‘Getting in the Way’ with a small gesture of love

The other as epiphanic space

‘I [sometimes] wonder how there can be people silly enough to believe that only Catholics will be saved.

 As though the Holy Spirit were up there, singling out the Catholics or possibly the Christians, 

to breathe on them and only them... No! 

Wherever in the world there are human creatures hungering 

and thirsting to love and help, trying to overcome self- centeredness, 

escaping from self, caring for their neighbors, listening to the voice of conscience, 

striving to do good, the Spirit of God is with them. I love the Lord's words: 

“Many will come from the East and from the West...” 

In the Father's house we shall meet Buddhists and Jews, Muslims and Protestants 

- even a few Catholics too, I dare say.’ 

Hélder Câmara 

1. Introduction

I would like to start my contribution with a short parable, – the story of the frogs: 

‘A group of frogs was travelling through the forest when suddenly two of them fell into a deep pit. All the frogs gathered round the pit. When they saw how deep it was, they told the two frogs at the bottom that they might as well consider themselves dead, for all practical purposes. The frogs didn’t pay any attention to their friends and kept trying to climb up out of the pit with all their might. The other frogs continued to argue that their attempts would lead to nothing. Finally, one of the frogs listened to what its companions said and surrendered. It succumbed and died. The other frog kept jumping as forcefully as possible. Again, the group of frogs started yelling at her and gestured for her to stop suffering and prepare to die, that fighting on made no sense. But the frog kept jumping higher and higher, until she finally succeeded in getting out of the pit. When she came out, the other frogs said, ‘We are happy you managed to get out, in spite of what we yelled at you.’ Only then did it become evident that the frog was deaf and it had been under the impression that the other frogs had been cheering it on in its desperate attempts to climb up.’ 
I am sure that some of those directly involved in the WCC PCR programme must have had some moments they felt like this little frog, fighting against many who wanted her to die. Fighting that slippery and elusive monster we call exclusion, racism, discrimination. A monster with many faces and forms of exerting violence and of sowing destruction and death. Fighting a problem which perhaps we not only should consider devastating, but perhaps, even more than poverty – as much this of course is also related to exclusion and asymmetry – as one of the mayor problems of our time.  

Indeed, perhaps this position – that of the little frog –, will be our position for a long time to come and shouldn’t  we become desperate and just continue working, and praying and celebrating our small victories. No, let’s not get desperate! Who among us can answer ‘Yes’ to the question God asked Job from the storm: 

“Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused the dawn to know its place, so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be shaken out of it?” (Job 38:12-13 NRSV). 

And let us recall the deep significance of one of the all-oldest texts of the Bible (Gen.18) , where Abraham and Sara, under the smoke of Sodom – which represents the most sharp metaphor or image in the Bible of exclusion, of a closed system ​–, do not have any future, until these three foreigners show up – God himself, dressed as a stranger, as the Other – and announce that there will be a future, there will be change: Isaac will be born. Isn’t Sara’s infertility of the same dimensions as the problem of human rights and racism? So, let’s not despair and, like this little frog, keep trying to climb out of the pit. Let’s be aware that we do not change in our choice for inclusion and welcoming the other. 

Nevertheless, we also want to believe that what we do will also be, at least to a certain extent, effective and that the seed we try to sow, one day will come up and may bear fruit. 

In that spirit, the organizers of this conference asked me to reflect on how churches, willing to be involved in the adventure of ecumenism, could start discerning the way ahead regarding churches responses to the phenomena of various forms of discrimination and exclusion. What more practical ways are to be envisioned through which the churches and communities are enabled to confront and transform the forces of exclusion, racism and discrimination (1), and how may victims of these mechanisms be enabled to claim their subjecthood (2). 
I would say that my answer should be extremely modest. Over the last 40 years immense sacrifices have been made, programmes developed, declarations issues, books and paper written. And, even though the impact of all this, has not always been evident, and, empirically speaking, has been very hard to measure, a lot has happened and is happening still, among very many churches and local communities of faith. Nevertheless, we also have to say that Christian churches not only are promoters of inclusion and inclusive communities and societies, but they also are a very important source of exclusion, grab for power and not welcoming the other. 

I have just come back from the Dominican Republic, a very Christian part of this Caribbean island, and it is shocking to see that the most important reason for discriminating 
the hundreds of thousands ‘Haitianos’ entering the country, is racism. Then I went to Colombia, without doubt the most violent country in the Latin American continent, and it was again shocking to see how little reflection, especially in the world of the Protestant Churches, there is on alterity and ‘the other.’ 

Without any doubt we have to say that, in any case numerically, the Pentecostal and Charismatic churches in the South are the most successful expression of Christianity at the moment. At the same time the endless quantity of these churches, and their many schisms make clear how little churches, at the level of the Institute, are able to deal with alterity. Why is it is so difficult to damp or attenuate ​ differences – to use a concept of culture studies – while the identity of Christianity and the survival of mankind itself are at stake? Because, that is what actually is at stake: not the future of the church, but the future of the Earth, God's creation itself. Isn’t the foundation or creation of every new Church a motion of no-confidence and suspicion toward the church we broke with? No, we must say that one of the problems of rupture, exclusion of not being able to consider the other as epiphanic space, lies within ourselves, in our institutions, in our desire for power, in our theological reflection, in our inability and unwillingness to consider the other as place where we ourselves may become whole. 

That means that combating racism and exclusion should start within ourselves, within our theological reflection about the other, and only then we would be able to address the question as to what we, as Christians and Christian churches, could mean for others in the public domain, outside our own domain. A theological and practical reorientation is asked from us. Therefore I have to say a few words, adding to what just was said about theology, about what is the basic biblical-theological orientation of the Christian tradition with respect to the other (1), then, learning from sociology and anthropology, about what the main factors are for exclusion and discrimination (2). Then I will turn to the more practical challenge of my assignment and, just brush stroking, point to some assignments I see laying before us. This will, of course, not be more than some hints and suggestions, some perhaps too romantic, some perhaps achievable. 

2. Alterity

Racism, exclusion and discrimination all have as a common root the inability or unwillingness to deal with otherness, to not welcome the other, to reduce the other to a mere category, to not wanting to see the particularity of the other. These categories may be race, gender, religion, culture, social class, sexual orientation or whatever category we are used to impose. This way of thinking tends to closure, to closed systems. The opposite is openness, disclosure. This, of course, takes us to Emmanuel Levinas.  

2.1 Orientation towards the Other 

Levinas’ work can be characterized as thinking in terms of lasting difference. Respect for the strange is the foundation of this. The strange, which manifests itself beyond my horizon, must be welcomed. Why? Because the strange, the other, is the only thing that can keep me from my permanent longing for totality, for mastery. “It is not the insufficiency of the I that prevents me from grabbing the power, but the Infinity of the Other,” Levinas writes in his Totality and Infinity (TI 8). My point in using Levinas here, is that he shows so convincingly, that the orientation to and openness for the other is profoundly biblical. The orientation of our Christian Scripture is deeply eschatological. This openness towards what will come, is expressed by Levinas by means of three key-terms: “the other,” the “elsewhere” and the “otherwise.” In contrast to Ulysses, who returns home, Abraham – who, together with the prophets,  is standing for the “elsewhere” – is led somewhere else. In the story of Ulysses’ homecoming “fixed identity, sameness, and egoism are protected, not exiled, called outside, broken up.” Moses will not enter the promised land; others will. Thus, what Moses did, he did for others. When the prophets start talking about the days that will come, they represent the “otherwise”; the ways of the current oppressors do not represent ‘the end.’ The way in which the Hebrew Bible is conceived as such, open to the future, to what must still come, the beyond my time, emphasizes the importance of infinity. It resists totality, closure, and shows the birth of a new possibility – an otherwise, elsewhere and with others (the stranger, the widow and the orphan) – and thus of the responsibility for that. 

Hermeneutics. The implications of all this for our dealing with what all churches consider as the main source of revelation are profound. Orientation to the other in interpretation processes implies the welcoming of the experiential fact of each exegete, and every responsible common reader of the Bible, namely that texts are polysemic, and may have more than one meaning at the same time. Biblical texts are inexhaustible, so to speak. Reading biblical texts has always this eschatological moment, it is never ‘finished’. 

What, then, does infinity imply for reading the Bible? What does it imply for revelation itself? Levinas will argue that, in principle, there are at least as many readings as there are readers, for every reader brings his or her concerns, insights, perspectives, experiences to the text and can read the text like a letter addressed to him or her. What a text can say depends on the multiplicity of readers and readings. If one wants to honour the principle of plenitude, then each reader is irreplaceable. No reader can be missed. 

The implication of infinity (infini) for revelation goes in the same line. The truth, the revelation of Gods mystery, lies precisely in the contributions of a multiplicity of people: the uniqueness of each act of listening carries the secret of the text. The multiplicity of people, each one of them indispensable, is necessary to produce all the dimensions of revelation. Again: no one can be missed. And, saying all this, we should be aware that infinity is not a vague concept in Levinas, something without boundaries, endlessness. To the contrary, it has to do primarily with boundaries and going beyond them. Infinity is produced “by bound and bonded persons.” “Infinity is produced in the relationship of the same with the other. It does not pre-exist” (TI 26). In other words, wealth and fertility in interpretation is not an a priori given but is produced where one's own context-bound interpretation encounters the other’s. 

So far my too brief summary of Levinas’ message for us. I think his reflections touch upon the heart of the matter that occupies us here. Isn’t what here is at stake called conversion in the Bible? The turn to the Other! 

The first question we are dealing with here was: i) how may the churches be enabled to confront and transform the forces of exclusion? My first response would be: to ask them to start honoring this basic principle of welcoming the other, first of all ‘internally’, and then also in whatever situation in the public domain they want to intervene, to denounce, to reconcile, to protest against. The second question was: ii) how may the victims of exclusion be enabled to claim their subjecthood? My response to that would be: whether they are insiders or members of our churches – so many! – or outsiders, let’s start trying to not reduce them to mere categories. Let’s try to stop objectifying them and reduce their particularity. Let’s give them space to be, to speak, to show who they really are, hear their voices, see their faces, pronounce their names. First we ourselves, and then also the others. 

I think that all practical strategies we would like to design should go from here: create spaces where the victims can speak, look at us, show their faces. However much romantic and unpractical this desire must sound, I am convinced that here the combat has to start: converting the battlefield into a place of encounter. 
2.2 Religious mechanisms of exclusion 

Let’s turn to a more practical moment. Well, what we are talking about today is religion, churches, believers, and mechanisms of exclusion and discrimination. We are reflecting upon how to prevent believers from being or becoming racists, and as believers how to prevent discrimination and exclusion by others, by non- or other-believers. But, in order to become really practical and suggest some ways forward, theology is not sufficient. We have to learn from sociology, social psychology and anthropology, and what we learn from them we must apply to religion, theology, churches. In all this, we must be aware of the fact that the Christian church is the biggest multicultural religious community, and the most impressive religious social capital on earth, and take advantage of that. I think that, with philosophy of culture, we may say that the more not only cultures, but also religious traditions foster the principle of willingness to interact, the richer, and the more inclusive they become. But, in order to make this potential operative, we have to have some knowledge of what, religiously speaking, impedes growth, change of perspective, and causes this huge potential to remain inoperative. So, which factors are leading Christians to exclude others, to not consider the other as ‘epiphanic space’, but as enemy, even within their own or Sister churches, like we say in the Netherlands? Which socio-religious factors make exclusion and racism easy, and should therefore be addressed explicitly in our strategies? 

Well, here is the list of what motivated this huge crowd of frogs to keep yelling at their companion in the pit that it was better to surrender and die, ​– factors we should start discovering and working on: fear; lack of knowledge (of the situation or context of the other; of the other’s belief system, church, religiosity, etc); the pretension to be owners of the revelation and God (the Bible has only one meaning: mine); bad or lacking motivation for encountering the other (more of the same, no willingness to be challenged); objectifying and reducing the other to categories (always talking about ‘they’ and ‘we’, never addressing the other by its name); no signs of shared suffering, of admiration; no vulnerability (we are perfect, have no problems, no deficiencies); mindfulness is lacking; incapable of graceful fighting; unwillingness to take distance from one’s own religious insights and convictions; inability to damp (to soften) differences for the sake of common survival; lack of tolerance for ambiguity (of the other’s belief system); antagonize the other. 

3. Practices

Which practices should we think of when enabling churches to confront practices of racism? 

I repeat that a lot to protect the otherness of the otherness is already there, has been done and should continue. So modesty is due here. My two key-words for possible new practices are: ‘confrontation,’ and  ‘getting in the way’. Confrontation refers to the inner, proper domain of churches and Christian tradition. With ‘getting in the way’ (key-word of practices of the Christian peace corps) I refer to interventions in the public domain. 

If we would have had more time, then we could have made a whole scheme of strategic categories like: Internally (in and between churches): at the level of theology, theological education, churches as institution, the grassroot-level of our churches. Externally (intervention in the public domain): tasks and challenges for theology/theologians and pastors, institutional churches, and counsels of churches, common believers.  We could have talked about politics, about social ecumenism, about labor unions, about the possibilities of internet (religion as a supraterritorial transworld category of identity; J.A. Scholte) and about our own Christian facebook or youtube. 

For the sake of time I limit myself to very briefly refer to two strategies, one internal, one for the public domain. The examples I give express my conviction that it is not at the toplevel of our churches, nor in our faculties of theology that change will be most effective, but that it is on the grassroot level of our churches where transformation and conversion to the other should be sought for and shaped. Change, I think, is needed most and will be most effective at the level of common believers, and their pastors. 

1. How, then, could we engender change at this level, how can we organize confrontation here? My suggestion is: why not take advantage of what we all share and of which no one is the owner: Scripture? Why not start involving those victims amongst us and give them the opportunity to claim their subjecthood by listening to their voices and invite others, perpetrators, racists, to read together with them the same biblical text – a sort of interracial, non-exclusivist reading of the Bible? Cultural, sexual, social, and racial diversity will be introduced as a hermeneutical factor and confrontation will be organized. Indeed, in the Netherlands and many other places, we have done so, and it proved to be an amazing adventure. In fact my journey to Dominican Republic had to do with a project of intercultural reading of the Bible between Haitian Migrants and Dominicans. And it was fascinating to see how the roots of racism and exclusion started manifesting themselves and were ´uprooted´ and softened in the light of the text and the encounter with the other. Sometimes even a change of perspective took place. 

2. Then: the public domain. There are very many examples of successful manners of ‘getting in the way’, but what to do with situations of direct struggle, killing, massacres as consequence of racism and exclusion? What to do when there are no other means for intervening than your body, your words, your compassion, your skills, solidarity, and faith? How to change situations then? Aren’t we, as Christians, and not only in the Western world, not far too little skilled in intervening effectively? The example I have in mind here, and that might stand for all sort of variants, has to do with the work of the Christian Peace Corpses, slowly presenting themselves in several places in the world, also in Colombia. Let’s hear the testimony of one of the Colombian participants: 

Being part of this (the Peace Corps): ‘is part of a larger process of analyzing and discerning our role as followers of Christ in the world—a world where armed violence is only the most visible part of a deadly iceberg built from forms of violence that have as their objective control of resources and the exploitation of human beings … Our task is to work for the transformation of the policies and structures that oppress and violate communities.  Such efforts cannot be successfully carried out by a small group of people with good intentions. The work must be undertaken in conjunction with grassroots communities and organizations that are convinced that nonviolence is a viable option for creating peace.
This task includes a serious analysis of the roots of structural violence, racism, sexism, heterosexism, etc., and how they are perpetuating unjust economic policies and imperialism. More importantly, it requires CPT to have a willingness to become vulnerable, humble, and to transform itself’ (Sandra Rincón, Colombia). 

I think we have here a model of a whole new ecclesiology. A model that asks from the local community of faith to constitute itself actively as an inclusive community, willing to defend the otherness of the other, even when the other is not part of it, and practice a variety of forms of ‘getting in the way’. Members of this peace corps, start standing in the doorway of the houses of the victims of the guerrilla in order that they (the guerrilla) will not enter their houses, they start talking with the paramilitary and ask them why they kill innocent people. In this work a direct link is made between the local community of faith, who sends its representatives; the faces, voices and suffering of the excluded become manifest, and become part of the theological reflection and celebrations of the local church.  

All this involves small gestures of solidarity, skills to resist, ability to ‘get in the way’ and impede the annihilation of the other. Doesn’t this touch upon the heart of the imitatio Christi?

4. ‘Getting in the way’ with a small gesture of love

That was the title of this contribution and it refers to Jesus’ own practice of inclusion, as told in John 4. You will remember that that amazing story of the encounter of Jesus with the Samaritan woman – alterity at its most – starts with a simple question: ‘Give me some water’. From the Dalits in India, and some black communities, I learned that this is not an ordinary question. It is a question that has to do with class, caste and racism: the cup she uses, is filthy, polluted. And Jesus, wanting to break down all these barriers of racism, class, gender, sexual behavior, invites her to give Him that contaminated cup so He may drink from it. Well now, this small gesture of love appears to be the beginning of a profound process of liberation. The whole list of which we just talked about is reviewed, but now in a positive sense. There is mindfulness, masks that fall, vulnerability, a third place (not in your temple, nor in mine), openness, the broad categories are broken down, faces appear (‘come and see a man who told me all things that ever I did’), voices and names are heard. The only ones who are not able to open up and rejoice, are the disciples!

I think that, in addition to the great acts of resistance, of prophetic denouncement, of the intervention of institutional churches and counsels of churches, learning and teaching how to make these small gestures of love is perhaps the most urgent practice for us to learn. I am aware that this sounds at least romantic and ineffective, but so were the symbolic actions of the Old Testament prophets, and still their story became part of the Bible, and we still read about them.


I am holding the Hélder Câmara Chair at VU University Amsterdam, and I would like to finish with some words of this prophetic bishop whose hundredth birthday we celebrate this year: 

‘A look, a smile, gestures of peace and

friendship, attention and delicacy, these

are the universal language, capable of

demonstrating that we are much closer to

one another than we imagined. 

Everywhere kindness touches, 

injustice wounds, 

peace is an ideal’ (1971:62).

Hans de Wit
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