
religious dialogue”, even though modern-day society is increasingly 
secular, post-theist and post-religious. 

 The preamble is followed by the chapter “A basis for Christian 
witness”, which is only one page in length and sets out the 
theological principles on which the document is supposed to be 
based. Prompted perhaps by the desire not to have the publication 
classified as a “theological document”, these “basic principles of 
theology” – which introduce the remaining document and are very 
concise in the second paragraph – seem confused and lacking in 

139  When we were preparing the five volumes mentioned in footnote 1, we could not find 
any experts to write an article on “Christology and Pluralism”. One of the reasons given 
for our request being turned down was: “This subject is a hornets’ nest” – an allusion to 
the official responses that might be expected if anyone advocated departing from the 
official position (Dominus Iesus).
140  The US think tank on religious statistics, the PEW Research Center, refers to the 
unchurched as not affiliated, while the Instituto Oficial de Estadística Brasileño (IBGE) 
– Brazil’s national statistics office – incorrectly describes them as sem religião (without 
religion).

systematic consistency, while merely presenting a few elements of 
more traditional missionary theology. 

 The document does not contain a single instance of the name 
“Jesus”; the authors always talk about either “Christ” or “Jesus Christ”. 
The chapter on “Principles” speaks about “Imitating Jesus Christ”, not 
Jesus, and there is no mention of following him. Furthermore, there is 
not a single instance in the whole document in which the authors refer 
to a specific activity of the historical Jesus as an example of mission 
or Christian witness. So the document is apparently Christ-centred 
and not Jesus-centred.

 The only clear theological underpinning of mission (or, as 
the document puts it, Christian witness) is the traditional theory of 
“consecutive missions”. Just as the Father sent the Son in the power 
of the Holy Spirit, so believers are sent in mission to witness in word 
and deed to the love of the triune God.” (See the chapter: “A basis for 
Christian witness”, second paragraph). The term “Kingdom”, Jesus’ 
very own word for this concept (ipsissima verba) and the highest 
utopian vision for the foundation of his mission, only occurs twice in 
the entire document and each time in a simple phrase (“proclamation 
of the Kingdom”, “service to neighbour”, “total gift of self” and “the 
good news of God’s kingdom”). Readers who know nothing about the 
depth of Jesus’ utopian “kingdom” vision will not find anything about 
it in this document. In fact, if the word “kingdom” were omitted, the 
content of the document would remain unchanged, and its absence 
would not be noticed. The document, therefore, is not focused on 
the Kingdom of God, a deficit we would regard as serious and which 
readers – especially anyone in pastoral care – should be aware of. 

 The next chapter entitled “Principles” calls upon Christians to 
adhere to certain principles. Some of them are simple and obvious, 
such as the first (“Acting in God’s love”) and the third principle 
(“Christian virtues” – virtues which are really just human virtues). 
Others are more central, e.g. the second principle, “Imitating Jesus 
Christ” (again, “Jesus Christ”, not “Jesus”) and “giving glory and 
honour to God the Father in the power of the Holy Spirit”. Looking at 
the wording of this principle, it is difficult to see what the authors might 
have been thinking when they recommended it as a way of imitating 
Jesus Christ. 

‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World’ – A Critical Analysis 
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 The fourth principle is more important: “Acts of service and 
justice”. It reflects the gradual maturing of the Christian understanding 
of evangelisation which took place in the years immediately after the 
Second Vatican Council. For the first time the question was asked 
whether it might be necessary to include “human self-fulfilment” as 
an “integral part of evangelisation” (as opposed to the kind which is 
merely concerned about souls or about dogmatics and sacraments) 
and whether there should be a “fight for justice” (rather than traditional 
forms of evangelisation which would previously have been seen as 
compromised by any “political” implications). 

 The topic of “human self-fulfilment” was enshrined in the two 
encyclicals Populorum Progressio and Evangelii Nuntiandi by Pope 
Paul VI. The issue of “standing up for justice as […] an important 
part of proclaiming the gospel” (De Iustitia in Mundo) was far more 
controversial, and this wording in the final document of the Synod of 
Bishops on Justice in the World (1971) became a bone of contention 
for conservative circles within the Church. Both dimensions – human 
self-fulfilment and standing up for justice – had in fact been inspired 
by the spiritual wind of liberation theology which had arisen in both 
Latin America and in Europe (e.g. Johann Baptist Metz’s “Political 
Theology” as early as the late 1960s). One of the most positive 
aspects of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” is that its 
principles reflect these two most recent dimensions, making them a 
very natural part of the church. 

 The fifth principle is conspicuous for focusing exclusively on 
“ministries of healing” (i.e. hospitals, clinics, medical centres, etc). 
Although this is undoubtedly an important aspect, it is not clear why it 
should receive such emphasis and be singled out from similar issues 
such as education, human self-fulfilment, defence of justice, cultivation 
of intercultural communities, respect for indigenous religions or the 
protection of indigenous populations. There is no justification for this 
special treatment in either pastoral or theological terms. 

 The sixth principle refers to violence on religious grounds and the 
seventh to the freedom of religion and belief. The two principles come 
as a surprise not because of their content, which can thankfully be 
taken for granted, but because of the naïveté and nonchalance with 
which they appear to be mentioned here. The historical responsibility 
of Christianity in both these areas seems to have been completely 

overlooked. There is no indication – let alone a request for forgiveness 
– of millennia-old behaviour which starkly contradicts these principles. 
Instead, they are now being proclaimed as though religion were in a 
state of original innocence. 

 With regard to religious freedom, the authors have introduced 
a strange new aspect, apparently assuming that this freedom has 
been God’s original will from the very beginning and claiming that 
it goes back to the creation of the world. To support their idea the 
authors conveniently quote Genesis 1:26 as supposedly clear and 
adequate evidence. Critical readers will find this rather baffling and 
ask themselves: If Genesis 1:26 is convincing proof that religious 
freedom is God’s original will and has existed since creation, how 
come the Christian churches have denied it for more than one and 
a half millennia? And how come the Catholic Church has been 
categorically defying this principle of the “modern world” over the 
past few centuries since the Enlightenment and vehemently fighting 
against religious freedom and so-called “modern freedoms”?141 
According to this principle, “Christians are called to engage in a 
prophetic witness denouncing such actions”. Should we be doing 
this with our heads held high, without a single word of contrition or 
a plea for forgiveness or an understanding of other religions and 
cultures which continue to maintain the “exclusivist” stance which 
we assumed for more than a millennium? 

 Anyone who reads the ninth principle with some discernment 
will uncover a thorny issue. It is an important and highly positive 
element of this principle that, although the gospel questions cultures 
(and thus also religions), we must nevertheless be respectful towards 
others who follow them. But when we take a close look, we realise 
that the most important element in this paragraph – even though this 
is not clear from its title – is the supremacy of the gospel over all 
cultures (and religions). This is clearly not a pluralistic principle. On 

141  “So it follows from what was said that it is by no means permissible to demand, 
defend or grant ‘liberties’ for the formation of opinions, for their formulation in writing, 
for their propagation through teaching or for the ‘undiscriminating freedom of religion’ 
as if all these ‘liberties’ were ‘human rights’ provided by nature.” (Leo XIII, Libertas 
praestantissimus, No. 30). There is not one among modern liberties that has not 
been rejected or reviled by the Catholic Church. See Doctrina Pontificia, volume II, 
Documentos políticos, BAC, Madrid, 1958, and 19th-century papal encyclicals on 
political issues.
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the contrary, it smacks of exclusivism, saying that only the (Christian) 
gospel can judge all other cultures and religions and that no other 
gospel (scripture, religion or revelation) can do the same. It would be 
possible to derive from this the negation of the principle of mutuality: 
the purpose of mission and inter-religious dialogue would then be to 
teach not learn, to give without receiving and to enrich others without 
being enriched oneself. 

 The most important message of the tenth principle is the new 
positive attitude of Christianity towards other religions. This puts 
the document in the tradition of the Second Vatican Council which, 
as we know, was the first ecumenical council to speak positively 
of other religions, a truly historical event. Another positive point we 
must acknowledge in this document is that this new element was 
subsequently also to be found in ordinary documents and soon lost 
its novelty. 

 Although the authors do not use quotation marks, the wording of 
the tenth principle is nevertheless reminiscent of the final document 
of the papal declaration Nostra Aetate on the relation of the Church 
to non-Christian religions. The Church recognises everything that is 
“true and good” in other religions.142 This is truly excellent. But is it 
sufficient in 2011, the year the document was published, more than 
45 years after the papal declaration? It is wonderful that, in the third 
millennium, we are now capable of discerning what is “true and good” 
in other religions, but is that really all we can recognise in them? 

 Considering the various high points in the world history of 
religions, many Christians feel that we can acknowledge far more in 
the religions of mankind. We can feel and discern in them the presence 
of God with his many names, the presence of the One and Only, the 
Universal, the Nameless, the Indescribable, the Inexpressible and the 
Unfathomable. We can discover the presence of the Holy Spirit by 
entering into dialogue with all nations, communicating with each of 
them in their own language, culture and religion and with their own 
specific interface as an expression of their nation’s spiritual focus. 
We can discern in them the presence of the mystery which all of them 
– each in their own way – seek to fathom by searching for “human 

142  Paul VI, Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, 
Nostra Aetate, 26 October 1965, No. 2.

answers to the mystery”. We can see in each of them a different 
countenance of complete revelation, a different gospel of the same, 
unique Good News. With this in mind, the tenth principle retains its 
validity up to the present day. 

 The eleventh principle touches on a highly sensitive area: 
conversion. However, the subject is approached so tentatively that 
the word itself is never spelt out. Instead, the authors talk about 
“changing one’s religion”, so we do not know who the message 
is intended for: the missionised or the missionary. As the actual 
reference is grammatically ambiguous, it seems that the message 
refers to the missionised. The text goes no further than saying that it 
is a highly delicate step which requires plenty of time, preparation and 
“full personal freedom”. 

 This section also includes an important point. Set against 
the history of Christian mission, which was inseparably linked to 
proselytism (leading to the “initiation” of new Christians and the 
“growth” of the Church), this tentative treatment of the subject and 
total avoidance of its central traditional purpose – the “conversion 
of unbelievers” – is a very important milestone, the significance of 
which may well escape many readers. This principle alone clearly 
puts the document in a new period of missionary activity and in 
the context of a new missiology which does not aim to go around 
the world and proselytise. The new theology of religious pluralism 
is backed up by a wealth of sufficiently explanatory reflections, to 
which we provide references.143  

 The last principle, which is an invitation to build inter-religious 
relationships, may well be the most frequently repeated idea and the 
most frequently cited piece of advice in the entire document. In both 
the Principles (the second chapter) and in the Recommendations (the 
penultimate chapter) the authors insist in a variety of ways on the 
importance of working together, living together, showing solidarity, 
building relationships and entering into dialogue with other religions. 

 I believe that a critical emphasis is required here, as all these 

143  See Vigil, José María, Theology of Religious Pluralism, Zurich 2008 – preface 
by Paul Knitter, https://www.academia.edu/21428797/Vigil_Theology_of_Religious_
Pluralism_English_ (23.01.2019), published in four languages: Spanish (original), 
English, Portuguese, Italian. See also: https://eatwot.academia.edu/JoséMaríaVIGIL/
Teología-del-Pluralismo-Religioso (23.01.2019).
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aspects can be summed up under the traditional term “dialogue of 
life”. This is the first among three famous forms of inter-religious 
dialogue (the other two being a dialogue of faith and a theological 
dialogue), under a classification which is used very widely in the 
theology of inter-religious dialogue. This document contains neither 
covert nor open recommendations – let alone any rejection – of 
inter-religious dialogue in its second form (i.e. faith, prayer and 
the sharing of a common liturgy) or in its third form (comparative 
theological reflection and the sharing of the wealth contained within 
the dogmatics of every religion). 

 Why? Again, the document does not say. There are clearly more 
ambitious forms of dialogue, whereas this document merely seeks to 
start moving in this direction and therefore refrains from any further-
reaching suggestions. 

Schematic overview of the progress and intentions of the document

The following points are positive:

•  The document abandons any position of superiority and refuses 
to issue any grand proclamations about the uniqueness of 
Christianity and the inferiority of all other religions. 

•  The entire document exudes a spirit of genuinely brotherly, very 
cautious, respectful and wholehearted attempts to promote an 
inter-religious “dialogue of life”. 

•  It contains valuable “practical” guidelines for Christian witness, 
aiming to create a new positive climate in relations between 
the Christian churches and with other religions. 

•  It ignores and keeps silent about the most striking assertions 
expressed in Dominus Iesus.

•  It recognises human self-fulfilment and the struggle for justice 
as dimensions of Christian witness. 

The following points need to be addressed, however:

•  The document tries to avoid theological implications and 
expressly refuses to enter into a theological debate. Yet in 
reality – as one might expect – it does not stand up to theological 
scrutiny, showing that it is poorly prepared in this respect. 

•  Perhaps unconsciously, or at least not explicitly, the document 
is permeated by a naïve exclusivism in that it refers to the 
unique, universal value of the gospel, which it places above all 
other religions and cultures. 

The current situation of the theology of religious pluralism

 As in other areas, times and periods can change very quickly 
in Christianity. In the Catholic Church, in particular, we are now in a 
totally different place – particularly as regards the theology of religious 
pluralism – compared to 2011 when this document was first published.

 Officially, the position is more or less the one proclaimed in August 
2000, when the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith published 
a declaration by Cardinal Ratzinger, entitled Dominus Iesus, which 
categorically put the brakes on the theology of religious pluralism. Both 
the content and the tone of this declaration called a halt to dialogue 
within the Catholic Church and also to its ecumenical relations with 
quite a few Protestant churches, which felt deeply offended. We might 
say that the dialogue was broken off and that the Catholic Church had 
burnt its boats.

 However, there has recently been an important new development, 
as Pope Francis has started to propagate a new attitude, turning 
against the old “wintry period of church history” and against the 
disciplining and persecution of theologians. Although Francis is not a 
theological pope and has not written about the theology of religious 
pluralism, there have been some important steps forward regarding 
the practice of inter-religious dialogue. He has issued various 
statements that there should be specific actions, and he has even 
taken some himself, yet he has not initiated any theological reflection 
on the subject. In some of his writings he seems to be saying that this 
theological question is secondary and can be clarified later or at least 
that it is not a priority at the moment. 

 In all likelihood he is looking at the problem from the perspective 
of papal governance, institutional priorities and “political caution” (i.e. 
“the art of the possible”, not of doing what is advisable or necessary). 
In this respect I concede that he might be right. In view of some heavy 
theological baggage – doctrinal millstones such as Redemptoris 
Mater, Veritatis Splendor and Dominus Iesus – and truths that 
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have been declared as “non-dogmatic, yet non-reformable”, it 
may perhaps no longer be opportune today to enter into debates 
on theological issues or dogma. It may indeed be imperative not 
to tackle this theological issue. After all, Josef Ratzinger lives in 
the Domus Sanctae Marthae just 500 metres away from Pope 
Francis’s residence; there have been counter-movements launched 
by the Curia against Francis as well as “scandals” involving several 
cardinals prior to Amoris Laetitia; and there have also been several 
obvious attacks within the hierarchy, for instance when Carlo Maria 
Viganò publicly demanded Pope Francis’ resignation.

 Yet despite the critical assessment we have just given, the 
document is an important one as it stands, and theologians will 
continue to debate the issues it raises. 

 When I learned in 2004 that a document of this kind was being 
prepared, I wanted to make a theological contribution to the topic and 
wrote a very brief Ecumenical Interreligious Vade-mecum.144 I hold 
that it remains valid fifteen years later, even though it is somewhat 
provocative. I believe it can serve as a reference framework which 
may be useful to more progressive Christian missionaries, and I 
would therefore like to recommend it warmly to all the People of God.

144  Vigil, José María, Sugerencias para un vademecum sobre ecumenismo religioso, 
Spanish version, https://www.academia.edu/20297247/Sugerencias_para_un_
vademécum_sobre_ecumenismo_inter-religioso_Esp_ (23.01.2019); English version: 
https://www.academia.edu/20394904/Ecumenical_Interreligious_Vade-mecum_Eng_ 
(23.01.2019).

Christian Witness in Multi-Religious Africa
Hans Vöcking

 Africa is a strife-ridden continent where religions not only play 
a dominant role but are also part of the problem. Violent conflicts 
are a fact of everyday life in Africa, as can be seen from the civil 
war in Rwanda, the terrorist attacks in Kenya and the Central African 
Republic, the abduction of schoolgirls in Nigeria, the violent uprisings 
in Mali, the fighting between Islamists and Christians in Burkina Faso 
and Niger, and the situation in Libya, which is de facto a failed state. In 
the media, religious communities or religions themselves are blamed 
for these conflicts. However, researchers have identified other causes 
and reasons. 

 The document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”145, 
which was published jointly by the World Council of Churches, the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the World Evangelical 
Alliance in 2011, was intended to provide inspiration for Christians in 
Africa. It invites the Christian churches – indeed it challenges them 
– to make ecumenism function in practice and to bear witness in a 
way that will encourage members of other religious communities and 
traditions to join them in working for peace and justice. Their common 
commitment can serve as a sign of hope to set against the brutal 
reality of life in Africa.

Brief survey of the multi-religious reality

 In political and religious respects Africa is unique and quite 
distinct from the other four continents. With the exception of Egypt 
there have never been any major empires in the course of African 
history which could be compared to the Chinese Empire in Asia, the 
Inca Empire in America and the Roman Empire in Europe. On the 
contrary, the whole of Africa from north to south was home to tribes 

145 World Council of Churches/Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for 
Conduct, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/
rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_en.html (23.01.2019).
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grouped around chieftains which did not operate exclusively within 
clearly defined geographical boundaries.

 For thousands of years the tribes or clans made no distinction 
between different lifestyles in social cohabitation, being organised 
along mythical or religious lines. In his three-volume study of Christ 
and the Earth’s Religions146, Franz König deals summarily with the 
religions of the Sumerians, Babylonians, Assyrians and Egyptians in 
Africa and completely ignores those to be found south of the Sahara. 
It is only since the 1960s that more research has been conducted 
– especially by African anthropologists, historians and Christian 
theologians – into these religions in general and the religious customs 
and rituals of their ancestors, in particular. Another factor complicating 
the work of researchers is that African cultures have an exclusively 
oral tradition. This means they are able to respond to and integrate 
various developments, which makes it virtually impossible to trace 
chains of transmission. Another problem is that works are written not 
in African languages but in English, French or Portuguese.147 

 There are vast differences between the religious, cultural and 
social worlds. Account must be taken of geographical conditions 
(desert, savannah, forest) and of different working environments 
(peasants, shepherds). A characteristic feature of African cultures 
is that no distinction is made between culture and religion, which 
together form part of an integrated whole. There is no difference 
between transcendence and immanence. Everyday life is full of 
occult beliefs. Peasants use rites to induce rain and prevent vermin 
and crop failure. Livestock breeders respect ritual regulations when 
milking and slaughtering animals. The medicine man is important 
for healing sicknesses because he possesses secret knowledge 
which enables him to appease ancestors and ward off the power of 
impersonal forces.148 

146    König, Franz, Christus und die Religionen der Erde: Handbuch der Religionsgeschichte, 
3 volumes, Freiburg 1951.
147  Cf. Evers, Georg, Die afrikanische Christenheit, Evangelisches Kirchenlexikon, vol. 
1, Göttingen 1986, especially 51ff.
148  Cf. Ntetem, Marc, Die Negor-afrikanische Stammesinitiation: Religionsgeschichtliche 
Darstellung, theologische Wertung, Möglichkeit der Christianisierung, Münsterschwarzach 
1983; Zagoré, Donald, L’Eglise en Afrique, au-delà des apparences, Abidjan 2019.

 Hereditary religious and cultural practices no longer exist today in 
a “pure form” as a result of the social and economic developments of 
the past century, the trend towards urbanisation over the last fifty years 
and current demographic trends. Religious and cultural forms continue 
to exist, however. In part they are handed down unintentionally, but 
there are also conscious attempts to integrate them into imported 
modern lifestyles, in which case they are merged with the two 
originally non-African monotheistic religions, Islam and Christianity. 
The attraction the old, emotionally charged religious convictions and 
rituals still have for Africans is illustrated by the popularity of both the 
new religious movements and the thousands of independent African 
Christian and church movements.

 Africa experienced a historical turning point in the seventh century 
A.D. when Arab Muslims conquered North Africa, which had been part 
of European history since ancient times. The Egyptians and Berbers 
in the Maghreb region adopted Islam as their religion and completed 
the process of Islamisation by taking up the Arab language. They 
differed from other Islamised societies which maintained their native 
language but became Islamic through their inculturation of Islam and 
its model of society.

 Islam then progressed down the Nile valley to Ethiopia, a country 
which had adopted Christianity as its official religion as far back as 
the third century A.D. The East African coastal area was Islamised by 
Arabs from the territory of the present-day Gulf states and they formed 
the Swahili Bantu culture, a mixture of African, Malayan, Indonesian, 
Indian and Arab culture. Urban and commercial in character, the 
Bantu culture continues to exert an influence on Islamic traditions in 
East Africa up to the present day.

 West Africa, by contrast, was Islamised by Muslim traders from 
North Africa. They dealt in gold and slaves, set up the caravan trails 
through the Sahara and advanced as far south as the forests of the 
Guinean coast. The Almoravids from what is now the territory of 
Morocco shaped the different power structures and trading milieus in 
West Africa from the 11th century onwards.149 

149  For more on the history of the Islamisation of Africa see Cuoq, Joseph, Les 
musulmans en Afrique, Paris 1975; Oldenbourgs Abriss der Weltgeschichte: Politik und 
Kultur in der Geschichte der Menschheit. Afrika, die islamischen Völker am Mittelmeer 
und im Nahen Osten, vol. 2, Section A, Munich 1954.
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 In the first six centuries Christianity was the dominant religion in 
North Africa and in the 15th and 16th centuries it established a presence 
in a number of Portuguese enclaves in sub-Saharan Africa. Egypt was 
on the only country in North Africa where the Coptic Church survived. 
The Latin Church with its over 300 dioceses in what is now Tunisia and 
Eastern Algeria came to an end with the emigration of Christians to 
Italy and Byzantium or their conversion to Islam. For centuries the only 
Christian presence was that of slaves or political representations.

 That fifty per cent of Africans are now members of a Christian 
church or Christian communities is the result of 19th century European 
colonialism. It should be pointed out, however, that it was not the 
missionaries who followed the armies but the other way around. The 
missionaries were the first to establish a presence and then came the 
colonial armies. 

 Mention must also be made of the Buddhists, Hindus, Sikhs 
and Bahai in Africa. While the influence of their religions does not 
compare with that of the major church and religious communities, 
they are nonetheless visibly present in East and South Africa and play 
an active part in inter-religious dialogue. No reliable data are available 
on their membership.

 The legacy of 19th century colonialism is still tangible today. 
As pointed out earlier, virtually no indigenous states in the sense of 
empires ever came into being in Africa. That only happened under the 
influence of Islam – a non-African religion – and later on of the European 
colonial powers. Thus, it was that Plato and his philosophy of the 
state, Thomas Hobbes and his bellum omnium contra omnes (1651) 
and Montesquieu (1689–1755) with his concept of a tacit state treaty 
found their way to Africa. The European colonial powers – Belgium, 
France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Portugal and Spain – divided 
Africa up amongst themselves. Boundaries were drawn without any 
account being taken of social structures. Administrative systems were 
introduced in the former colonial territories and protectorates based 
on the model that existed in the respective homeland. The colonial 
boundaries were not codified until the Berlin Conference, or Congo 
Conference as it was called, in 1884/85. The colonies were only 
important for the European colonial powers because they were able 
to exploit the raw materials there, and Africa has remained primarily a 
supplier of raw materials right up to the present day.

 The process of decolonisation set in after the Second World 
War. The various reasons for it cannot be discussed here. While 
the Africans assumed political power, they remained economically 
dependent on Europe – and nowadays on China –, a situation which 
gave political leaders the opportunity for self-enrichment which 
continues to this day. Hence corrupt systems emerged which led to 
social and economic inequalities in most of the countries. This is one 
of the causes of the revolutionary and military conflicts of today. The 
Congo is the best negative example of post-colonial development.150 

 Although social and economic progress has gradually been 
made, numerous challenges have to be mastered if democracy and 
the rule of law are to be established:

-  The Africans’ wish for greater democracy is impeded by the 
increased restrictions imposed on civil society and the repressive 
measures taken by authoritarian rulers.

-  Efforts to achieve peace and security are always the result 
of power struggles waged by Muslim Brothers or Jihadists, elitist 
groups or dictators. Both the African Union and sub-regional 
organisations as well as the many peace missions of the United 
Nations are too weak to exert any effective influence.

-  Social and economic development is hindered by the debt 
crisis. Economic exchange with the European Union only benefits 
the European economy. Moreover, the African continent has 
become a waste disposal site for European computer scrap.

Hopes for ecumenism in Africa?

 The population of Africa is currently estimated to be around 1.3 
billion. It is the continent with the fastest-growing population, which 
will probably double by the year 2050. The provision of food, health 
and education services and jobs is already beyond the scope of 
many countries. Thirty-seven million children cannot attend primary 
school, for example, and every year a further five million children 
reach school age.151 

150 Cf. Schicher, Walter, Geschichte Afrikas (Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 
Schriftenreihe, No. 1132), Bonn 2011.
151 Klingholz, Reiner, Afrikas demographische Vorreiter: Wie sinkende Kinderzahlen 
Entwicklung beschleunigen, Berlin-Institut für Bevölkerung und Entwicklung 2019, http://www.
berlin-institut.org/publicationen/afrikas-demographische-vorreiter (01.08.2019).
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 It is virtually impossible to supply any statistics on the 
membership of major churches and religious communities in Africa. 
The German institute statista152 gives the following assessment: 
Christians are thought to make up around 47.3 per cent of the 
roughly 1.3 billion Africans; of these 16.5 per cent are Catholics, 
13.2 per cent belong to a church of the Reformation, while 9.5 
per cent are Charismatic Christians. Muslims are estimated to 
make up around 40.8 per cent of the population. It is impossible 
to distinguish in numerical terms between the followers of various 
legal schools and different traditions, such as Shiite and Sunni 
groups and the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community in Islam. 

 Africa is a continent of religions and conflicts. How, then, can 
Christians effectively bear witness in a way that the gospel can be 
brought to bear in this complex, multi-religious world? The principles 
and recommendations laid out in “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” are an invitation to bring about change through 
Christian witness in order to pave the way to a just and peaceful world. 
By bearing witness Christians wish to be a force for change – always 
assuming they can first peacefully coexist with one another, for in 
Africa they make up a multi-religious world of their own. If they can 
find the strength and determination to resolve their internal conflicts 
first before bearing witness together, then Christians along with the 
followers of other religions will be able to combat the causes of ethnic, 
cultural, social and economic conflicts.153 

 Joseph Joubert was convinced that it is easier to remain 
anchored in tradition than to master the challenges of the 
modern age. He is probably right, since a great deal more must 
be harmonised in the modern world than was the case in the 
past. On the other hand, the challenge posed by the modern 
era can be positive, because in shaping it we can draw on 
traditions in which knowledge and wisdom have been gathered 

152  statista, Anteil der Anhänger ausgewählter Religionen an der Gesamtbevölkerung in 
Afrika im Jahr 2010, https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/256870/umfrage/anteil-
der-anhaenger-ausgewaehlter-religionen-an-der-bevoelkerung-in-afrika/ (01.08.2019).
153 Cf. Müller, Johannes/Reder, Michael (eds.), Interreligiöse Solidarität im 
Einsatz für die Armen: Beiträge zu einer Fachkonferenz zur interreligiösen 
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit der Wissenschaftlichen Arbeitsgruppe für weltkirchliche 
Aufgaben der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz am 27./28. März 2006, vol. 17.

over centuries.154 

 For Jean Guitton, the ecumenical problem is simple if the mystical 
approach is taken. Christ’s wish is fulfilled in the way it is formulated in 
the Gospel of St. John. He presents himself as a victim so that those 
who believe in Him can become one with Him just as He is one with 
his father. In this sense we can say that we are all ecumenical if we 
work together. The difficulties with ecumenism begin, however, if the 
ecumenical ideal is incultured in a certain context. Examples of this 
are the schism between Rome and Byzantium, the secession of the 
Church of England and the Reformation in the 16th century. To this 
can be added the establishment of more than a thousand independent 
local churches and Christian communities in Africa today.

 In this context “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World“ 
could really be a help, because it is not primarily a “theological 
statement on mission”; rather it proposes areas in which Christians 
can work “in a Christian manner” for the good of all. It advocates 
creating a “space” so that the gospel can find a specific location and 
form of expression. Among the examples given are “acts of service 
and justice, discernment in ministries of healing, rejection of violence, 
and freedom of religion and belief”. Mention can also be made of 
work to counteract corruption and nepotism, inner-African migration 
and migration to Europe as well as the overvaluation of tribal identity, 
which often leads to military tensions with other tribes. 

 If Christians of all denominations and congregations were to 
decide to act in such a way, a number of preliminary conditions would 
need to be met. By way of an example, the guidance provided for 
the training of theologians and employees could be that issued by 
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue.155 Men and women 
should be given initial and further training so that they are prepared 
for “witness in truth and love”.

154  Cf. Guitton, Jean, Livres d’heures: Avant, pendant, après le Concile (1955–66), Paris 
1966; id., “Le dialogue œcuménique: Méditation et confrontation”, in: Dialogue avec les 
précurseurs: journal œcuménique, 1922–1962, Paris 1962, 251–261.
155  Cf. Un Guide d’Enseignement de la Religion Traditionnelle Africaine, de l’Islam, du 
Dialogue Interreligieux en Afrique subsaharienne (English/French), Rome 2004. The 
Conference of European Churches (CEC) and the Council of Bishops’ Conferences of Europe 
(CCEE) issued a similar recommendation in 1991: Die Präsenz der Muslime in Europa und 
die theologische Ausbildung der kirchlichen Mitarbeiter, Geneva/St. Gallen 1991.
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 In the multi-religious world of Africa, Christian witness is important 
above all in encounters with the followers of the established religious 
traditions. It might appear to be easier, but it is not. For, on the one 
hand, the Christian faith is involved in the process of inculturation and, 
on the other, the established religious traditions are undergoing an 
evolutionary process in the wake of modern developments. 

 By contrast, encounters with Muslims, or to be more precise 
followers of the different Islamic traditions and interpretations, belong 
in a different category. Firstly, dialogue with Islam is important because 
in numerical terms Christianity and Islam are the major religions on 
the continent. Secondly, Christian witness is important in this dialogue, 
because Islam is the only world religion which considers Christianity 
to be a falsified precursor religion. Proof of this, in Muslim eyes, lies in 
the multitude of churches and Christian communities. Thirdly, Islamic 
groups and movements are responsible for violence and terror in 
many countries. On the other hand, there are also movements whose 
members endeavour to show Africans that Islam proclaims peaceful 
coexistence with all human beings.

 This is a genuine problem which poses an enormous challenge 
in bearing witness. In doing so in the context of dialogue a 
distinction must be made between the cultural and religious levels. 
Culture and religion exert a powerful influence on each other in 
Africa, but a distinction must be made between them, nonetheless. 
This distinction is often blurred, especially in social and political 
discussions, which conceals a clever rhetorical move. Churches and 
religious communities are to be drawn into this debate, but they do 
not wish to be accused of religious prejudice and so by engaging in 
inter-cultural dialogue they operate in a legitimate grey area. This 
subtle distinction must be taken into account in order to explore the 
limits and possibilities of social and political engagement, especially 
when political players are involved.

 Bearing witness in the context of inter-religious dialogue must 
take due note of the levels, contents and methods of dialogue and 
of the groups concerned. As regards the level of dialogue, it can be 
conducted in Africa in the family, in the region or at the regional or 
national level. In terms of the contents a clear distinction must be 
made between theological positions such as the concept of God, 
the understanding of scripture, ethics, and legal and political issues, 

such as peace and economic and demographic developments. 
Different methods can be used to bear Christian witness. Often there 
is an exchange of ideas and opinions about personal beliefs if a 
common position is to be found on ethical issues. There are endless 
opportunities to bear witness. However, this assumes that the people 
one engages with, who have undergone a different cultural and 
religious socialisation, are treated with esteem and respect. Bearing 
witness in dialogue helps people to emerge from their own isolation. 
The multi-religious world in Africa, which is highly complex in historical 
terms, requires many more encounters with people in order to tear 
down walls so that the witness of Christians is seen as a profession 
of peaceful coexistence.
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Mission and Ecumenism. On the Reception 
in Germany of the Document ‘Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World’
Klaus Krämer

 The document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” is the 
outcome of unusually wide-ranging ecumenical cooperation between 
the Roman Catholic Church, the various Protestant and Orthodox 
churches in the World Council of Churches and the Evangelical 
World Alliance. This broad ecumenic1al foundation remains crucial 
for the reception process of the document in Germany.

The group supporting the “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World” reception process

 The reception process in Germany156 began in 2012, when the 
Association of Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany (EMW) 
joined the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) in inviting a number 
of different partners, churches and organisations to the Academy of 
Mission in Hamburg for a day of study. After an in-depth discussion 
of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” it was decided to 
raise the profile of the document by means of further ecumenical 
cooperation in Germany and to stage a series of events aimed at 
fostering a debate on the subject of mission and respect157.

 This led to the formation of a group of twenty different organi-
sations to support the reception process of “Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World”. In addition to the aforementioned EKD and 

156  Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Mission Respekt: Der ökumenische Verhaltenskodex zum 
christlichen Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt und seine Rezeption in Deutschland”, 
in: Verbum SVD, No. 56 (2015) 1–2, 160–179; Voges, Stefan, “Ökumenisch 
und missionarisch: Zur Rezeption des Dokuments ‘Christliches Zeugnis in einer 
multireligiösen Welt’ in Deutschland”, in: Diakonia, No. 48 (2017) 3, 196–202.
157  “Mission“ and “respect” were identified as the key terms in the document and its 
core statements, and the Association of Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany 
(EMW) was given the task of setting up and running an internet site incorporating these 
two terms in its title as a vehicle for, and documentation of, the reception process. See 
www.missionrespekt.de (01.08.2019).
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EMW they include the Working Group of Christian Churches in 
Germany (ACK), the German Evangelical Alliance, the International 
Catholic Missionary Society missio, the German Bishops’ 
Conference, the Evangelical Gnadauer Gemeinschaftsverband, 
the Working Group of Evangelical Missions (AEM), the Working 
Group of Missionary Services (AMD), the Academy of Mission 
at the University of Hamburg, the Association of Evangelical Free 
Churches, the Evangelical Mission in Solidarity (ems), die Academy 
for World Mission, the North German Missionary Society “Bridge for 
Africa”, Mission EineWelt, the Protestant Student Community (ESG), 
the Evangelical Lutheran Mission Leipzig, the United Evangelical 
Mission (VEM), the Protestant Youth (aej) and the Evangelical 
Lutheran Mission Hermannsburg.

 This reflects the broad ecumenical foundation on which the 
document rests, as is indicated by the involvement of a remarkable 
number of churches, communities, associations of churches, mis-
sionary societies and youth organisations in Germany.

Mission Conference in Berlin

 The first major event in the reception process was the International 
Ecumenical Conference in Berlin on 27/28 August 2014 which was 
organised by EMW and missio Aachen. This brought together over 250 
Christians to discuss their understanding of mission and the ethical 
framework for its conduct. After an introductory session involving 
senior representatives of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue, the World Council of Churches and the World Evangelical 
Alliance, reports were given on the reception process up to that point 
with Brazil, India and the Netherlands serving as examples. The 
following ecumenical service in the Church of St. Matthew provided 
a moving demonstration that this gathering was not just about 
theoretical reflections on missionary ethics, but also involved face-
to-face ecumenical encounters and the witness of common prayer.

 The evening panel discussions on religion and politics were 
joined by representatives of the Lower House of the German 
Parliament, the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, the EKD Council, the Asian Evangelical Alliance and 
the Catholic Office in Berlin. The deliberate choice of Berlin as the 
conference venue made it clear that a church which regards itself 
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as quintessentially missionary has a duty to work for social justice, 
freedom of conscience and freedom of religion.

 During the remainder of the conference fifteen working groups 
addressed current and potentially controversial issues in the form 
of keynote speeches and discussions. Among the topics debated 
were: Is Germany a Mission Country?; Doing Missionary Work 
Where It’s Not Allowed?; Mission Worldwide: When Values Differ; 
Christian Witness in Social and Welfare Work; Baptism and Asylum; 
Religious Instruction and Christian Witness; Inter-Religious in the 
Public Interest; and Being a Christian at College. It transpired that 
there were surprising elements of consensus, for instance in the 
classification of missionary activity and practical commitment to 
justice, but there were also unexpected controversies, for example 
over the need for an explicit reference to Jesus Christ in working for 
justice. After feedback from the working groups and the presentation 
of impressions from selected observers of both the common ground 
and differences in the understanding of mission the participants 
agreed on a brief final declaration in which they stated: 

  “We are convinced that there is no alternative to peaceful 
cooperation between religions. For us Christians this requires 
an attractive confession of our faith, respectful attentiveness 
to people with different religious convictions and solidarity with 
those denied the right to practice their religious beliefs. […] The 
conference has shown that a wide-ranging examination of the 
document is helpful in deepening mutual relations in our Christian 
witness. We are encouraged by the many perspectives that we 
share despite the differences in our church upbringing. We are 
confident that we can continue to engage in fruitful discussions 
on issues over which we disagree.”158 

 This international ecumenical conference in Berlin underlined 
the soundness of a number of key perceptions in the document 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”:

158  Final Declaration, in: Evangelisches Missionswerk in Deutschland e.V./
Internationales Katholisches Missionswerk missio, Aachen (eds.), MissionRespekt: 
Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt. Dokumentation. Internationaler 
ökumenischer Kongress, 27./28. August 2014, Berlin, Hamburg 2015, 115.
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-   All Christian witness, and thus every form of missionary 
activity, is rooted in the individual person, in human life and in the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ.

-  Bearing witness is closely bound up with respect for all 
human beings and their personal convictions; there is a direct 
correlation between mission and dialogue.

-   Charity, i.e. practical social and welfare work, is inextricably 
linked with mission and witness but must never be exploited for 
the purposes of conversion.

-   Crucial significance attaches to freedom of conscience and 
religion and the fight against any instrumentalisation of religion.

 Germany could and should play a leading international role 
especially as regards the last point. This applies, on the one hand, to 
inner-Christian ecumenism, as was shown by the broad participation 
in the conference, and, on the other, to the commitment to religious 
freedom in the political arena and the favourable assessment 
and consolidation of inter-religious communication processes in 
situations of crisis.159

Missiology Conference in Elstal

 Further activities were undertaken to present and discuss the 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, for instance 
at the German Protestant Church Congress in Stuttgart in 2015 and 
the German Catholic Congress in Leipzig in 2016.

 The group supporting the reception process decided to stage a 
missiology conference, which was held from 13 to 15 June 2016 at the 
Baptists’ Theological Seminary in Elstal. It was attended by over forty 
representatives of different denominations who explored issues on which 
they agreed or disagreed from the ecumenical perspective of mission.

 Essential mission documents arising from different church 
traditions were presented, compared and discussed. These were the 
“Cape Town Declaration” issued by the Evangelical World Alliance; 
“Together Towards Life”, a mission statement published by the World 

159  Mention should be made here, for example, of the sector project on “Values, 
Religion and Development” launched by the German government and the “International 
Partnership on Religions and Sustainable Development” (PaRD) it has developed.

Council of Churches; and the Encyclical Letter Evangelii Gaudium 
written by Pope Francis. There was examination and in-depth 
discussion of four topics as seen from a Roman Catholic, Free 
church, regional Protestant church and evangelical perspective: 1. 
Conversion and baptism as the objective of mission; 2. Eschatology 
and salvation as the background to and motivation for mission; 3. 
Justice as the goal of mission; 4. Mission as an invitation to worship.160 

 Further distinctive features of this conference were joint bible 
studies and other forms of personal interaction, such as presentations 
in small discussion groups on the subject of “Mission and Biography”. 
In these personal forms of exchange, in particular, discussion focused 
on the different cultures of communication, which were shaped by 
the respective denominational affiliation, but also on the extent of 
agreement on matters of substance, which was a repeated source 
of surprise. This only served to underline that the denominational 
“camp mentality” of earlier times and concomitant prejudices 
against other denominations are now a thing of the past. “The era 
of denominationalism in mission (as well as of denominational 
exclusion) is long gone. Key missiological issues have to be faced 
by Christians of the different churches and traditions together and 
they should also be resolved together.”161 

 The conference made it clear that the issues of mission and 
missionary ethics dealt with in the document are crucial for the 
respective understanding of church. If church is missionary by its 
very nature (cf. Ad Gentes 1) – and this is the pivotal statement made 
in the document – then the understanding of mission is a constitutive 
factor for ecclesiology and the question of where the denominations 
stand. Every church and every denomination face the dilemma 
of either staying put or moving on and so has to strike a balance 
between “movement” and “structure”162. “Mission” thus also acts as 
a corrective to a dynamic understanding of church, which in this way 
repeatedly gains a fresh understanding of its mission.

160  Cf. Biehl, Michael/Vellguth, Klaus (eds.), MissionRespekt: Christliches Zeugnis 
in ökumenischer Weite. Konvergenzen und Divergenzen als Bereicherung des 
Missionsverständnisses, missio Aachen/Evangelisches Missionswerk in Deutschland 
(no place of publication or date given).
161  Ibid, Preface, 10.
162  See, for example, Hopp, Traugott, “Widerworte: Noch einmal lebendige Bewegung 
sein”, in: ibid., 72–76.
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 In retrospect many of the conference participants felt that 
dialogue with representatives of other denominations, even on 
issues previously regarded as controversial, can be conducted in a 
depth they had not considered possible beforehand. The conference 
in Elstal was thus a “performative” ecumenical occasion at which 
representatives of a wide range of denominations allayed their fears 
and ventured to meet each other half way.

Other forms of reception

 The group supporting the reception process of “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World” has undertaken to raise awareness of 
the document in Germany by using various formats and media. 
The Association of Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany 
(EMW), for example, has set up the MissionRespekt163 website, 
which provides a series of materials for work on and with the text of 
the document. In addition to a student’s edition of the document the 
site has various liturgical aids, suggestions and formats for parish 
events, and sermons on selected bible texts which are essential to 
the Christian understanding of mission. 

 Working together with EMW, missio Aachen has provided an 
explanatory video which attempts to present the basic idea and 
statements in the document using simple language164. Under the 
heading “Witnesses Sought” an exhibition has been designed 
which is available for parishes, institutions and groups interested 
in finding out more about “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World”.165  Roll-ups are used to introduce the twelve practice-
related principles of missionary activity set out in the document: 
1. Acting in God’s love, 2. Imitating Jesus Christ, 3. Christian 
virtues, 4. Acts of service and justice, 5. Discernment in ministries 
of healing, 6. Rejection of violence, 7. Freedom of religion and 
belief, 8. Mutual respect and solidarity, 9. Respect for all people, 
10. Renouncing false witness, 11. Ensuring personal discernment, 

163  See www.missionrespekt.de (01.08.2019).
164 See https://www.missio-hilft.de/informieren/wie-wir-mission-verstehen/missionres-
pekt/ (01.08.2019).
165 See the exhibition flyer at https://www.missio-hilft.de/missio/informieren/wofuer-
wir-uns-einsetzen/zeitgemaesses-missionsverstaendnis/missio-hilft-flyer-ausstellung-
zeugen-gesucht.pdf (01.08.2019).

12. Building inter-religious relationships. 

 Each of these principles is presented and explained with the 
help of a large-sized photo, a personal statement (for instance, “I 
often ask myself: What would Jesus do?” in the case of Principle 2) 
and a question for personal reflection (for example, “Do I appreciate 
the freedom in which I can live my faith?“ with regard to Principle 
7). Requests to use the exhibition come from many parishes and 
conference centres interested in staging series of sermons, thematic 
events and weeks of ecumenical prayer.

Significance of the reception process

 The events and formats outlined above did not mark the end of 
the reception process by any means – indeed it is still ongoing. On 15 
March 2018, for example, there was a conference in Mainz organised 
by EMW and missio under the heading “Interim Review – Experience 
and Impetus on the Road to Ecumenism”, at which a look was taken 
both back and forward and the prospects of a Christian-Islamic 
dialogue in Germany were considered. 

 Many local units of the Working Group of Christian Churches 
(ACK) have sought and found inspiration in “Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World” and will continue to engage with the document 
and its implications for grassroots missionary work that transcends 
denominational boundaries.

 Missiological issues were examined in depth at another 
international conference held in Mainz, this time from 15 to 18 July 
2019. In view of the ecumenical missiology objective, it took up the 
question of the understanding of Christ and its eminent relevance 
for the issues that had been raised up to that point in the reception 
process of “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”.

 The document is based on an understanding of church in which 
mission is a quintessential feature. In theological terms, the roots 
of mission are very much in dialogue – as regards the relationship 
between God and man, divine revelation, the understanding of 
mankind and inter-personal communication. Theologically speaking, 
dialogue is simultaneously the fundamental principle governing the 
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encounter between God and man166 as well as the method needed to 
pave the way for meetings and changes to take place which can help 
to improve living conditions especially for people in disadvantaged 
countries and contexts. 

 On the one hand, the revaluation of the historically tarnished 
concept of mission167 is placed in an overall theological context which 
removes it from any narrow church environment and a numerically 
determined scale of evaluation. On the other hand, this raises the 
issue of the need to critically re-read the history of mission, which 
has been given insufficient attention in the reception process to date. 
The point is, firstly, to read the history of inter-cultural confrontation 
and communication critically against the background of an option 
for the poor, i.e. from the periphery and the perspective of the most 
marginalised and disadvantaged people, and, secondly, to infuse it 
with the momentum of liberation. As Pope Francis says in Evangelii 
Gaudium, this happens “by making the Church constantly go out 
from herself, keeping her mission focused on Jesus Christ, and her 
commitment to the poor.” (EG 97)

 Another aspect which played a major role in “Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World” when it was being drafted and during its 
reception in other contexts, for example in India, was inter-religious 
dialogue. In view of its emphasis on the crucial significance of respect 
for every individual, on freedom of conscience and religion and on 
the categorical exclusion of violence, the document can also be 
regarded as the outline of an ethics of inter-religious communication. 
Developing and deepening such an ethical approach in discussions 
with representatives of other religions and people of different 
persuasions is now an urgent task, for the accomplishment of which 
further reception of the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World” seems appropriate.

166  For a more precise definition of the relationship between mission and dialogue in 
this sense see Krämer, Klaus, “Mission im Dialog”, in: id./Vellguth, Klaus (eds.), Mission 
und Dialog: Ansätze für ein kommunikatives Missionsverständnis, Freiburg/Basel/Vienna 
2012, 16–30.
167  The debate on this issue has recently been fanned by the so-called “Mission 
Manifesto”. See, for instance, Beck, Wolfgang, “Belasteter Missionsbegriff: Das 
‘Mission Manifest’ zwischen inszeniertem Entscheidungshype und eskalierenden 
Abwehrreaktionen”, in: Stimmen der Zeit, No. 144 (2019) 6, 461–469.

Reception of the Document ‘Christian Witness 
in a Multi-Religious World’ in Asia
Indunil Janakaratne Kodithuwakku Kankanamalage

 Asia, the world’s largest continent, is the cradle of civilization 
and the birthplace of all world religions. Islam is the biggest religion 
practiced in Asia with Hinduism following it. The other living religions 
in Asia are Buddhism, Taoism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, 
Confucianism, Shintoism and Sikhism. In Asia, millions follow tradi-
tional or tribal religions. Asia is also the home for many new religious 
movements of relatively modern origins. Here is a detailed description 
of most of the religions that initially started in Asia.

 The multi-religious and multi-cultural people of Asia take pride in 
their religious and cultural values. In Asia, religion is the foundation of 
culture, and for that reason there is often no separation of religion from 
culture or philosophy from religion. Philosophy of Asia has a religious 
vision, and the religion of Asia has a philosophy of life. Besides, Asian 
peoples are known for their spirit of religious tolerance and peaceful 
co-existence (cf. Ecclesia in Asia, n.6).
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Christianity in Asia

 The world’s Christian population is expected to grow from 
2.2 billion in 2010 to 2.9 billion in 2050. 13% of the total Christian 
population live in Asia and the Pacific.168 Furthermore, in Asia-Pacific 
region, Christian population rose from 3% to 7%. Christians are also 
diverse theologically as well as geographically - Catholics, Protestants, 
Orthodox Christians, evangelicals, Pentecosts, and other Christians, 
such as Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses. The table below gives a 
panoramic view of the Christian presene in Asia. 

Globalisation and Rise of the Politicisation of Religions

 Globalisation has produced blessings and challenges as well as 
winners and losers in the continent. Accordingly, we see the tragic 
division of humanity into hostile groups. Terrorism, sectarianism, 
bigotry, fundamentalism, and fanaticism have appeared in many 
regions in Asia. Unfortunately for many, globalization has not brought 
the promised integral development. Globalized economic system 
continues to harm humans and ecology. Thus, globalisation is in need 
of humanising because “Men and women must be at the centre as God 
desires, and not money!” (Meeting with workers during the Pastoral 
Visit in Cagliari, 22 September 2013) and “Today we also have to say 

168  The Future of World Religions, Population Growth Projection, 2010-2050, April 2, 
2015, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/christians/#fn-22754-39 (24.08.2020).

‘Thou shalt not kill’ to an economy of exclusion and inequality. Such 
an economy kills” (Evangelii Gaudium n.53). 

 Related to the ills of globalisation is the rise of the politicisation 
of religions and the religio-political parties in the domestic politics of 
Asia. As a consequent, today, the religious-politics nexus disturbs 
the multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-cultural fabrics of Asia, 
generating intolerance, violence and militancy. Besides, some of the 
fundamentalist groups dig into the colonial mission history to sling 
mud at Christians. Accordingly, there are accusations of making the 
healthcare, education, and relief services provided by Christians 
as tools to win followers of other religions to Christianity. They also 
charge that conversion makes the convert anti-national, even a traitor.

Christian Witness and Respect

 The Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium 
(The Joy of the Gospel) states “The joy of the gospel fills the hearts 
and lives of all who encounter Jesus”. Jesus told Pilate that he came 
to witness to the truth: “for this I came into the world” (John 18:37). 
The works that Jesus performed, his miracles, witnessed to who he 
was. Thus, Jesus is the model of Christian witness. Jesus said to the 
disciples “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Early Christians went 
joyfully to their deaths rather than deny Christ. Today, Christians in 
many countries are being persecuted and even killed simply because 
they are Christians. While the document reminds all Christians of 
their responsibility to witness to Christ, it also invites them to do so 
with gentleness and respect, engaging in dialogue with people and 
cultures and avoiding inappropriate methods. 

Proselytism and Unethical Conversion

 The work of aggressive mission with proselytism has stirred up 
societies in Asia. I will limit myself only to Christian groups. According 
to the Centre for the Study of Global Christianity (CSGC) at Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary, there are approximately 41,000 
Christian denominations and organizations in the world today. The 
expansion of some Evangelical/Pentecostal/Charismatic groups with 
a new wave of aggressive mission and proselytism has generated 
anti-Christian movements and opposition as well as resurgence of the 
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fear of conversion to Christianity. The phenomena of ‘unethical con-
version’, ‘forced conversion’, ‘induced conversion’, ‘anti-conversion 
bills’, ‘prohibition of forcible conversion of religion’, ‘sheep-stealing’ 
etc. have ruined previously hard-built ecumenical and interreligious 
solidarity and cooperation. Subsequently, bitterness and distrust grow 
among Christians and also Christians and followers of other religions 
in many countries in Asia. Some attempts have been made in the 
past to dialogue between Evangelicals and Catholics169 as well as the 
Pentecostals and Catholics.170 

Conversion and Human Rights Debate

 The conversion debate also has enflamed a human rights debate. 
The foreign religion(s) demands freedom for propagating its message 
– allow us to propagate our faith, whereas the native religion(s) seeks 
to ensure the right of liberty conscience – leave us alone! Accordingly, 
this situation has provoked tensions and conflicts:

a)  A theological and missionary debate: Missions is also 
directed towards members of ancient Christian churches who are 
said to be only nominally attached to any Christian church. This 
has led to defaming and demonizing among rival Christian groups 
at the cost of ecumenical spirit of the previous decades. 

b) Interreligious distrust and conflicts: Proselytism is the 
corruption of witness which destroys the interreligious dialogue 
constructed laboriously in the past decades. Proselytism embraces 

169  Evangelical-Roman Catholic Dialogue: 1. The first international dialogue was from 
1978–1984 on the subject of mission and the Report was published in 1985. (Evangelical 
participants were not the official representatives of any international body); 2. The 
World Evangelical Alliance and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity: 
consultations, Venice in 1997, Tantur, Jerusalem in 1997, Williams Bay, Wisconsin in 
1999, Mundelein, Illinois in 2001 and Swanwick, England in 2002. See Pontifical Council 
for Promoting Christian Unity, “Church, Evangelization and the Bond of Koinonia: A 
Report of the International Consultation between the Catholic church and the World 
Evangelical Alliance – 1993–2002”, in: Information Service, No. 113 (2003/II–III).
170  Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, “Evangelization, Proselytism and 
Common Witness, 1990-1997”, in: Information Service, No. 97 (1998/I–II), 38–57; id., 
„Roman Catholic/Pentecostal Dialogue, Meeting in Rome, 26.–29. Mai 1976, Address of 
Pope Paul VI, Final Report of the Dialogue 1972–1976”, in: Information Service, No. 32 
(1976/III), 31–36; id., “Final Report of the Dialogue between SPCU and some Classical 
Pentecostals, 1977–1982”, in: Information Service, No. 55 (1984/II–III), 72–80; id., 
“Perpectives on Koinonia: The Report from the Third Quinquennium of the Dialogue 
between the Pentecostal Churches and Leaders 1985 –1989”, in: Information Service, 
No. 75 (1990/IV), 179–191.

whatever violates the right of the human person. Often as a reaction, 
the religion of the majority engages in severe religious freedom 
abuses against religious minorities indiscriminately hindering the 
possibility of genuine witness.  

c) A political interference: Religious Liberty includes the 
freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and freedom, either alone 
or in community with others, and in public or in private, to manifest his/
her religion or belief, in teaching, practice, worship and observance. 
Proselytism can violate or manipulate the right of the individual and 
thereby inciting tensions and violence among communities and thus 
destabilising societies. Besides, the intervention of local political 
leaders often in favour of a local religion/religion of the majority can 
contribute to politicise the conversion debate by imposing restrictions 
on religious freedoms under the guise of protecting national interests 
and security. Some countries, for instance, have passed so-called 
“anti-conversion” laws which prohibit or greatly restrict any kind of 
Christ missionary activity.

d) A global right debate: The intervention of human rights 
organizations and some Western government on the need of the 
religious freedom. They put pressure on the nation-states to adapt 
laws contributing to the elimination of all forms of intolerance and 
discrimination based on religion or belief.

 Religious freedom world-wide is at increasing risk today. It ought 
to be mentioned here that Christians are the most persecuted religious 
group today. Freedom of religion is a fundamental, inviolable and 
non-negotiable right of humans. “You cannot have religious freedom 
without: the freedom of worship; the freedom of association; the freedom 
of expression and opinion; the freedom of assembly; protection from 
arbitrary arrest and detention; protection from interference in home and 
family; and you cannot have religious freedom without equal protection 
under the law.”171 Moreover, everyone has a right to invite others to an 
understanding of their faith. Yet, the right to share one’s religious beliefs 
should not violate other’s rights and religious sensibilities. This situation 
requires a “code of conduct” on Christian witness. 

171  Unites States Commission on International Religious Freedom, 2017 Annual Report, 
1; http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2017.USCIRFAnnualReport.pdf (24.08.2020).
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Christian Witness in a multi-religious World: 
Recommendations for Conduct

 As mentioned above, the worldwide increase of religiously inspired 
conflicts and intra-Christian proselytization have contributed to the 
deterioration of ecumenical as well as interreligious unity. The document 
“Christian Witness in a multi-religious World: Recommendations for 
Conduct” comes into being as a response to this situation. This document 
is the fruit of a five-year long period of consultations. The first consultation 
entitled “Conversion, Assessing the Reality” was held in Lariano, 
Italy 2006, with the representatives of different religions (Buddhism, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Yoruba religion)172 and the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) and the Office of 
Interreligious Dialogue and Cooperation of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC). The consultation on the theme “conversion” was timely and 
urgent at that time as the “Report from the Interreligious Consultation 
on “Conversion - Assessing the Reality”, rightly mentions, it is “an 
issue which is often the cause of misunderstanding and tension among 
communities in many parts of the world”. “Towards an Ethical Approach 
to Conversion - Christian Witness in a Multi-religious World” was the 
second Consultation held in Toulouse, France, 9 – 12 August 2007. 
The World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) and a few Pentecostals from the 
United States were invited by the WCC, to participate in the consultation. 
Thus, the second one was a consultation solely between representatives 
of Christians to provide input into the eventual Code. The participants of 
the third (inter-Christian) consultation met in Bangkok, Thailand, from 
25-28, January, 2011 and finalized the document “Christian Witness in 
a Multi-religious World: Recommendations for Conduct”.173 It contains 
three main parts namely: (1) a basis for Christian witness, (2) principles 
and (3) recommendations. Let us pay attention to them succinctly.

(1) A basis for Christian witness is enumerated with a scriptural 
basis. Thus, Jesus is the supreme witness and Christian witness 
emanates from the triune God in the form of proclaiming the 
kingdom, serving the neighbour and the total renunciation of the 
self. Hence, the teaching of Jesus Christ and the early witnesses 

172  Cf. “‘Interreligious Reflection on Conversion – Assessing the Reality’, Lariano (RM): 
12–16 May 2006”, in: Pro Dialogo Bulletin, No. 122 (2006) 2, 210–213.
173  http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_
interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_en.html (24.08.2020).

of the Church, provide the guide for Christian mission. In a multi-
religious environment, the Christian witness embraces dialogue 
with religions and cultures. The witness ought to go on, in and 
out of season in spite of hindrances. Christian witness must avoid 
un-Christian methods of carrying out mission such as resorting to 
deception and coercive means for conversion. Christians can and 
must witness but conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit. 

(2) Principles for Christian witness in fulfilling Christ’s commission 
in a multi-religious context. There are twelve principles: acting 
in God’s love, imitating Jesus Christ, Christian virtues, acts of 
service and justice, discernment in ministries of healing, rejection 
of violence, freedom of religion and belief, mutual respect and 
solidarity, respect for all people, renouncing false witness, ensuring 
personal discernment and building interreligious relations. The 
above principles, laying down a practical guide with ethical 
approach, seek to overcome and minimize the controversies and 
tensions related to Christian mission and conversion. 

(3) Six Recommendations lay down a pastoral and catechetical 
approach for Christians especially working in interreligious contexts. 
Accordingly, Christians need to: (a) Study issues mentioned in 
this document with an eye to formulate guidelines relevant to 
Christian witness in the given context if possible ecumenically 
and in consultation with representatives of other religions. (b) 
Build relationships of respect and trust among churches and other 
religious communities to iron out suspicions and breaches of trust. 
Thus, interreligious dialogue contributes for resolving conflicts, 
restoring justice, healing of memories, reconciliation and peace-
building. (c) Encourage Christians to strengthen their own religious 
identity and faith and deepening the knowledge of other religions. 
(d) Cooperate with other religions for justice and common good. 
(e) Call on governments to respect religious freedom. (f) Pray for 
all neighbours. 

Reception of the document

 The document recommends the churches, regional confessional 
bodies and mission organizations working in interreligious contexts 
to “study the issues and where appropriate formulate guidelines 
for conduct regarding Christian witness applicable to their particular 
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contexts. Furthermore, the following actions have been taken to 
implement it.

1) The translation of the document into different languages 

Translated into: English, French, German, Italian, Korean, 
Portuguese, Spanish, Swahili, Japanese, Korean, Thai.

2) The dissemination of the document: 

a) Copies of the document have been mailed to all the Apostolic 
Nuncios throughout the world.  

b) It has also been sent to the Presidents of the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conferences all over the world inviting them to read and make it 
available to all the Bishops of the Episcopal Conference, Superiors 
of Religious Communities, Members of Regional and National 
Commissions for Interreligious Dialogue, and other interested 
Christians. The PCID also has requested the respective Presidents 
of the Episcopal Conferences to send, in due course, feedback, 
sharing with it the experiences of how the document is received 
and what challenges Christians and other believers face in bearing 
witness to the tenets of their religions.

c) Publicity to the document:- Articles related to the document 
published in papers and theological journals.174 

3) Meetings held directly related to the document and the partici-
pation of the PCID

a) Some officials of the PCID and WCC held a brief meeting on 3 
October 2012 in Rome, to discuss ways and means to take forward 
the document. Matters discussed:

174  Cf. “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct, 
The Report”, in: Pro Dialogo Bulletin, No. 137 (2011) 2, 261–264; “Testimonianza 
Cristiana in un mondo multi-religioso: nel primo anniversario del documento comune 
sull’agire da credenti”, in: L’Osservatore Romano, 29.06.2012; Kodithuwakku, Indunil 
Janaka, “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct, 
First Anniversary: Rethinking and Looking Ahead”, in: Vidyajoti Journal of Theological 
Reflection, No. 76 (2012) 10, 749–759; the same article has been published in East 
Asian Pastoral Review, No. 49 (2012) 4; Pro Dialogo Bulletin, No. 137 (2011) 1, 269–
277, and a revised version of the above article appeared to commemorate the 2nd 
anniversary of the document in International Bulletin of Missionary Research, No. 37 
(2013) 2, 109–113.

• The relevance of the document today.

• The need of Christians responding together to the 
contemporary global realities.

• Christians themselves need a conversion in order to be 
authentic witnesses. 

• The document has been well received by Christians.

• Decision taken to hold an intra-Church “brainstorming 
meeting” in December 2012.

b) Brainstorming Meeting held at Bossey, Switzerland 16-18 
December 2012 

The officials represented the PCID shared the measures they have 
taken to diffuse the document and underlined the importance of the 
collaboration among the partners to work together to disseminate 
the recommendations to the grassroots levels. 

c) PCID, WCC and WEA on 17th December 2013 held a meeting 
in Rome.

4) International Meetings: 

a) The Academia Christiana in Seoul organized a Symposium “A 
New Horizon for World Christianity: The Convergence between the 
Ecumenical and Evangelical Understandings of Unity and Mission 
in 2012.175  

b) Much publicity was given to the document during the General 
Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Busan, South Korea, 
2013. The document was printed as a major resource book and it 
was also discussed at “Ecumenical Conversations and Workshops. 

c) The 6th International Association for Catholic Missiologists, 
held in Thailand, on 9-16 July 2017, studied the Christian Witness 
document. The proceedings of the conference published the 
Asian Study Centre.176 The agenda of the Sixth Plenary assembly 
included the following items:

175  Lee, Jong Yun (ed.), A New Horizon of World Christianity: International Symposium, 
Seoul 2012.
176 Viviano, Rocco (ed.), Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World (Monumenta 
Missionalia), Izumisano 2018.
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• Presentation of the history and theological-missiological 
content of the document;

• Witness and Proclamation in a Secular and Multicultural, and 
global Contemporary Society;

• Frontiers of Christian Witness in Religious, Cultural and 
Social Contexts.

d) Commemoration of the 5th Anniversary 

  The Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID), 
celebrated the fifth Anniversary of the Document Christian Witness 
with the participation of the Officials from the Roman Curia and 
the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Italy, representatives of the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) and World Evangelical Alliance 
(WEA), as well as scholars and believers from African Traditional 
Religions, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Sikhism, Taoism 
and Tenrikyo met in Rome on Tuesday, on 21 June, 2016.177 The 
agenda of the Workshop included the following items: “Document 
through the Eyes of Religious Neighbours” was the title of the 
first session during which representatives of African Traditional 
Religions, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Sikhism, Taoism 
and Tenrikyo presented briefly their vision of the Document. In the 
next session, the Officials representing the Roman Curia and the 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Italy offered their contribution on 
“Promoting a Culture of Dialogue and of Encounter: Relevance 
of Christian Witness Document”. The final session “Looking 
Forward: Responding Together to Contemporary Global Realities” 
was aimed at agreeing on some major points emerging from the 
Workshop.

 The PCID also sent a letter to the Presidents of the Episcopal 
Conferences worldwide, inviting them to inform all the Bishops 
of the respective Episcopal Conferences, Superiors of Religious 
Congregations/Societies, Chairmen of National and Regional 
Commissions for Interreligious and Ecumenical Dialogue, of this 
anniversary and also encouraging them to commemorate this 
event ecumenically as well as interreligiously where possible.

177  Ibid.

5) Regional Meetings: The sixth meeting of the Asian Movement 
for Christian Unity (AMCU) was held at the Bangkok Christian 
Guest House, Thailand from 3rd - 5th December, 2013 attended 
by 37 Participants representing the Christian Conference of 
Asia (CCA), the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 
(FABC) and the Asian Evangelical Alliance (AEA). In its sixth 
meeting, AMCU spent time wrestling with the question of how 
to translate these paragraphs, principles and recommendations 
into the Asian context. AMCU VI participants agreed to the 
following recommendations:

a) The document should be translated into local languages,

b) The document should be made available to theological colleges 
and seminaries as significant study material,

c) The document should be used to implement a living dialogue 
based on the Bible, recognising that Jesus is the focus of mission,

d) The articulated spirit of the document should find its way into 
bible studies, teaching and preaching for all ages and interest 
groups,

e) The churches should study the document together and use the 
document for interfaith dialogue,

f) The churches should respect different cultures and apply the 
insights of the document in a culturally sensitive way, and

g) The churches should be prepared to accommodate and 
understand different approaches to implementing the document.178 

6) Local Meetings:

a) Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Pakistan has translated 
it to Urdu language and also has sought to implement it in 
collaboration with the other Christians.

b) Catholic Bishops Conference of Australia has discussed 
ways and means to implement the document.

c) Catholic Episcopal Commission for Interreligious Dialogue 
and the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (CCI) have 

178  Common Statement of the Sixth Meeting of the Asian Movement for Christian Unity 
(AMCU VI), Bangkok, Thailand, 5 December 2013.
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established two working groups to promote the document among 
Christian all over the country. They translated the Document 
into Bahasa Indonesia.

Conclusion

 One of the main objectives of “Christian Witness Document” is to 
address the key challenge of how Christian can best witness the Good 
News to people in a pluralistic world. Mission is carried out in the spirit 
of dialogue. The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences speaks of 
the mission as an engagement in a threefold dialogue: dialogue with 
Asia’s poor, with its local cultures, and with other religious traditions 
– liberation, inculturation and interreligious dialogue. There is also a 
need to overcome the existing misconceptions regarding conversion:

• It is seen as an act of “proselytizing.

• It is enough to help people to become more human or more 
faithful to their own religion.

• It is enough to build communities capable of working for justice, 
freedom, peace, and solidarity (cf. Redemptoris missio, n. 46).

• The above misconceptions deprive the human person of his right 
to hear the “Good News” of the God reveals and gives himself in 
Christ (cf. Redemptoris missio, n.46).

 Ecclesia in Asia notes that “To bear witness to Jesus Christ is 
the supreme service which the Church can offer to the peoples of 
Asia” (n. 20). Yet, mission ought to avoid the “sectarian impulse”, 
“the spirit of proselytism” and any “sense of superiority.” The 
respect for the listeners, does not eliminate the need for the 
explicit proclamation of the Gospel in its fullness. Yet, the Church 
must also listen to other religions to discover what God has been 
doing in their religions. Accordingly, Christian witness should be 
characterised by: announcing the gospel as well as denouncing 
injustice and evil; walking together towards truth and working 
together in projects of common concern; using dialogue as a means 
to overcome differences in order to prevent misunderstandings, 
to heal wounds, and to avoid needless confrontations; calling for 
transformed relationships in all domains; and searching for the 

patrimony of common ethical values to build a world worthy of 
human beings.

 Finally, the context in which the document was born has not 
improved over time. The relations between Christians and Christians 
are still marked by disunity, and the relations between Christians and 
the followers of other religions are far from expressing the unity of 
the human family. Therefore, we, the disciples of Jesus Christ ought 
to undergo a personal inward conversion by purifying our respective 
communities in order to put into practice the recommendations for 
conduct on Christian Witness. Pope Francis at the very beginning of his 
ministry spoke of the importance of Christian unity for evangelisation. 
“Let us ask the Father of mercies to enable us to live fully the faith 
graciously bestowed upon us on the day of our Baptism and to bear 
witness to it freely, joyfully and courageously. This will be the best 
service we can offer to the cause of Christian unity, a service of hope 
for a world still torn by divisions, conflicts and rivalries. The more we 
are faithful to his will, in our thoughts, words and actions, the more we 
will progress, really and substantially, towards unity” (Audience with 
Representatives of the Churches and Ecclesial Communities and of 
the Different Religions, 20 March 2013). 
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The Eruption of Religious Traditions buried 
by Colonialism. Brazil as an example of 
the Challenges to Christian Witness in 
Pluralistic Societies
Romi Márcia Bencke

 “Thinking Latin America requires the ability to handle paradoxes 
and inconsistencies without resolving them.” 179

 The purpose of this article is to take a critical look at the ancient 
myth of Brazil as a Christian country in the light of the unmistakably 
new context of Brazilian society, in which there is growing religious 
pluralism. To gain some understanding of such a highly intricate and 
complex scenario we need to examine a number of important issues. 
How do the different religious traditions relate to each other in respect 
of the discussions between them, in particular about the common 
good? What are the explicit and implicit power relations between 
the different religious organisations operating in the public arena? 
Brazil – a country known for its friendly, open-minded attitude towards 
its growing diversity – has become a focus of religious intolerance. 
The aim here, therefore, is to examine the main conflicts that are 
waged “in the name of God” as well as their causes and motives. In 
conclusion we will analyse the challenges which religious pluralism 
poses to Christian witness in Brazil. Where are the areas of potential 
rapprochement and what are the obstacles to dialogue and common 
action? What are the major areas of tension and conflict among the 
different religious traditions and what potential strategies are there to 
overcome them?

The myth of a Christian Brazil

 The arrival of the Portuguese in the territory that came to be 
known as Brazil marked the start of a historical development full 
of ambivalence, contradictions, paradoxes, violence and inequality 

179  Safatle, Vladimir, Só mais um esforço, São Paulo 2017, 18.
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which continues up to the present day. This development is brought 
into focus by an analysis of missionary activity, a hallmark of which 
was the forced conversion of the country’s original inhabitants. 

 In their book Brazil: A Biography (original: 2015, English translation: 
2018), the authors Lilia M. Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling identify 
three pillars of Portuguese colonialism. Firstly, the military and the 
Christian church were agreed that the new country was to be treated 
as a gift to God. Secondly, this gift was to consist in the conversion 
of the pagan (indigenous) population. Thirdly, the trade which was to 
be undertaken would begin with the commercialisation of Pau Brasil 
(tropical timber). 

 Within a very short period of time religion and commerce became 
intertwined. Catholic priests began to baptise and convert the 
indigenous population, forcing them to forget their religious heritage 
and secular culture. The measures they took were extremely violent. 
Once the inhabitants had been “civilised” by Christianity they were 
turned into slaves. It may sound odd to call this procedure a missionary 
project, and today we would more likely describe it as a focused, 
mutually beneficial exploitation of religion, politics and commerce. 

 There is no exact record of how many people were living in Brazil 
in 1500. Estimates vary between three and eight million, comprising 
countless peoples each with their own religious traditions and languages. 
The colonisation project effectively decimated these peoples. However, 
no data are available on the impact of this ethnocide, which started at 
the time the country was given the name of Brazil.

 The same procedure was subsequently repeated upon the arrival 
of African slaves. The moment they set foot on Brazilian soil they 
were baptised in order to turn them into human beings. Neither the 
indigenous inhabitants nor the Africans were thought to have a soul 
and so baptism was seen as the only way to make civilised human 
beings out of them. Schwarcz and Starling (2015) show that 40% of 
the Africans who were shipped to agricultural colonies in Portuguese 
America – 3.8 million people in all – had been taken there by force. 
Today, 60% of Brazil’s population is dark-skinned and, according to 
the authors, Brazil has the second largest black population in the 
world after Nigeria.180 

180  Cf. Schwarcz, Lilia M./Sterling, Heloise M., Brasil: uma Biografia, São Paulo 2015, 259.

 Like Brazil’s original inhabitants the Africans had their own 
religious traditions, gods, goddesses, rituals and songs which they 
brought from across the sea. Many of the slaves had been religious 
leaders of their tribes, and violence was used to suppress their religion 
and their rituals. So, if any of them wanted to continue practising their 
traditions, they had to develop certain strategies, such as the early 
morning cultic veneration of orishas, the introduction of syncretist 
elements and having an orisha for each Catholic saint. 

 The practice of forced conversion to belief in Jesus Christ 
was also common among Protestant missionary movements, their 
conversion targets being Catholics, the indigenous population and 
Afro-Brazilians. 

 During the time of the Brazilian Empire the official state church was 
the Roman Catholic Church. After the proclamation of the Republic, 
however, the state recognised not only Roman Catholicism, but also 
the country’s Protestant churches as legitimate religious institutions. 
As a result, Brazil was seen until recently as the biggest Christian 
country in the world and, in particular, as the biggest Catholic country.

 The purpose of my brief historical outline is to question this 
claim, which has been recycled for many years now, by reference 
to the term bovarism, as outlined by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda in 
his classic Roots of Brazil.181 The author uses the term to describe 
the unbearable feeling of disillusionment felt by Brazilians in the face 
of their living conditions. The essence of bovarism is that people 
generally have a conception of themselves that differs from reality. 
It is as if they deny the existence of the real Brazil and assume an 
imaginary Brazil instead, because reality provides no satisfaction and 
they feel unable to change anything.182  

 We can boldly describe this situation as “religious bovarism” 
brought about by circumstances which made it impossible for the 
indigenous population to decide against becoming Christians. This 
is still true of the Afro-Brazilian population today, who are afraid to 
confess their true religious affiliations and generally call themselves 
Roman Catholic for fear of religious persecution. In recent years the 
same has also applied to anyone without a religion. So, a country has 

181  Cf. de Holanda, Sérgio Buarque, Raízes do Brasil, São Paulo 261995, 166.
182  Ibid., 291.
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been established with a hegemonic religion, while a blind eye has 
consistently been turned to the religious pluralism that always existed 
there. “Religious bovarism” manifests itself in the denial of one’s true 
religious affiliation, this being the only way to live in a country which 
denies legitimacy to religious pluralism. It is as if the cross, Buddha, 
the sacred instruments of Candomblé and the sacred staff of Tukano 
were reflected in a mirror, but all we can see is the cross. 

 Religiousness is flourishing in Brazil. Not only are new churches 
mushrooming everywhere, but there are also many other authentically 
Brazilian religious movements such as Santo Daime, which has its 
origins in the Amazon region. Just as we can see new religions 
arising – as a kind of synthesis of different religious traditions – there 
are also numerous religions that once existed exclusively in Brazil 
but which have been decimated together with their cultures and 
peoples. Often enough we know neither the names nor the rituals 
of these cultures. Brazil is a country of religious traditions buried by 
colonial projects. Instead of symbolising salvation the cross became 
an instrument to destroy all those who opposed the exploitation of 
Brazil’s natural resources.

 However, a religious heritage, magic or enchantment (as it is 
called by the indigenous population) cannot be suppressed forever. 
The past few years have seen the emergence of a very interesting 
movement which has broken with the myth of a Christian country. 
This movement arose among the indigenous population and Afro-
Brazilians who demanded the right to practise their own rituals and 
religions. With the help of anthropologists the indigenous religious 
leaders, pajés, have written several books recounting their myths, 
traditions and rituals. I would like to single out two of them: O Mundo 
Tukano antes dos Brancos by Álvaro Tukano and A queda do Céu by 
Davi Kopenawa and Albert Bruce. 

 The demise of the religious heritage of the original inhabitants 
has also made its way into the cinemas, for example in the form of 
Ex Pajé by Luiz Bolognezi. In this film the pajé Perpera converts to 
Pentecostalism, which regards his shamanic tradition of pajelança as 
demonic. In the course of the film Perpera feels compelled to question 
this Christian faith when one of his indigenous relations is bitten by 
a snake and faces death. To save her he must decide whether he 
should return to his ancient traditions. Reflecting upon this question 

he realises that younger people no longer know the ancient traditions 
of his people, the Paiter Suruí. 

 Initiatives of this kind document the fierce resistance to the 
demise of Brazil’s many rituals and religious forms of expression. 
Peoples such as the Guarani Kaiowa, who have been resisting the 
spread of the agricultural industry in Mato Grosso do Sul, have set 
up sacred premises, so-called casas de reza (prayer houses), as 
centres of resistance. At first, these casas de reza were destroyed 
by the agricultural industry with the aim of weakening the indigenous 
communities. However, the ecumenical movement in Brazil has 
helped the Guarani Kaiowa to rebuild some of these houses. 

 The same resistance can be seen among adherents of Afro-
Brazilian religions, who are now opposing the religious intolerance 
and thus religious racism they have experienced on account of their 
African roots. Intolerance has many faces. It manifests itself in the form 
of physical violence, a school ban on religious symbols being worn by 
children and young people who practise their traditions, draft legislation 
seeking to limit cultic practice, and the murder of religious leaders.

 In view of such intolerance, adherents of Afro-Brazilian cults 
have organised themselves and held marches and processions to 
Brasília, demanding respect for religious freedom and equal status for 
the laity, both of which are rights guaranteed in the country’s federal 
constitution. In 2015, religious leaders from all over the country 
assembled in their traditional costumes at the National Congress in 
Brazil, where they denounced the violence perpetrated against them. 
It was the first time that such a large number had convened at the 
Congress, yet many members of parliament refused to meet them. 

 To counteract this intolerance towards Afro-Brazilian traditions 
the ecumenical movement has engaged in several acts of solidarity 
outside the official inter-faith dialogue. In particular, there has been 
support at various stages for the foundation of religious diversity 
forums to this end. 

 In 2015 the terreiro183  of the priestess Mãe Baiana in the city 
of Brasilia was burned down. Mãe Baiana is an important leader 

183  Terreiros are temples where the adherents of Afro-Brazilian religions (e.g. Condomblé 
and Umbanda) practise their rituals.
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among Africans in Brazil’s capital. Working through her terreiro she 
has pursued a range of social welfare projects which had to be 
suspended after the fire. In a gesture of solidarity, the leaders of 
Brazil’s National Council of Christian Churches (Conselho Nacional 
de Igrejas Cristãs, CONIC) paid an official visit to the terreiro together 
with other members of churches represented on the Council. Sérgio 
da Rocha, the Archbishop of Brasilia representing the Roman Catholic 
Church, sent a letter of solidarity to Mãe Baiana. Before we visited, 
we asked Mãe Baiana how we could help and subsequently took up 
her suggestion to plant a Pau Brasil sapling, the symbolic tree of our 
country. In doing so we followed the religious rituals of her tradition. 

 CONIC made another practical gesture of solidarity in Rio de 
Janeiro in November 2017, the year the terreiro of Mãe Conceição 
burned down. To support the reconstruction of the building the 
city’s council of churches organised a collection which brought in 
13,000 reais.

 Developments of this kind represent eruptions of the country’s 
silenced and buried religious traditions. A pulsating force cannot 
remain buried forever. 

 Let me quote from the book The Falling Sky, in which the Pajé Davi 
Kopenawa reflects upon the continued existence of his Yanomami 
tradition:

 “This is why our thoughts return to calm despite all this mourning 
and these tears. We become able to hunt and work in our gardens 
again. We can travel through the forest and make friendship with the 
people of other houses. Once again we laugh with our children, sing 
during our reahu feasts, and make the xapiri spirits dance. We know 
that they remain by our side in the forest and that they still hold the 
sky in place.”184 

 This eruption of long-lost gods and goddesses brings with it 
tension and conflict. Incidents of religious intolerance have increased 
significantly, especially towards the religions of Brazil’s indigenous 
population and of Afro-Brazilians. Intolerance can also be observed 

184  Kopenawa, Davi/Bruce, Albert, The Falling Sky, Cambridge (Massachusetts), 26. 
– See also: https://letrasindomitas.files.wordpress.com/2018/05/2013-davi-kopenawa-
bruce-albert-alison-dundy-the-falling-sky_-words-of-a-yanomami-shaman-the-belknap-
press-of-harvard-university-press.pdf (07.05.2020).

towards Christians who declare their solidarity with traditions 
affected by intolerance. This shows how easy it has become in Brazil 
to fuel a debate in which others are denied legitimacy and publicly 
annihilated in the name of God or Jesus. I will comment on this point 
in the next section. 

Conflicts in the name of God

 Conflict no. 1: Rio de Janeiro, September 2017: A series of attacks 
on Candomblé and Umbanda terreiros was reported on the internet, 
in the press and on television. Armed with batons bearing the word 
“dialogue”, the attackers approached the terreiros and forced the 
mães and pais de santo (priestesses and priests) to destroy their own 
symbols and sanctuaries. The perpetrators filmed the destruction, 
commenting: “Look at her: the chief devil – destroying everything and 
putting out the candle. The blood of Jesus is powerful. All evil must be 
destroyed in the name of Jesus. This woman is the chief demon.” In 
a number of cases the leaders were threatened with death. 

 In hindsight these attacks revealed a phenomenon which has 
existed in Brazil at least since the 1990s and certainly gained in 
intensity from 2000 – the connection between drug traffickers and 
evangelicals. 

 In her book Oração de Traficante, Christina Vital da Cunha 
says that the connection between evangelicals and drug traffickers 
manifests itself in a variety of ways.185 In particular, traffickers attend 
evangelical church services, take part in their events and campaigns 
and support them financially or donate directly to their church leaders, 
e.g. through the giving of tithes. They ask for protection and to be set 
free from evil, promote evangelical gatherings in favelas as well as 
thanksgiving services, and order biblical messages to be displayed on 
walls and outdoors.

 Conflict no. 2: Gay Parade in São Paulo, June 2015: The 
transsexual artist Viviany Belobony performed a crucifixion of Christ 
as a way of condemning the killing of transvestites and transsexuals 
in Brazil. In 2017, 179 transvestites and transsexuals were murdered 
in Brazil. The artist’s performance triggered a heated debate in 

185  Vital da Cunha, Christina, Oração de traficante, Rio de Janeiro 2015, 364.

The Eruption of Religious Tradition



 131130 Reception of the Document ‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World’ 

the country. Belobony was attacked verbally on social media and 
physically in the street. The Associação das Igrejas Evangélicas de 
São Paulo (Association of Evangelical Churches of São Paulo) brought 
legal action against Viviany, accusing her of mocking, hindering and 
disrupting religious practice. It should be borne in mind that Viviany 
Belobony comes from a Christian family and that her performance 
focused on the meaning of the cross as a symbol of violence. The 
Igreja Episcopal Anglicana (Anglican Episcopal Church) of São Paulo 
invited the artist to talk to its members. She accepted the invitation, 
expressed her thanks for the solidarity shown to her and explained the 
entire creative process of her performance. 

 The public debate on Viviany Belobony’s performance focused 
throughout on her mockery of the cross and there was virtually no 
discussion of violence towards transsexuals and transvestites. In 
2015 there had been numerous debates and initiatives directed 
against equality in Brazil. These originated from conservative Christian 
groups in a variety of churches and led to the current reinforcement of 
prejudice towards gays, transvestites and transsexuals. 

 Conflict no. 3: the general election in Brazil in 2018. Shortly 
before the election was held, the political mood in the country was still 
unfocused and relatively tense. Again, God featured as an important 
protagonist in the political arena. All the political parties ran under his 
name and the tensions and polarisation in society at large were also 
reflected within the churches. Christian brothers and sisters were at 
odds with each other. 

 In view of the increasing presence of Christian fundamentalism in 
the public realm, Brazil’s universities sought to enter into dialogue with 
those who see human rights issues from a theological perspective, 
particularly with regard to minorities. However, theological freedom 
also met with very little acceptance. Independent thinking had been 
a persistent problem in the churches even when it was handled 
responsibly. This raises the question of how people can bear witness 
to their Christian walk in an increasingly complex world if theology 
cannot express itself without being institutionalised.

 The three major areas of conflict I have touched on are directly 
linked to Christian witness in a pluralistic society. The first example is 
about religious pluralism, while the second concerns gender diversity 

and the question of whether we are entitled to decide who can be 
a Christian and who cannot. In Brazil, lesbians, gays, bisexuals 
and transgender individuals (LGBT) are demanding the right to be 
Christians within the churches, but they are by no means always 
accepted. The third and final example concerns both the exploitation 
of God’s name to legitimise institutional political interests and the lack 
of a theological freedom which might lay the ground for a valuable 
debate on religion and human rights. 

 This brief overview of the main conflicts in a pluralistic society is 
designed to highlight a number of challenges confronting Christian 
witness in Brazil. 

Provisional conclusions: Challenges to Christian witness in a 
pluralistic Brazil

 The first challenge for anyone wishing to bear witness to their 
Christian walk in Brazil is to recognise the legitimate existence of 
pluralism in the country. However, a significant number of Christians 
refuse to recognise different religious traditions in contemporary 
Brazilian society. It would be a clear testimony of brotherly love if 
those traditions were to be seen not as threats but as expressions of 
God’s love. 

 The second challenge is to send out a clear message that the 
gospel and violence are incompatible. It is impossible to proclaim faith 
in Jesus Christ while at the same time destroying someone else’s 
religious heritage. It is equally unacceptable to speak in the name of 
God or faith in Jesus Christ when denying a person the right to exist 
on account of their sexual orientation or religious tradition.

 The third challenge is to strengthen alliances which practise 
solidarity and to protect cults threatened by extinction. Every religious 
tradition contains knowledge which, if it is not maintained and 
cultivated, will be lost and consequently make mankind all the poorer.

 The fourth challenge is that of rethinking church. This means 
refraining from overrating its institutions which, while they are 
important, must not be ends in themselves. The aim is always to 
confess faith in Jesus Christ. An institution as such is without value 
unless we bear witness to Jesus. Thus, reviving the meaningfulness 
of primitive communities is an ongoing task. 
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 The fifth challenge is to promote theological freedom as a 
manifestation of our Christian witness. Faith in Jesus Christ is 
dynamic. It does not solidify as time goes by. Rather, its message 
is constantly updated. It follows that theological action must not be 
dependent upon doctrine, dogma or institutional power. 

 Finally, we face the perpetual and inspiring challenge of creating 
equality in diversity and of opening up frontiers, as within the church 
in Galatia: “Every one of you that has been baptised has been clothed 
in Christ. There can be neither Jew nor Greek, there can be neither 
slave nor freeman, there can be neither male nor female – for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:27-28)

 

Christian Witness in Morocco – A Life Story
Claire Hantouche

 During the decades that followed Morocco’s independence in 
1956 its churches went through a process of profound transformation. 
The exodus of Europeans brought with it the departure of many 
Christians, members of religious orders and clergy. Moreover, as 
Muslims are banned from converting to Christianity, churches were 
rarely joined by Moroccans and only by very small numbers of young 
Europeans.

 Nevertheless, Moroccan churches today are young and dynamic. 
They consist of foreigners who work or have worked in Morocco as 
well as students, migrants, refugees, prisoners and tourists. The 
annual membership turnover is more than 20 per cent. The two 
archdioceses of Rabat and Tangier currently have around 25,000 
believers from a variety of nations. In addition, the Église Évangelique 
au Maroc (the EEAM, the Evangelical Church in Morocco) has over 
5,000 members. The trend that is discernible in the Catholic Church is 
even more apparent among Protestants, the proportion of Christians 
from African countries now having reached 95 per cent.186 

 Over the years both Catholic and Protestant churches have 
seen an increasing need for skilled leaders in their expanding local 
congregations. The then Archbishop of Rabat, Vincent Landel, and 
the then President of the EEAM, Pastor Samuel Amedro, tried to 
find ways to provide comprehensive academic training for church 
members working on a voluntary basis who had, in many cases, 
already taken on the roles of pastors and pastoral assistants. In 
2012 an initiative taken by the churches led to the opening of the Al 
Mowafaqa Ecumenical Institute for Theology in Rabat, which brings 
together students of different ages, genders, religious traditions and 
cultures. One the one hand, the institute provides students with 

186 See Coyault, Bernard, “L’africanisation de l’Église évangelique au Maroc: 
revitalisation d’une Institution religieuse et dynamiques d’individualisation”, in: Bava, 
Sophie/Boissevain, Katia (eds.), Dossier: Routes migratoires africaines et dynamiques 
religieuses – quels enjeux sociaux?, Paris 2015, 81–103.
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basic theological training while they continue to work within their 
local churches. On the other hand, they can study for a certificate 
in interreligious and intercultural dialogue. In addition, the institute 
runs numerous further training courses and cooperative ventures 
together with Islamic institutions. These document its efforts to find 
a theological style that suits the Moroccan context, to provide a 
theological foundation for the presence of Christianity in Morocco and 
to promote dialogue between the religions.187  

 Operating in a country where it is a criminal offence to entice 
Muslims away from their faith188, the Ecumenical Institute for Theology 
wishes to bear Christian witness in a manner that is sensitive to its 
environment. In its statutes Al Mowafaqa expressly refers to the 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, giving 
it a degree of significance which matches the experience of many 
Christians in Morocco who, each in their own way, bear an appro-
priate and respectful Christian witness within an environment defined 
by Islam.

 Courses of study at the Ecumenical Institute for Theology include 
exposure programmes in which students take a close look at Christian 
life in Morocco and meet prominent individuals who practise their 
Christian faith, particularly through the way they relate to their Muslim 
fellow-citizens. How Christian witness can be lived out in Morocco is 
illustrated by the life of Claire Hantouche, a Franciscan Missionary of 
Mary. To retain the character of her witness we present her story from 
her own perspective.

Family life

 I come from the Lebanon, which is a multi-religious country, and 
when I was a child I experienced Christian witness primarily through 
the example set by my parents. They lived their Christian faith less 

187  See Nikles, Katja, “Versuchslabor zweier Kirchen in Marokko – das ökumenische 
Institut für Theologie Al Mowafaqa in Rabat”, in: Stimmen der Zeit, No. 142 (2017), 
86–94; Vellguth, Klaus, “Al Mowafaqa (Rabat/Marokko) – ein ökumenisches 
Ausbildungsinstitut und multikulturelles Laboratorium für Afrika”, in: id. (ed.), Kirche neu 
gestalten – Pastoralinstitute in Afrika, Asien und Ozeanien, Paderborn 2017, 105–122.
188  See Dahir Nos. 1-59-413 du 28 joumada II 1382 (26 novembre 1962) portant 
approbation du texte du code pénal – Bulletin Officiel du Royaume du Maroc (BORM) 
No. 2640 bis du 12 moharrem 1383 (5 June 1963), 843, essentially left unchanged in 
the version of 4 June 2015.

through moralising comments and more through love, godliness and a 
willingness to serve. They were members of the Third Order Regular of 
St. Francis and as such they lived the gospel very clearly in all aspects 
of life. They showed me in word and deed that God is love.

 My parents had many Muslim friends who gradually opened my 
eyes, enabling me to understand other people. They frequently visited 
us with their families and we also visited them, especially on Christian 
and Muslim holidays. Those meetings were always full of warmth, 
mutual respect and kindness. 

 Later, when war broke out in Lebanon and the region came under 
Israeli gunfire, my parents welcomed those Muslim families as guests in 
our house. Although much of society was moving in the other direction 
in those dark times of civil war, we were united with those families as 
brothers and sisters.

Lebanon’s multi-religious environment

 As I felt drawn to Franciscan spirituality, I soon decided to join 
the Institute of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary. I was following 
an inner call which prompted me to open my heart and thus increase 
my love of God and my neighbour and to become an ambassador 
of love and peace.189 This type of religious life involves engaging in 
a contemplative apostolic dynamic. Like Christ we aim to reach out 
to everyone and wish to do so with humble hearts and an attitude of 
respect, acceptance, openness and service. (See the Statutes of the 
Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, “Principles”, No. 2)

 Helped by the Holy Spirit, the Virgin Mary was an entirely life-giving 
force. We can learn from her how to love by fulfilling our calling as con-
secrated women and drawing our apostolic energy from the Eucharist. 
(See Statutes of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary)

 Following the example of St. Francis, we seek to be peacemakers 
and instigators of reconciliation and to make this world fairer and 
more humane so that, together with everyone, we can attain complete 

189  See World Council of Churches/Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/World 
Evangelical Alliance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World – Recommendations 
for Conduct, 2011, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/
documents/christian_witness_in_multi-religious_world_english.pdf (13.05.2020), 
“Principles”, No. 1: this text is also referred to below with a specification of the chapter 
and section numbers.
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freedom in Christ. (See Statutes of the Franciscan Missionaries of 
Mary, “Principles”, No. 3) 

 At the time my sisters and I were living in a multi-religious envi-
ronment in southern Lebanon. Together with Lebanese and Muslim 
Palestinian colleagues I was working on a voluntary basis in social 
and medical services for the World Council of Churches in the Middle 
East. Our work took us into all the villages of the region, including the 
Palestinian camps. By working together in a spirit of mutual respect and 
solidarity we overcame prejudices and doubts that had found their way 
into people’s minds. Our common goals brought us closer together, 
friendships were formed and we paid greater attention to the common 
good. (See “Principles”, No. 8) 

The multi-religious environment of Morocco

 Twenty-five years ago I was sent to Morocco, a Muslim country 
with Jewish and Christian minorities.

 Being a Franciscan Missionary of Mary in Morocco means living 
in an international church fellowship. The internationalism of our 
communities sends a clear signal in this world and is also a challenge. 
Working together we relate to a nation of God-fearing people, discover 
the work of the Holy Spirit in every individual and are prepared to share 
our faith. We wish to live the mystery of the Visitation, demonstrating 
friendship, respect, appreciation and hope through dialogue. By 
choosing a simple lifestyle we remain close to the poor and afflicted 
and identify with them.

 At first my Christian witness meant replying to questions from the 
people around me and telling them that someone from the Arabic world 
did not automatically have to be a Muslim and that Christians had lived 
in this region since the beginnings of Christianity. People had various 
clichés in their minds and there were many things I had to understand 
and learn. I learned to communicate in the Moroccan dialect, which 
brought me closer to the people who came to the literacy classes 
where I taught Arabic as a volunteer. This also helped me to make 
contact with the children who lived on the streets. Their circumstances 
were dramatic and this prompted me and the sisters of our fellowship to 
approach willing individuals – both Moroccans and Europeans we knew 
– to found an establishment in which these children could be looked 

after. This act of identifying with the poor led to major improvements in 
the children’s circumstances. (See “Principles”, No. 8)

 I am currently serving illiterate women in Morocco as the head of 
a further training centre, where I support them with the help of both 
Moroccan and European teachers. These women never went to school 
as children and so it is a good way for them to experience equality. The 
purpose of this education is to give them dignity and help them develop 
both in their personal lives and at work. Those who benefit from it feel 
liberated and reborn. (See “Principles”, No. 4)

 When Morocco was going through a crisis and was shaken by 
terrorist attacks, I received several invitations to give Christian witness 
in public and to express my views in the media (i.e. the Moroccan 
press and television). I also took part in the “Caravane de la Tolérance” 
commemorating those events. This involved reading the Christian 
message of peace and brotherliness in Arabic in the presence of both 
secular and religious representatives – Moroccans, Jews and Muslims. 
(See “Principles”, No. 7) 

 Within the church a group of Christians, Muslims and a Jewish 
representative met together each year for a series of interreligious 
prayers in the spirit of Francis of Assisi. I conveyed the biblical message 
of the Beatitudes and I experienced great joy in sharing my hope. (See 
“Foundations”, No. 1) 

Evangelisation out of love

 Christian witness within the Church currently expresses itself 
through its presence in a variety of ministries. It can be felt at the 
local level, in healthcare and in the educational system, in schools 
that prepare youngsters for life by giving them humane and universal 
values and helping them to develop social skills. Christian witness is 
also manifested in the organisation of a cultural centre and a library, 
through education for women and children, visits to prisons and the 
establishment of charitable and humanitarian organisations and it 
can be felt in ordinary neighbourhoods, in factories and workshops, 
support for disabled and pre-school children, care for single mothers, 
orphanages and support for Christian women married to Moroccan 
men. In addition, there are retreat centres with opportunities for 
contemplation and spiritual reflection. (...) 
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 We regularly seek contact with the Moroccan people so that 
we can serve them in everyday life, which we do in the course of 
encounters in the places where they live and work and in the 
marketplace as well as through chats in the street, visiting the sick 
and lonely elderly people, extending invitations on religious holidays 
as well as on occasions such as births, weddings, birthdays and 
bereavements. Such contact with Muslims primarily takes the form of 
everyday interaction, though also through relationships in the world 
of the Sufi. (See “Foundations”, No. 4) 

 Christian witness in Morocco takes place in very different worlds 
– those of the Moroccan population, local Christian churches with 
members from all continents, students from black African countries, 
migrants passing through Morocco as well as religious, spiritual and 
charismatic communities with their diverse local fellowships, with 
whom we maintain close ecumenical relations. We are pleased to see 
that this witness turns communio into a living reality, building bridges 
between these worlds which are aware of one another yet which 
rarely meet and therefore sometimes have problems understanding 
each other. (See “Recommendations”, No. 2) 

 Furthermore, our presence is itself a blessing, as it removes 
barriers and prejudice, invites people to get to know each other and 
teaches them to be humble and approachable as well as how to 
approach others and deepen the friendships that occur in everyday 
life. This call to be a presence acts like leaven in flour. In opening 
ourselves daily to the world around us and the people we live with, by 
including them in our celebration of the Eucharist and bringing them 
into the presence of the Lord we work towards the coming of God’s 
Kingdom in the here and now. (See “Recommendations”, No. 6)

Servants of brotherly love

 This year is the 800th anniversary of the encounter between 
St. Francis of Assisi and Sultan Al-Kamil – and also of the 
presence of Franciscans in Morocco, both men and women, who 
ensure that the Franciscan family continues to grow. It is a call to 
be peacemakers and, in all our vulnerability, to promote contact 
with others more than ever before, to discover in each person a 
creature who is loved by God just as we are and to be prepared to 
sacrifice ourselves for “results” that will yield new and surprising 
fruit. (See “Foundations”, No. 7)

 Since the beatification of Algeria’s martyrs – Pierre Claverie and 
his companions, including seven brothers from Tibhirine, all of them 
a gift of God to the Church – the Cistercians from the monastery of 
Notre-Dame de l’Atlas in Morocco have been an example to all of 
us. They have upheld the mission, the message and the memory 
of the brothers from Tibhirine: let us love until the day we die. (See 
“Foundations”, No. 2)

Receiving and sharing Christ

 When Pope Francis visited Morocco in March 2019, the lives 
of Christians in this country attracted considerable interest in 
the Moroccan media. Numerous documentaries were made and 
broadcast on this subject, showing us how much attention, goodwill 
and hospitality we receive from Moroccans. (See “Principles”, No. 12)

 Pope Francis summed up the Christian witness in Morocco in an 
address to us as consecrated persons at the Cathedral of Saint Peter 
in Rabat on 31 March 2019. “Your situation reminds me of the question 
asked by Jesus: ‘What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should 
I compare it? […] It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with 
three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.’ (Luke 13:18 and 
21). Paraphrasing the Lord’s words, we can ask ourselves: What are 
Christians like, in these lands? To what can we compare them? They 
are like a little yeast that Mother Church wants to mix in with a great 
quantity of flour until all of it is leavened. For Jesus did not choose 
us and send us forth to become more numerous! He called us to a 
mission. He put us in the midst of society like a handful of yeast: the 
yeast of the Beatitudes and the fraternal love by which, as Christians, 
we can all join in making present his kingdom. In this context I recall 
the counsel of Saint Francis to his brothers as he sent them out: ‘Go 
out and preach the Gospel: and if necessary, also with words.’”190 
(See “Foundations”, Nos. 5 and “Principles” No. 11)

190  Pope Francis, Address at the Cathedral of Rabat, 31 March 2019, http://w2.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/march/documents/papa-francesco_20190331_
sacerdoti-marocco.html (14.03.2020).
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Mission-Inspired Christian Ecumenism.
Aspiration and Reality
Dorothea Sattler

Mission is a consistent factor in the ecumenical movement

 The 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh is generally 
considered to mark the formal beginning of the modern ecumenical 
movement. It examined and aligned the concerns of the predominantly 
Protestant-influenced missionary and revivalist movements of the 
previous decades. The work of Christian missionaries only appeared 
credible if it took place in a spirit of reconciliation and cooperation 
between the denominations. Moreover, it appeared sensible to 
engage in a division of labour and to cooperate in tackling the 
major tasks ahead. Even now, mission is the underlying motivation 
for ecumenical activity.  At the time of the first world missionary 
conference in Edinburgh in 1910 Roman Catholic orders played a 
major part in the Christian mission in Africa and Asia, but the distanced 
attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards the global ecumenical 
movement at that stage meant they were not officially represented at 
the conference. 

 From the very outset right up to the present day the term 
mission has had a positive connotation in the ecumenical context: 
the apostolate – the mission for Jesus Christ (mission originally 
signified witness to the Risen Lord). In the ecumenical movement 
we jointly endeavour to reflect on the Easter mission of all the 
baptized. It is the concentration on the Christ event as a permanent 
point of reference for every practical missionary effort that bonds 
the churches together. In a painstaking process during the 19th and 
20th centuries the church authorities abandoned their understanding 
of mission, in which the focus had been on the presence of one 
particular denominational tradition in a country that had hitherto not 
been evangelised, and jointly declared their willingness to agree on 
a Christological and soteriological approach. Hence importance no 
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longer attaches to which church institution proclaims Jesus Christ 
but only to the credibility of the proclamation in every dimension of 
Christian existence, including in social and welfare work. 

 Witness to the Gospel is not credible if there is conflict within the 
community of the baptised – and certainly not if there is competition 
between them in one and the same place. Christianity is a religion that 
preaches reconciliation. That Christians should be unreconciled is a 
contradiction in itself. Before his death Jesus prayed for unity among 
his disciples, since this would enhance the prospect of the world 
believing in him as a person (cf. John 17:21). Consideration has often 
been given to this concern in the history of Christian ecumenism. The 
unity of the disciples of Jesus Christ is important for the credibility of 
his mission.

Social welfare work is an integral part of the Christian mission

 In the early stages of the ecumenical movement it became clear 
that there were two different strategic focuses governing the choice 
of an appropriate ecumenical method, both of which have their 
place and purpose: on the one hand, practical cooperation between 
the churches in matters of mission, education and, above all, the 
alleviation of suffering and, on the other hand, theological debates 
over issues that were still in dispute. Both approaches came to 
assert themselves in the first part of the 20th century and developed 
organisational structures of their own, links between which are still in 
place today under the roof of the World Council of Churches. 

 The first plenary assembly of the Life and Work movement was 
held in Stockholm in 1925 and that of the Faith and Order movement 
in Lausanne in 1927. The two movements merged with the founding 
of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948. Among the 
issues addressed by Life and Work which pose an ongoing common 
challenge to all churches are: hunger and poverty, illness, the threat 
to human life by climate change, global economic justice, gender 
relations, inter-religious dialogue, flight, expulsion and migration. 
From the very beginning the motto of Life and Work has been 
“doctrine separates, service unites”, a concept usually attributed to 
Nathan Söderblom, a Swedish Lutheran bishop.

The new challenges facing the ecumenical movement today

 Mission and ecumenism currently face new challenges, the scale 
of which could not have been anticipated when the movement was 
launched. The many and varied ecumenical activities carried out 
around the world urgently require fresh efforts at coordination. Not 
least the dwindling financial resources of the ecumenical movement 
in Europe underline the need for far-reaching reforms and act as 
a stimulus for their pursuit. The ecumenical initiatives in place can 
be classified according to varying criteria: national bodies differ 
from international bodies, bilateral discussions from multilateral 
discussions, and historical and theological paths to knowledge from 
projects that pursue social welfare objectives. In every place and 
area of activity ecumenism presents itself in a different guise which 
is largely determined by those who lead the way. Moreover, it now no 
longer appears possible anywhere in the world to practise Christian 
ecumenism without taking account of the respective inter-religious 
situation.

 Given the pluralist nature of the ecumenical movement around 
the world, it is impossible for any one person to know what is going on 
in any specific location. Let me, therefore, highlight a few key factors.

 (1) The ecumenical movement is increasingly taking due note 
of the fact that majority and minority relations differ from region 
to region. The protection of minorities is a major concern of the 
Charta Oecumenica signed at the European ecumenical meeting in 
Strasbourg in 2001.

 (2) The rapidly widening gap between rich and poor around 
the world causes tensions within the international ecumenical 
community. To put it simply, North and South are engaged in an 
ongoing argument over what constitutes poverty. Is it just social 
poverty or does it include mental poverty as well? The World Council 
of Churches has both rich and poor members. Some of them point 
to the primary need to combat hunger and thirst and ensure human 
survival. Others say that people whose affluence prevents them 
from finding the right balance in life and are in a state of despair 
also require help. Where does the truth lie? Both aspects need to be 
taken into account and tensions withstood.

Mission - Inspired Christian Ecumenism. Aspiration and Reality
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 (3) Although there is widespread scepticism as to whether 
further ecumenical progress can be made in the near future in 
view of the existing church structures, the ecumenical movement 
continues to flourish. It is constantly on the lookout for promising 
new topics, one current example being the preservation of creation. 
Every first Friday in September all the churches affiliated to the 
Working Group of Christian Churches in Germany (ACK) observe 
Creation Day in a nationwide liturgical assembly in accordance 
with an Orthodox tradition.

The Second Vatican Council wishes to see mission and 
ecumenism linked

 In the Council documents (especially Unitatis Redintegratio) 
the Roman Catholic Church expressly declares for the first time its 
willingness to recognise and endorse ecumenical initiatives taken 
by other churches. The essential hallmarks of the understanding of 
ecumenism reached at this council are: (1) awareness of the wide-
ranging nature of church unity as a result of its divine foundation; 
(2) mindfulness of the Holy Scriptures and ancient church doctrinal 
tradition as well as the celebration of baptism as evidence of the 
tangible unity already in place; (3) admission of Roman Catholic 
complicity in the schism of Christianity; (4) realization of the ongoing 
need for church reform in line with the concept of the Apostolic origins 
of the Christian religious community; (5) approval of the many different 
paths to ecumenical understanding (common celebration of the Word 
of God, education on ecumenical matters at all levels, dialogue on 
theological issues); (6) voluntary commitment to ecumenical sensitivity 
in every formulation of the respective denominational position.

 In the redefinition of the understanding of mission after the 
Second Vatican Council the notion gained ground that the European 
countries are not just the givers and people in Latin America, Africa 
and Asia are not just the receivers. On the contrary, every encounter 
between them is always of benefit to all. Global human fellowship 
founded in the certainty of every individual being a creature of God 
finds expression in a willingness to exchange experiences, to discuss 
life and to develop action plans together. Today there is a general 
awareness that Europe, too, is mission territory. 

 For the first time in conciliar history the Second Vatican Council 
devoted a doctrinal text to the subject of mission: Ad Gentes is the title of 
the Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church issued by the Council, 
which like no other gathering before it engaged in an argumentative 
discourse on theological issues. The theological foundation is that 
the Church is missionary by its very nature. Witness to the risen 
Jesus Christ is of crucial significance. Great emphasis is placed on 
the ecumenical dimension of mission, as set out in the Decree on 
Ecumenism released by the Second Vatican Council: “Division openly 
contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages the 
holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature.”191 The split 
between the churches damages the credibility of the Gospel. “Hence, 
by the very necessity of mission, all the baptized are called to gather 
into one flock, and thus they will be able to bear unanimous witness 
before the nations to Christ their Lord. And if they are not yet capable 
of bearing witness to the same faith, they should at least be animated 
by mutual love and esteem.”192 Like virtually no other Second Vatican 
Council document the Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church 
directly addresses the commitment to ecumenism: “The ecumenical 
spirit should be nurtured in the neophytes”193. The Council exhorts all 
the baptised to participate in the missionary movement in ecumenical 
fellowship: “Let them cooperate especially for the sake of Christ, their 
common Lord: let His Name be the bond that unites them!”194

 The Second Vatican Council paved the way for a decisive turning 
point in Roman Catholic mission theology: the givers (seemingly 
regarded as exclusively such) increasingly come to see themselves 
as (grateful) receivers. While there continues to be a divide between 
the two, especially in respect of financial resources, this fact should 
not induce people to adopt a problematical giver mentality. Telling 
others about the specific way in which people lead their lives as 
Christians is a source of mutual enrichment. Following the Second 
Vatican Council, international partnerships have seldom been 
formed between Roman Catholic parishes. However, long-standing 
relationships do sometimes exist, for which there is generally a 

191  Decree on Ecumenism Unitatis Redintegratio, 21 November 1964, No. 1.
192  Decree Ad Gentes on the Mission Activity of the Church, 7 December 1965, No. 6.
193  Ad Gentes 16.
194  Ibid.
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good reason, for example a missionary’s family background. In the 
Roman Catholic context missionary projects are generally national in 
character and organised by dioceses or Episcopal institutions.

 The Second Vatican Council devotes considerable attention to 
liturgy and inculturation: “Christian life will be accommodated to the 
genius and the dispositions of each culture. Particular traditions […] 
can then be taken up into Catholic unity”195. The Second Vatican 
Council also addresses the issue of who the moving forces are behind 
mission: by their very baptism all Christians are called to bear witness 
to Jesus Christ. For the Second Vatican Council great importance 
attaches to the baptismal call to the common priesthood.

Witness to Jesus Christ is at the heart of ecumenical mission

 There is a connection between the credibility of Christian belief 
and the way people live in a spirit of reconciliation and in the disci-
pleship of Jesus (cf. John 17:21). The mission to engender an ecu-
menical spirit among all Christian traditions is without alternative 
in the light of Jesus’ biblically documented request for unity among 
his disciples. Life in accordance with the discipleship of Jesus is 
marked by humility, gentleness and patience (cf. Ephesians 4:1-6). 
The one belief in Christ, the one baptism and the one Trinitarian 
profession of faith bond the Christian denominations together in 
the times and spaces of ecumenism: in the one world inhabited by 
God’s creatures.

 The effective remembrance of Jesus Christ is the mission of 
ecumenism. Jesus experiences his deep communion with God as 
an empowerment, as a call to love the people he meets. He turns 
his attention to the sick, the forgotten and the scorned. This is 
the way God is. He wished to live as a human being among other 
people so that they might see who he is through his love for those 
close to him and those he encounters. Ecumenism, the remem-
brance of Christ in the Holy Spirit, thus has a profoundly diaconal 
and charitable dimension. It trusts that all human endeavours to 
sustain creation are inspired and supported by the Spirit of God. 
An ethics rooted in the theology of creation, the cry for justice 
for all living beings, the concern for the preservation of creation, 

195  Ibid., 22

resistance to any form of violence – all this is at the very heart of 
the ecumenical mission. 

 It is no accident that sustainable ecumenical relations were first 
established in the field of “pastoral care”. In contrast to parish com-
munities, in which people reside permanently with their families, 
there are other places where people only come together for a short 
period of time and often enough wish to leave such places – a 
clinic or a prison, for example – as quickly as possible. The aim 
of pastoral care is to proclaim Christian hope to people at crucial 
times in their lives. The major themes of the Christian Gospel often 
manifest themselves in hidden ways in everyday situations: sin can 
be encountered in the break-up of human relationships. After the 
painful experience of separation many people often take a long 
time to find a new place to live. Their children go with them or they 
are left behind. Separation goes hand in hand with loss. Death is 
encountered not just at the end of life; it is present in every loss of 
community and joy in life.

Mission-related ecumenism is alive and well today

 In the current ecumenical situation some connections between 
church doctrine and mission are productive. I will deal with three 
examples here.

(1) After the signing of the Charta Oecumenica at the European 
ecumenical meeting in Strasbourg in 2001, at which the church 
authorities voluntarily undertook to engage in ecumenical 
activities, the Working Group of Christian Churches in Germany 
discussed a number of practical measures, including the 
organisation of joint events in the run-up to Easter. Existential 
questions relating to the search for suitable ways of reflecting 
on sin and death have become important within the ecumenical 
movement. This is a challenge which confronts all Christian 
traditions. A common liturgical celebration held at cemeteries 
on Easter Sunday morning is one example of the ecumenical 
profession of faith at Easter.

(2) A hallmark of ecumenism today is the willingness to 
undertake a commitment. One example of this can be found in 
the ecumenical parish partnerships which have been agreed in 
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numerous places in Germany based on the English model. One 
of the aims here is to present options in ecumenical fellowship 
which make it possible to reach out to people who have no 
contact with the established churches in their everyday lives: 
single parents, mourners, young unemployed people and lonely 
senior citizens. In parish partnerships and national cooperation 
projects ecumenical activities constitute an asset. Not every 
local parish can offer a range of different activities. Cooperation 
makes it is easier to tackle major tasks. 

(3) In many churches the focus is initially often on the provision 
of pastoral care at the regional level. An approach to mission 
directed at the individual will need to bear in mind that in many 
cases the only way to contact young people, in particular, these 
days is via schools. In countries like Germany, where coop-
eration between the churches and the state is enshrined in the 
constitution, there is no reason why the missionary work of the 
churches should be conducted solely at the parish community 
level. Nowadays, university faculties of theology are acutely 
aware of the missiological importance of the training of future 
teachers of religious education. From primary school onwards 
religion is taught in an inter-religious and ecumenical context. 
This enhances awareness of the common ground within the 
Christian confessional tradition. Attention is focused on God as 
the central theme in missionary preaching. Models of cooperative 
denominational religious instruction are being developed.

 As regards the missionary dimension of parish life, it is par-
ticularly important from an ecumenical perspective that there 
should be further development of forms of mystagogical catechesis 
– the introduction to the mystery of the faith with due respect for 
liturgical festive traditions. It would be helpful if the missionary cat-
echesis were to be based on the Bible readings prescribed in the 
liturgical regulations. What does it mean to discover that the same 
texts from Holy Scripture are read on many festive days throughout 
all Christendom? Comparative ecumenical studies on the reading 
regulations in the liturgical year would certainly be welcome.

Missionary ecumenism is a gift of the Holy Spirit

 Pneumatic – spiritually renewed – ecumenism encompasses 
the whole breadth of creation. It recognises with the eyes of the 
heart the working of the Holy Spirit both inside and outside the 
institutional church. It is catholic in the original sense of the term. 
It pleads for the working of the Spirit everywhere. Pneumatic 
ecumenism, the remembrance of Christ in the Spirit of God, has a 
profoundly diaconal, charitable dimension. It trusts that all human 
endeavours to sustain creation are inspired and supported by the 
Spirit of God. 

 Pneumatic ecumenism is missionary ecumenism. The Gospel 
is proclaimed in the expectation that an understanding of God’s 
act of salvation in freeing mankind from the bonds of sin and the 
darkness of death will serve as a force for transformation in the 
here and now. Those who have been evangelised can lead a more 
steadfast life with greater confidence in the hope to which they 
have been called. They need no longer worry about losing the 
security of God’s presence through their own misconduct if they 
trust in his mercy. 

 Those who discover that people from a different denomination 
can give credible and appropriate expression to the answer they 
themselves have found to the vital questions we all face in life will 
seek their long-term company. Pneumatic ecumenism manifests 
itself wherever the belief is practised: witness to Christ through the 
lending of a helping hand, the proclamation of the word and the 
liturgical celebrations of the faith. Diakonia and mission are closely 
aligned in the working of the Holy Spirit: those who have the gift of 
being able to provide help at the right time engage in silent work 
for the mission.

 The new understanding of ecumenical hermeneutics in the 
Roman Catholic Church in the wake of the Second Vatican Council 
(1962–1965) paved the way for a (continually) beneficial move 
away from an ecclesiological to a soteriological orientation which 
is conceptualized (universally) in the context of the theology of 
creation: divine salvation from involvement in guilt and death is the 
Good News. Whoever preaches this Gospel, which is God’s proc-
lamation in Jesus Christ incarnate, and remains in the Holy Spirit 
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lives ecumenism. In this connection I regard the extensive recent 
efforts to bring about a (renewed) appreciation of baptism and the 
talk of a (new) missionary departure in ecumenism as confirmation 
of the concept of a paschally inspired ecumenical movement: 
ecumenism thrives wherever there is experience of God’s gift of 
transition (pascha) from death to life.

Ecumenism and Mission in South Korea: 
“Either…or? Both…and!”
Michael Jeong-Hun Shin

 According to the 2015 census South Korea had a population of 
49 million, of whom 43.9 per cent professed a religious belief and 
56.1 per cent said they did not belong to any denomination. There are 
9.6 million Protestants (19.7 per cent) and 3.8 million Catholics (7.9 
per cent) in the country. The two denominations taken together have 
a total of 13.5 million members (27.6 per cent), which would make 
Christianity the largest religion in South Korea. However, they are 
seldom regarded as a single unit. Each denomination tends to regard 
the other as an alien religion rather than as a fraternal organisation in 
one and same faith. Buddhism, which can look back on a 1,600-year 
history and is generally regarded as the country’s traditional religion, 
has 7.6 million followers (15.5 per cent). A further 368,000 people 
(0.8 per cent) profess allegiance to one of the other religions in the 
country. The fairly even distribution of followers and the non-extremist 
religious climate in the country provide favourable conditions for 
ecumenical activities and inter-faith dialogue.

 Christianity did not establish a presence on the Korean peninsula 
until the late 18th century. A Catholic community was founded on the 
initiative of Koreans in 1784. The persecution of Christians began not 
long afterwards, however, and continued for almost 100 years before 
Catholics were granted the freedom to engage in missionary work in 
1887. In the 1970s and 1980s the Catholic Church grew noticeably 
thanks to its social and political involvement in the democratisation of 
the country.

 A Presbyterian and a Methodist missionary from the United States 
first set foot on Korean soil in 1885. The Protestants subsequently 
pursued their mission with great zeal to the remotest corners of the land. 
It was greatly boosted by the schools and hospitals the Protestants 
built and ran at their own expense. The Protestant churches in Korea 
are among those which now most often send missionaries to work 
overseas. 
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 In this article I will first describe how relations between Catholics 
and Protestants developed in South Korea before dealing with the 
way in which the understanding of ecumenism and mission has 
changed in both denominations over the past century. I will then go 
on to analyse the ecumenical situation in South Korea today and end 
by mapping out the ecumenical prospects for mission in the country.

The Catholic and the Protestant Church: two different religions?

 Before the 19th century Korea was a terra incognita for 
Western missionaries. French missionaries196 began working in the 
country under extremely difficult conditions in 1836. They suffered 
persecution, twelve of their number dying a martyr’s death. However, 
by the time freedom of mission was granted in 1886 the Catholic 
missionaries had founded Christian communities and acquired 
linguistic skills which stood them in good stead for their missionary 
work. The Protestant missionaries who arrived later learned the 
national language from their Catholic colleagues who also told them 
what they needed to know about the country. In the early stages the 
missionaries maintained friendly relations with each other, which 
could not be kept up in the long term, however, because of the 
missionary rivalry that began to develop between them. In April 1894 
five Protestants entered the cathedral construction site in Seoul and 
became involved in an argument with the Catholics, which triggered 
a conflict between the foreign missionaries. Pastor Appenzeller, the 
first Protestant missionary in Korea, wrote a letter of protest to the 
Catholic Bishop Mutel in which he likened the Catholics to “servants of 
the devil”. The bishop in turn levelled accusations against the pastor, 
saying the Protestant troublemakers were his students and calling 
them “criminals”. This correspondence signalled the end of amicable 
dealings between the foreign missionaries in Korea. 

 Over time the rivalry between the missionaries led to further conflicts. 
In 1902 and 1903 a number of incidents involving groups of Catholics 
and Protestants took place in Hwanghae province to the north-west of 
Seoul during which lynch law was practised in the name of Christian 
believers as a means of resolving private disputes. The attempts made 
by the authorities to conduct a legal investigation into these incidents 

196  Members of the Society of Foreign Missions of Paris (Societas Parisiensis missionum 
ad exteras gentes).

were thwarted by the exercise of the diplomatic privileges the foreign 
missionaries enjoyed. The large number of incidents in this connection 
illustrates the mutual antipathy felt at the time.

 Tensions between Catholics and Protestants also found expression 
in various publications. In 1908 the Protestants issued the “Debate 
Between the Jesus Religion and the Celestial Rulers’ Religion”197, in 
which they criticised the lack of compatibility between the Bible and 
Catholic doctrine. The Catholic side responded by publishing “Questions 
and Answers for Clear Argumentation by Both Religions” in which 
Protestant teachings were criticised as unbiblical. The conflict between 
the two denominations remains unresolved to this day. Conservative 
Protestants regard the Catholic Church as heretical because of its 
veneration of the Virgin Mary, while the Catholics treat the Protestant 
churches as the illegitimate children of Christianity. Although they 
have maintained relations for over a hundred years, the missionary 
competition between them gives the impression that the one regards 
the other as a completely different religion.

 Only after the Second Vatican Council were attempts made to 
bring Protestants and Catholics closer together. A week of common 
prayer was held for the first time in 1967. The two sides subsequently 
even collaborated on a translation of the Bible. However, it was far from 
easy for them to overcome the ill feelings caused by their long-term 
missionary rivalry and mutual distrust. Most of the Protestant churches 
refused to officially recognise the joint Bible translation. The Catholic 
Church began using it but since 2005 has switched to a new translation 
of its own. Only the Anglicans and Orthodox churches still make use 
of the joint translation. However, since these denominations constitute 
less than one per cent of the Christians in Korea, severe limits are 
imposed on its dissemination. The joint translation of the Bible and its 
use also throws a revealing light on the ecumenical situation in the 
country. At the 10th Assembly of the World Council of Churches in the 
South Korean City of Busan in 2013 an ecumenical body for mutual 
understanding and theological cooperation called Faith and Order 
Korea was established. However, there were already clear signs at 

197  In this instance the Jesus religion means the Protestant Church and the celestial 
rulers’ religion the Catholic Church. Celestial ruler is a translation of the term “God” 
into the world of Chinese thought, which involves inculturation, the missionary method 
typically employed by the Jesuits.
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that time of resistance to closer ecumenical cooperation. Whereas 
the Catholic Church generally recognises baptism by other churches, 
one of the biggest Protestant churches refused to recognise baptisms 
undertaken by the Catholic Church shortly after the Assembly of the 
World Council of Churches on the pretext that it was heretical. This 
state of affairs can only be understood by reference to the current 
situation in the country. All the churches in South Korea experienced 
huge growth in the second half of the twentieth century. Since about 
2010, however, there has been a drop in the number of followers in 
most churches. The intense reaction this has spurred can, therefore, 
be seen in part as a strategy to prevent a loss of members, who are 
encouraged to identify more strongly with their own religion through the 
disparagement of others. Can there be any theological legitimisation for 
self-identification of this kind?

Changes in the understanding of mission and ecumenism

 The expansion of the European colonial territories overseas 
fuelled competition in the field of mission. Colonialism is thus one of 
the sources of ecumenism. In the meantime, however, colonialism has 
passed into history and the understanding of mission has changed 
among both Protestants and Catholics. Similar developments can 
be observed on both sides, although each tends to emphasise 
different points. 

 During the colonial period, missionary work concentrated 
on the baptism of non-Christians and the founding of parishes 
in the colonial territories, with Europeans adopting an attitude of 
superiority in both areas of activity.198 When the colonial era came 
to an end, Protestant missiologists endeavoured to develop a new 
understanding of mission, focusing in particular on the missio Dei, 
a concept introduced at the World Mission Conference of 1952 
in Willingen which quickly found acceptance.199 In this concept 
mission is no longer an activity pursued by the church; rather the 
church subordinates itself to the mission of God, as a consequence 

198  Cf. Siebenrock, Roman, “Theologischer Kommentar zur Erklärung über die Haltung 
der Kirche zu den nichtchristlichen Religionen Nostra aetate”, in: Hünermann, Peter 
(ed.), Herders Theologischer Kommentar zum Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzil, vol. 3, 
Freiburg 2005, 618.
199 Cf. Wrogemann, Henning, Missionstheologien der Gegenwart, Gütersloh 2013, 
101–103.

of which mission assumes a global dimension because it relates to 
the salvation of creation. Thus justice and peace take centre stage, 
while the narrow understanding of mission, i.e. the expansion of the 
church through baptism, increasingly fades into the background. 

 At the same time the term missio Dei makes it possible to 
distinguish between the true discipleship of Jesus and mere formal 
membership of the church and encourages the church to engage in a 
constant process of inner renewal. Accordingly, mission is directed not 
just outwards but also inwards to the body of the church. Another step 
forward in the understanding of mission was taken in Together Towards 
Life, a mission document issued by the World Council of Churches in 
2012.200 This says that the aim of mission is the fullness of life in 
the Holy Spirit, which as the subject of mission paves the way to the 
restoration of creation. There is a broadening of the missionary focus 
here from an anthropocentric perspective to a connection between all 
creatures. A purely geographical expansion of mission is replaced by 
a focus on unity, cooperation, dialogue and recognition of diversity, 
which is the hallmark of all creation. Thus recognition is accorded 
both to the right to exist and the value of other religions.201 Moreover, 
the document emphasises the quest for a holistic understanding of 
salvation, according to which it is not limited to a spiritual and religious 
dimension but also encompasses physical and social dimensions. 
Nowadays, Protestants no longer take mission to mean simply the 
preaching of the Gospel to non-Christians; the focus is rather on the 
holistic encounter between human beings and God. 

 The Catholic concept of mission has also undergone significant 
transformation over the past few centuries. Following the Reformation 
of the 16th century, a number of religious orders, such as the 
Jesuits, Dominicans, Franciscans and Benedictines, advocated 
a global missio ad gentes. They were driven by the concern that 
many people in the world might end in perdition without ever having 
received the Good News. The mission concentrated on the baptism 

200  Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME), Together Towards Life: 
Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/
resources/documents/commissions/mission-and-evangelism/together-towards-life-
mission-and-evangelism-in-changing-landscapes?set_language=en (24.01.2019). This 
document was officially adopted at the 10th Assembly of the World Council of Churches 
in Busan in 2013.
201  Ibid., 90, 93–96.
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of individuals and the establishment of a regional Church structure. 
The term plantatio was used to describe this mission202, the purpose 
of which was to “plant” the unchanged European model of the Church 
in a new region. This was a one-sided form of mission. However, in 
the 1920s criticism of the Eurocentric concept of cultural superiority 
gave rise to the model of accommodation203, which was transmuted 
into the model of inculturation204 at the Second Vatican Council. Both 
these models presume encounters between the indigenous culture 
of the mission territory and the Christian message. The difference 
lies in the status accorded to the indigenous culture of the mission 
territory. Whereas in the accommodation model it is treated merely 
as a means of furthering the mission, the model of inculturation 
attributes a genuine theological value to it by using the term “seed of 
the Word of God”. A further striking change in the Catholic Church’s 
understanding of mission came with the Apostolic Exhortation 
Evangelii Nuntiandi issued by Pope Paul VI in 1975. Here the term 
“mission” is replaced by “evangelisation”. This refers not just to the 
proclamation of Christ to those who do not yet know him, but first 
and foremost to Christians themselves,205 indeed to human life as a 
whole. The exhortation underlines the significance of the complete 
transformation of a person that is wrought by evangelisation; it is one 
which includes social, political and economic liberation.206 Finally, 
the Encyclical Redemptoris Missio issued by Pope John Paul II in 
1990 integrates inter-religious dialogue into mission, the purpose of 
which is to progress together down the road of religious inquiry.207 
Summing up, these examples indicate that there has been a gradual 
extension of the concept of mission among both Protestants and 
Catholics – from missio ad gentes via the holistic dimension of 
mission to inter-faith dialogue.

202  Cf. Decree Ad Gentes on the Mission Activity of the Church, 7 December 1965, No. 6, 3rd 
paragraph.
203 Cf. Friedli, Richard, “Mission/Missionswissenschaft”, in: Eicher, Peter (ed.), Neues 
Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe, vol. 3, Munich 1985, 124f.
204  Cf. Ad Gentes 22.
205  Cf. Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, 8 December 1975, http://www.
vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19751208_
evangelii-nuntiandi.html (24.08.2020), Nos. 15, 17.
206  Cf. ibid., 29–31.
207  Cf. John Paul II, Encyclical Redemptoris Missio on the permanent validity of the Church’s 
missionary mandate, 7 December 1991, https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/
encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_07121990_redemptoris-missio.html (24.08.2020), No. 56.

 The concept of ecumenism has undergone radical change, too. 
It originally arose in connection with the world mission in the 19th 
century. In the past century it came to focus on the whole of mankind 
and moved on from there to incorporate all creatures from the 
perspective of ecological theology, as illustrated in the missionary 
documents published by the World Council of Churches. However, 
many Protestants find it hard to integrate inter-faith dialogue into the 
ecumenical movement. Not least the attitude towards other religions 
demonstrated by Karl Barth in his dialectical theology served for a 
long time as an obstacle to a more open approach towards other 
religions and recognition of them.208 As a result Protestants have 
been markedly reticent in tackling this issue, although it is one which 
has been addressed in several documents in recent years.209  

 Prior to the Second Vatican Council, Catholics understood 
ecumenism to mean a “return” to the Roman Catholic Church of the 
Christians who had left it in the past. However, the Council made 
it clear to Catholics that ecumenism does not mean a return to the 
Roman Catholic Church but rather the conversion of all Christians 
to the Lord, which requires both sides to move closer together.210 
As far as inter-faith dialogue is concerned, the Catholic Church has 
in the meantime taken on the role of pioneer among the Christian 
denominations. It owes this role, in particular, to Pope John XXIII 
and Pope John Paul II. While the former’s initiative on the Jewish 
question was instrumental in the elaboration of Nostra Aetate, the 
latter’s gestures of recognition and friendship towards other religions 
focused attention on the authentic task of religions in a globalised 
world, which is to work for peace.

The ecumenical movement in Korea and the prospects for mission

 How can the decline in the numbers of Protestants and Catholics 
in Korea be interpreted? This phenomenon appears to be at odds 
with the previous dynamic growth in membership, which makes it all 

208  Cf. Siebenrock, Roman, op. cit., 661f.
209  For instance, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World (2011) and Together 
Towards Life (2012).
210 Cf. Hilberath, Bernd Jochen, “Theologischer Kommentar zum Dekret über den 
Ökumenismus Unitatis redintegratio”, in: Hünermann, Peter (ed.), Herders Theologischer 
Kommentar zum Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzil, vol. 3, Freiburg 2005, 195–200.
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the more difficult for the churches to accept the fact as such. At the 
same time it can be seen as the harbinger of a new era of mission. 
The drop in numbers has probably been caused not so much by a 
reduction in missionary zeal on the part of Christians in Korea as 
by a change in attitude regarding the need for church membership, 
because the expansion of Christianity in South Korea is related for the 
most part to the social upheavals the country has experienced. The 
Korean War from 1950 to 1953 and the process of industrialisation 
which began in the 1960s led to migration from the countryside 
to the towns. Within the space of just a few decades the very rapid 
process of urbanisation led to a collapse in the structures of what was 
traditionally an agrarian society. Christianity, which was associated with 
progressive Western culture, held out the promise of social integration 
to the new arrivals in the towns and cities and acted as a substitute 
for their physical and spiritual home, whereas traditional religions such 
as Shamanism, Buddhism and Confucianism lost a great deal of their 
influence on society. The first twenty years of the 21st century have 
seen a slowdown in migration, while society as such has become more 
pluralist and complex. Church membership alone is no longer sufficient 
to motivate people to live out their faith. This trend has been confirmed 
in censuses. While the 2005 census revealed that only 47.1 per cent of 
the population professed no belief, the 2015 census showed that the 
figure had risen to 56.1 per cent. Almost two-thirds of the under-40s 
do not belong to any denomination. This provides indirect confirmation 
that the traditional concept of mission, which is largely founded on 
baptism and church membership, is no longer adequate in present-day 
Korean society. The mission documents of the Vatican and the World 
Council of Churches, on the other hand, point to the need for a holistic 
understanding of mission, ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue and 
in doing so express the diverse nature of reality.

 Grassroots missionary work in South Korea, by contrast, 
remains rooted in the old concept of missionary competition and 
an ecumenical focus on winning back previous members. At the 
moment, the conservative Protestant churches are trying to raise 
their profile by campaigning around anti-Islamism, anti-Communism 
and a ban on homosexuality. 

 However, a “who-based church identity”, involving an attempt 
to establish a one-sided church identity by the repudiation of 

others, is fundamentally at odds with a “where-based identity”211, 
which determines its own place by recognition of others and its 
relationship with them. The problem is that in the “who-identity” 
insufficient attention is paid to others, which means that reality is not 
fully encompassed. In addition to the reactionary currents among 
Protestants opposed to the pluralisation of society there are many 
pastoral experiments involving different church models. New forms 
of church, such as café churches, concert churches and library 
churches, constitute a fresh approach to the practice of faith in a 
cultural context; they express a will to communicate with the public at 
large. In the past, groups were formed in a church parish on the basis 
of criteria such as age and place of residence. They emphasised 
the integrative character of the church, but in view of the changes 
taking place in society it is becoming progressively more difficult to 
maintain such organisational structures. These radical changes and 
the concomitant crisis situation present an opportunity to practise 
a holistic form of mission, ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue 
with a view to finding an appropriate and legitimate approach in a 
pluralistic society that is capable of effecting enrichment through 
mutual recognition.

 This situation offers up two opportunities. The first is ecumenical 
in nature. The church history of both the Catholics and the Protestants 
in Korea is relatively short. Before 1945 all the Christians together 
probably made up around 2.5 per cent of the population. So the 
question arises of the extent to which mutual antipathy between 
them can be taken seriously. How deep-rooted can the religious 
differences between the two sides really be? An estimated one-third 
of the catechumens in the Catholic Church are former Protestants 
and quite a few Catholics have switched their allegiance to one of 
the Protestant churches. Hence the common attributes and the piety 
of Korean Christians could be merged if fresh impetus were to be 
injected into the ecumenical movement. What would also be revealed 
at the same time is how this common religiousness has developed 
within the individual denominations. Considerable potential for the 
future of Christianity in Korea can be tapped if the churches eschew 

211  Sander, Hans-Joachim, “Theologischer Kommentar zur Pastoralkonstitution über 
die Kirche in der Welt von heute Gaudium et spes”, in: Hünermann, Peter (ed.), Herders 
Theologischer Kommentar zum Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzil, vol. 3, Freiburg 2009, 
696f.
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competition and disputes and instead embrace mutual recognition in 
the ecumenical movement, which can in turn also contribute to the 
process of inculturation.

 The second opportunity resides in the encounter with Buddhism. 
Although there is a downward trend in the number of Buddhists, 
there does not appear to be any confirmation of the concern that the 
Westernisation of society will lead to the demise of Buddhism. On 
the contrary, Buddhism continues to enjoy considerable sympathy 
among Koreans and has been able to assert its place in society 
thanks to a process of modernisation and through social outreach. 
The Temple Stay programmes, for instance, which enjoy increasing 
popularity, offer a cultural programme with spiritual input for a 
broad audience. Against this background of a traditionally firmly 
rooted Buddhism and strong Christian communities, Korea offers 
an ideal venue for meetings and dialogue between Christians and 
Buddhists. From a Christian perspective Buddhism is by no means 
an undeveloped religion; it may well be able to offer something that 
is not so readily available in Christianity. With that in mind, there 
is no need for concern that dialogue with Buddhists will result in 
a clash between the two religions. On the contrary, it can lead to 
mutual enrichment and a deeper understanding of personal identity. 
Finally, dialogue with Buddhists offers a means of discovering 
common ground and thus of ascertaining what is specifically Korean 
about the country’s religiousness. Since Buddhism has undergone 
a process of inculturation over the past 1,600 years in Korea, it can 
offer Christianity valuable knowledge for its future missionary work. 

 For these two reasons it is possible, despite the partially 
contradictory phenomena in current church practice in South Korea, 
to bring mission and ecumenism together. The two denominations 
do not contradict each other nor do they mutually exclude each 
other. They operate at different levels and are not identical, but they 
are inextricably linked with each other if mission is understood as a 
holistic encounter between man and God. God’s ubiquity promises 
all pioneers of ecumenism and inter-faith dialogue an encounter with 
God which cannot be interpreted in any other way than as a mission.

“For Christians it is a joy and a privilege to 
be called to account for hope”. 
The ecumenical work of the Christian Indian 
Theology
Bernardeth Carmen Caero Bustillos

 In the recent past, ecumenical work has become readily 
discernible in Latin America. Annegreth Schilling describes the new 
challenges encountered in this field as follows: “On the one hand, 
the diversity of neo-Pentecostal and Protestant currents confirms 
that Protestantism is no longer a marginal phenomenon in Latin 
America. On the contrary, in the course of the 20th century it has 
demonstrated its self-confidence and become an authentic part of 
religious / Christian life on the continent. On the other hand, the huge 
number of new Protestant churches makes ecumenical cooperation 
a difficult task in Latin America, as is the case elsewhere in the world, 
and poses a major challenge to efforts to unite Protestantism on the 
continent”212. Moreover, Indian Theologies have begun to spread. 
The Catholic Church is also no longer the sole major religion in the 
South.213 In the following I will describe the missionary task of an 
ecumenical church in Latin America and the Caribbean from three 
different perspectives with reference to the document “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World”214. I will begin by looking at the 
point of departure for missionary and ecumenical work on the continent 

212 Schilling, Annegreth, Revolution, Exil und Befreiung: Der Boom des 
lateinamerikanischen Protestantismus in der internationalen Ökumene in den 1960er 
und 1970er Jahren, Göttingen 2016, 46.
213  Cf. Köhrsen, Jens, “Evangelikalismus in Lateinamerika”, in: Elwert, Frederik/
Radermacher, Martin/Schlamelcher, Jens, Handbuch Evangelikalismus, Bielefeld 2017, 
129f.
214  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World: Recommendations for Conduct, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_
councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20111110_testimonianza-cristiana_
en.html (01.03.2018).
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under the heading “On the Path to Reconciliation”. I will then deal with 
ecumenical work in Latin America in connection with Indian Christian 
Theology, in which the focus will be on mutual respect and solidarity, 
especially on the role of the ecumenical organisation Articulación 
Ecuménica Latinoamericana de Pastoral Indígena (AELAPI, Latin 
American Ecumenical Association for Indigenous Pastoral Care)215. 
I will conclude with a section entitled “Acting in God’s Love” in which 
I will examine the ecumenical perspectives for mission based on the 
document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” and the 
ecumenical work of Indian Theology.

On the Path to Reconciliation

 The history of Latin America has been influenced by colonisation 
and missionary work, the effects of which are still visible today. The 
understanding of mission in the 16th century can justifiably be said 
to be completely different to present-day practice, with culture and 
identity being very much to the fore in the modern globalised world. 
The question arises of why these influences are so readily apparent 
in religion, society and politics in Latin America, as exemplified by the 
situation of the indigenous movements which are active primarily in 
Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Chile and Brazil. Although progress 
has been made on the rights of indigenous peoples in Latin America, 
a dark shadow is still cast by discrimination.216 

 One aspect of ecumenical work is reconciliation which, in my 
opinion, relates to two fields: Catholic and Protestant history, on the 
one hand, and Catholic history, Indian Christian Theology and Indian 
Theologies, on the other. We are talking here about the need, firstly, 
for ecumenical dialogue and, secondly, for inter-religious dialogue. 
The official request for pardon expressed in the Bull of Indiction 
issued by John Paul II on the occasion of the Great Jubilee in 2000217 
and the addresses given by Pope Francis at the World Meeting of 

215  http://www.aelapi.org/2011/08/documental-aelapi/ (19.02.2018).
216  Cf. Contreras, Juan Manuel, “Pastoral Urbana indígena: Inclusión y exclusión socio-
eclesial: El caso de la ciudad de México”, in: Berges, Ulrich et al., INTERCAMBIO: 
Jahrbuch des Stipendienwerkes Lateinamerika–Deutschland, No. 1 (2011–2014), Berlin 
2016, 143–153, here: 146.
217  Cf. Homily of the Holy Father John Paul II, 12 March 2000, https://w2.vatican.va/
content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/2000/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_20000312_pardon.html 
(01.03.2018).

Popular Movements218 in Bolivia in 2015 and the Holy Mass with 
the representatives of the indigenous communities of Chiapas219 in 
Mexico in 2016 and the Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for 
the Amazon Region in 2019220 provide the foundations for a process 
of reconciliation221. The next step would be an official response / 
stance on the part of those concerned. The assumption is that the 
request for pardon has been accepted – this is the impression that is 
given, at least. But what is the nature of this process of reconciliation? 
What is needed for forgiveness and reconciliation to take place? As 
is stated in the second recommendation of the document “Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, respect and trust at institutional 
levels are indispensable “for resolving conflicts, restoring justice, 
healing of memories, reconciliation and peace-building”222. Healing is 
possible if it is bound up with a specific activity, for instance dialogue. 
In accordance with the document’s fourth recommendation, this 
would be a dialogue which encompasses religions and cultures – 
an element of crucial importance for Indian Christian Theology with 
regard to Christianity. A number of important steps have been taken 
in this field, such as the collaboration between the Latin American 
Episcopal Council (CELAM) and Indian Christian Theology experts, 
which has resulted to date in the joint organisation of six symposia 
(2002 in Mexico, 2002 in Ecuador, 2006 in Guatemala, 2011 in Peru, 
2014 in Mexico und 2017 in Paraguay).

 According to Eleazar López, the sources Indian Theology draws 
on include the revelation of the love of God in the cultures of the 

218  Cf. Address of the Holy Father Francis, 9 July 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/speeches/2015/july/documents/papa-francesco_20150709_bolivia-
movimenti-popolari.html (01.03.2018).
219 Cf. Homily of Pope Francis, 15 February 2016, http://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/homilies/2016/documents/papa-francesco_20160215_omelia-messico-
chiapas.html (01.03.2018).
220   Cf. http://www.archivioradiovaticana.va/storico/2017/10/15/bischofssynode_
amazonas_2019/de-1343127 (14.05.2019).
221  Cf. Caero Bustillos, Bernardeth Carmen, “‘Es war ein Konzil in Freiheit und Liebe’: 
50 Jahre Vatikanisches Konzil und christliche Teología India”, in: Böttigheimer, Christoph/
Dausner, René, Vaticanum 21: Die bleibenden Aufgaben des Zweiten Vatikanischen 
Konzils im 21. Jahrhundert, Freiburg/Basel/Vienna 2016, 643–650, here: 648.
222  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, op. cit., 2nd recommendation.
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peoples223 and the Christian tradition.224 This theology is a collection 
of religious practices and popular theological wisdom225 and considers 
itself a proposal for life226 in which mankind and the entire cosmos are 
incorporated in the covenant with God.227 Of the essence here is that 
there must be a sharing of responsibility for a community or society 
so that life can be transformed in accordance with God’s plan and 
the utopia of the cultures.228 Like other theologies, Indian Theology is 
not free from risks; among them López includes the flight from reality, 
ghettoisation, idealisation, the threat of historicisation, ritualism, 
dissolution and ideologisation.229 

Mutual respect and solidarity

 In recent years civil society in Latin America has been influenced 
by indigenous peoples and social movements.230 Christianity has 
been challenged by the situation of these peoples to make its voice 
heard – a step which calls for respect and recognition of the dignity 
of people in the situations in which they find themselves.231 The 
Episcopal conferences held in Medellín, Puebla and Santo Domingo 

223  Cf. López Hernández, Eleazar, “Prólogo”, in: Teología India: Primer encuentro taller 
latinoamericano México 1, Quito/México 21992, 5–16, here: 7; López Bac, Ernestina, 
“La espiritualidad de nuestros antepasados, alimento y fuerza para todos”, in: Evangelio 
y Culturas: La fuerza de los pequeños, luz para el mundo. V Encuentro de Teología 
India 11, Cochabamba 2008, 158–162, here: 159.
224  Cf. Sarmiento Tupayupanqui, Nicanor, Caminos de la Teología India, Cochabamba 
2000, 65.
225  López Hernández, Eleazar, “Teologías Indias en la Iglesia: Métodos y Propuestas”, 
in: CELAM, Teología India: Emergencia indígena: desafío para la pastoral de la Iglesia, 
Bogotá, 2006, 59–86, here: 65.
226  Cf. López Hernández, Eleazar, Teología India: Antología, Cochabamba 2000, 104.
227  Cf. Bremer, Margot, “La Biblia y los Pueblos Originarios ¿Cómo leen los pueblos 
indígenas la Biblia?”, in: Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano – CELAM, Teología India 
: V Simposio de Teología India, Bogotá 2015, 163–175, here: 172.
228  Cf. Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano, op. cit., 202–203.
229  Cf. López Hernández, Eleazar, Teología India: Antología, op. cit., 109f.; Caero 
Bustillos, Bernardeth Carmen, “‘Denn so hat Gott die Welt geliebt’: Joh 3,16 im Dialog 
mit der Teología India”, in: Forum Weltkirche, No. 135 (2016) 1, 27–31.
230  Cf. Codina, Víctor, El Espíritu del Señor actúa desde abajo, Santander 2015, 
175; Marrero Chasbar, Luis Carlos, “Still Under Reform? The Reception of Reform in 
Evangelical Churches”, in: Voices Theological Journal of EAWOT, No. 40 (2017) 1, 203–
212, here: 205f., http://eatwot.net/VOICES/VOICES-2017-1.pdf (19.02.2018).
231  Cf. Contreras, Juan Manuel, Pastoral Urbana indígena, 143.

rose to this challenge.232 Mention should also be made here of the 
work carried out in 1985 by the Latin American Episcopal Council 
(CELAM) on the missionary church and indigenous peoples. This 
was a major step in cooperation with the organisations of other 
churches such as the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) and 
AELAPI along with other ecumenical associations such as “CENAMI 
from Mexico, CIMI from Brazil, ENDEPA from Argentina, ENM from 
Paraguay, CONAPI from Panama und CEPA from Peru [...]”233. One 
of the issues raised in ecumenical work is joint responsibility for our 
common home234 and there are also urgent issues of justice that have 
to be tackled.235 There is talk of ecological justice,236 the objective of 
which is to preserve life in all its diversity.237 

 Bible work in Latin America and the Caribbean supports the 
ecumenical discourse, as exemplified by the publications of the 
journal Revista de Interpretación Bíblica Latinoamericana (RIBLA),238  
the Instituto Superior Ecuménico Andino de Teología (ISEAT) in 
Bolivia, the Centro de Estudios Bíblicos in Brazil (CEBI), the Red 
Bíblica Latinoamericana y Caribeña (Rebilac)239 and the Universidad 
Bíblica Latinoamericana in Costa Rica. José María Vigil has ventured 
the following comparison: “The most profound basis for Latin 
American macro-ecumenism is the Christian experience of God on 

232  Cf. Diaz, Fernando, Utopie braucht Tradition: Das Volk der Mapuche in Chile vor den 
Herausforderungen der Globalisierung, Ostfildern 2009, 98.
233  Ibid., 101.
234  Cf. Ferraro, Benedito, “The Reception (Receptio) of the Reformation in the Catholic 
Church”, in: Voices EATWOT’s Theological Journal, No. 40 (2017) 1, 123–141, here: 
140.
235  Cf. Zwetsch, Roberto, “Teria a teologia de Lutero relevância para a América Latina? 
Reflexões interessadas da teologia de Lutero no contexto dos 500 anos da Reforma 
(1517–2017)”, in: Voices EATWOT’s Theological Journal, No. 40 (2017) 1, 47–66, here: 
56f.; Ribeiro de Oliveira, Claudio, “Para onde sopram os ventos da Reforma?”, in: 
Voices EATWOT’s Theological Journal, No. 40 (2017) 1, 223–238, here: 232.
236  Cf. Weiler, Birgit, Walking the Path of Transformation, in: Voices EATWOT’s 
Theological Journal, No. 37 (2014) 4, 399–406, here: 403, http://eatwot.net/VOICES/
VOICES-2014-2&3.pdf (19.02.2018).
237  Cf. Chipana Quispe, Sofía, “Wege der Befreiung eröffnen”, in: Gmainer-Pranzl, 
Franz/Lassak, Sandra/Weiler, Birgit, Theologie der Befreiung heute: Herausforderungen 
– Transformationen – Impulse, Innsbruck/Vienna 2017, 201–216, here: 210.
238  Cf. Cardoso Pereira, Nancy, “O futuro do presente da leitura biblica latino-americana”, 
in: Voices Theological Journal of EAWOT, No. 37 (2014) 4, 147–170, here: 151f.
239  Plonz, Sabine, Himmlisches Bürgerrecht – Liebe zur Welt: Anläufe zu einer 
dialogisch-politischen Theologie im ökumenischen Kontext, Frankfurt 2007, 63–65.
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this continent. Latin American macro-ecumenism rests on the macro-
ecumenism of God himself. [...] God does not make a gift of himself 
to anyone exclusively or in a privileged manner”240. The issue here is 
one of otherness which, according to Sofía Chipana Quispe, implies 
a relationship between equals241 and involves a spirituality of the 
practice of “love which brings about justice”242.

 Indigenous ecumenical work attempts to meet these challenges, 
as exemplified by AELAPI’s endeavours in the 1980s and 1990s. 
According to Joaquín García, AELAPI arranged ecumenical 
consultations, courses and meetings in the first stage up to 1993 in 
order to find out what the indigenous peoples thought about the politics 
of the states, the activities of the Church and their expectations of it 
and to hear about the historical project of the indigenous peoples. 
AELAPI’s objective was to initiate and motivate changes among 
pastoral workers, churches, governments and in society at large and 
to form indigenous alliances among themselves and with others.243 
García writes: “We should accept the extension of reflection to include 
the situation in all countries and societies; recognition of others 
comprises an element of solidarity and gratitude which relates our 
proposals to worlds beyond that which we might call the closed world 
of the indigenous peoples [...] The indigenous is in no way separable 
from the rest; on the contrary, it is helpful to understand that all 
lifestyles and all possible worlds are diverse and varied; this leads 
us to a macro-ecumenical approach whereby everything is seen in 
everything.”244 

 To date AELAPI has organised eight ecumenical meetings, 
the key aspects of which are outlined below in relation to the 
issues addressed in the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World”. 

240  Vigil, José María, Theologie des religiösen Pluralismus: Eine lateinamerikanische 
Perspektive, Innsbruck/Vienna 2013, 344–345.
241  Cf. Chipana Quispe, Sofía, op. cit., 209.
242  Casaldáliga, Pedro/Vigil, José María, “Spiritualität der Religionen”, in: Concilium, 
No. 43 (2007), 110–116, here: 114.
243  García, Joaquín, “Encuentros y Eventos de AELAPI (Articulación Latinoamericana 
de Pastoral Indígena)”, in: III Simposio Latinoamericano de Teología India: Cristo en los 
pueblos indígenas, Bogotá 2009, 51–71, here: 62–64.
244  Ibid., 71.

1. Mexico 1990: The meeting revolved around Indian Theology 
and its main characteristics; the strengthening and consolidation of 
indigenous theologies in preparation for a dialogue with Christian 
and non-Christian theologies in an atmosphere of respect and with 
a view to mutual enrichment. The Christian contribution should be 
prophetical in word and deed so that the dialogue between the 
theologies represents a service to justice, life and liberation.245  

2. Panama 1993: Indigenous theology is regarded as community 
work, in which experience plays a key role in proclamation and in 
the commitment to a life lived to the full. The cosmos, ecology and 
mankind comprise a single unit.246 In his contribution Eleazar López 
described the difficulties encountered in the dialogue between the 
church institutions, especially between Catholic ministers and 
indigenous peoples. Dialogue is attributed to popular religiousness. 
If this dialogue is to be sustained, according to López, there is a 
need for bold and innovative transformations not just in practice but 
also in people’s mindsets, in society and in the church.247  

3. Cochabamba 1997: The meeting focused on Indian Theology 
and indigenous wisdom as a source of hope. It dealt with the 
contribution of the indigenous peoples and their practices with 
a view to developing Indian Theology in dialogue and mutual 
assistance in ecumenism.248  

4. Paraguay 2002: The topics debated were the original myths 
and the future dreams of the indigenous peoples. Indian Theology 
is described as being rooted in a missionary context and a new 
evangelisation;249 Indian Christian Theology is seen in connection 
with an indigenous missionary church.250 

245  Cf. Teología India: Primer encuentro-taller latinoamericano, Quito/México 21992, 316f.
246  Cf. Teología India: Segundo encuentro-taller latinoamericano, Quito/México 1994, 184f.
247  Cf. López, Eleazar, “La teología en el istmo de Tehuantepec”, in: Teología India: Segundo 
encuentro-taller latinoamericano, 477–506, here: 505.
248  Cf. Llanque Chana, Domingo, “Introducción”, in: Teología India, II Parte: Aportes III 
encuentro-taller latinoamericano, Cusco, 1998, 3–6, here: 5.
249  Cf. Sarmiento, Nicanor, “La Teología India es un hecho histórico en América Latina”, in: 
Memoria del IV Encuentro-Taller Ecuménico Latinoamericano de Teología India: En busca 
de la tierra sin mal. Mitos de origen y sueños de futuro de los pueblos indios, Quito 2004, 
223–238, here: 232.
250  Cf. López, Eleazar, “Teologías Indias en la Iglesia: Métodos y propuestas”, in: Memoria del IV 
Encuentro-Taller Ecuménico Latinoamericano de Teología India, 267–290, here: 282.

The ecumenical work of the Christian Indian Theology



 171170 Ecumenical Perspectives on Mission

5. Manaus 2006: The meeting dealt with the situation of indigenous 
peoples.251 According to Paulo Suess, Christian theology would 
not be universal without Indian Theology.252 Among the challenges 
for missionary work are a mission which does not concentrate on 
teaching and converting but takes up the concerns and life projects 
of the poor, and a mission based on the principles of dialogue, 
respect and cultural appreciation.253 Its tasks include the defence 
of life, the demand for a dialogue with church institutions and a 
prophetic commitment to mission.254  

6. El Salvador 2009: Here the meeting dealt with aspects of 
mobility and migration. It was shown that Indian Theology 
originated and was developed on ecumenical soil.255 The churches 
should demonstrate greater solidarity with marginalised groups.256 
Alliances between the churches, indigenous organisations and 
other sections of civil society should be strengthened so as to 
defend the territorial rights of indigenous peoples and the right 
to migration.257 In addition, implementation of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, ILO Convention 
169 and national and international legislation for women and 
children was formulated as a target.258  

7. Ecuador 2013: The meeting concentrated on the Good Life 
/ Sumak Kawsay, which is understood as being a concrete 
measure, an obligation to secure a fulfilled life for all. Criticism was 
expressed of the structural pathology of a system which focuses 

251  Cf. Tomichá, Roberto, “Presentación”, in: La fuerza de los pequeños, vida para el 
mundo: V Encuentro de Teología India, Cochabamba 2008, VII–XIV, here: IX.
252  Cf. Suess, Paulo, “Teología India como Teología Cristiana”, in: La fuerza de los 
pequeños, 115–119, here: 115.
253  Cf. Montero Irala, Jhonny, “La esperanza se hizo justicia: venció la vida”, in: La 
fuerza de los pequeños, 176–183, here: 182.
254  Cf. Suess, Paulo, op. cit., 239.
255  Cf. Sarmiento, Nicanor, “El caminar de la Teología India”, in: Movilidad/Migración: 
Desafío y esperanza para los pueblos indígenas: VI Encuentro Latinoamericano de 
Teología Indígena, 2009, 79–87, here: 86, http://www.padrenello.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/02/E-Book-VI-Encontro-Continental-de-Teologia-Índia-Espanhol.pdf 
(19.02.2018).
256  Cf. Chávez Quispe, María, “Desde los márgenes de este mundo hacia la dignidad”, 
in: Movilidad/Migración, op. cit., 102–104, here: 103.
257  Cf. Sarmiento, Nicanor, Caminos de la Teología India, op. cit., 133.
258  Cf. ibid, 140.

on the economy rather than education, health, the earth, spirituality 
and politics. The Good Life / Sumak Kawsay and the Gospel are 
God’s project for life (John 10:10). In the face of land exploitation, 
governments should protect and show respect for territory and 
the decisions taken in the consultation processes. The pastors 
of the respective churches should respect the spirituality of the 
indigenous peoples, work for their rights and dignity, encourage 
the participation of lay people and, above all, support women in the 
church. Processes of dialogue and intercultural relations should be 
established between Christians and civil society.259 

8. Guatemala 2016: The topics at this meeting were the Word 
of God in the word of the peoples and the life projects of the 
indigenous peoples in the light of the new challenges facing Latin 
America. The focus was on the enhancing of individual knowledge 
/ wisdom, work for gender equality and human rights, care for our 
common home and inter-faith dialogue.260 

 The main themes of these meetings were mutual respect between 
cultures and spiritualities. This was apparent both in the organisation 
of the meetings and in the publications which followed them as well 
as in solidarity with the various situations that play a key role in the 
theory and practice of Indian Christian Theology. The new challenges 
to be faced have to do with Christology and pneumatology.261 

Acting in God’s love

 Three ecumenical perspectives in mission work can be 
ascertained from the above: dialogue, reconciliation and solidarity. 
The document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World” makes 
reference to 1 Peter 3:15. Indian Christian Theology has found in 
the ecumenical movement a channel through which to articulate and 
prophetically exercise its prerogative and its hope. It contributes to 
the ecumenical dialogue its own experience of God and its approach 

259  Cf. Mensaje Final del VII Encuentro Continental de Teología India: “Sumak Kawsay 
y Vida Plena”, http://www.conapi.org.py/interna.php?id=229 (19.02.2018).
260  Cf. Mensaje final VIII Encuentro Continental de Teología India: “Sumak Kawsay y 
Vida Plena”, op. cit.
261  Cf. Codina, Víctor, “No extingáis el Espíritu“ (1 Ts 5,19): Una iniciación a la 
Pneumatología, Santander 2008; id., El Espíritu del Señor actúa desde abajo, 
Santander 2015.
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to religious, social and political challenges. Indian Christian Theology 
has embarked down the road of dialogue with the Christian churches. 
In order to progress further down this road the Christian churches 
need to listen “in order to learn about and understand others’ beliefs 
and practices“262. The emphasis here is on mutual appreciation 
and recognition on the basis of respectful dialogue. For the Indian 
Theologies that means making further progress down the road of 
reconciliation and solidarity with Christianity.

 The document “Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious world” 
states: “Mission belongs to the very being of the church. Proclaiming 
the word of God and witnessing to the world is essential for every 
Christian. At the same time, it is necessary to do so according to gospel 
principles, with full respect and love for all human beings.”263 So what 
would a missionary church look like today? Margit Eckholt writes: “It 
is a church which is ‘missionary’ in precisely the sense that it renews 
its own ‘conversion’ to Jesus Christ in the ‘discovery of others’”264. 
Only the inclusion of “others” in respect and solidarity can bear fruit in 
ecumenical work. As Franz Gmainer-Pranzl has said, practical solidarity 
means listening and a willingness to learn,265 which is important for the 
dialogue between Indian Christian Theology and Christianity in paving 
the way for joint witness to hope in all its plurality.

262  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, op. cit., Principles, No. 10.
263  Ibid., Preamble.
264  Eckholt, Margit, “500 Jahre Reformation (1517–2017) – gemeinsam ein Christusfest 
feiern? Systematisch-theologische Reflexion in ökumenischer und internationaler 
Perspektive“, in: Teología y Vida, No. 58 (2017) 1, 61–86, here: 85, http://www.redalyc.
org/pdf/322/32251003003.pdf (01.03.2018).
265  Cf. Gmainer-Pranzl, Franz, “La responsabilidad con el Logos de la esperanza 
cristiana (1P 3,15): Consagración como proceso responsivo”, in: Caero Bustillos, 
Bernardeth Carmen/Tomichá Charupá, Roberto/Hurtado, Manuel, Consagración y 
humanización: Experiencias, Reflexiones, Propuestas, Cochabamba 2015, 213.

Christian Witness in the Multi-Religious 
Society of Ghana
Moses Asaah Awinongya 

 It is the very nature of the church to preach the Good News of 
Jesus Christ and to bear witness both through the lives of its individual 
members and as a community. Wherever the message of Jesus Christ 
and the Kingdom of God are preached, other religions or religious 
manifestations are usually already in existence. Ghana was no 
exception in that respect. There were two main religions in the country 
before Christianity arrived: the African Traditional Religion and Islam 
(especially in the northern part of the country). In 1900, 90.3 per cent 
of the population were followers of the traditional religion, five per cent 
were Muslims and 4.7 per cent Christians. Over the next half century 
the situation changed dramatically, as a consequence of which 66 
per cent of Ghanaians were followers of the traditional religion, 30 
per cent were Christians and four per cent Muslims. According to the 
2010 census, 94.7 per cent of the population belonged to one of the 
following religions: Christianity (71.2 per cent), Islam (17.6 per cent), 
African Traditional Religion (5.2 per cent) and other religions (0.8 per 
cent). 5.3 per cent were not adherents of any faith.

 There has been a clear shift in the balance between the religions 
(in the number of followers) over the course of time. But what is 
also interesting is the percentage of those who do not belong to any 
religious denomination. They make up five per cent of the population. 
The statistics say nothing about how this situation arose and why 
these people have no religious affiliation. The majority of Ghanaians 
are Christians and no longer followers of the African Traditional 
Religion. That change in allegiance is not the subject of this article, 
but it would nonetheless be interesting to discover the reasons for it. 

 When we talk about a multi-religious society we mean a society 
in which there are more than two religions or religious traditions. 
However, that says nothing about whether or not these religions or 
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religious traditions live side by side in peace. A multi-religious society 
tends to be seen as one in which for the most part the various religions 
and religious communities or traditions live in peace with one another. 
The opposite of this would be a pluri-religious society in which the 
emphasis is on the existence of several different religions, regardless 
of how they coexist. Plurality can also be found in the spiritualities of 
the individual religions themselves – in Christianity and Islam as well 
as the African Traditional Religion. What we are looking at here are 
the manifestations of religious life within a particular religion. In short, 
there are trade-offs both between religions and within religions, i.e. 
there is a process of mutual learning, and no single religion is the 
exclusive or sole established religion.266 This makes it clear that in 
countries where a particular religion has a majority a small number of 
other religions can exist alongside it. 

 Ghana finds itself in a situation of this kind. In what follows I 
will, therefore, give a brief description of the religious landscape of 
the country and of the importance of religiousness in the everyday 
life of the average Ghanaian. I will then set out the challenges for 
Christians and the Church in bearing Christian witness in Ghanaian 
society and conclude by illustrating some ways in which these 
challenges can be met. 

Religion and everyday life in Ghana

 As indicated above, people of different religions and different 
religious beliefs have been living in Ghana for the past 500 years. They 
live sometimes alongside and sometimes together with each other, 
sometimes with conflicts and sometimes without, and sometimes 
with or without adjustments and compromises. It is still the case that 
young people who convert from Islam or the traditional religion to 
Christianity are deprived of financial support or forfeit acceptance 
within their families. Young people who are destined to take over a 
certain position or positions within the family religion but who opt to 
embrace Christianity instead are often rejected by their families. In his 
book Things Fall Apart Chinua Achebe, one of Nigeria’s best-known 
authors, describes the view supporters of the African Traditional 
Religion have of Christians and missionaries: “The white man is very 

266  Cf. Kenzo, Mabiala Justin-Robert, “Religion, Hybridity, and the Construction of 
Reality in Postcolonial Africa”, in: Exchange, No. 33 (2004) 3, 26.

clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were 
amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won 
our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one. He has put a 
knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.”267  

 Christianity or the Christian religion is perceived in this context 
as a religion which does not take bloodlines seriously and alienates 
people from their relatives. The first conflict has to do with the fact 
that every Christian prays himself instead of the head of the family 
offering the sacrifice. The question here is whether children are put 
on an equal footing with their parents. 

 For most people in Ghana talk of God is part of their everyday 
life, starting with a straightforward greeting, asking about how things 
are going, and saying goodbye. Whether this talk of God is associated 
with religious practices or not has yet to be investigated. However, 
there can be no overlooking the ubiquitous reference to God in 
everyday life. The prevailing view in society is that everything has to 
do with God. In many areas of social life, therefore, there is very little 
difference between the profane and the sacred.268 John S. Pobee, 
one of the best known Ghanaian theologians, has ventured to assert 
that even politics is permeated with religion269, going so far as to 
describe homo Ghanensis as homo radicalliter religiosus270. In other 
words, for most people in Ghana believing in God is a part of their life, 
regardless of whether they are followers of a religion or not. God is 
part of common parlance and everyday life. 

 The above description of the religious landscape in Ghana says 
nothing about mutual relations between the religions and whether 
or not there are points of contact between them. Ghana has been 
described as a “religious zoo” and quite literally as “a country 
characterising religious wildlife”. This description applies to the fact 

267  Achebe, Chinua, Things Fall Apart, New York 1958, 152.
268  Max Assimeng says: “There appears to be no enduring social network in which the 
religious connotation does not find expression and impact of some kind. Failure to grasp 
this has often led to several conceptual confusions, especially in the sociological study 
of religious change” (Assimeng, Max, Religion and Social Change in West Africa: An 
Introduction to the Sociology of Religion, Accra 1989, 69).
269  Pobee, John S., Religion and Politics in Ghana: A Case Study of the Acheampong 
Era 1972-1978, Accra 1992, 6: “Religion has been a factor of Ghanaian traditional 
politics and it is a factor of modern and contemporary politics”.
270  Ibid., 1.
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that various religions and traditions are at home in the country. This 
situation allows for several possibilities. Each of the different religions 
might have its own “territory” and not allow any other religions to 
get near. It is also conceivable – to continue the metaphor – that 
one or the other religion might behave like a predatory animal in this 
“religious zoo” and that there might be cannibalism. A situation of 
this kind breeds mistrust, is not conducive to dialogue and may even 
hinder it. 

 It cannot be said that there is no longer any mistrust or even enmity 
between the religions in some parts of the country. Religion is a part 
of human life and not a finished product that has fallen from heaven. 
It gives people an opportunity to engage in divine worship and thus 
to have a relationship with the transcendent as well as relations with 
other human beings. Among other things this establishes an identity. 
In the traditional religion the family shrine – or to be more accurate 
the shrine of the clan – becomes a symbol of identity and belonging; 
among Christians common profession and common worship together 
with witness to the faith symbolise identity. 

 Tensions may arise in the case of a Christian whose family 
members belong to a different religion because in a way he then 
inevitably belongs to two “families”. However, this situation could lead 
to understanding and unity in diversity. In the early days of Christianity 
in Ghana there were strong reservations and divisions in families. 
The choice of the school that a young person attended was a demon-
stration of religious allegiance. The issue here was not preaching the 
Gospel but belonging to a certain faith. While this situation awaits 
resolution, the individual Christian is confronted with a conflict. What 
is more important: bloodline or baptismal water? What gives him 
greater social security and safety: membership of the church or family 
identity? It is in this situation in that the Gospel has to be proclaimed 
and lived. 

The challenge of Christian witness in the multi-religious society 
of Ghana

 The church of Jesus Christ is missionary by its very being. All 
Christians are therefore expected to share an active commitment to 
the missionary task. They preach the Good News of Jesus Christ 

and baptise people who believe in it in the name of the Father, the 
Son and the Holy Ghost. There are over 3,000 churches and church 
communities in Ghana: 13.1 per cent are Catholic, 18.4 per cent 
Protestant (Evangelical), 28.3 per cent Pentecostal or Charismatic 
and 11.4 per cent other Christian. They all have different concepts 
of God as well as different interpretations of the Gospel. The desire 
to recruit members sometimes results in the preaching being more 
about the person of the pastor or the miracles he has performed than 
about the relationship between God and man and among human 
beings. Distrust or hostilities are often the result. 

 The Second Vatican Council says that the Church is like a 
sacrament in Christ. In this sense it is a “sign and instrument both of 
a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human 
race”271. In the situation facing the church(es) in Ghana this (ad intra) 
task becomes even more urgent for the Church. It is essential that 
Christians go forth in fellowship with one another and live in a way 
that enables people to say: “Look how they love each other”. Unity in 
diversity sustained by mutual respect makes Christian witness more 
credible than the other way around. 

 In practical terms, therefore, the unity of the whole human race 
must initially be achieved within Christianity. This does not mean 
that the focus should be on the Church or a single denomination 
but simply that Jesus Christ should be the point of reference for all 
activities (of the Church). True witness resides in the Church bringing 
society together. Max Assimeng, a prominent Ghanaian sociologist, 
emphasises the significance of this aspect of religion in saying: “It 
[religion] has been an integrating influence bringing men and women 
together providing power for unifying society by giving that inner 
core of unity to life which makes men and women proof against the 
stresses and changes in human society”.272 Here we see the social 
function of preaching (in word and deed). Bearing witness in such a 
society functions wherever the need for peace and unity is fulfilled. 
Preaching the Kingdom of God and the Gospel must have priority 
over power, fame, wealth and orthodoxy. The countenance of Jesus 
Christ must not be replaced by the faces of church leaders.

271  Lumen Gentium 1.
272  Assimeng, Max, op. cit., 96.
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 A challenge, which can also be seen as an opportunity, is 
presented by the name God has been given in the different tribes in 
the country. The terms for God in the over 65 languages in Ghana are 
used by both Christians and the followers of the African Traditional 
Religion. Underlying them, however, are very different concepts 
of God. In the African Traditional Religion God is not regarded as 
a person. He is transcendence. An individual human being cannot 
have any relationship with him apart from through his ancestors. The 
Christians who once belonged to this religion are familiar with this 
concept: while there is a relationship between God and man, it is not 
maintained directly, although it is accepted as a fact. Everything is 
communicated via the ancestors. In Islam, too, God is not regarded 
as a person. In Christianity things are different: there is a personal 
relationship between the individual and God. Nonetheless, the Church 
has taken up the indigenous concepts of God. The question about 
the images of God is first asked by those who have converted from 
the traditional religion to Christianity. Is Nawuni, Nayine, Onyame or 
Mau, who was not previously regarded as a person, now a person 
because of a change in the place of prayer? Is it the same God or 
has something changed? This is a challenge for Christians wishing to 
proclaim the Gospel. 

 Bearing Christian witness in Ghana can also function if hospitality 
is used as a model of evangelisation. First of all, it is important that 
a guest should be given a warm welcome. The traditional culture in 
Ghana dictates that a guest be given a simple welcome upon his 
arrival. He is given water to drink, a lengthier greeting then follows and 
the host and the guest inquire after each other’s well-being. The visit 
only begins properly after the drinking of water. The greeting before 
that was merely an announcement that the guest had arrived. After 
the drinking of water the visitor is asked the reason for his visit. The 
Akan people in the south of Ghana talk of amania and the Frafra in 
the north of the country use the term to masim, which involves the 
host sending the guest a signal that he (the host) is ready to listen to 
him. This gesture creates the foundation of trust for a conversation. 
The host responds and reports on what is new in his house and the 
surroundings. The amania and to masim models are widely known. 
The formulas are familiar to everybody and form the basis for trust 
and further exchange.

 Christians achieve two things if they use this model. They show 
that the doors of the church are open to everyone (a welcome culture) 
and a place is found for everyone who visits the community. This 
gives the church and Christians a chance to hear about the concerns 
of the seeker / guest and provides an opportunity to respond to the 
hope he holds in his heart. Here the bearing of Christian witness takes 
due note of the seeker’s social environment; it uses meetings to build 
a bridge to conversation and this may possibly lead to a common 
journey down the path to the Gospel. People are subject to different 
influences in a multi-religious society and they come to Christians 
for different reasons. The message proclaimed by Christians will be 
accepted if what they say matches the life they lead. It will only work 
if they themselves are convinced and do not just recount things they 
have heard or read. The so-called altar call, whereby individuals are 
called to the front after a series of sermons in order to profess their 
faith – a practice customary in Pentecostal churches – would not be 
the right way in Ghana to build trust in the seekers and to show them 
that their questions are being taken seriously. 

 Another difficulty concerns the Word of God and full participation 
in the life of the Christian community. Is bearing Christian witness 
only about proclamation as such or is it also about the intention to 
baptise people and welcome them into the community of the church? 
In Ecclesia in Africa John Paul II underlines the need for baptism as 
the completion of the conversion undertaken by the “seeker after the 
Good News”. It says: “The first urgent task is of course evangelization 
itself. On the one hand, the Church must assimilate and live ever 
more fully the message which the Lord has entrusted to her. On the 
other hand, she must bear witness to this message and proclaim it 
to all who do not yet know Jesus Christ. It is indeed for them that 
the Lord said to the Apostles: “Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations” (Mt 28:19).”273 According to John Paul II there are three 
steps: proclamation, conversion (after the Word has been heard) and 
preparation for baptism. “In Baptism, in fact, we are born anew to 
the life of God’s children”274, John Paul II writes in Ecclesia in Africa. 

273  Post-Synodal Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa of the Holy Father John Paul II on the 
Church in Africa and its Evangelizing Mission Towards the Year 2000, 14 September 
1995, No. 73.
274 Ibid.
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He goes on to say: “Therefore a journey of conversion that did not 
culminate in Baptism would stop half-way.”275  

 What is the pastoral situation in Ghana? In the African Traditional 
Religion and in Islam men and women can practise polygamy. This 
presumes a clear explanation of the term “conversion”. Do polygamous 
people living in sin need to repent, i.e. to separate from their partners, 
or does the church accept the situation these people find themselves 
in and baptise them? CIC 864 says that every person not yet baptized 
and only such a person is capable of baptism. Does that also apply to 
men and women who – before they heard the Good News of God and 
began to believe in the Gospel – practised polygamy? 

 The present response of the Church in Ghana is that the husband 
must choose one of his wives. After he has done so he can be 
baptised. Only the first of his wives can be baptised. All the others are 
not allowed to be baptised as long as they remain with the husband. In 
common parlance this is referred to as a “selfish search for salvation”. 
To save his soul the husband sends away his other wives without 
thinking of the injuries inflicted and the inter-family conflicts that 
might arise. In addition, the children of the other wives need to ask 
themselves whether they are the “product” of love or sin. There is also 
the question of whether those who cannot be baptised, because this 
is ruled out by the local church, can call themselves children of God? 
Why does the Church leave them in a half-way house? In a situation 
like this Christians make the proclamation of the Gospel unbelievable 
and inauthentic. One might say by way of an answer that the life of 
the Church should not constitute a sacrament. The emphasis should 
be on the proclamation of the Word and on the Christian way of life. 
But if that were the case, the question would arise of the significance 
attaching to baptism and how seriously the statements made 
in Ecclesia in Africa should be taken. The reality of the Church in 
Ghana in the context of a multi-religious society is that there are more 
churchgoers then there are baptised; the individual parishes have 
more members than are entered in the register of baptisms. Apart 
from the receipt of the sacraments they participate without exception 
in the life of the parishes. The Church in Africa regards itself as a 
family of God. However, there appear to be two categories of family 

275  Ibid.

member: those who are permitted to participate in the full life of the 
family and others who are only allowed to share in a part of it. 

 This casts a shadow on the authenticity of the proclamation as 
well as on the image of God, which says that God loves all people 
equally. This poses a challenge to the Church and calls for a pastoral 
answer to the question of the status of those who wish to embrace 
Christianity. 

 The above analysis of the challenges to Christian witness in 
the context of a multi-religious society such as that in Ghana shows 
that the situation has less to do with adaptation and inculturation 
and more with the question of how the Church in such a society can 
successfully match its words and deeds and operate in harmony 
with its convictions. Bearing Christian witness in Ghana challenges 
Christians to live in accordance with their calling, in other words to 
be a sign and a instrument of a union with God and of the unity of 
the whole human race. If the Church describes itself as the family of 
God, it immediately faces the question of the relations between the 
members of the “extended family”: do they love each other or are 
there antagonisms between them?

 Religion and religious communities are very important for people 
in Ghana and provide them, amongst other things, with an identity 
and a “social cushion”. Any religion which fulfils this task is accepted. 
In the early stages the Christian mission(s) alienated converts from 
their families, clans and cultures and so literally uprooted them. The 
risk of alienation from their own culture and society continues to 
make many people in the country sceptical whenever someone from 
their own surroundings opts in favour of the religious community. For 
the preachers of the Word of God this means that they are called 
upon to respond to the hope which sustains them and, moreover, 
to demonstrate in word and deed that everyone has a place in their 
parishes and is treated equally. In addition, they need to understand the 
worries of the family members who have not converted to Christianity 
and show respect for their way of life. That is an important aspect of 
Christian witness and paves the way for harmonious coexistence and 
cooperation in society.
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Defining the Relationship between Missionary 
Attitude and Inter-Religious Dialogue
Klaus von Stosch

 By missionary attitude I mean a fundamental stance whereby 
witness is borne to the incarnate love of God in Jesus Christ, which 
is thus made accessible to others. In this article I will argue that such 
an attitude is a necessary part of Christian life. I will then attempt to 
show that a credible translation of this attitude into practice requires a 
dialogical stance in the debate between religions in which all explicit 
missionary intentions and strategies are suspended. Finally, I will 
outline the virtues which should be the hallmark of both a dialogical 
stance and a missionary attitude.

Why we must be a missionary Church

 Christianity proclaims a God of love who wishes to give his love 
to every human being, irrespective of whether the person concerned 
believes in God or not. Christians do not regard God as being 
petty-minded, as someone who requires advance services, such as 
membership of the Church, before he gives them his salvation. On 
the contrary, in the discipleship of Jesus Christians preach a God of 
mercy who wishes to give himself to everyone. They experience the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as an event of absolute 
devotion in which God demonstrated his compassion for the whole 
world. Accordingly, the mission of the Church is to enable people to 
experience this absolute devotion by playing its specific role. “If the 
reality of God is to become manifest in the form of absolute devotion 
it can only be expressed adequately throughout absolute devotion 
(to mankind). Adequate witness to God’s absolute devotion can only 
be borne through practical action which reflects and fulfils that to 
which it testifies. This, in a nutshell, is the purpose and mission of the 
Church.”276

276  Höhn, Hans-Joachim, Fremde Heimat Kirche: Glauben in der Welt von heute, 
Freiburg/Basel/Vienna 2012, 84.
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 Hence it is only logical that the diaconal principle of the Church, 
in particular, should currently exert the greatest influence on the 
profile of the church and that Pope Francis has made it the focus of 
his pontificate. However, the following is also true of this principle of 
service within the Church: “Welfare and social work is altruistic and not 
aimed at recruiting members or gaining market power. This is precisely 
what makes it witness to God and what it also strives to be: witness to a 
God who expends himself, a God for all people.”277 In other words, the 
credibility of the Church depends on it playing its role without expecting 
anything in return. Just as Jesus heals without any prior or subsequent 
conditions, so the Church must make its welfare and social services 
available to all and not speculate on the possible conversion of those 
to whom it attends. Accordingly, Emeritus Pope Benedict says: “Those 
who practise charity in the Church’s name will never seek to impose the 
Church’s faith upon others. They realize that a pure and generous love 
is the best witness there can be to God.”278 The disinterested nature 
of the care provided must, therefore, be a hallmark of the Christian 
attitude, as it must be in missionary work, too. 

 Just as God wishes to show his love and compassion to every 
human being, so the Church must make its love and care available 
to all. The Church must be the “instance and manifestation of God’s 
devotion to man, which transcends the confines of the Church”.279 
The love and compassion to which the Church bears witness are 
conceived of as being unconditional, in other words they are not 
measured against any advance human services nor do they entail 
any post-conditions. On the contrary, they are given unconditionally 
and with no ulterior motive. That applies to all human beings without 
exception and does not depend on membership of the Church. 
Therefore, nobody needs to be a member of the church to achieve 
salvation, and the essence of a missionary attitude cannot be the wish 
to baptise all and sundry. 

 Nonetheless, it would be wrong to deduce from the insights gained 

277  Werbick, Jürgen, Grundfragen der Ekklesiologie, Freiburg 2009 (Grundlagen 
Theologie), 238f.
278  Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Deus Caritas Est on Christian Love, No. 31, 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_
enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est.html (24.08.2020).
279  Höhn, Hans-Joachim, op. cit., 67.
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at the Second Vatican Council that the Church is not necessary for 
salvation. On the contrary, the Second Vatican Council and the entire 
tradition emphasises the necessity of the Church for salvation.280 
How is this to be understood and how does it fit in with the teaching 
that an individual human being need not necessarily be a member of 
the Church to achieve salvation?

 Salvation means the practical experience of the love and 
compassion of God through devotion to our fellow human beings. 
This devotion became historical reality in the person of Jesus Christ 
and becomes sacramental both symbolically and tangibly through 
the Church. Needless to say, nothing finite – not even the Church 
– can be absolute. But, by virtue of the Holy Spirit, the Church can 
symbolise the absoluteness of God’s devotion and make it a tentative 
reality. This is exactly what happens in many aspects of the daily life 
of the Church, for instance in the liturgy. But these aspects are only 
understandable as witness to God’s unconditional love if they also 
refer to God’s self-affirmation in Jesus Christ. 

 Let us take the example of the love parents have for their child. If 
the parents regard the child without any prior or subsequent conditions 
as a gift and are loyal to it in good times and bad, if they love the 
child and give it their constant care and attention, irrespective of how 
it develops, then absolute love for the child is rendered tangible by 
the parents. They are thus the first to make it clear to the child that 
it is loved by God and that this love is more powerful than death. 
However, the parents can only give symbolic expression to the 
absolute dimension of love. Their love cannot literally be absolute. In 
itself it is not stronger than death. The parents, too, will sometimes 
misunderstand their child and impose restrictions on it. Their signs 
will occasionally be misread and may mean that, as it grows up, their 
child comes to doubt the power of love and, in particular, to question 
its absoluteness. For only God’s love is stronger than death; human 
love by itself cannot promise or effectuate anything that transcends 
the conditional nature of this world. The promise of love – that it will 
never renounce the person loved – can only be fulfilled if it is initiated, 
sustained and consummated through God’s love. 

280  Lumen Gentium 14. All the quotations from the Second Vatican Council are taken 
from: Rahner, Karl/Vorgrimler, Herbert, Kleines Konzilskompendium, Freiburg 121978. 
The Latin title of the document and the number are cited in each instance.
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 Hence, salvation in the sense of God’s absolute love for mankind 
requires the experience of a person devoted to us, whose own 
devotion makes God’s love tangible reality. In the Christian belief 
this is precisely what happened in the person of Jesus Christ who 
for that very reason is the world’s salvation. Abstract witness to this 
salvation is not what is required, however. Of the essence here is the 
absoluteness of love, and love to which witness is borne merely as a 
concept with no practical dimension is mere ideology, in which I love 
only myself and my own fantasies. So there needs to be practical 
historical witness to a love which is stronger than death if God’s 
absolute devotion is consistently to be an accessible experience. But 
if the Church is nothing other than the historical manifestation of this 
devotion expressed in Jesus Christ, if it is to all intents and purposes 
nothing other than the sign and sacrament of the presence of God 
who loves us in Jesus Christ, then this witness is needed so that the 
presence of God can be understood and trust placed in it. The Church 
is therefore necessary for salvation, because without it we would have 
no reliable historical event in the present which would confirm the 
absoluteness of God’s devotion as a reality (and not just as an idea). 

 We are faced here with a paradox. The absoluteness of God’s 
devotion is not based on any prior or subsequent conditions. 
Consequently, the Church must not attach any stipulations to its 
message of God’s loyalty and willingness to forgive and must make 
it clear that its message is directed to everyone irrespective of any 
Church membership. On the other hand, without the concrete witness 
of the Church and without its sacramental re-presentation of God’s 
unconditional commitment in Jesus Christ the Christian faith would 
no longer be comprehensible and the reality to which it bears witness 
would be ambivalent and questionable. Even if the parents are 
remote from the Christian faith, the love they have for their children 
constitutes a genuine experience of the presence and devotion of 
God. However, that love only becomes comprehensible as such if it 
is seen in relation to the witness of God’s self-affirmation. Therefore, 
it requires a connection with the Church in the interests of its own 
reliability and resilience. 

 At this point it must be conceded that God’s absolute love 
for mankind can also be experienced in other places and in other 
manifestations of his presence than in Jesus Christ and his Church. 

In the Christian understanding, however, this awareness is based 
on God’s self-affirmation in Jesus Christ. Hence, we would be 
taking the carpet from under our own feet if we were to relativise 
this self-affirmation in our commitment to mankind. Those who lead 
a Christian life cannot ignore the fact that the absoluteness of God’s 
devotion to mankind manifested itself in Jesus Christ in a unique 
and unsurpassable manner and that it is the non-delegable task of 
all Christians to make this devotion tangible through their deeds and 
comprehensible through their witness. 

On the distinction between missionary attitude and missionary 
intentions

 What consequences does all this have for a missionary attitude? 
The aim of a missionary attitude cannot be to make other people the 
object of the proclamation nor should threats or promises of salvation 
be used to persuade them to join the Church. Nonetheless, it is clear 
to those with a missionary attitude that the proclamation of God’s 
unconditional mercy requires a sound and reliable foundation, which 
they themselves have found in Jesus Christ and his Church. They will, 
therefore, bear witness to this foundation whenever the universality 
and absoluteness of love is called into question. But they will always 
do so using the resources of love and thus demonstrate, through their 
own attitude and actions, that to which they bear witness as the reality 
of God. Hence, witness to the faith in proclamation and mission will 
always be reinforced by the practical social welfare of the Church. In 
its unreservedness and radicalism this principle of social welfare will 
regularly seek reassurance in explicit witness to the faith. 

 It will have become abundantly clear by now just how important it is 
to distinguish between a missionary attitude and missionary intentions. 
I would describe a missionary intention as the aim to persuade non-
believers to undergo baptism and become members of the Church. 
An intention of this kind would only be justified if God were to make 
his confirmation of love conditional upon membership of the Church. 
However, God’s promise of love is unconditional and so there is no 
generally binding obligation to become a member of the Church. 

 For that reason I cannot know what God intends for somebody 
else. It may be that he or she has been called to uphold the truth of 
Jesus Christ in a way other than that of Jesus Christ, even though I 
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might not recognise the intention as such and the path taken might be 
incomprehensible to me. It is important that the teaching of the Church 
should not be that it has recognised the ultimate manifestation of the 
truth of Jesus Christ. Paul J. Griffiths puts it as follows: “The Church, 
however, does not think of herself as already explicitly teaching all 
religious truth; she has not, to put it a bit more theologically, given 
explicit formulation to all the religiously significant truths implied by 
the revelation she preserves and transmits.”281 Hence, encountering 
other religions helps me to learn important things about God and his 
revelation in Christ. Precisely because the Church feels obliged to 
reveal the truth it should not think that it is already in possession of it. 
For, as Karl-Heinz Menke quite rightly points out:

 “Those who feel committed to the truth will never claim to be ‘in 
possession’ of it. Those who feel committed to the truth never reach 
their target but remain in constant pursuit of it; they are never at their 
final destination but always ready to resume their journey.”282 It could 
be the case, therefore, that a theologian who is completely loyal to the 
Magisterium might wish to learn from other religions and look for new 
ways of understanding the self-revelation of the absolute beyond that 
which is to be found in the Christian tradition.

 It is no accident that the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church describes it as God’s pilgrim people283 in 
unremitting search of a full understanding of Jesus Christ.284 In other 
words, the aim of the Church cannot be to incorporate everything into 
itself and its provisional understanding of Jesus Christ; rather it must 
contemplate the world285 and especially the world of religions286 with 
esteem and a willingness to learn. 

 No matter how open-minded the Church might be towards others, 
however, nothing will deflect it from its determination to defend the 
absoluteness of God’s self-affirmation in Jesus Christ. It will, therefore, 
combine its epistemological humility with a missionary attitude which 

281  Griffiths, Paul J., Problems of Religious Diversity, Malden/Oxford 2001, 62.
282  Menke, Karl-Heinz, Jesus ist Gott der Sohn: Denkformen und Brennpunkte der 
Christologie, Regensburg 2008, 24.
283  Cf. Lumen Gentium 9.
284  Cf. Dei Verbum 8.
285  Cf. Gaudium et Spes 44.
286  Cf. Nostra Aetate 3.

proclaims to all human beings the absoluteness of God’s willingness to 
love and will invite others to take up this stance and work for humanity 
and compassion as well as for justice and the preservation of creation. 
Well-suited for this purpose, it seems to me, are the attempts at a 
more detailed description of such a missionary attitude which I have 
presented elsewhere after Catherine Cornille as being essential for 
inter-religious dialogue.287 In the next section I will expand on the 
above and show how the virtues already outlined can be understood 
as hallmarks of a missionary attitude. I will also explain in more detail 
the practical consequences of this for a missionary attitude, once it has 
been recognised that missionary intentions are ruled out. 

Virtues of inter-religious dialogue as values of a missionary attitude

 I pointed out earlier on how important it is for those with a 
missionary attitude to bear witness to God’s self-affirmation in Jesus 
Christ but at the same time to recognise in epistemological humility 
the limitations placed on individual knowledge of this truth. Thus, two 
of the most important attitudes that require implementation in inter-
religious dialogue have already been mentioned. An inter-religious 
dialogue can only function if those involved bear witness to their 
respective understanding of the truth and if they also recognise that 
they have not yet fully grasped that truth. 

 In my view, a third virtue of inter-religious dialogue involves 
accepting that, while it is important to recognise differences, they 
should not be exaggerated to the extent that a potential understanding 
across the language, culture and religious divide is aborted. The 
fundamental assumption of commensurability this entails does not 
mean that people of different religious persuasions relate to and expect 
one and the same thing. However, only if I assume that I myself and 
the other religious person inhabit a common sphere of experience 
and that our concepts of ultimate reality are related to each other can 
inter-religious dialogue also be of theological significance and lead to 
insights of mutual significance. 

 A fourth virtue which is indispensable for both a missionary 
attitude and inter-religious dialogue is the ability and willingness to 

287  Cf. von Stosch, Klaus, Komparative Theologie als Wegweiser in der Welt der Religionen, 
Paderborn u. a. 2012 (Beiträge zur Komparativen Theologie, No. 6), 155–168.
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show empathy towards others. According to Catherine Cornille, this 
is the “ability to gain not only an intellectual but also an experiential 
understanding of the other person”.288 From her point of view, 
religious understanding seems hardly conceivable without sympathy 
for other people or without being touched by them.289 Being touched 
cannot mean other people just as individuals irrespective of their 
religiousness; it must also apply to these persons in their religious 
dimensions. In other words, this empathy cannot ignore the religion 
and the religious practices of other people.

 The point of empathy, then, is to be so open-minded towards 
others that I allow myself to be moved and affected by these persons 
and their religion. The consequence of that, however, is not that I take 
up their religion or believe it to be true. What it means is that I am 
prepared to show an interest in them and their religious practice without 
mentally keeping them at arm’s length. This can lead to a situation in 
which I go along with one or the other religious practice or participate 
in it as an observer. A fine example of such an attempt at empathy 
and the difficulties it involves is provided by Francis X. Clooney in his 
introductory book on comparative theology. In it he describes how 
during a visit to a Hindu temple he found himself spiritually affected 
by a Hindu goddess. In a humorous and moving way he describes 
how he wondered whether he might have worshipped her during their 
encounter in the temple.290 His empathetic approach to others and 
his willingness to take an interest in their spiritual searches leads to 
borderline experiences which provide an indication of the contexts 
and potential for reconciliation which cannot necessarily be conveyed 
theologically. The hallmark of a missionary attitude in this situation 
would be not to run away but to seek ways of understanding it in the 
light of the Gospel. 

 A final virtue in respect of inter-religious dialogue to which I would 
like to draw attention by reference to Cornille is that of hospitality. 
She considers hospitality to mean an attitude of “generous openness 

288  Cornille, Catherine, The Impossibility of Interreligious Dialogue, New York 2008, 5.
289  Cf. ibid., 138.
290  Cf. Clooney, Francis X., Comparative theology: Deep learning across religious 
borders, Malden/MA-Oxford 2010, 88: “I suppose I might even have worshipped Her, 
because I was already there, as it were seeing and being seen. But Christians do not 
worship Goddesses, so I did not. I just stood there, looking.”

for the (possible) presence of the truth in another religion”291. It is 
important to note that she talks here of the possible truth in another 
religion. For Cornille this virtue is synonymous with a principled form 
of hospitality which involves being open towards other people and 
granting them the right to dwell as a guest in one’s own realm of 
reflection. The willingness to make some rearrangements in one’s 
own thoughts and beliefs for this purpose is a concession to the needs 
and idiosyncrasies of the respective guest. We are not talking here 
about setting up a separate guest room in which the visitor is left to 
his own devices, but of letting him come and go as he pleases in my 
own home and accepting the possibility that he might enrich my life in 
all sorts of ways. 

 Cornille says it is easy to accommodate the needs of others if 
those needs match one’s own; ultimately it is all about “taming the truth 
of the other religion”292. The real challenge for hospitality resides in 
the difference and otherness of the guest. Here, she says, hospitality 
requires the ability to see in this otherness elements of a possible 
truth, of which the host previously had no knowledge or means of 
comprehension. 

 Telling guests to feel at home in my own home does not mean that 
they should behave as I do and that they would only be acceptable 
to me if they adapted accordingly. On the contrary, hospitality means 
accepting changes in my home so that guests can behave there in a 
manner different to that in their own home. With regard to people of 
other religious persuasions, it is by no means clear before a dialogue 
begins whether the guests might not become regular visitors to my 
home and enrich it without relinquishing their own identity. In fact, the 
fundamental idea of the Catholic Church might even be construed to 
mean that it wishes to embody the Church in an all-embracing way 
and is therefore prepared to leave room within it for every truth in the 
world of religions. In this respect a missionary attitude is characterised 
first and foremost by a preparedness for guests to effect change and 
provide enrichment. 

291  Cornille, Catherine, op. cit., 177.
292  Ibid., 195.
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Baptism of All Nations (Mt 28:19-20) in the light 
of the Judgment of All Nations (Mt 25:31-46). An 
Asian Paradigm of Missiology?
Aloysius Pieris

Baptism of “Promise” and Baptism of “Fulfillment”

 Full-fledged discipleship can be claimed only by those who 
have begun to undergo the second of the two baptisms that Jesus 
had passed through. In the first baptism at the River Jordan his 
mission was communicated to him: “This is my son….” (Lk 3:21-22 
& parallels). That mission was consummated in his second baptism, 
which Jesus understood to be his passion and death on Mount 
Calvary (cf. Mk 10:38 and parallels; Lk 12:50), a passion and death 
sealed with resurrection. 

 The first was a Baptism of water and the Holy Spirit; the second 
was a baptism of fire, that is, one of blood and Holy Spirit. In the 
first Baptism the Spirit descended and rested on Jesus (Jn 1:32); 
in the second baptism it was Jesus who released his Spirit (Jn 19: 
30b) to rest upon us his disciples (Jn 20:22). This second baptism, 
the one of fire, should not be restricted to a mere acceptance of 
Jesus as one’s savior, as some Christian churches presume. For I 
cannot say ‘I am saved’ unless I begin to pass through the fire that 
the discipleship entails: offering myself as a living sacrifice (Rom 
12:1-2) in the service of others and thus “filling what is wanting in 
the suffering of Christ” (Col. 1:24). This second baptism, being a 
participation in the victim-priesthood of Christ, constitutes the sum 
and substance of what “spirituality” means in Christianity; for it 
coincides with Christian discipleship.

 When one receives the first Baptism either as an infant or an adult, 
he or she is declared a “son/daughter of God” (as Jesus was at the 
river Jordan) and thus officially receives the mission to be a disciple 
of Christ. In other words, one makes a promise (personally or through 
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Godparents) to act as a child of God as Jesus did in obedience to the 
Father. But one fulfills that mission only when one begins to honour 
that baptismal promise of taking up one’s cross and following Jesus, 
i.e. by proclaiming the good news, living it out in one’s life and paying 
the price for it ---in short, when one exercises the discipleship which 
one had promised to pursue at the first Baptism.

 Note, however, that it is the second baptism that is demanded as 
the path to redemption; not the first. The first is only a sacramental 
aid, not an absolute condition for salvation. In fact, when Benedict XVI 
declared that there is no such thing as limbo for unbaptized children, 
he seemed to imply that they can be saved without the sacrament of 
Baptism. If salvation is possible outside the church, as the church itself 
teaches us, then the sacraments which are self-expressions of the 
church cannot be an absolute requirement for salvation. For they are 
a symbolic means (sign + instrument = sacrament) of God’s grace that 
assists the already baptized persons to fulfill the mission of discipleship 
by courageously undergoing the second Baptism. For in the praxis of the 
first Christians, faith preceded baptism. Baptism was initially conferred 
as a channel of grace only on those who had already accepted Christ 
in faith. The converts received faith before receiving baptism. But their 
salvation is identified with the second Baptism, namely, living out that 
faith by treading the path that Jesus trod.

 The great illusion of seeking a comfortable Christianity (i.e., 
seeking to be a disciple of an uncrucified Messiah) made Peter rebuke 
Jesus for heading for the second baptism, which was the supreme 
expression of that Love which alone saves. “Get behind me, [you my] 
adversary” was the Master’s counter-rebuke (Mt 16:23) as if to say, ‘do 
not go before me leading me astray but come behind me and follow my 
footsteps as my disciple’. For “if anyone wants to be my disciple”, Jesus 
added immediately, he or she would have to “follow me” (Ibid., 24) all 
the way to Calvary…… obviously to be baptized like the Master. That 
is why Paul defined authentic Baptism, not as a rite, but as dying and 
rising with Christ (Rom 6:1-4); that is, as joining Jesus in his dangerous 
mission and thus becoming a priest-victim with him. Such a baptism 
alone constitutes and consummates discipleship.

 Let us be clear that the suffering and death (physical or spiritual), 
which this second Baptism entails, is neither the source nor the guarantee 
of salvation. Suffering and death is the fruit of sin and, therefore, they 

cannot per se serve as the means of redemption. The First Letter of 
Peter clarifies the issue by speaking of two kinds of sufferings: deserved 
suffering (the consequence of our sins) and undeserved suffering (the 
consequence of our love); it is in the second kind of suffering that we 
“follow the example of Christ” (or exercise discipleship) for Christ suffered 
unjustly for the sake of justice, trusting in God who judges justly (I Pet 
2: 19-23). This does not mean that deserved suffering cannot be offered 
together with the undeserved suffering. 

 To sum up: What guarantees salvation is Love, which invariably 
brings suffering; not the suffering in itself which is invariably the cost of 
Love. St Thomas’ well-known dictum that what saved us was neither 
the suffering nor the death of Christ but his obedientia et caritas (i.e., 
love towards the Father and love towards us) needs to be broadcast. 
Let us note the clear difference that lies between the purpose for which 
the Father sent the Son (to usher in a Reign of Love) and consequence 
of fulfilling that purpose (opposition leading to suffering and death). We 
do not love for the purpose of suffering ---that would be masochism; 
but we have often to suffer as a consequence of our love. God does 
not impose suffering on us but only wants us to love whatever suffering 
this may cost. Such love nails us to the cross and thus baptizes us into 
Christian discipleship. That alone is the baptism that saves.

Making Disciples of Nations by Teaching Them to Love as 
Jesus Did

   According to the Mission Mandate given to us in Mathew 28: 19-20, 
we are sent to “(a) make disciples of Nations, (b) baptizing them…… (c) 
teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you”. The phrase “all 
that I have commanded you” has been summed up by Jesus himself 
as the command to love one another as he had loved us, specially in 
the manner he did at his second Baptism, namely, by dying for all and 
forgiving enemies. But this Matthean formulation of the Mission Mandate 
reveals its fuller sense (sensus plenior) only when illuminated by the 
same Mathew’s graphic description of the Last Judgment (25:31-46) 
where Jesus tells us how Nations could attain eternal salvation. 

 The term “Nation” (goy) would seem, in general, to designate a 
politically and socially cohesive group of persons who have not [yet] 
explicitly recognized YHWH as their God or come to believe in Her. 

An Asian Paradigm of Missiology? 
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The non-Jews were also referred to as “gentiles” from gentes, Latin 
for “nations”. That is why the Jews at times claimed themselves to be 
a People (’am in Hebrew and laos in Greek) covenanted with YHWH, 
rather than a Nation of non-believers. It is true that sometimes the word 
“Nation” is employed to designate Israel, too, but is often qualified with 
adjectives like “Great” (Gen.12:2; Dt 4:7), “holy” (Ex 19:6; I Peter 2:90) 
or a Nation whose God is the Lord, i.e., YHWH (Ps 33:12) etc.

 Jesus Christ, the Eschatological Judge in the very act of passing his 
final judgment on the Nations (Mt 25:31-46), indicates in no uncertain 
terms how the Nations can be saved or how they can be his disciples, 
even if they are not believers, namely, by becoming a Nation which 
feeds the hungry and quenches the thirsty, comforts the sick and clothes 
the naked, shelters the homeless and are benign even to criminal 
elements that are in prison (as Jesus was to the murderous bandit on 
Calvary) and certainly seek freedom for those chained unjustly. In fact 
a nation which is so constituted as to see that basic necessities of life 
are provided for all is “blessed by my Father” and is destined to “inherit 
the Kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Mt 
25:34). These Nations have obeyed his love-commandment, without 
‘knowing’ who Christ is (“When did we see you?). For in the hungry and 
the thirsty, the sick and the naked, in the homeless and the chained, 
they encounter the anonymous Saviour: you (the nation) did it to Me. 

 The proffering “earthly” and “material” assistance to the needy as 
a condition for one’s “spiritual” advancement enters the very definition 
of Christian soteriology wherein the ‘mundane” is the locus in which 
one meets God’s Me. For such tangible acts are required by love 
and justice (hesed and sedaqah), which are divine attributes. What 
saves is Love which, in the Bible, coincides with Justice, unlike in 
our scholastic theology which follows Aristotle in defining justice as a 
“human” (cardinal) virtue in contrast with Faith, Hope and Love which 
are “theological” virtues. Since God is Love Itself (1 Jn 4:8), it follows 
that Love is eternal (I Cor 13:8) and is greater than faith ( I Cor 13:2c) for 
faith, unlike love, can never be predicated of God. Hence all Nations, 
which have no explicit faith in God in Christ, can nevertheless be saved 
by expressing their love through the six forms of service rendered to the 
six categories of needy in whom it is Christ who is loved and served. 
This is what the Mission Mandate reveals.

 In the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus shows that the Levite 
and the Priest who claimed to be very “spiritual people” and endowed 
with faith in YHWH, failed to love whereas the one presumed to be a 
non-believer could inherit eternal life, because of his neighbourly love 
that provided some spiritually consoling material help to a stranger 
in need (Lk. 10:29-37). This is what Pope Francis meant when he 
declared that even atheists who do deeds of love are saved. He went 
even further in his Wednesday Audience of December 18, 2013 when 
he declared that a ‘Christian’, who fails to humble himself in service to 
others is “a pagan” (i.e. a non-believer) and not a Christian!

 This is a central teaching of the Scriptures (e.g., Is. 1:11-17 etc.), 
which severely condemns the so-called ‘spiritual’ people who seek to 
worship the Divine but neglect the ‘materially’ deprived humans. They 
search for a divine presence outside the lives of the oppressed ones 
whereas Jesus himself refers to the needy persons as his own “Me”, 
i.e., his very Person: “for what you do to the least of My brothers and 
sisters, you do unto Me (Mt 25:40). When a fundamentalist Christian 
charged Mother St Teresa of bringing mere material comforts rather 
than Christ to the destitute Hindus, her answer was: it is they who are 
Christ and in them I serve Him.

Baptism and Discipleship of Our Nation ?

 Most nations in Asia are hosts to Christian minorities. Let me 
take my country as an example. Sri Lanka is 94% non-Christian 
and therefore this Nation will have to introduce many politically risky 
changes and revolutionary legislations (the baptism of the cross that 
politicians fear to bear) before it could be a disciple by providing the six 
basic material needs of human beings: food and drink (for the hungry 
and the thirsty), relief and clothes (for the sick and the naked), homes 
and comfort (for the displaced and the imprisoned). For these works 
of mercy are a fulfillment of the salvific covenant which consists of the 
love-commandment, obedience to which guaranties a people without 
a needy class (Dt. 15:4). Working towards this ideal is a condition for 
the salvation of nations, and a fortiori for the salvation of disciples of 
Christ in each nation. 

 Hence it follows that our mission as the “little flock of Christ”, is to 
teach our nation to observe the radical love commandment of Jesus 
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(Mt 28:20) by providing the needy with what they lack and thus make 
our nation his disciple (Mt 28:19). The implication is serious. We the 
local churches and our nation would not escape the harsh verdict of 
End-Time Judge of Nations 

•  as long as our food, on the one hand, is economically 
inaccessible to the poor and, on the other hand, contaminated 
from the use of insecticides which have seeped into our soil and 
given rise to an epidemic of kidney failures among the poor…now 
spreading down to the many provinces, while in the Tamil North the 
war and the post-war situation is starving the poor among those 
that was once well-fed ethnic group. 

•  as long as its water is poisoned by industrial waste and the 
people’s demand for clean water is deemed a crime to be punished 
with bullets (as it happened scandalously in a Muslim area); and as 
long as remedial measures are not taken efficiently and continually 
to help the masses whose wells and springs have been polluted by 
alternating droughts and floods; 

•  as long as its health services are becoming increasingly 
too expensive for the ailing poor due to the privatization and 
commercialization of medical facilities; 

•  as long as a huge number of war-victims including orphans 
have been deprived of their homes while our urban poor live in 
shanties and the tea estate workers in ‘lines’; 

•  as long as children and their parents in the margin of society 
cannot clothe themselves with dignity and decency; 

•  as long as the increasing number of extra-judicially victimized 
persons spend their life in jails while others are driven to other 
lands as refugees (as did Jesus and his family) to escape from the 
unfreedom forced upon them in our own country 

•  – in short, as long as the “development of the nation” is 
measured by the erection of a megapolis (Enoch, Babel … 
condemned the Bible) and by the construction of super-highways 
that ensure easy mobility for the rich (as the Herod family did in 
Galilee), rather than by the free and universal availability of an 
ethically sound and economically productive (i.e., job generating) 

education for all citizens, specially the less privileged and 
discriminated in terms of religion, ethnicity and language. 

 This reflection can be analogically true of most other Asian 
nations where Christians are a minority. Hence, we Christians in Asia 
have a gigantic task in our hands. Rather than being obsessed with 
baptizing individuals and increasing the size of the church, we may be 
called to enthuse the People of God (which we claim ourselves to be) 
to join men and women of good will, whatever their religion, to make 
a disciples of our Nations through a non-ritual baptism, i.e., through 
our “immersion’ (which is what “Baptism” means in Greek) into the 
struggles of those who are deprived of the basic needs of life.

 A struggle that could bring upon us what Peter, in his pastoral 
letter cited above, calls “undeserved suffering.” A few initiatives at 
a time by a few concerned persons will build up over the years the 
condition necessary for the discipleship of our Nation. Both Christian 
and non-Christian groups are already working at this noble mission. 
Such attempts on the part of the few could be the basis and the 
beginning of a massive transformation, i.e., baptism of our Nations.

 Note further that in Asia all religions have a message of peace 
and equality and therefore our missionary mandate requires that 
we Christians elicit the cooperation of other religionists or join their 
movements for justice and thus baptize our nations into a discipleship 
– a task that has little to do with “proselytism” that Jesus ridiculed (Mt 
23:15). Just as the ritual circumcision which is not redemptive needs 
to be complemented or even replaced by “circumcision of the heart” 
(Rom 2:29), so too the ritual baptism needs to be complemented and, 
where necessary, even replaced by the immersion (or Baptism) into 
the death and rising of Jesus (Rom 6:1-4) in his members who are 
hungry and thirsty, sick and naked, homeless and chained.

 This is what “the Spirit and we” must together decide as the early 
disciples did in the council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:6ff.) when they 
re-interpreted the law of ritual circumcision because it “seemed good to 
the Holy Spirit and to us” to do so (Acts 15:28). Could we not re-interpret 
the Missionary Mandate (Mt 28: 19-20) in the light of the condition for 
discipleship (i.e., salvation) laid down in the Judgment of Nations (Mt 
25: 31-46), as we have proposed here, after listening to what the Spirit 
says to the churches in Asia and reading the signs of the times?
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Mission in Dialogue.  Post-Colonial 
Transformations of a Fundamental Church Task
Stefan Silber

 “God offers salvation to humankind in dialogue.”293 This statement, 
along with others of a similar nature in the document “Dialogue and 
Proclamation” released in 1991 by two Roman dicasteries, indicates 
the extent to which the Catholic understanding of mission has been 
transformed in the recent past. At the same time it provokes new 
questions. How is the Church working to facilitate this dialogue? Have 
its past efforts been adequate? Is a dialogue of this kind plausible in 
a world of globalised power structures in which the Church has its 
share? Is it not rather the case that a hierarchical and centralised 
institution like the Church stands in the way of such a dialogue? Last 
but not least is “mission”, as we generally conceive of it, an appropriate 
way of conducting this dialogue?

 It is not possible for me to deal with all these questions in detail 
in this brief article. My primary concern is to show that dialogue is a 
practice in accordance with the mission of the Church and that it must 
take due account of the special mechanisms of power and exclusion 
in our time.

The Church is mission: the Second Vatican Council

 In the midst of the anti-colonial, and in many cases post-colonial, 
upheavals of the 1960s the Second Vatican Council steadfastly 
adhered to the mission. Not only did it devote a separate decree to 
the matter, it also stated unequivocally that the Church is “missionary 

293  The document states verbatim: “God, in an age-long dialogue, has offered and continues 
to offer salvation to humankind.” Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue/Congregation 
for the Evangelisation of Peoples: Dialogue and Proclamation. Reflection And Orientations On 
Interreligious Dialogue And The Proclamation Of The Gospel Of Jesus Christ, 19 May 1991, 
No. 38,
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_
doc_19051991_dialogue-and-proclamatio_en.html (24.08.2020).
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by its very nature” (Ad Gentes 2). At the same time, it redefined the 
concept of mission in a way which made it clear that the Church no 
longer wished to be part of any colonial or imperial project.

 The Church’s own understanding of mission, which was that 
the Church in its entirety – and not just certain persons, regions 
or eras – was to be considered missionary, had its origins in the 
preparations for the Council. In his key address to the Council on 
4 December 1962 Cardinal Léon-Joseph Suenens talked of the 
“missionary pastoral service”, which meant that “the Church as a 
whole needed to be placed in a state of mission”294.

 This mission theology was fleshed out in greater detail in the 
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, the Decree on the Mission 
Activity of the Church, and the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 
Nuntiandi issued by Pope Paul VI in 1975. According to these 
documents, mission is not just the activity engaged in by missionaries 
in mission areas; it is the primary task of the Church through which 
it establishes its identity. Paul VI’s use of the term “evangelisation” 
also added a qualification of mission in terms of its substance and in 
teleological respects: it preaches and practises the Good News and 
thus paves the way for the advent of God’s Kingdom.

 Conversely, this means that the activities performed by missionaries 
in mission areas constitute nothing other than the fundamental service 
of the Church itself and must be interpreted and practised in this light. In 
other words, missionary service has to do essentially with the Kingdom 
of God. It does not lead primarily to the plantatio ecclesiae, to the 
extension of the Church’s hierarchical structure or even to baptism as 
the sacramental reason for Church membership. On the contrary, as 
part of the practice of “the universal sacrament of salvation“ (Lumen 
Gentium 48) missionary service is harnessed first and foremost to 
justice, human dignity and a good life in the light of the Kingdom of 
God, which was promised to all humankind in the incarnation of the Son 
of God (cf. Gaudium et Spes 22).

294 Quoted from Bauer, Christian, “Draußen zuhause? Konzilstheologische 
Inspirationen für die Mission der Kirche”, in: Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und 
Religionswissenschaft, No. 101 (2017) 1–2, 64–77, here: 69. Bauer cites the Latin 
original: “Ecclesia in statu missionis”.

Mission and the misuse of power

 The Council’s teaching on mission thus excludes numerous 
attitudes and actions which were earlier deemed to be correct. 
The conquest and subjection of foreign people and their 
territories cannot be regarded as Good News in the sense that 
Jesus preached. The forcible establishment of Church structures 
by colonial or imperial rule, by the imposition of an alien culture 
– regardless of its designation as “training” and “education” – by 
the destruction, discrimination and denigration of religions or by 
the misuse of development aid for Church proselytism: all this 
(and a great deal more) runs counter to an involvement in the 
building of a just and humane society, which is defined in the 
Pastoral Constitution as the task of the Church.

 To this very day missionary practice remains in the focus 
of post-colonial criticism.295 Under the influence of universalistic 
European thinking even benevolent missionary work paves the 
way for paternalism and exclusion. A Eurocentric perception of 
non-Christian religions can lead to a sense of apparent Christian 
superiority. Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah shows how pro-colonial 
interests are even reflected in the interpretation of biblical texts 
which lay the ground for missionary practice296.

 As long as 25 years ago George M. Soares-Prabhu made it 
clear in an exegetic study that the final part of the Gospel of St. 
Matthew was erroneously understood as the “Great Commission” 
and did not lead to a “spontaneous and joyful proclamation” of 
the Risen Lord, becoming rather an “obligation to be imposed on 
reluctant individuals”297.

 Post-colonial criticism focuses, in particular, on the efforts 
made by Christian missionaries to persuade people to change their 
faith, because these efforts are associated with cultural and social 

295  Cf. Pui–Lan, Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology, Louisville 
2005, 186–208.
296  Sugirtharajah, Rasiah S., “Eine postkoloniale Untersuchung von Kollusion und 
Konstruktion in biblischer Interpretation”, in: Nehring, Andreas/Tielesch, Simon (eds.), 
Postkoloniale Theologien: Bibelhermeneutische und kulturwissenschaftliche Beiträge, 
Stuttgart 2013, 123–144.
297  Soares–Prabhu, George M., The Dharma of Jesus, Maryknoll 2003, 260.
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alienation and subjection in a world which still bears the stamp of 
European colonialism (and this includes Latin America).298 

 However, post-colonial criticism of the concept of religion 
overcomes the apparent contrariness of different religious affiliations. 
Christian existence in the sense of fidelity to Christ can then also 
be conceptualised and expressed through membership of a different 
religious community.299 

To the outermost fringes of society

 Another more precise definition of the concept of mission, to 
which Pope Francis has devoted particular attention, is intended to 
address the criticism levelled at the merging of interests between 
colonialism and the Church. The Council itself made it clear that 
the mission of the Church “must walk in the same path on which 
Christ walked: a path of poverty and obedience, of service and self-
sacrifice to the death.” (AG 5).

 Pope Francis never tires of stating that the Church is sent to the 
outermost fringes,300 where those who are excluded from society 
live.301 For him this mission is not a grand enterprise befitting 
the status of a ruler but a humble, Samaritan mission of mercy 
undertaken to heal the suffering and nurture the hopes of the poor.

 The option for the poor, which the Church in Latin America 
recognised as the foundation of the entire pastoral ministry fifty 
years ago, has also been brought back to the fore by Pope Francis: 
“This divine preference has consequences for the faith life of all 
Christians” (EG 198). It also exerts an influence on the places, 
methods and target groups of missionary work.

298  Cf. Dube, Musa, “Postkolonialität, Feministische Räume und Religion”, in: Nehring, 
Andreas/Tielesch, Simon (eds.), op. cit., 91–111, especially 106–108.
299  Cf. Panikkar, Raimon, Der neue religiöse Weg: Im Dialog der Religionen leben, 
Munich 1990.
300  Cf. Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus – Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary 
Jubilee of Mercy, 11 April 2015, No. 15, http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco_bolla_20150411_misericordiae-vultus.html 
(24.08.2020).
301  Cf. Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium on the Proclamation of the 
Gospel in Today’s World, No. 53 (referred to below as EG), http://www.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html (24.08.2020).

 A critical eye needs to be kept on the explicit mission 
of the Church to the poor, however. For it is on the fringes of 
society, in particular, that the imbalances in power in complex 
global societies (money, education, gender, political influence, 
participation, ethnicity, media impact, etc.) are intensified. While 
mission is pursued as a “service”, it constantly runs the risk 
of profiting from these power imbalances and of exploiting the 
prevailing mechanisms to its own advantage – even though the 
service might be benevolent in character and of apparent benefit 
to the poor.

 Subtle and latent motivations of this kind were openly criticised by 
Juan Luis Segundo as far back as the 1970s. Educational institutions, 
he said, were used as levers to force people to cooperate with the 
Church. Social, political, economic and religious commitment to 
the poor may be driven solely by such manipulative interests and 
therefore cannot be in the service of God’s Kingdom.302

 The underlying motive for moving to the outer fringes of society 
is not the self-preservation of the Church, however. Marie-Dominique 
Chenu writes: “Mission means that the Church must come out of its 
shell.”303 Franz Gmainer-Pranzl talks of mission “de-centring” the 
Church, of “pilgrimage – atopy as a way of life”304. In the missionary 
move to the outer fringes of society the Church sets itself the task 
of seeking the Kingdom of God together with the poor. Its purpose 
is not to look on the outer fringes for more favourable (and cheaper) 
opportunities to build new churches.

 A move of this kind entails respect for the religious self-
determination of the poor. The pressure exerted by the many 
power interests in the outer fringes of society fosters a fertile 
religious creativity which finds expression in various forms of 
popular piety, syncretism and multiple religious affiliations. 
These religions of the poor305 must not simply be belittled and 

302  Cf. Segundo, Juan Luis, Pastoral latinoamericana: Sus motivos ocultos, Buenos 
Aires 1972.
303  Cf. Bauer, Christian, op. cit., 66.
304  Gmainer–Pranzl, Franz, “Mission in Zeiten der Interkulturalität”, in: Zeitschrift für 
Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft, No. 101 (2017) 1–2, 33–45, here: 38, 41.
305 Cf. Silber, Stefan, Pluralität, Fragmente, Zeichen der Zeit: Aktuelle 
fundamentaltheologische Herausforderungen aus der Perspektive der 
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corrected from a hierarchical perspective but given recognition 
and esteem in the move to the periphery. It is in these religions 
that the power of the Holy Spirit is revealed.

Mission is dialogue – ad intra

 This kenotic missionary activity is only conceivable through 
both internal and external dialogue. The dialogue ad intra is about 
recognising and overcoming the globalised power structures which 
are always reflected in the Church (or are even promoted by it).

 Mission must not be centrally planned or governed by European 
or North American mother houses, sending organisations or relief 
organisations. It is important that this should constantly be taken into 
account, particularly in view of the continuing financial dependence 
of the universal Church on donations from Central Europe and North 
America. It is only through the globalised neo-liberal exploitation of 
the planet that the churches in the northern hemisphere are in a 
position to provide financial assistance. Church relief organisations 
profit unwittingly from the pillaging of the world and they only return 
to the churches of the South a modest share of the resources 
that were previously taken from the poor. In view of these global 
economic involvements paternalism of any kind in the allocation of 
funds must be completely ruled out.

 Moreover, it should be remembered that the Council’s doctrine 
of collective responsibility entailed the equality of all local churches 
and enjoined them to pursue dialogue as a means of communication. 
It is thus essential that an arrogant Eurocentric attitude should 
be replaced by acceptance of this core Church competence and 
recognition given to the voices of the universal Church. Finally, it 
has been repeatedly emphasised in recent decades that the “mother 
churches” are also learners in the missionary process.

 Dialogue is also regarded as crucial for communication between 
lay people, religious and priests, between Church officials and the 
grassroots, and between men and women in the Church. All too 
often sexism and racism along with hierarchical and bureaucratic 
thinking form the interpretative framework for cooperation in the 

lateinamerikanischen Theologie der Befreiung, Innsbruck/Vienna 2017, 111–114, 156–
161, 168–171.

Church. In-depth analyses must be carried out to detect and correct 
these interpretative structures.

 The shared responsibility of the local churches must also extend 
to the level beneath the diocesan structures. The Church as the fruit 
of the Holy Spirit is already present on the outer fringes of society, 
on the streets and in “virgin” missionary territory before the arrival of 
any missionary. Inner-Church dialogue must, therefore, begin with 
the seeds of the Word (cf. Ad Gentes 11). It cannot be separated 
from the dialogue ad extra. 

Mission is dialogue – ad extra

 For Rainer Bucher “Christianity is not a doctrine which can be 
preached independently of those to whom it is addressed.“306 For the 
addressees of the message define not only its language, methods 
and didactics; they also change the message itself, which can only 
be Good News if it is capable of improving the lives of the people to 
whom it is preached. “Engaging with the unfamiliar changes our own 
perceptions”307, Margit Eckholt says.

 It is a fact, then, that preachers learn essential things from their 
listeners. They learn something about their own message which 
they could not know beforehand, namely how the message can be 
rediscovered in a changed context so that it recovers its identity 
as a joyful message. In this dialogue the roles of preachers and 
listeners are not only fluid but also completely reversed. The Church 
evangelises by being evangelised (cf. EN 15).

 Dialogue makes listening to the Good News of God possible if the 
Church listens to the people it wishes to talk to. So, it is indispensable 
that there should be dialogue with the social movements and the 
other religious communities as well as between colonial and post-
colonial power groups. Dialogue is an act of responsibility to the 
Word of God, which people hear before they come into contact with 

306  Bucher, Rainer, “Zur Struktur christlicher Mission: Eine Erinnerung“, in: feinschwarz.
net, 17 January 2018, http://www.feinschwarz.net/struktur-christlicher-mission/ 
(17.01.2018).
307 Eckholt, Margit, “Zwischen/Welten/Leben: Missionarinnen als transkulturelle 
Akteurinnen“, in: Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft, No. 
101 (2017) 1–2, 46–63, here: 58.
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Christianity.308 It takes seriously the freedom of the Spirit of God 
which awakens people from all nations, in all religious communities 
and among atheists. It precludes a know-all attitude rooted in an 
absolute, universal and doctrinaire “truth” stylised as eternal, even 
though it only represents a modest interim stage on the road to the 
dynamic and unforeseeable revelation (cf. Dei Verbum 8).

 In a world in which the West still uses religious proselytism 
as a means of cultural expansion and the Christian churches 
continue to tolerate their misuse for the ideology of neo-liberalism 
it is essential that the Christian mission should renounce the use of 
baptism as a means of enticing away as many people as possible 
from their own religious community. On the contrary, the focus must 
be placed on what is common and complementary to the religions, 
and dialogue must be used to find the best path to a good life for 
the poorest of the poor.

 This would open the door to a rediscovery of the fundamental 
sacramental dimension of belonging to Christ in baptism and not 
just the ritual of acceptance into a Christian religious community. 
According to the witness of the New Testament, the following of Christ, 
discipleship and transformation into the mystical Body of Christ are 
accessible not just to people of a single religion (cf. Romans 3:29; 
Ephesians 2:14). This return to the origins of Christianity opens up 
new paths in inter-religious dialogue.

Post-colonial criticism of dialogue

 Dialogue should not be seen in an idealistic light, however. After all, 
every dialogue takes place under conditions in which power structures 
come into play. Speaking in global terms, people from the North and 
the South approach dialogue from different starting points. Men and 
women, blacks and whites, academics and illiterates do not sit at a 
round table at which everyone has a chance to speak and be heard.

 In a controversial article Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak floated the 
provocative argument that subalterns (women) cannot speak.309 While 
this claim was refuted from various quarters, it nonetheless highlights 

308  Cf. Bucher, Rainer, op. cit.
309  Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, in: Williams, Patrick/Chrisman, 
Laura (eds.), Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader, New York 1993, 66–111.

the problem that dialogue free of control is an illusion. The vast majority 
of people cannot speak for themselves because the opportunity to do 
so is taken from them by others, including representatives claiming to 
be speaking on their behalf, and if they do manage to say something 
it is then misrepresented with the help of powerful epistemologies 
and hermeneutics. Post-colonial researchers have studied these 
mechanisms from numerous perspectives.

 Missionary settings, in particular, help to make intercultural 
dialogue “asymmetrical”310 when attempts are made in missionary 
work to “convert, improve and perfect”311 people. This approach must 
be viewed self-critically if mission is to be redefined as dialogue. 
The wish for dialogue and a preparedness to engage in it do not 
automatically hold all the opposing social and cultural forces at bay.

 For Francis D’Sa, on the other hand, mission and dialogue 
are part and parcel of human development in a political and social 
context.312  This is because human beings need to communicate 
with other people; they wish to express their views and enter 
into a dialogue. Even though this fundamental need is often 
misrepresented due to the influence of a power-ridden culture (as 
in post-colonial situations) and dialogue is complicated as a result, 
D’Sa nonetheless points out that the exercise of mission in dialogue 
serves to satisfy this human condition of personalisation.

Mission for the Kingdom of God

 The Church is not identical with the Kingdom of God. It serves 
the Kingdom and thus it carries out the mission not in the interests of 
its self-preservation and the expansion of the Church but exclusively 
in the interests of the Kingdom of God.

 This Kingdom is promised to all people irrespective of their 
religious affiliation. Above all, it is promised to the poor. Seen 
from a post-colonial point of view, if the Church can adopt this 
perspective it can free itself from the abuse of power of previous 

310  Gmainer-Pranzl, Franz, op. cit., 37.
311  Ibid.
312  D’Sa, Francis, “Die Mission im Dialog: Zur Ortsbestimmung der Problematik im 
heutigen interkulturellen Kontext“, in: Schreijäck, Thomas/Wiedenhofer, Siegfried (eds.), 
Mission – ein Dialog: Francis X. D’Sa zu Ehren, Berlin 2008, 46f.
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centuries – and of the present – and return to the service of the 
Kingdom and of God’s poor.

 For Pope Francis this transformation must be thorough and 
comprehensive so that the “customs, ways of doing things, times 
and schedules, language and structures can be suitably channelled 
for the evangelization of today’s world rather than for her self-
preservation” (EG 27).This transformation would be a service to 
mankind which would do justice to the biblical model of mission.

A Church Struggling to answer her Missionary 
Vocation
Ambrose J. Bwangatto 

 “By now, you Africans are missionaries to yourselves [...], you 
Africans must now continue, upon this Continent, the building up of 
the Church.” 313

 This phrase extracted from the Homily of Pope Paul VI at the 
Eucharistic celebration of the conclusion of the Symposium organised 
by the Bishops of Africa, in Kampala – Uganda on 31st July 1969, was 
an inspiring invitation extended to the Church in Africa to assume 
a mature responsibility towards the gospel which had been planted 
by the zealous missionaries. In fact, it is the most cited statement 
of all that Pope Paul VI said during his three days visit to Uganda 
and Africa at large. It has been described as prophetic because Paul 
VI reckoned the potential of the Church in Africa in the evangelising 
activity of the Church. This statement of Paul VI was later explicated 
in the teachings of Pope John Paul II Ecclesia in Africa: “It seems that 
the “hour of Africa” has come, a favourable time which urgently invites 
Christ’s messengers to launch out into the deep and to cast their 
nets for the catch (cf. Lk 5:4). Just as at Christianity’s beginning the 
Minister of Candace, Queen of Ethiopia, rejoiced at having received 
the faith through Baptism and went on his way bearing witness to 
Christ (cf. Acts 8:27-39), so today the Church in Africa, joyful and 
grateful for having received the faith, must pursue its evangelizing 
mission, in order to bring the peoples of the Continent to the Lord, 
teaching them to observe all that he has commanded (cf. Mt 28:20).”314  
Pope Benedict XVI in the Apostolic Exhortation ‘Commitment of 
Africa’ (Africae Munus) emphasizes: “Africa’s commitment to the Lord 
Jesus Christ is a precious treasure which I entrust at the beginning 

313  Cf. Pope Paul VI, Homily in the Eucharistic Celebration at the Conclusion of the 
Symposium Organized by the Bishops of Africa, Kampala (Uganda), 31 July 1969.
314  John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa, 14 September 
1995, No. 6.
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of this third millennium to the bishops, priests, permanent deacons, 
consecrated persons, catechists and lay faithful of that beloved 
continent and its neighbouring islands. Through this mission, Africa 
is led to explore its Christian vocation more deeply; it is called, in 
the name of Jesus, to live reconciliation between individuals and 
communities and to promote peace and justice in truth for all.”315 It 
was like saying that: You have received a lot of missionaries, now you 
must become missionaries yourselves. 

The Context of Pope Paul’s prophetic Statement

 As we make an explication of Pope Paul’s prophetic invitation to 
the Church in Africa to be a missionary Church, I would wish to make 
an exploration of the context which might have motivated the Holy 
Father to pronounce these unprecedented remarks. 

 First, we have to consider the personality of Paul VI (1963-
1978), who, particularly in his pontificate, sensed the emergence of a 
missionary energy in Africa and created the space for its flourishing. 
From the 1960s therefore, he stands out significantly as part of the 
story of African missionary development. The most development and 
comprehensive form of Paul VI’s vision for African development where 
he advances key themes and theological principles in Populorum 
Progressio with specific reference to the African social context is the 
papal message, Land of Africa (Africae Terrarum). This document 
was published less than six months after the publication of Populorum 
Progressio on 29th October 1967. According to Stan Chu, Paul VI 
offered four key themes in this document Africae Terrarum.

 The first is in article 6 of Africae Terrarum where Paul VI called for a 
sober realism about the fundamental challenges facing post-independence 
Africa beyond the euphoria of independence and the innocent ideals which 
were captured in the hope of a cultural renaissance.316  

 The second point which Paul VI makes is about contextualisation 
of development practices and local ownership of development. 317

315  Benedict VI, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Africae Munus, 19 November 2011, 
No. 1.
316  Ilo, Stan Chu, The enduring significance of Populorum Progressio for the Church in 
Africa, in: Journal of Moral Theology, No. 6 (2017) 1, 57-79, here: 60.
317  Ibid., 61.

 Third, Paul VI did not just enunciate these principles, he also 
gave the rationale in Africae Terrarum for why the Church and 
international organisations must respect local knowledge and 
contextualisation of development principles and praxis. According 
to him, the foundation of these principles and praxis of development 
is a theological foundation which in Africa is already grounded in 
an African spirituality, family life, communitarian spirit and a moral 
tradition of abundant life a s human and cosmic flourishing.

 Fourth, is the connection between poverty and conflict and 
the need to place human and cultural development in nations 
above technical solutions. According to Paul VI the only path for 
avoiding wars and conflict in nations and between nations in Africa 
is through a just society where everyone has equal access to the 
common good. 

 Despite these challenges and conflicts which afflicted Africa 
in 1976 with the Nigerian – Biafran War and the Congo conflicts 
among others, Paul VI believed there were signs of hope in Africa. 
He believed that the recipe for Peace in Africa and for the world is 
the participation of all citizens in the construction of a new society 
that would encourage public programmes at the governmental 
level and private initiatives of Associations.318  

 Another context we have to consider for Paul VI’s prophetic 
message was the year 1969! This was the closing year of a decade 
that carries significant symbolic weight in contemporary social, 
religious and political arguments. In the review of Hugh Macleod’s 
book ‘The Religious Crisis of the 1960s’, Peter Webster considers 
McLeod’s outline of that period as falling into three broad stages. 
“The early part of the period, to 1963, was characterised by a 
cautious questioning of the status quo within the churches, but 
without fully developed programmes having yet emerged. There 
followed a period of ‘aggiornamento’; the high-water mark of 
reforming activity, attended by a sense of optimism among the 
reformers about what might be achieved. This period up until 1966 
is splendidly evoked in chapter four, with the prophets of the New 

318  Ibid., 62.
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Reformation, John Robinson and Harvey Cox319, publishing their 
most significant work simultaneously320  with the deliberations of 
the Second Vatican Council. The later part of the period saw a 
reaction against much of the reforming activity, along with a marked 
loss of nerve among the reformers in the face of continued decline 
in the churches’ vital statistics.”321 While there could be contentions 
advanced over the ‘borders’ between them, it is argued that these 
three stages seem to the reviewer on the whole as convincing and 
useful. The 1960s was a decade that contained hope and failure, 
innocence and cynicism and it ushered in a revolution that has 
impacted contemporary society in all dimensions. 

 It should be committed to memory that in 1965 Paul VI had 
closed the sessions of the Vatican II Council with the promulgation 
of a missionary document in which the Church expressed her self-
understanding as a missionary institution.322 In this mission decree, 
it is stated clearly that: “The pilgrim Church is missionary by her 
very nature, since it is from the mission of the Son and the mission 
of the Holy Spirit that she draws her origin, in accordance with the 
decree of God the Father.”323 Earlier in 1962 when opening the 
Council Pope John XXIII in his opening address to the council he 
had this to say: “The greatest concern of the ecumenical council 
is this: that the sacred deposit of Christian doctrine be guarded 
and taught more effectively.... The Lord has said: ‘Seek first the 
kingdom of God and His justice.’ The word ‘first’ expresses the 
direction in which our thoughts and energies must move”324 Pope 

319  Harvey Cox and John Robinson were 1960s theologians who did in fact take 
contemporary society seriously and attempted to provide an analysis of the social 
context within which they wrote. Clearly, they were both proponents of a fairly radical 
theology within Britain and the United States at the time and could not be regarded as 
typical of all shades of theological opinion then.
320  Cf. Robinson, John, Honest to God, London 1963, 2013; Cox, Harvey, The Secular 
City: Secularization and Urbanization in Theological Perspective, New York 1965; new 
edition: Princeton New Jersey 2013. 
321  Webster, Peter, Review of The Religious Crisis of the 1960s (review No. 664), 
available at http://www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/664 (03.03.2018).
322  Cf. Vatican II, Decree On the Mission Activity of the Church, Ad Gentes Divinitus, 
Vatican, 7 December 1965.
323  Cf. Ad Gentes, No. 2.
324  John XXIII, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, St. Peter’s Basilica, 11th October 1962, Discorsi 
Messaggi, Coloqui IV, 1962, 583; see also: Swan, William Declan, The Experience of 
God in the Writings of St. Patrick: Reworking a Faith Received, Rome 2013, 7.

Paul VII continuing in the footsteps of John XXIII said at the close 
of the Council that: “Men will realize that the council devoted its 
attention not so much to divine truths, but rather, and principally, to 
the Church - her nature and composition, her ecumenical vocation, 
her apostolic and missionary activity. This secular religious 
society, which is the Church, has endeavoured to carry out an 
act of reflection about herself, to know herself better, to define 
herself better and, in consequence, to set aright what she feels 
and what she commands. So much is true. But this introspection 
has not been an end in itself, has not been simply an exercise of 
human understanding or of a merely worldly culture. The Church 
has gathered herself together in deep spiritual awareness, not to 
produce a learned analysis of religious psychology, or an account 
of her own experiences, not even to devote herself to reaffirming 
her rights and explaining her laws. Rather, it was to find in herself, 
active and alive, the Holy Spirit, the word of Christ; and to probe 
more deeply still the mystery, the plan and the presence of God 
above and within herself; to revitalize in herself that faith which 
is the secret of her confidence and of her wisdom, and that love 
which impels her to sing without ceasing the praises of God. 
“Cantare amantis est” (Song is the expression of a lover)” 325

 In between the council session something happened in Rome 
which had never been witnessed to before in the Church. In the 
Canonisation Mass of the 22 Holy Martyrs of Uganda, Joseph 
Kyagambiddwa, a brilliant music writer, teacher and choral conductor, 
led a Choir of Ugandans who animated the liturgy. It is reported 
that this was the very first time that African drums reverberated 
and songs were heard in St. Peter’s Square in the Vatican. And 
Pope Paul VII captured this in his closing address to the council: 
“You see, for example, how the countless different languages of 
peoples existing today were admitted for the liturgical expression 
of men’s communication with God and God’s communication with 
men: to man as such was recognized his fundamental claim to enjoy 
full possession of his rights and to his transcendental destiny. His 
supreme aspirations to life, to personal dignity, to his just liberty, to 
culture, to the renewal of the social order, to justice and peace were 

325  Paul VI, Closing address of Vatican II Council, 7th December 1965.
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purified and promoted; and to all men was addressed the pastoral 
and missionary invitation to the light of the Gospel.”326 

 There was a shockwave in the priestly circles, both diocesan 
and religious, because of the post-Vatican II mass exodus from 
the priesthood. This included departures by prominent pastors 
and religious superiors as well as two American auxiliary bishops. 
It is on record that in the US alone, the number of priests fell from 
59,000 priests in 1965, to about 42,000 today, while the number of 
seminarians dropped from nearly 49,000 to about 5,200 today.

 But the numerical haemorrhage among women’s Religious 
communities was far, far worse. In the magazine “Sisters in Crisis” 
the author, Ann Carey described the 1960s as a “volatile decade” 
of which the Church through Vatican II Council chose to call upon 
women Religious to update their institutes and their lifestyles. But 
instead of the desired renewal, the results were startling. Many sisters 
left religious life because the changes were so profound that the new 
model of religious life bore no resemblance to the life they had entered 
before the renewal began. Others left because they felt reform wasn’t 
happening fast enough and going far enough.” And ... fewer young 
women chose to commit themselves to a life that appeared to be 
transforming itself before their very eyes.”

 Between 1965 and 1970, the number of women Religious in 
the United States dropped 19,000, from 180,000 to 161,000. There 
are about 60,000 American religious sisters now. In the late 1960s, 
too, the kind of work done by religious women underwent rapid, 
radical change. In 1965, there were 104,000 teaching sisters in 
American Catholic schools, in 1975 about 56,000. Today there 
are about 6,000 teaching sisters left, compared with 165,000 lay 
teachers. Not coincidentally perhaps, the number of U.S. Catholic 
elementary and secondary schools has fallen from 10,500 with an 
enrolment of 4.5 million in 1965 to about 7,900 schools and 2.4 
million students now.327 

326  Ibid.
327  Shaw, Russell, “Religious communities after Vatican II: In years after Vatican II, 
religious communities underwent radical transformations”, 08.10.2008, https://www.
osv.com/OSVNewsweekly/Article/TabId/535/ArtMID/13567/ArticleID/4352/Religious-
communities-after-Vatican-II.aspx; Carey, Ann, Sisters in Crisis: The Tragic Unraveling 
of Women’s Religious Communities, Huntington, Indiana 1996, 367.

 On 22nd of August 1968, a small event with momentous effect on 
the Church in Africa took place in north eastern Uganda. A missionary 
institute for Africans, The Apostles of Jesus had been founded by two 
Italian Comboni Missionaries: Bishop Sisto Mazzoldi MCCJ and Fr. 
John Marengon MCCJ. It was established for the work of recruiting 
and educating young people who have the necessary qualifications 
to become missionary Priests or Religious Brothers and are explicitly 
willing to serve as missionaries in Africa and indeed any part of the 
world. 

 Another significant observation is about the decade of the 60s 
with its independence movement which was sweeping Africa at 
that time. In fact, the particular year 1960 is referred to as the Year 
of Africa because of a series of events that took place during that 
single year, namely the independence of seventeen African nations 
that highlighted the growing Pan-African sentiments in the continent. 
The year brought about the culmination of African independence 
movements and the subsequent emergence of Africa as a major 
force in the United Nations. These rapid political developments led 
to speculation and hope about the future of Africa as a whole that the 
continent is manifesting a maturity from which she would contribute 
to the development of the world. 

 When you consider all the above prevailing instances and as 
an ardent interpreter of the teaching of Vatican II Council, Paul VI 
put it in the context of his journey to Africa. By pointing to Africans 
listening to him, the Holy Father tweaked the Vatican II missionary 
decree in a concrete setting that was unique at that time. Not only Ad 
Gentes, but also the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 
Gentium, which in its opening paragraph states: “Christ is the Light 
of nations. Because this is so, this Sacred Synod gathered together 
in the Holy Spirit eagerly desires, by proclaiming the Gospel to every 
creature, to bring the light of Christ to all men, a light brightly visible 
on the countenance of the Church. Since the Church is in Christ like 
a sacrament or as a sign and instrument both of a very closely-knit 
union with God and of the unity of the whole human race, it desires 
now to unfold more fully to the faithful of the Church and to the whole 
world its own inner nature and universal mission. The present-day 
conditions of the world add greater urgency to this work of the Church 
so that all men, joined more closely today by various social, technical 
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and cultural ties, might also attain fuller unity in Christ.”328 In fact we 
could rightly say that the visit of Paul VI was a contextual reading of 
Vatican II Council to the African Church.

Africa: Missionaries to yourselves

 The Church in Africa responded swiftly to the pastoral injunction 
of Pope Paul VI by developing a mission model of the Basic Christian 
Communities. In their 1973 Study Conference on “Planning for the 
Church in Eastern Africa in the 1980’s:” AMECEA Bishops issued a 
key statement: “We have to insist on building church life and work on 
Basic Christian Communities in both rural and urban areas. Church 
life must be based on the communities in which everyday life and 
work take place: those basic and manageable social groups whose 
members can experience real inter-personal relationships and feel 
a sense of communal belonging, both in living and working.” This 
reference emerged from the first Study Conference of the Association 
of Member Conferences of Eastern Africa (AMECEA) which was 
held in 1973 in Nairobi, Kenya. It sought to imagine and develop 
local Churches that would be self-ministering, self-supporting, and 
self-propagating. The centrepiece of this imagination was a Church 
that would arise from active participation of all the members of the 
Church.329  In the 1976 study session, the AMECEA bishops made 
it categorically clear that: formation of Small Christian Communities 
should be the key pastoral priority in the years to come in Eastern 
Africa.330 In a particular instance, it is documented in the Kampala 
Archdiocesan quinquennial report of 1991 – 1995 that: “The Basic 
Small Christian Communities are the grass-root level of Catholic 
Apostolate.”331 This therefore, proves that this pastoral strategy of 
the Basic Christian Communities is part and parcel of the local church 

328  Vatican II, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 1
329  AMECEA Study Conference, “Conference Conclusions of the 1973 AMECEA Study 
Conference on ‘Planning for the Church in Eastern Africa in the 1980s”, in: African 
Ecclesial Review (AFER), No. 16 (1974) 1–2.
330  Cf. AMECEA Study conference 1976, “Conclusions of the 1976 AMECEA Study 
Conference for the Church in Eastern Africa”, in: African Ecclesial Review (AFER), 
No. 18 (1976) 5. This conference specifically chose the word Small rather Basic to 
indicate that the movement was growing on its own in Eastern Africa and to avoid certain 
undertones of the word basic that is particularly connected with Latin America where it 
has a different meaning than Eastern Africa.
331  Archdiocese of Kampala, Uganda – East Africa, Quinquennial report 1991–1995, 36.

in Africa as exemplified in the above cited Kampala Archdiocesan 
pastoral report.

 The 14th  AMECEA Plenary Conference was held in Dar-es-Salam, 
Tanzania in July 2002. This plenary conference emphasised the 
pastoral priority of Small Christian Communities with the theme: 
“Building the Church as a Family of God by continuing to foster or to 
revitalize the Small Christian Communities.” The plenary reiterated 
and confirmed the pastoral option made by AMECEA since the 
mid-70s and came out with the following:

(1) They were more convinced that, despite the unavoidable 
human limitations, Small Christian Communities are one of the 
best means to fight ethnocentrism, to promote justice and peace 
and to implement their option for deeper evangelization.

(2) They recommended that the pastoral department of AMECEA 
should produce a sort of pastoral strategic plan in order to establish 
and animate Small Christian Communities in our region. The 
AMECEA pastoral department should formulate the guiding policy 
and adopt the model of Church to follow in the building of Small 
Christian Communities.

(3) It was also recommended that a programme on the theological 
and pastoral value of Small Christian Communities be included 
in the normal curriculum of the Major Seminaries and houses of 
formation for men and women. This recommendation applied in a 
special way to its own AMECEA institution.

(4) That all agents of evangelization especially priests, should be 
exposed to pastoral programmes on Small Christian Communities. 
They could draw very good pastoral material and method proposed 
by Lumko Pastoral Institute of South Africa or other similar methods.

(5) They also recommended the formation of a well-trained 
pastoral team at national level in order to animate and give 
information to the Small Christian Communities in the dioceses, as 
this has proved very successful in some AMECEA countries.

(6) They also proposed that the next theme of 15th AMECEA 
Plenary conference to take place in Uganda be focused on the 
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nature, life and ministries of Small Christian Communities in the 
region. The communication department of AMECEA should offer 
its support and service in sharing experiences and guidance on 
Small Christian Communities in the region.332  

 Here in Uganda, the Archdiocese of Kampala embraced the 
pastoral action about Small Christian Communities following 
the tremendous pastoral achievements and vision as well as 
recommendations from SECAM, AMECEA, Vatican II, and Post-
concilliar documents. Consequently in 1974, Emmanuel Cardinal 
Nsubuga, then Archbishop of Kampala convoked a diocesan 
synod to deliberate on the Small Christian Communities as an 
adopted pastoral programme in the Archdiocese. After the Synod, 
the Cardinal said;

 “The one-week synod that started on the 11th August, 1974 
and ended on the 16th August at Ggaba National Seminary was 
intended in the first place to evaluate what we had proposed in the 
first five years’ plan, and secondly, to make a new plan in response 
to new needs. This time we have to build up a strong Christian 
Community starting from the family.333 

 Following that recommendation, all other subsequent 
synods reiterated the same especially the third one that sat in 
1982. That Archdiocesan Synod resolved to firmly establish 
Small Christian Communities as a pastoral priority throughout 
the entire Archdiocese. Since then, many parishes started Small 
Christian Communities, but later the spirit died in some parishes 
due to a number of problems. Emmanuel Cardinal Wamala in his 
introductory word to the launching of the Kampala Archdiocese 
strategic plan for the period 2001-2010, acknowledged the 
presence of the negative attitudes prevailing in the archdiocese.

 “For the period of more than a decade I have led the 
Archdiocese of Kampala, I have observed that the good 
efforts mentioned above have been somewhat blurred by 
various factors…. Many of our attributes have not been 

332 Cf. Social Communications Uganda Catholic Secretariat, AMECEA Pastoral 
Resolutions – Kampala Uganda, Kisubi 2002, Nos. 41–47.
333  Cf. Kampala Archdiocese, Five Year Plan To Build Up Christian Communities, Kampala 
1975, 5.

specifically recognized and thus, have not been fully utilized 
to our advantage; while the various negative aspects affecting 
our pastoral operations have, for the most part, maintained a 
seemingly undetected challenge.”334  

 In fact, the late Emmanuel Cardinal Nsubuga had acknowledged 
earlier similar problems when he was inaugurating the Kampala 
Archdiocese third five-year plan in January 1984.335  

 Small Christian communities are better social mechanisms to 
the Church today. They are a local Church in its fullest sense as 
expounded by Dr. Joseph Obunga336 who considered their application 
as reading of the signs of the time and space. As a matter of fact, 
Small Christian Communities in the Buganda local dialect are called 
‘OBUBONDO’ (Plural) and AKABONDO (singular)- which is a socially 
close-knit group that was traditionally conceived to have power to 
impact the surrounding communities. This interconnectedness and 
solid tendency of Akabondo builds a togetherness of the people for the 
benefit of all. The Small Christian Communities empower the lowest 
sectors of the Church and as a consequence relieves the Priests and 
Religious of the burden of assuming that they are solely the agents 
of evangelisation. These communities envision the bidding of Paul 
VI and hence become means of evangelization and a source of new 
ministries in the Church in Africa.

The 2006 synod of Archdiocese of Kampala as Building African 
Christianity

 In 2006, Kampala Archdiocese convened the 6th synod in its 40 
years of existence and the synodal resolutions were promulgated on 
August 15, 2006. Unlike the previous synods, the 2006 synod had a 
different arrangement of the synodal resolutions, into three parts each 
with subparts under it. The major divisions are: (a) the Sanctifying 
Office of the Church, (b) the Teaching Office of the Church and (c) 
the Governing Office of the church. This division is rooted in the 
understanding of the baptismal grace which incorporates the baptised 

334  Cf. Archdiocese of Kampala, Archdiocese of Kampala Strategic Plan for the period 2001–
2010, Kisubi 2001, 6.
335  Cf. Kampala Archdiocese, Third Five Year Plan 1984, Kisubi 1984, 5–6.
336  Obunga, Joseph, Tuzimbe Eklezia Omulamu: Obubondo, Ekibiina Eky’abaseekimu 
mu Kristu Yezu, Kampala 2003, 1.
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person in the threefold ministry of Christ as Priest (Sanctifier), King 
(Leader) and Prophet (Teacher). The 2006 synod sought to go back 
to the basics of Christian life as founded in baptism and this explains 
why the main theme was Grassroots Evangelisation. This implied 
going back to baptism, that primordial sacrament that initiates one 
in the Christian life in which one is grafted in the godhead of Christ. 
The synodal resolutions were all written, primarily, in English with a 
glossary of Luganda337 words used in the text. The document has 
a brief introduction by Emmanuel Cardinal Wamala who was the 
Archbishop by then. He presents to the Christians the resolutions of 
the synod with a call on all to hold the responsibility of working on 
deepening the faith in oneself and in others.

 The first part is titled “The sanctifying office of the Church” and 
has nine sections. The first section describes the liturgy because it is 
considered as “the summit toward which the activity of the Church is 
directed; at the same time, it is the fountain from which all the Church’s 
power flows.”338 The second section outlines the work and role of 
Catechists. The third section illustrates the apostolate of Catholic 
health facilities and the policy to guide them. The fourth section gives 
details about the role and work of Caritas in the Church and its biblical 
foundation. The fifth section deals with the Pontifical Missionary 
Societies and their contribution in the work of evangelisation. The 
sixth section deals with Lay Apostolate Movements in the work of 
deepening religion and directing Christians travelling on the theme of 
the word of God in their daily lives. The seventh section talks about 
Ecumenism in the effort of cooperation with Christians of other faith. 
The eighth section talks about Marriage and Family life as the basis 
of the church and human society. The ninth section is about the mass 
media communication as a means of the church to fulfil her mission 
by proclaiming the gospel, to build and spread the kingdom of God.

 In the second part, “The Teaching Office of the Church” the stress 
is laid on the prophetic ministry of the church and how to realise the 
same in the concrete pastoral practices. It is divided into four parts. 

337  Luganda is one of the major languages in Uganda and is spoken by the Baganda 
and other people principally in central Uganda, including the capital Kampala of Uganda. 
It belongs to the Bantu branch of the Niger–Congo language family.
338  Vatican II, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 10; 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1074.

The first section is about the teaching of Catechism where this duty is 
given to every baptised person but primarily starting with parents since 
the family is described as the primordial church. Others named in this 
duty are bishops, priests, the religious, catechists and teachers. The 
second section is about Christian education and this is contextualised 
in schools and as a consequence a teacher is considered the right 
hand of the church in matters pertaining to education. The third 
section sketches out the priestly and religious vocations. It maintains 
that the priestly vocation stems out of the Christian vocation in 
the sacrament of baptism and a Catholic is chosen to share in the 
priesthood of Christ the head, to feed the church with the word and 
sacraments. Whereas a religious is a man or woman determined to 
follow Christ and to be his witness in the world in obedience, poverty, 
and evangelical chastity. The fourth section outlines the relationship 
between the youth and the church. This section looks different from 
the rest because the title seems to suggest a rupture as in the text 
it says that young people are asserting themselves very strongly 
and are also exerting a lot of influence. The church therefore cannot 
ignore their importance. The document proposes an engagement with 
the youth in a friendly dialogue so that they may assist them through 
sound advice and guidance to develop them and to participate in 
apostolic work.339

 The third part titled “The governing Office of the Church” with eight 
sections intends to develop the common vision of leadership in the 
church without distinction between laity and clergy. The first section 
outlines the roles of pastoral councils. It highlights the developments 
that came up with the merger of the lay apostolate councils and 
the parish and archdiocesan councils to form one pastoral council 
comprising the clergy and laity so as to carry out pastoral activities 
smoothly. The second section deals with politics and it exhorts and 
encourages all the citizens to be mindful of their rights and duty to 
work hard and actively by participating in the service of their nation 
without claiming that politics is none of my concern. The third section 
deals with finances because the church as the body of Christ needs 
money to be able to fulfil her apostolate. The fourth section is about 
land which is considered to fall within the church’s inherent right and 
full authority to acquire, retain, administer and sell temporal goods 

339  Vatican II, Laity, 12.
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independently aiming at fulfilling her mission.340 And land as a 
temporal good of the church must be strictly preserved and properly 
used. The text gives the four categories of land in the archdiocese: 
1. Freehold, 2. Mailoland, 3. Leaseland and 4. Plots. It goes into the 
details of the challenges about land, the policy to guide land matters 
and the strategies to develop the land available. Section fiveisabout 
cemeteries and places where our friends are buried. It gives the 
teaching of the church about cemeteries, the challenges and the policy 
that would guide the use of cemeteries in the archdiocese. Section 
six is about construction as a very important aspect of the life of the 
church for it gives the church a visible presence in society. The types 
of buildings mentioned that must be taken care of in this department 
are: The Church, the Priests House, Houses for the religious, parish 
hall, health centre and schools. All these buildings must be approved 
by the archbishop before they are put up. Section seven gives the 
synodal resolutions and recommendations from each of the fourteen 
departments. Section eight is the appendix indicating the delegates 
to the synod and their different backgrounds. 

 The 2006 Synod of the Archdiocese of Kampala is one of the 
initiatives of the Church’s pastoral programmes and organisational 
structures aimed at making the Christian faith rooted in the African 
context. 

Challenges that still make the message of Pope Paul VI relevant 
and timely

 However, relying heavily on the presentation of Cardinal Polycarp 
Pengo of the Archdiocese of Dar – es – Salaam, I would like to 
highpoint the Challenges of the Church in Africa today which still echo 
the message of Pope Paul VI as relevant and timely. I would treat this 
topic from the perspective of the following areas:

True Conversion and Witness of Life

 It is a given that there is a phenomenal growth in the population 
of Catholics across the continent. Statistics given during the Second 
Special Assembly on Africa of the Synod of Bishops indicated that 
that there are now about 170 million Catholics in Africa with booming 

340  Cfr. Code of Canon Law, Canon 1254.

vocations to the priesthood and religious life. This is indeed a great 
blessing and cause to rejoice in the Lord for the blessings showered 
upon Africa.

 However, there is a concern that in spite of this phenomenal 
growth, the Church in Africa faces the challenges of justice, peace, 
unity, and reconciliation as seen in the numerous conflicts that bedevil 
the continent. for instance, it is a well-documented fact that as the First 
Assembly on Africa of the Synod of Bishops was sitting in Rome, in 
1994, a genocide was unfolding in a predominantly Catholic country 
– Rwanda.

 One can also marvel at the critical role the Catholic Church 
has played in Africa in promoting health and education through its 
numerous hospitals, clinics, health centres and hospices, as well as 
the schools and socio-cultural centres. However, as one Zambian 
Bishops observed, it is becoming a worrying trend to see that when 
many Africans want good education and healthcare they go to Catholic 
schools and hospitals, but when they want spiritual care they go to the 
new Evangelical and Pentecostal Churches. The Bishops concluded 
that it was perhaps a perception that “we” (Catholics) are now seen 
as good social workers and less as accomplished witnesses to the 
spiritual aspects of our faith. This has prompted the Church in Africa 
to note that there is still lack of true conversion and Christian witness, 
which together constitute a fundamental challenge to Evangelization 
in contemporary Africa.341  

On-going Catechesis and the Formation of Christians

 In order to respond to the challenge of lacking true conversion 
in the lives of many African, the Church in general has chosen to 
focus on on-going catechesis and formation of Christians and all 
pastoral agents.

 This is in line with the sentiment of Pope John Paul II, of happy 
memory, who drew our attention to the what he said was the most 
important resource in Evangelization, after the grace of Christ, that 
is the people. As a member of the body of Christ, each person has 
received the mandate to proclaim the Gospel, hence “the whole 
community needs to be trained, motivated and empowered for 

341  John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa, No. 77.
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Evangelization, each according to his or her specific role within the 
church.”342 The Church faces the task of intensifying her efforts 
towards on-going catechesis and the formation of her pastoral agents 
especially lay members at all levels.

Ensuring that the Image of Church-as-Family of God becomes a 
Reality Everywhere on the Continent

 Over-coming divisions among the peoples of Africa was one 
of the challenges identified by the Synod Fathers during the First 
Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops in 1994.343  It also 
came up during the recently concluded Second Special Assembly 
for Africa in October 2009. In adopting the image of Church-as-
Family of God, the Synod Fathers opted for values such as care 
for others, solidarity, warmth in human relationships, acceptance, 
dialogue, trust and unity344 as fundamental for the development of 
the human person.

The need for the Incarnation of the Gospel in African Life and 
Culture

 As remarked by the Synod Fathers at the First Special Assembly 
for Africa and in Ecclesia in Africa, inculturation is an urgent priority 
in the life of particular Churches, for the firm rooting of the Gospel in 
Africa. It is for Evangelization, a path towards full Evangelization and 
one of the greatest challenges for the Church on the continent on the 
eve of the third millennium.345 

 The family is said to be the smallest Christian Community. 
The Church places a lot of emphasis on the role of the family in 
evangelization. However, stable families are dependent on rich 
cultural values and identity which are handed over from generation to 
generation. The modern African society faces great challenges in this 
area from the intrusive nature of modern means of communication, 
for instance, the internet, social media, cell phones, satellite TV… 
which carry social values that are alien to both African tradition and 
Christian faith.

342  Ibid., 53–54, 75.
343  Ibid., 49.
344  Ibid., 63.
345  Ibid., 59.

The challenge of adequate means necessary for the African Church 
to fulfil its mandate of evangelization and on-going formation

 Though richly endowed with natural resources, the paradox of 
Africa is that it remains a materially poor continent. This poses a 
number of challenges for the fulfilment of its mission to evangelise. 
Africa has inadequate material means in terms of finances and means 
of transportation. Many dioceses are in rural areas where distances 
hamper effective pastoral means. Lack of enabling infrastructure like 
good roads, modern means of communication, electricity, and training 
means hamper effective pastoral ministry.

 Furthermore, Africa has to contend with the rise of numerous 
“new churches”, mainly evangelical and Pentecostal, reduces the 
pastoral space for evangelization. Some refer to this as “cacophony of 
religious voices”. When one considers the challenge of expansionist 
Islam, the religious challenge becomes more accentuated.

Natural Resources

 Catholic Social Teaching (CST) emphasises that natural resources 
and the environment is a common patrimony for all humanity. It is a 
special gift to all humanity from God that all human beings present 
and future generations are required to guard jealously.346 This is 
why during their Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of 
Bishops, the Synod Fathers expressed strong concern and sadness at 
the senseless destruction of natural resources as well as degradation 
and abuse due to human actions borne out of greed for profit both 
by local Africa leaders and in complicity with foreign interests, is now 
going beyond what is sustainable and useful. We have large areas 
of land facing significant erosion due to desertification. Various eco-
systems are hanging in the balance. Pollution levels have increased 
due to unregulated industrial activity.

 For the Church in Africa, the challenge in this area is one of 
concerted efforts to conscienticize the people about the sanctity of 
nature in as far as our Christian faith teaches us that “God the Creator 
made all things good (cf. Genesis 1); and gave the earth to us humans 
to cultivate and take care of as stewards (cf. Genesis 2:15). Looking 
at nature from the common good point of view is the only way Africa 

346  Cf. The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, Nos. 466–471.
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will remain habitable beyond the present generation and to guarantee 
sustainable and responsible care of the earth.

 With this in mind, local churches in Africa are being urged to 
“introduce environmental education and awareness; persuade 
their local and national governments to adopt policies and binding 
legal regulations for the protection of the environment and promote 
alternative and renewable sources of energy; and encourage all to 
plant trees and treat nature and its resources, respecting the common 
good and the integrity of nature, with transparency and respect for 
human dignity. The Church is also demanding that Mining Law and 
Licenses of the extractive and mining industries should be revised 
and formulated in such a way that they protect local peoples’ interests 
and rights and protect the environment.

Migration and Development

 It is known that migration is a universal human phenomenon and 
that it requires dialogue and prayer to deal with it adequately. The 
Bishops in Africa are aware that there are various types and cause 
factors of migration some of which are positive and can meaningfully 
contribute to development at various levels of human existence. Other 
types of migration have only led to negative consequences such as 
criminality, brain drain, spread of disease, estrangement from family 
life, human trafficking, prostitution, etc. Uncontrolled and undisciplined 
migration, coupled with the human trait of jealousy and greed, has 
resulted in antagonism and. In short, migration calls for a serious 
concerted action by the governments of Africa and the Church.

 In an increasingly globalized world, the church recognizes that 
the movement of people from one part of the world to another is 
increasing. It also believes that migration is a development issue 
and that it is not just southerners who migrate to the north but vice 
versa too, as well as within south and south. Migrants contribute to 
the economic development of their adopted countries. Therefore, 
the Church in Africa calls for the rights and the dignity of migrants 
to be safeguarded. It is also calling upon the African states and the 
EU member states to ratify and execute all legal instruments on 
migration which are internationally agreed upon, in particular the 
International Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families.

Women, Youth and Social Justice

 The Bible says God “created man in his own image, in the image 
of God he created him, male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). 
This is the motivation behind the renewed efforts to tackle the issue of 
the dignity of women in Africa.

 It is a non-fact that due to certain cultural traits coupled with high 
poverty levels, the issue of women’s dignity is a serious one in Africa. 
The Church however, has not shied away from this challenge by 
courageously calling for the restoration of the dignity of the women 
in Africa. To change the situation, more attention ought to be placed 
on giving them sound education and increasing their representation 
in decision making processes. Emphasis is also being put on fighting 
poverty, human trafficking and the negative portrayal of women in 
the media.

 The Church in Africa faces another challenge regarding the 
increasing phenomena of child labour, drug trafficking and human 
trafficking which the African youth has to contend with today. One 
agrees entirely with the Servant of God, Pope John Paul II, of happy 
memory, who said, “we know very well that youth are not only the 
present but above all the future of humanity. It is thus necessary 
to help young people to overcome the obstacles thwarting their 
development: illiteracy, idleness, anger, drugs. In order to meet 
these challenges, we urge young people themselves to become 
evangelizers of their peers.” The church considers pastoral care 
for youth to be part of the overall pastoral plan of our dioceses 
and parishes so that young people will be able to discover very 
early the value of the gift of self and essential means to reach 
maturity. In this regard, we consider the celebration of the World 
Youth Day as a privileged instrument for the pastoral care of youth 
which favours their formation through prayer, study and reflection. 
This is why we are looking forward for the day Africa will host this 
important spiritual event.

HIV/AIDS

 In the past quarter century Africa has faced the devastating 
effects of the well documented HIV/AIDS pandemic, together with 
malaria and tuberculosis. The good news is that there are now 
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many new initiatives that has helped to mitigate the effects of 
this terrible disease. It is noteworthy to lay emphasis on the new 
approach to the pandemic which is now seen, as the Second Synod 
on Africa observed, not as a pharmaceutical problem or solely as 
an issue of a change in human behaviour; but an issue of integral 
development and justice, which requires a holistic approach and 
response by the Church. 

 While delighted at the encouraging reports of reducing HIV and 
AIDS prevalence rates across the continent, the Church is disturbed 
the pharmaceutical’s desire for super profits in the midst of the dire 
needs of the infected. The church in Africa calls for commitment not 
only to research for cure but also to the affordability of HIV and AIDS 
related drugs.

Rule of Law and Democratic Transitions

 For the Bishops of Africa, it has been always clear that “our God 
is a God of Peace (cf. 1Cor.14:33) and Christ is our Peace which 
is the fruit of the Holy Spirit (cf. Gal.5:22). He is the one source of 
every genuine peace” This is reflected in the Pastoral Letter ‘Christ 
Our Peace’ which outlines that: “Sent by God and God himself, 
Jesus Christ is the Incarnation of peace, because he reveals and 
establishes in human history the fullness of divine life (Col. 2:9). This 
peace is a constant call of God for the Church and for everyone as 
the Prophet Isaiah teaches: “Seek justice, rescue the oppressed, 
defend the orphan, and plead for the widow” (Is. 1:17). And finally, 
there’s a constant invitation extended to mankind by God as spoken 
by the Prophet Micah: “This is what Yahweh asks of you, only this: to 
act justly, to love tenderly, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 
6:8).347  

 We conclude our reflections on this section with this appeal of the 
Second Vatican Council which emphasized the duty of the Church in 
the promotion of justice and peace and its involvement in all spheres 
of human society with the light and leaven of the Gospel.348  I would 

347  SECAM Pastoral Letter, Christ Our Peace, 2001, 48.
348  Cf. Pengo, Polycarp, The Church in Africa: Mission and Challenges, SECAM 

like to pen off with the mandate that Pope Paul VI left with the Church 
in Africa to consider seriously: “The African Church is confronted with 
an immense and original undertaking; like a “mother and teacher” 
she must approach all the sons of this land of the sun; she must 
offer them a traditional and modern interpretation of life; she must 
educate the people in the new forms of civil organization; while 
purifying and preserving the forms of family and community; she 
must give an educative impulse to your individual and social virtues: 
those of honesty, of sobriety, of loyalty; she must help develop every 
activity that promotes the public good, especially the schools and 
the assistance of the poor and sick; she must help Africa towards 
development, towards concord, towards peace.”349 

 

President, Paper presented at the Pontifical Lateran University, Rome, 25th 
November 2011, https://zenit.org/articles/the-church-in-africa-mission-and-challenges/ 
(09.10.2017).
349  Paul VI, Homily at the conclusion of the Symposium Organized by the Bishops of 
Africa, Kampala (Uganda), 31 July 1969.
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