WCC World Conference on Racism
( 14-17 June 2009, Doorn, Netherlands)

From Racism to Exclusion: A new Challenge to the Churches
after 40 years Programme to Combat Racism.
(by Baldwin Sjollema*)

Celebrating the 40th anniversary of the Programme to Combat Racism (PCR) of
the WCC offers us the opportunity of looking in a new way at the past.

As someone who was involved in the creation of the Programme (to Combat
Racism of the WCC) in 1969, I want to try to give you an insight in how, in
what we did then, we interpreted the mandate we received from the 1968
Uppsala Assembly. My introduction this morning is meant to help us connect
the past with the present, to help us understand how what we did 40 years ago
can help us with regard to a new commitment for the future.

1968- a time of kairos.

The year 1968 was not only significant for the revolutionary mood in Western
societies; it was also a milestone in the life of the WCC. The Uppsala Assembly
on the theme "Behold I make all things new" showed the determination of the
churches to face some of the crises with which society was then confronted.
Twenty years after its creation, the WCC and its member churches were living
in the post-colonial period. It was the time when theologians in different parts of
the world responded to the struggle for liberation by developing a theology of
liberation. Delegates from the churches, many from former colonial countries,
who attended for the first time such an ecumenical gathering, brought with them
the cries and pleas of their people.

The ecumenical movement clearly recognized in these developments a kairos, a
God-given opportunity , particularly in regard to racism. It was a time of crisis,
protest and resistance against cultural, social and political structures.
Consequently, the churches were confronted with the call for a new international
order. They acknowledged the revolutionary ferment among the liberation
movements in southern Africa.

It was in that climate that Martin Luther King was to preach the opening sermon
at the Uppsala Assembly. Expectations were high. His assassination just before
the Assembly stunned the world. But the silencing of his prophetic voice only
underscored the importance of the race issue. It further challenged us to seek a
new type of response.
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We needed to turn vision into reality. We were inspired by dreams of young and
old, men and women, who saw a vision of the unity of humankind which would
break down the barriers that for so many centuries had hedged in the churches,
divided the races and distorted the God-given design of the human community.
Demands for action came from all sides. Racism was recognized as one of the
most dangerous problems within the churches themselves. And in order for them
to be able to contribute to a world-wide struggle for racial justice, the churches
had to be seen first of all as cleaning-up their own backyard. Racism was seen
not just as one among many injustices but as a particularly Christian heresy.
Uppsala 1968 was not the beginning of WCC's involvement in the struggle for
racial justice. But, after twenty years of having made one statement after
another, the member churches specifically mandated the WCC -and that was
something new- to take the leadership role by undertaking "a crash programme
to guide the Council and member churches in the urgent matter of racism"(1).
Thus the Programme to Combat Racism (PCR) was created. By the time the
PCR was started, the notion of ecumenism was principally informed by the New
Testament use of the word oikumene, meaning the whole inhabited world.
Ecumenical work had to be concerned with all humankind, and not merely with
the work of the churches, and from this perspective racism was an eminently
ecumenical issue. The churches therefore faced the question whether through the
actions of concrete solidarity , they would accept to live in this enlarged
household, where they would find themselves alongside groups and
organisations not primarily based on the Christian tradition, but representing
victims of racism. That same issue was soon posed again in relation to solidarity
of the churches with the poor, and in solidarity with women.(2)

Did the Programme to Combat Racism succeed?

In retrospect it can be said that the Uppsala Assembly heard the message. It
seized the kairos and tried to put into pracrice the many statements it had made
in the past. Through the creation of the Programme to Combat Racism, the
WCC created a test case for acting as the conscience of the churches. Moreover,
the WCC made a real contribution to the liberation of the people of southern
Africa. It was certainly understood by the victims as such, as was confirmed on
several occasions by the churches and governments of the countries concerned,
specifically at the occasion of the visit in 1990 by Nelson Mandela to the WCC
in Geneva where he addressed the whole staff and expressed his gratitude for the
solidarity shown by the WCC towards the people of South Africa during the
most difficult years of its struggle for freedom.

I want to add that the PCR was never limited to one geographical area. We were
involved in many other parts of the world which received relatively little
attention because southern Africa understandably stole the limelight. PCR
awareness-raising-programmes however made the member churches discover



that in Latin and North America, in Australasia, India and Japan racism was
rampant as well.

This might sound as if I wanted to glorify the WCC's involvement in ending
apartheid. I will, however, not give in to that temptation!

Rather, I now would like to focus on the question: of whether and how the
Council stood the test in its daring attempt to mobilize the churches accross the
world to join the struggle in support of justice for all God's children? And here,
an honest answer, in my view, would have to admit that the story is a mixed bag.
It is not such a glorious story. Many of the fiercest battles were fought in church
committee rooms where the only weapons were carefully worded resolutions.
Others were carried out in the streets where people marched in the protest
demonstrations of organized boycotts. Some took place in the fancy company
board rooms where a few bold Davids confronted the Goliaths of big business.
Wherever the words of the prophets became events and the resolutions of the
churches turned into actions, the debates became intense. Significantly, much of
the controversy concerned money, which proved to be more eloquent than any
words.

The WCC, even though it was specifically mandated to take a leadership role,
depended on the response of its constituency. Were the churches willing to
engage themselves and make costly sacrifices as they were asked to do? The
answer is that an important part of its membership, especially but not
exclusively in the West, did not want to make the sacrifices required after they
realized what was at stake. Since the churches had asked the WCC to take the
lead, they rather expected the Council itself to take the risky decisions and to
take the consequences. After which some of those same churches felt free to
criticize the WCC for what it was doing, conveniently forgetting that the WCC
had been acting in their behalf and at their specific request.

To be sure, the stakes were high. Combating racism proved to be a very costly
exercise for the churches because it went deep under their skin. Analysing the
causes of racism meant for the churches to review and reconsider their own
personnel policies, their financial and investment policies, their relations with
banks and multinational companies. In addition, it involved a critical re-
assessment of the relationship with their respective governments, and that
proved in many cases going one step too far.

The WCC knew its decision to divest itself and to close its accounts with banks
operating in South Africa would be controversial. It had to choose its course
carefully, because important issues were at stake and the international financial
world was watching with deep suspicion, ready to attack any mistake or
misjudgement by the WCC. In addition, we have to bear in mind that the call for
disinvestment was not merely a step further in the struggle for racial justice.
That decision (for disinvestment) also fundamentally questioned the social,



economic and political structures of both the West and southern Africa. It
revealed the roots and consequences of the capitalist system in our own
countries and our links to that system, a system of domination, racial and
otherwise.

As for the PCR itself, with the little means at its disposal- it never had more than
five staff members at a time-, it could not adequately communicate with its
constituency. It was treading on unknown and dangerous ground and had to
learn by trial and error. Many churches were taken by surprise. Our task as PCR
was explicitly an act of confrontation. We had to manage the conflict in order to
force the churches to confront the issues at stake and take the necessary action in
their local situation. The result was that some churches felt they could no longer
support the WCC and took their distance.(3) They felt that churches as such
should stay outside the realm of politics and the economy. They underlined the
need to avoid taking sides in national and international conflicts. At best, their
theological traditions allowed them to support dialogue between different parties
in the conflict. One of the most difficult problems we encountered was the
inability of church leaders to understand that violent opposition to the state by
liberation movements was often the result of the state itself becoming the
oppressor and the tyrant. It was objected that support to the liberation
movements would entail an endorsement of violence. Also, the notion of a wider
household was criticized as "secular" ecumenism. As a result, the specificity of
the churches' calling would be jeopardized. In other cases, although
representatives of the churches in various WCC committees understood the
issues and supported PCR's recommendations for action, they had great
difficulty in mobilizing support for them at home. Thus, already in 1983, the
WCC, through its General Secretary (Philip Potter) was forced to raise the
question whether it could continue "to go its own way with programmes and
activities reaching out to groups and others but not conceived, planned and
communicated at all stages, and carried out with active involvement of the
churches?"(4)

So, on the whole, it can be said that most churches were not really able or
willing to take the kind of turn which would demonstrate that their place was
alongside the victims of racism. Because that was what was really at stake:
sharing the struggle of the oppressed, acting in solidarity with them, instead of
giving the usual token support.

Am [ now condemning churches wholesale? Definitely not, I wouldn't dare to.
There have been many inspiring initiatives by church groups all around,
although not to the extent of our utopian dreams. What was important however,
was that many grassroots ecumenical groups of all kinds, a new network, sprang
up in direct response to the challenges raised by the WCC. They started to
concretely question their church leadership about their involvement in racist and
discriminatory practices. It is especially these groups and networks that
courageously confronted the church hierarchies with daring questions related to



living out the Gospel. Many of those who engaged in the struggle have done so
at great cost. But many have also been able to develop a much needed
spirituality that sustained them during this kind of prolonged struggle.

There was surprising little theological debate. PCR, like the WCC as a whole,
based its actions on biblical convictions. There was general consensus that
racism is heresy and must be rejected in the light of God's word. That the word
of God is itself a two-edged sword, and that those who brandish it can find it
turning on them.

There was plenty debate about ethical issues, such as the issue of stewardship of
church funds and pensions, and of course on the use of violence. For those who
were not pacifists, no less than for those who were, the challenge was to
continue searching for non-violent solutions of social and racial justice.

What can we discern for today?- From Racism to Exclusion

Today it may seem incredible that we believed that we would make much
progress during the initial five-year period of the programme. PCR's mandate
was therefore extended several times. Since then, however, deepgoing change
has taken place, both in the world around us and in our churches and in the
WCC.

The ecumenical agenda of the 60s, 70s and 80s was clear. Apartheid and
colonialism were our focal point. Today, the issues are not basically different.
Racism remains as basic and as dangerous a threat to the world and the
ecumenical movement as it was in 1968. That needs to be clearly re-emphasized.
But the political and economic climate has considerably changed and so has the
position of the churches. At that time we were especially involved in southern
Africa. Now there are other areas that need our attention. Globalisation has had
enormous effects and resulted in increasing mobility and migration. Many
people have found new opportunities and are benefitting from globalization by
migrating. But for even more people globalization has meant the aggravation of
the divide between the rich and the poor. They are forced to leave their country.
Many are trying to reach affluent Europe by any means possible. We all know of
the terrible tragedies of the thousands of boat people. And affluent Europe has
become "Fortress Europe", attempting all means to keep out asylum seekers and
migrants from other continents. Also, since the criminal attacks of 11 September
2001 on the USA, security and socalled "anti-terorism"concerns have gained
priority over most migration and asylum policies. Persons from predominantly
Muslim areas and persons of certain ethnic origin have become the objects of
general suspicion, leading to increasingly hard security measures. Asylum
seekers are subjected to dehumanizing forms of control. The Geneva
Conventions are being robbed of their original content and considered by critics
as out of date.

Moreover, the present social and economic world-wide crisis and the resulting
unemployment and social and political unrest cause the rich countries to deport



migrants and refugees in order to protect their own workers. A worsening
political climate and recession revive nationalism, protectionism and
discrimination against foreign workers. Foreigners, migrants, refugees, asylum
seekers become the scapegoats for a defaulting capitalist economy. Yet, the
movement of desparate people from other continents in the direction of Europe
continues unabated and is unlikely to diminish, in spite of the walls being built.
The example of Europe can be multiplied by similar policies and practices in
other parts of the world.

Racism and exclusion are on the increase all over the world as the crisis spreads.
They confront us as Christians and churches with a radical challenge. How can
we describe this challenge and what should we be doing about it?

First, we need to recognize that the Oikumene, the "one inhabited world", which
we discovered in the 1960s is now a reality before our eyes. This reality has
been exemplified by President Obama in his speech in Cairo (4 June 2009) in
which he addressed the Muslim world. The globalization of the economy
combined with the environmental crisis has brought about the realization that we
are all part of the inhabited world, part of one human family.

How then can we, as Christians help to spread this news? | say deliberately
"help", because the awareness of this reality is no longer limited to Christians
and is, in fact, much more acute among a number of groups outside the
churches, and the first step may well have to be to catch up amongst ourselves.

To come back to the example of Europe:. The creation of the European Union
(EU) is a recognition that we can't go it alone. At the same time, however, the
European nations continue, at times, to behave as though nothing has changed.
Nationalism still exists and in some cases is even on the increase. We know that
we can only move forward together, yet, we behave as if we were still sovereign
nations. We need to recognize that the traditional notion of national sovereignty
today amounts to a form of apartheid! In the 60s, 70s and 80s we limited
ourselves to struggle against apartheid in South Africa. Today, apartheid is no
longer limited to that part of the world. We recognize racism and exclusion in
many other places. Apartheid has become a globally used expression to indicate
the injustice done to people who are forced to leave their ancestral land. Racism
and exclusion start there.

Europe and the rest of the developed world today are confronted with the same
problem that faced the apartheid regime of South Africa in the 60s and 70s.
Development aid by the West over the past years was a form of sharing some
breadcrumbs with the poor. That attitude was itself a form of racism. It was
hardly inspired by sharing as a form of justice. The electronic walls around
Europe, the USA, Israel and around certain favellahs and townships today are
vain attempts to protect ourselves from what we call "unwanted people".



Hospitality as a central focus for the churches' response

By way of conclusion, allow me to suggest the concept of hospitality as a
central focus for the churches' response to the general trend of protectionism and
exclusion. And this even more so after the ominous results of the recent
elections ( 7 June 2009) for the European Parliament.

The word hospitality stems from the Latin "hostis"(5) which means both guest
and enemy, an indication that the practice of hospitality is not as innocent as it
appears at first. Christians and churches may have to pay a price for being
hospitable. The cost of discipleship may consist for Christians no longer to be
respected neither by their churches nor as citizens by their countries. We may be
called to cross thresholds.

Two examples will illustrate what I mean:

One is the story of a group of committed Christians in Arizona (USA) called
"No More Death". They work in volunteer teams at the US-Mexican border to
help desparate illegal Mexicans trying to cross into the United States. The US
border is secured with walls, and the most sophisticated electronic devices and
border patrols. Thousands of migrants from Mexico are threatened by hunger
and thirst in the dessert with temperatures of sometimes over 45°C. Many die on
the way. But the group "No More Death" under the slogan "Humanitarian Aid is
never a Crime" is equally equiped with sophisticated material to find out exactly
where the migrants are located. They brings them daily hundreds of
watergallons and food parcels. Thousands of people are thus saved. US
authorities consider part of the activities of the group as punishable and
volunteers have been sentenced.

The second story is about a German ship "Cap Anamur" in the Mediterranean
which saved the lives of 37 African refugees (in 2004). The two captains are
now on trial in Sicily and risk 4 years imprisonment and a 400.000 euros fine for
saving lives. Solidarity groups all over Europe are supporting the two accused,
again under the motto "Humanitarian Aid is never a Crime".(6)

These two stories- and many others which you know better than I- illustrate both
the promise and the problem of hospitality.

The new Jerusalem is a city of inclusion, contrary to the European rules known
as those of Schengen, Dublin or Brussels.

We need start thinking concretely about the right in the City. Dream of a new
Law. That sounds unrealistic, utopian. Yes, but we have to get moving in that
direction!

The notion of hospitality is deeply embedded in the history of Israel and of the
Christian church. Israelites were regularly reminded that their ancestor was "a
wandering Aramean" (Deut. 26: 5) and the Gospels remind us that we are
moving toward a day which will reveal the presence of Christ in "the least of
these", the hungry, the sick, the strangers (Mt. 25:35-40). And the New
Testament also offers the vision of the new Jerusalem whose gates "shall never
be shut" (Rev. 21: 25).



Can we recuperate this biblical vision of hospitality? It would place our worship
and especially the celebration of the Eucharist into a new perspective. Christians
cannot celebrate the Eucharist without practizing hospitality (7). It would also
mean that hospitality could no longer be considered a matter of philanthropy,
but a right which might be in tension with existing national laws of protecting
citizens. It might also be in tension with international law insofar as it is limited
to treaties between sovereign nations.

All this is extremely complicated and likely to be dismissed as unpractical and a
threat to the existing order. What matters for us, however, is that we move
beyond where we are and openly witness about our vision. And not remain
stiffled in our traditional outmoded outlook.

We also need to move beyond dialogue. In the 1960s WCC started a programme
of dialogue with people of other cultures and religions and faiths, with more or
less succes. Today we need to try to find new forms of integration for
newcomers. We need to fight for human rights of strangers.

Fourty years after the decision to embark on a major struggle against racism
through the Programme to Combat Racism, this consultation might challenge
the churches and christians to confess that in the face of exclusion, injustice and
oppression, neutrality is no option for the Church's understanding of its mission
and ministry in the world. Instead, we are asked to show what we stand for. The
responsibility of human beings for each other extends to the whole of humanity,
throughout time.
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