BETh 4

6.

(1991), 70-88

THE PROTESTANTS'

PROTEST FOR HUMAN

RIGHTS:

Ogbu
1.

Staking

U. Kalu

the Bounds:

In the heat of
art of humane

forging new nation-states in mother Africa, the
living, as -it operated in traditional settings, is often

battered and melted. Between the proponents of the reconcilia
tion system and those of the mobilization system there is often
the agreement that sensitivity towards human rights is a luxury.
The interventions of military men with non-democratic values
exacerbated matters. As Osita C. Eze has demonstrated, human
existed in the pre-colonial period and are not really

rights

aspects of emergent values."
As usual, the role of the church amidst the onslaught and
violations of human rights is querried either as a challenge to her
relevance or perchance christian biblical ethics proffer valuable

for building nations fit for human existence.
This paper will attempt to state explicitly a certain understan
ding of the term human rights, already used glibly and succinct
summary of the biblical perception. The core task, however, is
the specific Protestant articulation and practice in time perspec
tive, and to compare these with the biblical yardstick.
resources

Daunting breadth of the subject matter forces the focus on
the modern period, 1960-1990 Moreover, most Protestant ac
tivities crystallized around the World Council of Churches as
from 1948- though the gestation period harks back to the Edin
burgh Conference of 1910 and other meetings held in the 19th
Century. The choice of time frame is deliberate: the 1960's
witnessed vast socio-economic and political upheavals which
.

shook the foundations of Western nations and reverberated into
the Third World. Debates ensued on new orders either in
economic terms or political and social reconstruction. Socialist

ideologies gained

new

currency and may have even

inspired

the
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confrontation with capitalist democracies. Old time theologies
buckled under the assault of revolutionary humanism. A con
certed pursuit of models for being truly human in a new
technological world emerged among Protestants and Catholics.
For an awkward reason the survival of denominational trapp
ings inspite of Christ's urging that all those called out of the
kosmos, in these end-times, should be one-this paper will
focus' on the protestants' protests. Since the epoch-making
Vatican II occurred within the same time frame, a wholistic pic
ture is beyond the prescribed scope.
-

II

Defining

Human

Rights

An operational rather than a normative definition may be more
feasible. Human riqhts refer to claimed demands made by in
dividuals on other individuals and on the society, not as charity
but as obligations and duty.
It is not about the game which philanthropists play. Some of
these demands are expressed at the level of ideals, aspirations
or claims while others are enshrined in laws, constitutions, pro
tocols and other forms of charters. A troublesome concern is the

origin of these demands: some are predicated on past
experience or reconstructions of past events, some in
response to contemporary realities while others point to future
ideals as human beings reshape their environment. Beyond the
those-
claims which are ontological (e.g qua humanitas),
predicated on historical experiences create a problem: since
source or

historical

cultures and ecosystems differ, since values vary, are there any
rights which are universal and beyond mere local provenance?
The United Nations' declaration of 1948 quickly put paid to
such speculation and provided a baseline, a common standard
for all People and all nations. These rights are grouped around
various aspects of communal living-civil, political, social,
economic and cultural.2 But, while the United Nations declara
tion hinges such large claims of the inherent equality of all per
sons on the natural law approach, thus, emphasising the riqht
of man as a member of the human race and the rights of a
citizen as a member of the community, other modifications ex
ist. The positivists hinge the nature and rationale for rights on
law, the will of the state and the commands of the sovereign.
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The socialist approach emphasizes norms and customs
derived from and enforced by society. A theological position
still can be argued beyond the natural law approach of medieval
theologians. We shall return to this anon. But suffice it to say

that declaration of human rights is a means of preserving life and
clothing it with dignity. It is a model of social control. Social con
trol operates beyond the application of coercive force to include
the socialization process, restrictive (preventive) norms, punitive
measures for those who flout the rights of others and a reward
system which encourages sensitivity to the well-being and affir

mation of the other.
Recently, G.W. Shepherd advocated the IPE (International
Political Economy) approach to studies on human rights. This
focusses on the injustice in the current distribution of opportuni
ty and resources and on the total political economy instead of
mere focus on civil and political rights. He argued that:
the distribution of wealth and the

rights

associated with basic human needs

are closely
political system.
Therefore, the concept of people's rights has
emerged from the recognition that such
inequalities will need to be dealt with on
a global scale. But the world's people cannot
rely on their states for such freedom and will
have to find the means themselves to change
these structures of power in order to strengthen
the democratic lnstltutlons capable of providing

related to the international

and

protecting

universal human

rights.3

Understandably this position met with the suspicion that it
could be an attempt to reintroduce Western political values as
part of continuing imperialism. The take-off point for the
is the limit to the discourse on justice: only
distributive (sharing) and retributive (judgemental)
justice. This forgets that the fundamental aspect of justice
(dikaiosune) is the founding, building and organizing of com
munity: a community with people, a community with God and a
community with nature. Such a community is only possible as
an expression of creative power when people struggle against
those principalities and powers which defile the image of God in
them. Empowerment from humanistic roots must perforce be
weak. It is like hewing perforated cisterns which can hold no

theological position

to

mean

water.
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to which we
of justice
shall return biblical scholars, of various denominations and col
ours of vestments agree that human rights concept must
emerge from the biblical view of man as a creation of God. Man
is created in the image of God who also created heaven, earth
and the human family. Human personhood must be respected
with a reverence that is religious. Indeed, the basis for all ,that
the Church believes about the moral dimensions of life is its vi
sion of the transcendent worth the sacredness of human be
ings. The dignity of the human person, realized in community
with others, is the criterion against which all aspects of life is
measured. Thus, the focal points of Israel's faith creation, cove
nant, community provide a foundation for reflection on issues
of social justice.
This faith operates from the affirmation that every human per
son possessses an inalienable dignity that stamps human ex
istence prior to any division into races and nations and prior to
human labour and achievement. It moves on to argue that
though sin alienates human beings from God and shatters the
solidarity of the human community, yet the reign of sin is not the
final word. God did restore the human community as repentance
elicits God's steadfast love (hesed) and faithfulness ('emeth).
The codes of Israel reflect the norms of the covenant:
reciprocal responsibility, mercy and truthfulness. They embody
a life in freedom from oppression: worship of one God, rejection
of idolatory in its widest sense as worship of the Creation in
stead of the Creator -, mutual respect among people, care and
protection for every member of the social body. Being free and
being a co-responsible community are God's intention for us.
Two emphases are essential: firstly, the bible talks about
responsibility and not right. To do justice is a call to responsibili
ty. Secondly, affirmation of the other person, in community, is
not predicated on a horizontal realization of the pain of existence
as Jean Paul Satre would argue in Existentialism and Human
Emotions. Rather, it is veritcally predicated on God's relation
ship to man. Put diagrammatically:

Beyond

the

encompassing

nature

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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responsibility of ego for alter and vice-versa is predicated
God's agape which created the oikoumene and whose
spirit broods over man and nature. We love others with the love
of God who first loved us, sought us out and rescued us from
the mire of sin into the rich splendour of His kingdom. Thus, our
obligation/responsibility to our tellow men is a duty not an Act
of charity. Alter can claim the obligation to care from ego.
Biblical faith in general and prophetic faith especially, insist that
fidelity to the covenant joins obedience to God with reverence
The

on

and

concern

for the

God loves and

neighbour.
delights in justice (sedaqah)

and demands
justice (mishpat =concrete deed/act) from the whole people.
The quality of a life of obedience in community is measured by
the reaction to the powerless
the poor, widow, orphan, op
and
other
forms
of'
pressed
vulnerability. To be vulnerable is to
be unable to control the forces which shape your daily ex
istence.
Two further caveats follow: firstly, when a governor donates
money or facilities from public coffer to communities and institu
tions, the moral flaw lies within the motive self-glorification of
-

-

the individual and perhaps political bribery. It is not usually out
of obedience to God or from a sense of balanced development.

Secondly, biblical perception of justice is more comprehensive
subsequent philosophical and legal definitions. It is not
concerned with a strict definition of rights and duties but with
the rightness of the human condition before God and within
community. Thus, the quest for justice arises from loving
gratitude for the saving acts of God and manifests itself in
whole-hearted love of God and neighbour.
than

rhe
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Jesus merely urges the urgency and immediacy of the justice
ethic in contemporary life. He announces the nearness of the
reign of God. This proclamation summons us to acknowledge

God

as creator

and covenant partner and

challenges

us to

seek

ways in which God's revelation of the 'dignity and destiny of all
creation might become incarnate in history. It is not simply the

promise of the future victory of God over sin and evil but that
this victory has already begun- in the life and teaching of Jesus:
You shall, therefore, love your neighbour as vourself. Near the
end of his life, Jesus gave a vivid picture of the impending judg
ment of all nations: the blessed ones performed acts of mercy;
the unblessed ones neglected the powerless and vulnerable.
Jesus imprinted his message by challenging all men, singly
and corporately
(0 discipleship which involves imitating the
,

pattern of his life

openness to God's will in the service of
a
at
cost
of self deprivation and the surbodination
often
others,
of personal rights a large matter which requires more explica
tion. But the context is the full gamut of socio-economic and
political life of nations.
The bible offers a message of hope: communities which com
mit themselves to solidarity with those suffering and to confron
tation with those attitudes and ways of acting which institu
tionalize injustice, will themselves experience the power and
presence of Christ. Christians are called to always speak to a
broken world of God's justice and loving kindness. They will suf
fer if they spoke with prophetic voice and commitment. But the
righteous judge will give the crown of righteousness to all who
pay the high cost of a calling.4
In summary, human rights charters as a social control model
are more encompassing than current humanistic discourse
allows. This model operates at a primary community/nattional
level to harness creative powers for the hulldinq of the com
munity and to deter forces which dehumanize, oppress and
deny the dignity of man.
-

-

At the secondary, international level, it attempts two things:
Firstly, using a common denominator approach to limit human
conduct to certain minimum standards of acceptablility and
secondly, to share universal concerns over forces (economic or
political) which determine the lives of all human beings irrespec
tive of nationalities. The concept of the global village due to
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technological developments undergirds this.
IV

The Protestants' Protest
The biblical and

global perspectives inform the core of the
protestants' protest. But biblical perspectives may be one thing,
theology is another man's reflection on God's relationship with
man and nature. Protestant theology is nailed on three poles -the
salvation of the individual's soul by faith and repentance (sola
fide), thus emphasizing the confident belief in a God of grace.
Faith comes from hearing the Word of God and by insisting on
sola scriptura as the basis of all authority, the affirmation, with
Jesus, against "traditions of men", hybrids and accretions on
the kerygma is made. This revolutionary challenge on ecclesial
authorities and traditions produced a reductionist liturgy.5
However, the emphasis here is not the affirmations and slogans
of the ecclesial age or the Ice Age of the church when doctrinal
combatants salvoed slogans from their igloos. Rather, the con
cern is the implication of this theology on matters of social
justice.
The focus on the individual's faitH journey could, at worst,
breed an apathy on community, nurture a work ethic measured
in material prosperity and yet ambiguously comfort the poor
with a pie-in-the-sky hope. It was infact used to legitimize op
pressive political structures by misusing Romans 13 and to nur
ture those structures by branding them demonic and beyond the
realms of the believer's serious concern. Apathetic posture to
politics played into the hands of principalities and powers and
the prince of the air. Soon the battle cry became the Great Com
mand with the obligation to preach the gospel. The church, it
was urged, had no other raison d'etre than to preach and cer
tainly was not a Red Cross Society.
Two contradictory missionary goals emerged from these: a
certain policy emerged from the low level of human develop
ment in mission fields, namely charity (dio konia) crystallized in
charitable institutions: purchasing slaves, medical work, educa
tion, artisan workshops, cash crop plantations, trading houses.
The Bible and Plough philosophy in Fowell Buxton's, Africa
Slave Trade and Its Remedy also contained the "clvilizinq
mission" ideal. New economic, administrative and judiciary
-
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put in place for mutual benefits

civilize the reci
materials
for
home
bases. Mer
European
pients
gain
cantalist theory formalized matters. A civilizing mission ideal
would portend concern for proper socialization, law and order
and the emergence of a humane society from a barbarous
source. However, the poor image of non-European race buttress
ed by scientific racism twisted the ideal. Sadly, christian mis
sions of various confessional hues shared the racism of the age.
Indeed, the Protestants in Igboland, for instance, were more
vocal than the French Holy Ghost Fathers in protesting against

systems

were

and

-

raw

the violence of the colonial regime. Politique rather than confes
sion determined this. Omenka's study of the development of the

vernacular is only one of such many illustrative cases,
The flip-side of coin soon reared its head whether the head
was ugly or otherwise is unclear. The evangelicals argued
against missionary investment in infrastructure and advocated a
cellular approach known as The Three Selves Formula each cell
should look after herself, pay her way and propagate other cells.
-

-

The

missionary as a catalyst should move on rapidly to spread
good news. In 1913 Roland Allen querried contemporary
Missionary Strategy: St Paul's or Ours?6 This became
the charter of an age. Ironically, these men may be the ear
ly White Fathers of indigenization. Euthenesia of the mis
sionary meant a greater utilization of the indigenous sons of the
soil the daughters are usually left out of such matters. Henry
Venn is perceived in protestant historiography as one who
recognized the humanity and capability of the African. Diatribes
against the young turks who opposed Bishop Adjai Crowther
the

-

suffuse the pages.
His namesake, Professor J. Ade Ajayi, however has placed
Henry Venn in a better prespective. He was not really a three
selves advocate. Rather his goal was to create an African elite
who can bridge Western civilization and African barbarisrn.?
These educated elite would domesticate the former subtle im
-

perialism which those with scales in their eyes cheer.
At the global level, protestant justice ethic still contains the
tension. The position which has been termed "evangelical"
because it emphasizes the global mandate to spread the
evangelion dominated Protestant ideology. Up till the 1950's
the major concerns in issues of social justices were related to
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reconstruction and relief precisely because modern European
history from 1870-1945 was rife with wars or rumours of wars.
The solidarity of churches found clear expression in a common
concern for the suffering, the needy and the hungry and the pro
gramme of inter-church aid was widely understood as having to
do with the service to refugees, aid to victims of natural
disasters, famine and poverty. In the same vein the victims of
racism were comforted and supported. Matt. 25: 35-36 and the
Good Samaritan were much quoted texts by the member chur
ches. Responding to brothers and sisters in poverty and distress
in the model of charity (diakonia) was a high priority of protes
tant ecumenical movement and remains so to this present age.
It has its place.

Thus,

a

doyen, Visser t'Hooft, in his book, The Genesis and

Formation of the World Council of Churches (1982) intoned
that:
The World Council's

concern

for the creation of

a

truly responsible society and for justice

and peace in the realm of international and inter-racial relations is
not a product of the
1960's or 1970's but belongs to its heritage from the period of the founders.f
...

ignores the changing understanding of what is a "responsi
society". Obviously, he was hurting from the strident calls
from Third World Peoples fr/� a radical change of perspective
He

ble

and action. Professor Masao Takenaka warned at the New Delhi
Assembly that:
There is

increasing need for churches to develop social diakonia. This means that
only charitable diakonia, that is to say action directed towards the
results of social disease and injustice, but we must also develop action directed
towards the cause of social disease and injustice. 9
we must

an

express not

The

operative biblical texts began to shift: the exodus event, the
Magnificat and the Luke 4 passage announcing Jesus' ministry
as having to do with the poor, the captives, the blind, the op
pressed, all of whom needed to be released from structures that
bound them, became more widely used. The root of issues of in
justice were analyzed as being located in structures of power.
The need for systemic, economic and global political change
became more apparent.
This major shift in ideology

can

be dated

more

precisely to the
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1960s. Those were heady years: new nations acquired political
independence and self-assertion. For instance, Bola Ige's
ideological assault on the age old Protestant political ethics in
Geneva in 1966 still reverberates in the pages of C-C. West's
book, The Power to be Human.t? In America and Europe, the rip
ples of Vietnamese War, Black Power, Weatherimen, and
numerous urban revolutionary armies which fought urban guer
rilla warfares were rife. In the America of the 1960's a violent

pig as the Presidential candidate while numerous
wealthy were kidnapped. The use on LSD
(hallucigenic drug) to the steely scream of pop music led Jac
ques Barzun of Columbia University to designate Illiberalism as
the Disease of Our Age

group put up a
scions of the

.

Marga Buhrig, a veteran wee participant, recalls how
hordes of youth and young adults ranged round the conference
at Upsalla in 1968. Every morning they would distribute a com
mentary sheet called Hot News. No 5 very embarrasingly quer
ried the participants: "But is God transcendence and the vertical
dimension, not forgotten in this Assembly?" Then, came James,
Baldwin's shattering speech:
Dame

It seems to me, then, that the most serious

thing that has happened in the world today
Christains, having rationalized their crimes for so
long, though they live with them everyday and the evidence of them every day, put
themselves out of touch with themselves I am saying that when _a person.
when a people, are able to persuade themselves that another group of breed of men are
less than men, they themselves become less than men and have made it impossible for
I tremble for that day that is coming when
themselves to confront reality and to change
some non-white nations, for example Vietnam, are able to pay the West back-they have a
long and bloody bill to pay. I tremble when I wonder if there is left in the Christian civiliza
tions
the moral energy, the Spiritual daring, to atone, to repent, to be born again, if it is
actually possible, if there is enough leaven in the loaf to cause us to discard our actual
and in the Christian conscience is that

...

...

...

and historical habits

From this

(peR). It

"
...

challenge emerged

was

the

in the 1960's that

Programme to Combat Racism
Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of the

Oppressed put the wrench into the miseducation process in
mission fields. The gauntlet was picked up. Both at Upsalla in
1968 and Nairobi in 1975 a key debate raged: on the one side
were the advocates of science and technology as the key to the
future of mankind while others raged against them with the op
tion of revolutionary humanism. This is the belief that human
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and the solution to the alienation from himself in
lives
depends upon the basic overthrow of
structures
of
present
power and authority. Essentially, both posi
tions are humanisms because they attribute to man the capacity
to realize himself by his own power. Where does Goa fit into this
liberation

which

-

man now

-

perception of reality? The threat of science as an empowerment
unjust structures loomed large. Two new programmes emerg
ed
Church and Society actually focussed on Church,
SciencefTechnology and Society while Justice, Peace and In
tegrity of Community (JPIC) was created as a oroqrarnrne to
study and act on issues of social justice. A certain tension
emerged into the debate for a new realization of the implications
of biblical sources on justice. Strangely, the vocabulary took
openly Marxist trend.
to

-

In the wake of social concerns, other programmes were
focussed on women, the child, dialogue with non-christian
·faiths, dialogue with other ideologies, alternative modes of

ministerial formation, education and the family and a host of
others. A concern for the denial of political rights and religious
freedom in Eastern Europe led to a cultivation and integration of
Eastern Orthodox Churches while the Organization of Indepen
dent Churches was crystallized as potential modes of christian
expression in Africa. The gulf between evangelicals, concerned
with the conversion of billions before the eschaton and social
ecumenists, who preached engagement and the gospel for the
whole person, widened beyond ambiguity. As protestants from
the poorer two thirds of the world, new nations with atrocious
histories of human rights moved into the WCC, the language
of social justice changed: the clarion call was Participation,

Struggle. As was argued in the San An
tonio Conference of 1989, suffering without struggle is mean
ingless, struggling without suffering may not achieve transfor
mation; while suffering is not to be romanticized, it is inevitable
in the struggle to overcome oppressive structures. The followers
of Jesus Christ are invited to participate with people who are
crushed in their struggle for the transformation of society .12 It
does not mean that protestants are belching Continua Aluta
with full-throated ease. Opposition is still rife; but before this, it
will be pertinent to analyse the score-sheet of these program
Solidarity, Suffering

mes.

and
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Protesting Agencies

In a brilliant and seminal book, The Churches and Rapid
Social Change (1961), Paul Albrecht, who laboured from 1948
-1969 on the formulation of the protestants' protest over
man's

inhumanity to

man,

said,

The challenge to the church today is to uncover new strategies and forms of ac
tion which will enable it to witness to Christ within this political, social and
cultural revolution
The task before the churches is immense, but the power
which Christ has given his church is more than sufficient
The problem today
is perhaps not so much to find new forms of christian action as to open our eyes
....

....

to what Christ is already doing and to share his burden of tragedy and
tory in order that the whole of mankind may come to know its true destiny.13

vic

Perceived as a social control model, the protest for human rights
involved confronting the secular world with the moral im
perative to respect the human person and to create a moral
climate so that mankind may realize her destiny. It also involved
activist role to relieve the victims of injustice as well as pro
phetic declamation of God's will in His world.
To achieve these, the World Council of Churches created four
units
-

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

JPSS (Just, Participatory and Sustenable Society).
CCIA (Commission of the Churches International Affairs).
ICARWS (Inter-Church Aid, Refugee and World Service).
CCPD (Commission on the Churches' participation in

Development).
Beyond these, various churches continued to preach, discuss
and act from vantage points on issues of social justice.
The JPSS expresses an ideal and a programme to conscien
tize christians to their responsibility for justice in society, par
ticipation in the struggle of the poor and quest for a viable, sus
taining political economy. Even this ideal has undergone much
rethinking through the years. In the 1950's the ideal was posed
as the quest for a Responsible Society. In the resurgence of
social gospel in post World War II period it fought an uphill task
to convince christians of the gospel imperative to move religion
out of the closet of the individual soul into the risky social en
vironment. Victor Obenhaus wrote a typical book, The Respon
sible Christian: A Protestant Interpretation (1957) in the
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advocacy."
caught in the

heat of decolonization in Asia, Africa
and Latin America and with rapid social change
Macmillan's
Wind of Change. Rapid social change breeds intense moral and
It

was soon

-

cultural confusion. The effort was to convince the churches,
separately and together, that they ought to analyze and study
before passing judgment on their own role in society, let alone
non-christian social movements and structures. Where is the
church in the cold war ideologies? Where is the christian in the
politics of independence?
In Europe, an urge for unity under the umbrella of the Euro
pean Economic Community was persistent as well as rising of
the secular forces. It became necessary for the churches to

understand the moral implications. By the 1960's, the focus of
protestant social ethics was the problem of science, faith and
the future: the cultural effects of

technology, limits to the
world's rsources and new ethical issues on the future of man
raised by the trend of scientific research. Equally important was
the attention to stewardship over the ecology. These years were
characterized by Jorgen Randers Limits to Growth, E. F.
Schumacher's Small is Beautiful (1973) and such-like. But Pro
fessor Enilo Ajakaiye brought the issue home: in Nigeria, people
were so fascinated with new European products and transfer of
technologies and industries that little attention was paid to the
side-effects and to pollution of rivers, woodland and health of
people. Foreign industrial firms such as oil prospectors flout
every ethical consideration on ecology and health.
When in the 1970's and 1980's the programme waded into
more sensitive issues such as nuclear disarmament, the conver
sion from military technology to socially useful purposes and the
rapidly changing world of biology which was catalogued in
Genetics and the Quality of Life (amniocertesis, genetic
screening, selective abortion, in vitro fertilization, gene
transplanation) turmoil appeared. An irate church leader published a book, Who Speaks tor the Church? which virtually quer
ried the basis of this paper which assumes that the wee ac
tivities indexed the position of protestants I The churches
wanted the wee to defend historic christian teaching about the
dignity of human life and the way this is to be expressed. Fear
and distrust greeted the call for a new understanding of life.15

.
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Ironically, since nuclear matters were of great concern to
Europeans while apartheid and socio-economic issues mat
tered most to Third World peoples, tension appeared at the at
tempt to lump Peace and Justice under one programme. As an
irate African intoned, there shall be no peace without justice! It
was feared that the Europeans who contributed most financially
divert Protestants' protest to issues which concerned
them most. Most Third World peoples did not worry about
nuclear or biological research trends.
The CCIA was not spared similar trauma. Prior to the 1960's,
leadership in this programme was provided by virtually ec
clesiastical diplomats who moved through the corridors of UN
may

soon

lobbying for moral international policies.

As

wars

of liberation

tore the peace of adamant colonizers and as natives of such

places got into decision-making positions with the WCC, more
sympathetic attitudes emerged as well as new challenges to the
church. Funds were provided for freedom fighters in a new affir
mation of engagement and participation in the struggle against
injustice. Old theologies of christian attitude to war were
discarded. European critics saw red: some pacifist groups such
as the Salvation Army threatened to withdraw, Europeans who
paid for apartheid (Dutch and Germans especially) threatened to
Council of Churches of funds.
From another angle, some criticized the cautious, silent
diplomacy in certain matters, especially in Eastern Europe. It was
argued that the protestants' protests suffered from a gap bet
ween theology and praxis. In 1979, the Central Committee
swung into defence:
starve World

...

those who live within any

given location

are

best

qualified

to

interprete and

analyze their own experience and best able to prescribe strategies for the realiza
tion of human rights within their own situation. It also implies that human rights
are nowhere perfectly assured, and that concern abroad must be tempered by a
realistic

appraisal of responsibility

at

home. (But) solidarity calls for support for

each other

morally, materially and politically (since) many churches live in situa
tions so grave that they cannot cope with the problems using their own
resources alone
help must be sought by those inside, and must not be impos
ed, however, well meant from the outside.16
...

At issue were the following considerations: (1) effective
diplomacy is often quiet, contrary to marxist yellings; (2) the
safety of indigenous church people as vicious regimes use the
red-herring of outside interference to become more repressive;
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the church can
"ecclesiastical
running commentary"
indulge
on world affairs; (4) respect for the authenticity of the in
digenous churchmen. Thus, they should initiate any call for aid.
However, the church could play it by the ears and decide where
not afford to

in

-

an

to "interfere."

The ICARWS has continued the old task of diakonia,
endeavouring to be an enabler, assisting, co-ordinating and

stimulating the churches in their desire to serve one another.
Both Tracy Early's Simply Sharing (1980) and the Commission's handbook, Empty Hands: an Agenda for the Chur
ches, analyse the basic theologies and assessment of the vast
array of aids shared. Perhaps, the most crucial area is the man
date to "defend and promote the rights of migrant workers"
because as Jonathan Fryer warns in Food for Thought, the
Churches "in their desire. to assist all those who are hungry,
might be tempted to use the easy limited reply: food aid." They
should battle with the causes of human sufferings.
area where CCPD has made its mark: it has worked
the manifestation of demonic force in com
militarization
and
the
munity
breeding of suppressive regimes. Equally
notable is the re-definition of the Poor and the plea for the chur
ch's solidarity in Good News for the poor, in Separation
without Hope? which analysed the period 1750-1920 when the
churches were unable to accept the challenge of the new work
ing class. In Towards a Church of the Poor it examines what
is happening with those churches which have taken a clear op
tion for the poor. In these and other publications, this unit has
served as the reflection arm for other units which are directly
engaged. It catalyses change in the protestant effort to educate

This is the

on

-

the churches on biblical values on true humanity,to warn them
off structures and ideologies which dehumanize, to empower
them in confrontation and suffering to punish and pull down op
pressors and to encourage them
to be like Christ in obedience to

stewardship
VI.

over

the path to the high calling
God, in love of neighbour and
on

ecology.

Policy and Practice: Conclusions

Protestant

theology

has

approached

the issue of human

rights
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by examining the biblical roots. Some clear proximates, core
convictions yet not fully-developed doctrines have emerged.
These are primarily concerned with how faithfulness may be
more fully manifested in the corporate life of humanity. The
key word here is the concept justice. As the JPSS Advisory
Committee in Geneva (1977) put the matter:
Justice has become the acid test of all engagement in society and the criterion of all
possible programmes and strategies for society. Justice, in the perspective of the

kingdom

of God, is not a principle, and ideal value which will never be realized in social
as the historical embodiment of love, it indicates a quality
relationships in

life. Rather,

community and criterion for evaluating and changing social

A christian

structures.' �f
-

theological approach is, therefore,

a

distinctive

one

host of humanistic' models. The sophistication in articula
tion, the ardour in the quest for viable policy options are not in
doubt. Internal criticisms may occur over textual wording. But

from

a

the immediate concern.
Rather, there is a gap between policy and practice for several
reasons. The evangelical perspective is a strong countervailing
force. Some dub it conservative, others cali it fundamentalism
and oppose it to either liberal theology or social ecumenism. But
it runs deep grooves in the protestant psyche because of the
primacy of the word in the Scriptures in protestant affirmation.
The evangelicals fear that social engagement such as funding
liberation movements in Mozambique, Angola and Zimbabwe
are "spiritually underfed" and "politically force-fed" They assert
that social justice could only emerge from redeemed people
with renewed hearts and that the pursuit of social justice should
not become a substitute for proclaiming new life in Christ.
Susan Pelman once argued in the pages of WCCrs Interna
tional Review of Missions that some of the Council's postures
could be likened to a physician who treats a cancer patient with
an operable tumour by radiation therapy which only retards the
tumour's growth for a while, when he has it within his grasp to
excise the entire tumour through surgery. They argue that the
church's concern should be to do the work on the hearts of the
individuals so that social justice could have an ideological base.
Preaching the kingdom goes with commitment to its demands
for justice. Pelman proposed a middle axiom between a falsely
eschatological vision of the kingdom of God which invites
passiveness and a falsely activist inciting radicalism in which
these

are not

.
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ideological

convictions

are

made

sacred

and

too

easily

substituted for the kingdom to come."
In this critique, she echoes the concern of many that the lines
with marxist posture often became blurred and the prospect of

dining

with demonic world

spirits increased. Beyond this, the

Latin American experience, as articulated by Gustavo Gutier
rez, points to the spiritual confusion which befalls those chris

tians who move from reflections on liberation into field enga
ment in mundane politics. Choices are often no longer clear.
A second source of protestant dilemma is the size and com

plexities of geopolitical provenance. Various regions face con
flicting needs which call for such balancing acts that the applica
tion of theological resources create ambiguous postures.
Thirdly, complexity creates enormous demands on funds.
Funding at the international level soon becomes a political mat
ter as' some rich nations want to determine the path of policy by
pul.lin.9, at the.purse string. Soon theological considerations, are
.' side-lined. Local stewardship becomes imperative
�>-'Fburthly, the growth of nationalism has often worked against
global perspectives or internationalism. Racism fuels this trend
and paternalism may subtly replace either the spirit of diakonia
or the understanding of the sacredness of the human person or
the obligation towards the neighbour which should be agape,
the love of God, rather than phi/os.
Fifthly, the protestant strategy which distinguishes between
local and global initiatives on matters of social justice assumes
,

,

.

•

,

an overall awareness which does not exist. For instance, in many
Third World Churches, ignorance of both the-Scriptures and the
authority of the believer bedevil any prospects of being a pro
phetic voice amidst the adventurism of rulers. Weak churches

armed with weak

theology make weak protests

to strident

abuses of communal life. Thus, there is often a wide gap bet
ween the articulation and catalyst action from Geneva and

witness/discipleship of local church leaders. Could it be that an
ethical revolution is coming from the top rather than from the
grassroots? Poorly-trained church leaders make poor represen
tatives to international gatherings.
There is the case of one Presbyterian leader who was sent
from Nigeria to a conference in Edinburgh. On return, the ad
ministrators requested him to perform a debriefing tour. He was
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all excitement:
When I reached Lagos, it

was

wonderful. I entered

wonderful. We arrived in Liverpool, it

wonderful. From there, phe-e-w,

a

was

big ship

a

wonderful and

fast train brought

me to

on

for Uverpool, it was
LONDON, it was

to

Edinboro, it was wonderful!

What was discussed? All was lost in dazed amazement. The size
of the gap is wonderful. Yet the protestants' protest is vibrant.
It is built on the hope that Christ has already won the battle
against principalities and powers which hold the world in bon
dage but the full manifestation of this victory is at the parousia.
We are in the waiting period as this aeon closes while the not
yet- period (which intruded into here-and-now period at the in
carnation of Christ) blooms out. So, continua aluta! Jesus is on

the throne.
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