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INTRODUCTION

Each group of human beings has a leader or leaders. From the
smallest entity of a family until international institutions like the UN,
from companies to religious communities, from NGOs to parliaments
and governments, from schools to the media. There are many leaders:
parents, teachers, editors in chief, boards, presidents of associations,
CEOs, pastors, deacons and bishops, men, women and children.

Many leaders act in a responsible way, but many others do not.
Responsibility and responsiveness are directly related. A leader is
responsible when he or she is responsive to the needs, concerns and
interest of those whom one aspires to lead. At its best, leadership must
be demonstrated in the responsible management of public and private
resources for the common good. From this perspective, stewardship is
an expression of responsible leadership. Responsible leadership also
has to do with integrity, which in turn has to do with respectability
and respectfulness. To be respectable, a leader must be respectful of
those for whom that leader expects respect and compliance. Respect
can only be deserved. It must not be demanded. Self-imposition
evokes fear, whereas exemplary leadership wins respect.

Globalisation leads to a close interaction between different value
systems. Different concepts and traditions of leadership are con-
fronted with each other by media, trade, tourism, encounters, con-
ferences and migration. This is enriching and challenging at the same
time. How to come to a common understanding of leadership when
one has to work together with others and has to find common deci-
sion-making processes? How to respect at the same time the diversity
of values and leadership models?

These questions were the starting point for this book. Glo-
bethics.net, the global network for applied ethics, unites ethicists and
practitioners from all continents. A first volume (Christoph Stückel-
berger, Jesse N.K. Mugambi (eds), Responsible Leadership. Global Per-
spectives, Nairobi, Kenya: Acton Publishers, 2005) collected 15 articles
which are reprinted in this book. In September 2005, the International
Globethics.net Conference in Bangkok, Thailand on the theme ‘Respon-
sible Leadership’ brought together a broad variety of ethicists from five
continents. A selection of revised keynote speeches and papers are pre-
sented in the second part of this publication. Some of these 23 contri-
butions respond to and are in dialogue with articles from the first
volume. At the end, ‘Globethics.net Elements for Responsible Leader-
ship’ are published as a common result of the conference.

The contributions in this book cover four main sectors of respon-
sible leadership: family leadership (including educational leadership),



religious leadership, business leadership and political leadership. This
fascinating and rich variety of 39 contributions from 21 countries
shows the diversity of leadership concepts, e.g. family leadership
models in the different cultures. The struggle between Confucianism,
Socialism and Christian ethics in China, the conflicts between tradi-
tional and Christian concepts in Cameroon, the debate between con-
servative and liberal family ethics in Canada show the conflicts of
values in almost all societies and show ethical argumentation to solve
it. The articles also show the interaction between the different sectors
so that e.g. family models are reflected in politics and the behaviour
of their leaders. The contributions also show the strong influence of
religious leadership on other sectors in its positive and negative sense.

Many of the authors argue from a Christian ethical background,
some from a Muslim or a philosophical point of view. Leadership is
also an important gender issue which is an explicit focus in different
articles such as from South Korea, Argentina, Switzerland and South
Africa. All authors are rooted in their own context and try, at the
same time, to overcome it in situations of transformation and to con-
front it with the global challenges.

In the name of Globethics.net, we thank all the authors for their
contribution, the Globethics.net secretariat and WCC publications for
the good and efficient cooperation in the production of the book.

We hope that this collection contributes to sharpen the sensitivity
for irresponsible and unjust leadership and the abuse of power. We
hope that it strengthens the vision and values of responsible leader-
ship in global and contextual perspectives. We hope that men, women
and young people act as responsible stewards who understand lead-
ership as a service to those in need and a service to human develop-
ment in this one world.

Geneva/Nairobi, Advent 2006
Christoph Stückelberger and J. N. K. Mugambi, editors
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1

STEWARDS AND ‘CAREHOLDERS’. 
A CHRISTIAN ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE

Christoph Stückelberger, Switzerland

Introduction

To be a master? A king? A global player? A CEO? A guide? A
pathfinder? A steward? A shareholder? A ‘careholder’? What is the
vision of responsible leadership which guides us and should guide us?
Let us look at the biblical vision and Jesus’ practice of stewardship. It
is not an outdated concept, but highly relevant and feasible for the
leaders of today and tomorrow. 

Leaders have a specific responsibility. 1 But in order to find out,
what responsible leadership means, we ask: What does responsible
life as such mean? To act as leader is only a specific form of acting as
human being. This leads us straight to the fundamental question of
anthropology : What are we? What should human beings become?
What is our role and mandate in human relations and in relations
with the nonhuman creation? 

Power is the ability to decide on one’s own authority and to
impose this decision on others. This classical definition of power from
the famous sociologist Max Weber describes the mainstream under-
standing of leadership today: a leader is a master with the power to
decide, direct and dominate. Not only as teachers or directors, but also
as parents or as masters of our own free time. Most human beings
want – in that sense – to be masters because nobody likes to be
dependent on or ‘manipulated’ by others. 

The same understanding is included in the vision to be a king.
‘The consumer is king’ means: he or she can decide independently
what to buy or not to buy. The king seems to be responsible to nobody
but himself. A modern expression for kingship in today’s business
world is ‘global player.’ Two top managers of (Swiss) companies, one
from the nutrition sector and the other from the banking sector, told
me independently from each other, that they are convinced that in
future, only ‘about ten big global players’ will dominate the global
market in their respective sector. They stated that they intend to be
and remain one of them. They mainly think in categories of power
and manipulation. World development is seen as a game and the aim
is to define the rules of the game as global players and to influence



them in their favour. That is the modern misunderstanding of
Dominium terrae (to rule the world; to subdue it, Genesis 1,28). The
word ‘global players’ underlines this world-view, like a ‘religion of the
market’, which at the same time destroys the competition of the
market through the monopoly of the big players. 

This understanding of ‘kings’ and ‘masters’ is a model of domin-
ion which is always accompanied by the other side of the coin: the
people as ‘servants’. It is a model of hierarchy which often leads to
oppression, exploitation and humiliation. 

The Judeo-Christian faith is based on a totally different world
view of the role of humans on earth and of leadership : The ‘good
king’, the ‘good shepherd’, to be a ‘guest on earth’, the ‘good servant’
and the ‘steward’ — are biblical anthropological models relevant for
responsible leadership. Let us look at two of them, the good manager
and the guest.

1. Biblical Model: The Good Manager

The New Testament model of responsible leadership which
impresses me most is the one of the good manager. Its clearest expres-
sion is found in Luke 12:42-48:

42 Who then is the faithful and wise steward,2 whom his master will
set over his household, to give them their portion of food at the proper
time? 43 Blessed is that servant whom his master when he comes will find
so doing. 44 Truly, I say to you, he will set him over all his possessions.
45 But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming’
and begins to beat the menservants and the maidservants, and to eat and
drink and get drunk, 46 the master of that servant will come on a day
when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and will
punish him, and put him with the unfaithful. … 48 Every one to whom
much is given, of him will much be required; and of him to whom men
commit much they will demand the more.

The Greek word in this text for ‘steward’ is oikonomos, the ‘econ-
omist’! Oikos means the house and the household. The oikonomos is
housekeeper who keeps the house in order. It is the administrator and
manager who cares for the economy of the household and for all
people living and working in this community. It is the first servant.
There are four characteristics in the text which distinguish the
responsible and the irresponsible manager.

1. The good manager recognises that he is not the proprietor of the
house or the shareholder of the company but responsible to main-
tain and develop it in the name of the owner. The bad manager
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behaves as if he is the owner and sees the house or company as his
own property.

2. The faithful steward cares for the people under his responsibility!
He gives food, salary and social security at the proper time (v. 42).
But the bad leader violates and exploits the people he should be
responsible for (v. 45).

3. The good leader represents a solid work ethic. He works hard for
the well-being of his collaborators and therefore serves as a good
example. The irresponsible leader does not work, is corrupt,
drunken (that means he is greedy and hooked on all kind of
things). His exploitation and slavery is an expression that he
regards not only the household but also human beings as his per-
sonal property.

4. The wise servant acts in a responsible way at every moment of his
life because he knows that the ‘master’ could come and control
every time. Business ethics and response to God are fully inte-
grated in the daily life. But the stupid manager believes that no
control will happen, that he can win every court case by bribing
the judges, that it is enough to go to church and start to pray just
at the end of life in order to be saved.

The story shows in a very simple and convincing way the mean-
ing of responsibility : it means to respond to somebody (the word
‘responsibility’ comes from ‘response’): the manager to the owner, the
Christian to God. A bad leader wants to be autonomous, that means
‘independent’ from all responsibility towards others except himself.
And by that, as a drunken person, he even loses control over himself.
He is controlled by his greed for mammon and power. The good stew-
ard is theonomous, that means he gets his responsibility, respect and
dignity from his dependency from God. And the more responsible he
acts the more responsibilities he gets and can manage (v. 48). 

This responsible behaviour is a vision for everybody, but especially
for leaders. This model is convincing because it is not only a theory
but a model practiced by Jesus himself in his life as a ‘serving king’,
offering his own life for the benefit and salvation of the whole com-
munity. He preached, healed, danced and laughed, constantly
responding to the neet of his ‘clients’ as his ‘work ethics’. He served
as a servant washing the feeds of his disciples, he gave orientation and
guidelines by his challenging parables, he shared food. He remained
faithful to God whom he called father, even on the cross. The disci-
ples of the resurrected Christ are invited to become such good stew-
ards of God’s gifts.

A Christian Ethical Perspective 5



2. Biblical Model II: The Guest on Earth

A second biblical model of responsible leadership and behaviour
is God’s invitation to humankind to live as guests in his house, which
is the earth. This view is closely linked to the model of stewardship.
It is meaningful for economic ethics as well as for environmental
ethics. 3

The message ‘Bring the earth under your control’ (Gen 1:28) in
the younger of the two biblical Histories of creation written in the
Babylonian exile 2500 years ago, is the biblical statement defining the
relationship between man and the rest of creation that is still most
known to the public. It is often misunderstood as an oppressive posi-
tion of power and thus rejected. However, this dominium terrae is by
no means an invitation to the unlimited exploitation of the earth. On
the contrary, it means that we have a responsibility for our environ-
ment in the same way as a king should feel responsible towards his
people or a good steward takes care of the goods that he has been
entrusted with. The older biblical creation story in Genesis 2 shows
God’s generosity of allowing humanity to live on earth like in a fer-
tile garden but combines it with the command ‘to cultivate and to
guard it,’ or – in an other translation – ‘to work it and take care of it.’
(Gen 2:15).

God is the host and mankind is guest on earth. At the end of time
and already in these times, God invites to the great banquet. He offers
the abundant creation to his guests and lets them partake in the com-
pletion of creation. Mankind can only respond to this promise and
this offer in the most appropriate way by showing joy, praise and
thanks. At the same time, this offer represents the foundations of the
ethical re-orientation : Because humanity has experienced God’s
promise it is possible to live on earth like a respectful guest. God him-
self is host. He is the one to prepare the banquet (Isa 25:6-8). The laid
table is creation in perfection. And it is not up to the guest to choose
his or her host, but the host invites his guests (John 15:16). 

In the eschatological reconciliation, the mutual hospitality of all
creatures becomes perfect : ‘Wolves will be the guests of sheep’
(Isa 11:6) ! This means that to be God’s guest and host of fellow-
humans and fellow-creatures is a basic attitude including even the
world of non-humans! To be a guest is also a model for leadership
which leads to peace. 

The eschatological direction of the image of mankind towards
being guest in the New Testament has to be closely linked to the abun-
dant comprehension of being guest on earth present in the Old Tes-
tament, being particularly influenced by the tradition of Exodus: ‘My
people went to live in Egypt as foreigners’ (Isa 52:4). In the Old Tes-
tament, the concept of being a guest on earth develops into an anthro-
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pologically essential property of being human: The people of Israel
experienced in Egypt and for a second time in the Babylonian exile
what it meant to be foreigners. The attitude – that one’s own life as
well as the earth and its resources are not our property but only a loan
– is closely connected to this (1 Chron 29:1). In economic and eco-
logical terms, psalm 24 is also significant: ‘The world and all that is
in it belong to the Lord ; the earth and all who live on it are his’
(Ps 24:1). Thus, humans have no right of disposal, but a right of use
upon the resources of this earth. 

‘I am a guest on earth for just a little while’ (Ps 119:19) does not
mean to long for the beyond while withdrawing from this world. This
would not be responsible leadership but to escape responsibility. The
invitation to be a guest on earth enables the guests to bare the burden
of responsibility because they know that they must not bare the whole
world on their shoulder but the light burden in joyful expectation of
God’s kingdom to come and in deep respect towards creation know-
ing that the guests cannot and must not possess it. Who behaves like
a guest, leaves the guesthouse behind in good order for the next guests
that will arrive after him/her.

The model of being a guest on earth lays also the foundation for a
community oriented understanding of responsible leadership. Hospi-
tality plays an eminent role in the gospel, especially in the gospel
according to Luke. The community of guests around a table is the
embodiment of hospitality and the anticipation of the eschatological
reconciliation. The eucharistic community is an expression of God’s
hospitality and thus the visible banquet community of the guests that
have been invited by God himself (1 Cor 10:16-18; Mark 14:22). The
most important feature of the guests that are partaking in the banquet
community is the sharing. Thus, the Eucharist turns into the starting
point of the worldwide sharing among guests including fellow-beings
and the environment. 

The meaning of the model of the guest on earth for responsible
leadership can be summarised as follows:

1. The guest is not the owner of the guesthouse but s/he is invited to
use it for his/her well-being, joy and life in dignity. The dominium
terrae (to rule over the earth) is replaced by the servicium terrae,
serving the earth and all living beings on it.

2. Everything that has been created is placed at the guest’s disposal,
however, it cannot be possessed. Things which are on loan
are treated with care, respect and sustainability. Every inter-
vention into the ‘goods on loan’ is done with greatest caution
and only on consultation with the host. Thus results a ‘guest-
economy’.

A Christian Ethical Perspective 7



3. In the same way as God is not only host but also guest himself (and
foreigner ! John 1:11 ; Matt 8:20) on this earth, man is not only
guest but mandated by God to take over the tasks of a host. To be
host thus also corresponds to the diakonos of the New Testament,
who serves the guests unselfishly for example at the banquet com-
munity. Jesus as a leader understood himself as such a serving
diakonos. There is a close connection between the duties of the
host, of the steward and of the deacon towards his guests and the
poor, who may claim particular respect and protection! The host
protects his guests. Responsible leadership includes the responsi-
bility to protect!

3. The Christian Vision: Stewards and ‘Careholders’ 

The two models of the faithful steward and the thankful guest can
also be summarised in the word ‘careholder’. The shareholder holds
shares and therefore possesses a part of a company in order to make
profit out of his invested money. The responsible shareholder, in addi-
tion, cares for the well-being of the company and its workers. The
responsible leader as a ‘careholder’ holds responsibility and cares for
values, goods and for people who are entrusted to him or her. 

Responsible behaviour and its virtues are first of all valid for all
human beings. Leaders ‘only’ have a higher degree of responsibility to
care than the ‘ordinary’ people. The stronger has more responsibili-
ties than the weaker because he has more power, competences and
means to decide and to act. The steward and ‘careholder’ can be char-
acterised by six virtues:

To care : ‘The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden
of Eden to work it and take care of it.’ (Gen 2:15). The shareholder
cultivates and conserves, transforms and protects and finds the
right balance between the two. To care for others as for oneself is
a direct expression of the commandment to love the other as one-
self. To care does not primarily mean charity, but to care for a life
in dignity of all, to strengthen justice and to develop technological
skills and political mechanisms for the well-being of the individu-
als as well as the community (see Luke 12:42: to care for food). To
care includes to be attentive, present, near to those for whom the
leader has to care.

To protect : the steward is among others, the watchman who recog-
nises coming dangers, who takes protecting measures in advance,
who intervenes in order to avoid damage and who – if a problem
or a catastrophe could not be avoided – helps to restore and to heal
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the wounds. The good leader has an obligation to protect. That is
valid for the leader as an individual as for institutional leaders
such as a government or a multilateral institution like the UN.4

To guide : The steward is the pathfinder and shows the direction.
He reminds the subordinate that they all together are not owners
and to respond in their behaviour to the owner’s – the Creator’s –
expectations. His or her guidance is based on values, filled with
knowledge and know how. S/he has the skill to think ahead and
to be in planning and vision always a step ahead of the others.

To order : To guide means also to bring an order and structure into
unclear situations and confusing structures, to restructure where
necessary in order to strengthen the strategy, the community, the
efficiency and sustainability of the work and the orientation of the
people entrusted.

To serve : The responsible leader as steward sees himself or herself
not as opposed to the subordinate, but as primus inter pares, as the
first among equals, as the first servant. This anthropological unity
and equality of the leader with his or her employees is fundamen-
tal even if the task and responsibilities are very different.

To share : The ‘careholder’-steward shares the entrusted natural,
material human and spiritual resources with the subordinate
according to needs and performance. Since the manager is not
owner, s/he cares for a just distribution of goods and fair access to
services.

The word ‘oikos’ today is present in three dimensions : the eco-
nomy, the ecology and the ecumenism. The responsible steward cares
for the economy as the material basis of life in the household; s/he
cares for the ecology as the environmental basis of life in the house-
hold; s/he also cares for ecumenism as the spiritual basis for life and
its interreligious and intercultural community in the global house-
hold. S/he cares, protects, guides, orders, serves and shares on all
three levels.

4. Responsible Stewardship is Concrete

These principles and virtues of responsible stewardship are the
basis for more concrete guidelines in applied ethics of leadership. The
Ghanaian theologian Emmanuel Asante developed an ‘Ethics of Stew-
ardship’5 for the stewardship of talents, of time, of wealth, of power,
of sexuality, of poverty eradication etc. We concentrate on three
examples:
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a) Stewards in Managing Natural Resources

A key challenge for responsible leadership is the management of
resources : 6 natural resources such as energy, water, air, soil and
forests, material resources such as property of goods and services,
financial resources such as capital or insurances, structural resources
such as administrative control mechanisms or human resources such
as personnel. Let us take oil, the fundamental energy resource, as an
example. What is the behaviour of the responsible steward of oil (as
producer, politician, consumer or scientist) who cares, protects,
guides, orders, serves and shares this resource? 

First the un-renewable energy sources have to be seen not as prop-
erty7 but as a gift lent from God and given to today’s but also to tomor-
row’s generations. 

To care means to use it so carefully that something remains for
future generations. Today’s behaviour is not sustainable since we
know that the oil reserves will be used between 2040 und 2060, that
means within one to three generations. 

To protect includes the protection of the interests of the indige-
nous population and the environment in a given area of exploitation
of oil. 

To guide includes information and education on careful use of oil
resources and orientation on alternatives. 

To order leads to involvement in an efficient management of the
production and waste management of these resources and in a value-
based energy policy. 

To serve the responsible management of resources includes –
among others – financial transparency, clear control mechanisms,
anti-corruption programmes etc. 

To share means fighting for fair distribution of energy resources
in the perspective of poverty eradication strategies.

b) Stewards in Managing Spiritual Resources

Religious leaders have a special responsibility in the management
of spiritual resources. Christian literature on leadership concentrates,
often one-sided, on this dimension.8 Church leaders have to be faith-
ful stewards in the management of natural resources, caring for God’s
creation, using material goods and church properties in a transparent
way, managing church elections in a transparent way without buying
votes or doing other corrupt practices. 9 But a special responsibility is
to manage spiritual resources. Spiritual stewardship is based on the same
six values and virtues as stewardship in other fields knowing that
spiritual leadership is a gift and talent to work with as God’s ‘care-
holder’ : to care, to protect, to guide, to order, to serve and to share. 
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To care for the faithful interpretation of the Holy Scripture and
not to instrumentalise it for proper interests and ideologies ; to care
for those who fall into religious depression provoked or at least
increased by religious pressure ; to protect the spiritual weaker in a
religious community in order not to exclude him/her ; to guide the
community in developing the prophetic sensitivity to distinguish
between good and false prophets, good and bad spirits, life giving and
life destroying forces; to develop church orders on the basis of busi-
ness principles which include spiritual criteria; to serve not only one
interest group in a parish or church institution but to strengthen the
unity of the community; to share spiritual power by acknowledging
that the Holy Spirit is present not only in church leaders but as well
in lay persons.

c) Stewards in Responsible Use of Power

Power is a pejorative term for many, owing to the fact that it is
often abused. Can power be used in responsible stewardship? Accord-
ing to Max Weber, power is the possibility of enforcing one’s own will.
As a capacity for the realisation and implementation of ethical values,
power is positive; indeed, it is necessary. According to the theological
definition of the World Council of Churches, power represents man’s
ability to participate in God’s creation. This is not a question of as
much power as possible, but about the power that is appropriate to the
task and aims at every level of action. Ethically speaking, power and
responsibility are inextricably two sides of the same coin. If you have
no power, you cannot assume any responsibility, and if you exercise
power without any responsibility, you will have to be divested of it
because in such a case, the other fundamental values are in jeopardy.
The more power one has the higher is his or her responsibility, as we
quoted at the beginning: ‘Every one to whom much is given, of him
will much be required.’ (Luke 12:48) 

The measure of responsibility must be adequate to the measure of
power given to a person or institution, and vice versa. Responsibility
that is not shared and limited will make people feel responsible for
things they are unable to influence, and this is almost as destructive
as undivided power. A worker without power cannot be made respon-
sible for the failure of the company. It is irresponsible to demand
responsibility from others without granting them the corresponding
authority and power. Power is a talent in order to serve the commu-
nity and especially the weaker in this community. The steward sees
his or her power not as property but as a gift and loan to work with.
Power is tamed by responsibility, reinvested in an authority that is
above the holder of power, and thus placed at the service of humanity.
In Christian faith power is given by God to serve. If it is abused God
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takes it away as seen in Old Testament biographies such as the king
Saul. Power/responsibility must be fairly distributed and democrati-
cally limited and controlled lest they be abused. The dictator claims
unlimited and uncontrolled power. The steward accepts and even pro-
motes the sharing/limitation and the democratic control of his or her
own power knowing that even the best human being is tempted to
abuse power once s/he has it and that this can only be avoided by
internal and external control of power.10

Conclusion

In summary, we have seen that the biblical Christian vision of
responsible leadership is very clear and precise : The good manager
behaves as steward, as ‘careholder’, as guest on earth, acting not as
owner but on behalf of the owner. S/he cares, protects, guides, orders,
serves and shares in the management of natural and spiritual
resources, of power, of economic affairs as well as of the ecumenical
community of denominations and religions in the service of peace.

NOTES
1 Responsibility is a key value in ethics. See e.g. Simon, René, Ethique de la responsabilité, Paris:

Cerf, 1993; Jonas, Hans, Das Prinzip Verantwortung, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1984.
2 The English New International Version translates oikonomos by ‘manager’! In the modern

business world the expression ‘manager’ – who is not the shareholder, but the head of the
employees – is a precise translation and creates a direct bridge to business ethics. ‘Steward’ can
be translated into French as gestionnaire or mandataire.

3 My view of environmental ethics is based on this anthropological vision of being a guest. See
Stückelberger, Christoph, Umwelt und Entwicklung, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer Verlag, 1997,
pp. 230-239 (see also the Chinese edition, a Korean edition is in preparation).

4 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect. Report of the International Commission on Intervention and
State Sovereignty, Ottawa, Canada: ICISS, 2001.

5 Asante, Emmanuel, Stewardship. Essays on Ethics of Stewardship, Accra, Ghana: Wilas Press,
1999.
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8 Sanders, Oswald, Spiritual Leadership. Principles of Excellence for Every Believer, Chicago, IL:

Moody Press, 1994 (1967 for the 1st edition. Over half a million of copies sold).
9 Reflections on responsible church leadership in fighting corruption with concrete proposals

such as codes of conduct can be found in: Christoph, Stückelberger, Continue Fighting Corrup-
tion. Experiences and Tasks of Churches, Mission Societies and Aid Agencies, Berne: Bread for all,
2003. Can be found as pdf on the website www.christophstueckelberger.ch.
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ENGENDERING LEADERSHIP.
A CHRISTIAN FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE

FROM INDIA
Evangeline Anderson-Rajkumar, India

Introduction

Several questions flooded my mind as I began to reflect critically
on the theme of responsible leadership. Who is a leader? What is good
leadership? What are the qualities that we expect or admire in lead-
ers? What are those things that we would not an accomplished leader
to be? Can an assessment of power-flow from the leader to the people
be a marker to define responsible leadership? These questions are
valid and necessary that one has to deal with, in order to critically and
imaginatively weave a pattern of responsible leadership that would
contribute to the enhancement of human dignity and wholeness in
community at any given time.

1. Towards Non-Hierarchical Patterns of Leadership

What I shall do in this brief paper is to juxtapose two stories of
women in leadership – one is a story from the past and the other a
story from the present – to address the above questions as well as
focus on engendered leadership that would lead to a transformed com-
munity. The first story is that of Miriam, the first woman in the Bible
who was named as a prophet. The second story is a collective story of
women who participated in the Panchayati Raj governance, in Kar-
nataka, South India. An overview of these two stories brings to sur-
face, issues concerned with power, control over resources, exercise of
freedom with responsibility, agency over one’s body, reclaiming of the
power of voice and speech, and so on. 

The women in these stories challenge dominant notions of lead-
ership, and reconstruct the identity and selfhood of women in a deci-
sive way through their leadership. These two stories present for us a
challenge to search for non-hierarchical patterns of leadership, in a
world where leadership if often equated with power over another. Let
us now turn to the two stories as resource for our critical reflection
on the major theme – responsible leadership.



2. The Story of Miriam

In the second chapter of the book of Exodus (Ex) in the Bible, we
first meet Miriam as a young girl who stands guard for her baby
brother Moses. She seems to be a smart and courageous girl who takes
a bold initiative to link her mother with the adoptive parent
(Pharaoh’s daughter) in a novel way. She assumes a leadership role
along with her mother Jochebed, Pharaoh’s daughter, the two mid-
wives Shiphrah and Puah in challenging the mandate of Pharaoh to
kill all the newborn male Hebrew children. In Ex 15:20 of the same
book, Miriam is referred to as a prophet who led the people to cele-
brate their journey of liberation from the hands of Pharaoh. 

It is important to note the masculine, plural (them) in Ex 15:21
that underlines the fact that Miriam was not just a leader of the
women’s wing of Israel but of the whole people. The significance of her
role, responsibility and leadership is however undermined as she is
evaluated more against the book Number (Num) 12, where she is por-
trayed as a power monger, as one jealous of Moses. 

In most references, the names of Moses and Aaron figure as the
leaders of Israel but not Miriam. Prophet Micah however does not
forget to mention the name of Miriam along with Moses, and Aaron,
as those sent by God to deliver the people of Israel (Micah 6:4). This
is seldom uplifted as history that has to be celebrated. Micah who lived
several centuries later than Miriam was being faithful and sensitive
to the tradition that prevailed among the people who chose to remem-
ber Miriam as one among the leaders sent by God. Hence my interest
to reconstruct the person and leadership of Miriam and creatively re-
imagine some of the turning point decisions she must have made in
order to challenge some of the prevalent patterns of leadership. 

My feminist antenna often senses something amiss when I read in
the Bible, of a woman who is either praised as wonderful or dismissed
as a sinner. Both these actually reflect how far the praised women or
the dismissed women chose to abide by or challenge the patriarchal
social norms of that time. A good woman is often praised as one who
does not transgress the boundaries of social expectations and values
laid down by a patriarchal society. A bad woman is often identified as
one who challenges the construct of a ‘good woman’ in that given cul-
ture. My interest in Miriam was especially aroused when I read of
Miriam as the first prophet, as one among the three sent by God,
according to Micah on the one hand and to see the haste with which
common women and men tried to dissociate from Miriam because she
was punished with leprosy for her audacious, jealous voice. What was
the intention of the writer who uncritically narrates that Miriam
alone was punished for her question of audacity? With these prelim-
inary questions, let us turn to the story of Miriam. 
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We read of a severe crisis that emerged in the community of Israel
during their journey in the wilderness in Num 11 where the people
of Israel complain to Moses that they have not had meat for several
days. Perhaps there were several ‘I told you so’, ‘never mind’, ‘Old is
Gold’ opinions shared openly among people and with Moses in par-
ticular. Moses cannot help but turn to God saying: ‘Did I give birth to
these people that I have to be responsible for them?’ The daily menu
is monotonous! An understandable need indeed for the people, con-
sidering how important food is, to keep one’s body, mind and heart as
fit as possible. Num 11 tells us of a ‘stranger’ that kills several hun-
dreds of people overnight, even as meat was still between their teeth!
One may probably visualise a case of food poisoning, or a sudden mas-
sacre of people, or a case of people breaking into sudden communal
riot that saw several dead in a short time. What interests me most is
the reference to ‘plague’ in Num 11 as well as in Num 25, which
results also in the sudden death of thousands of people. Whereas it is
vague and difficult to connect a reason for the ‘plague’ that robbed the
lives of thousands of Israelites during their journey in the wilderness
in Numbers 11, the reason for ‘plague’ is quite clear in Num 25. More-
over the reference to the Cushite woman in Num 12 (of whom
Miriam and Aaron seem to have questioned Moses about) and the
incident narrated in Numbers 25 seem to have a connection!

3. ‘Has the Lord Spoken Only Through You, Moses?’

The reference to developing of sexual relationships between the
people of Israel and Moab is looked upon as an abomination before
God. The people of Israel had a deliberate negative construction of the
Moabites as the ‘other’ – polluting, evil, irreligious, and idol worship-
pers – in order to create a pure, holy, good and religious ‘self’ before
God. Those who dared to relate to the women of other religious com-
munities had to be taught a lesson in monotheism and monoculturism.
Zimri, an Israelite man tries to be bold and defies the order of Moses
who wanted all the Israelite men to give up their relationships with
women from other religious communities. He takes his Midianite
woman Cozbi and declares that they will remain as a couple together
and enter a tent. Phineas interprets this as a revolt against God and
kills both Zimri and Cozbi. The narrator interprets this act of Phineas
as that which propitiates the wrath of a jealous God! God also seems
to approve of Xenophobia, a jealous ethnic narrow minded God fash-
ioned according to the mind of the powerful, including Moses. 

It is here that I imagine the role of Miriam, a senior leader, a
woman, who probably challenged Moses very strongly on his stand
on interrace, inter-caste, interreligious, inter-cultural marriage and
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relationship. Moses himself had chosen to marry a Midianite, and
befriend also another woman of Cushite origin, a woman of colour. I
can imagine Miriam as one who would have been terribly disturbed
to see the fellow-women of other religious communities and cultural
traditions bearing the brunt of violence because they were looked
upon as source of evil and source of temptation for a normal Israel
male Jew. 

I cannot ignore the incident narrated in Num 25 when I read the
story of a ‘jealous’ Miriam in Numbers chapter 12! Num 12 has such
an abrupt beginning, citing Miriam and Aaron who were upset with
Moses about the Cushite woman whom he had married. It shows
Miriam and Aaron in a poor light as xenophobic individuals! It also
offers a traditional patriarchal explanation of ‘a woman against
another woman’ to legitimise the violence against women that occurs
within a patriarchal society. I admire Miriam for the supposedly auda-
cious question that she and Aaron put to Moses, namely, ‘Has the
Lord spoken only through you, Moses?’ (Num 12:2) I consider this
as a perfectly normal and necessary question to be raised within a
democratic system. Then why was Moses upset? Why was it inter-
preted as Miriam kindling God’s wrath and God’s intervention being
necessary to support Moses and punish only Miriam with leprosy?
What is the implication of this message for women, especially for
those in leadership? While it was all right for Moses to exercise his own
choice to marry a Midianite and a Cushite (both foreign wives), why
and how can he suddenly become so closed-minded and xenophobic
when it comes to understanding other people’s life, sex and sexuality?

4. Five Markers of Responsible Leadership

Even though Aaron and Moses reportedly plead with God to be
merciful and patient with Miriam, it seems that her irreversible pun-
ishment has to be borne in silence. She is shut out of the community
for a week because of her leprosy, a social disease just as much as a
physical disease. What fascinates me is the fact that the people of
Israel refuse to move on in their journey without their leader Miriam.
This is an affirmative action on the part of the people to acknowledge
Miriam as truly their leader. I would like to list below, what I find as
fundamental markers of responsible leadership:

1. Responsible leadership should always be rooted in justice: A good
leader is one who is bold and courageous to raise his/her voice in
the face of injustice done to a fellow-human in community. A good
leader is empathetic in approach and feels the pain experienced by
others as one’s own. This sensitivity to experience the pain and
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failures of others as one’s own, is a rich gift from God. This
response-ability is congruous with responsibility.

2. A responsible leader does not seek glory for oneself in the process
of struggling with people for justice. Leadership is not a moment
of exercising power over another. Neither is it an opportunity to
prove one’s selfrighteousness at the cost of the institution or of a
community to which one belongs. A responsible leader does not
seek one’s own glory at the cost of a community. Rather s/he
regards leadership as a God-given responsibility to enable every
one in the community to mutually influence another to experience
the richness of love and fellowship in community.

3. A responsible leader cannot be defined in terms of one’s talents
alone. Responsible leadership does not lie in the individual capa-
bility of a person to carry out tasks. It depends on the support and
co-operation of people in the community. ‘A Responsible Leader’
is a certificate that people ought to give to a leader, based on the way
they experience his/her leadership.

4. Responsible leadership means readiness to suffer ridicule, rejec-
tion or punishment for the sake of justice. At times, criticism and
rejection may come from unexpected quarters. Rather than with-
drawing from the scene of chaos and difficulties, a responsible
leader is expected to bounce back with enthusiasm to sustain the
spirit and resistance of the people.

5. A responsible leader does not hesitate to be open to criticism.
Good leadership does not mean that there will be no opposition.
A test of leadership means including the space for another to cri-
tique the leader as well as the structure and system. It is not easy
for a leader to find the needed energy to be constantly open for
criticism, while at the same time strive for newness and new
vision.

Gleaning through the material in hand of the portrait of Miriam
from the Hebrew Scriptures, we can identify the above characters and
qualities that Miriam showed in her life as a leader and a prophet
among the people of Israel. If the story of Miriam being punished with
leprosy was used to condemn Miriam and shun her into oblivion, I
see in this very story of punishment of Miriam, a bold Miriam, who
did not hesitate to voice her question, plain and straight, to Moses, a
fellow leader and a younger brother! The punishment she received
from ‘God’, I see as a ‘punishment designed by a patriarchal male’ to
caution any woman, every woman, about questioning a male about
his status before God. I see in the punishment of Miriam a threat to
all women, to abide by the limitations prescribed by the patriarchal
society or be ready to face any punitive action. 
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That which makes me identify in Miriam a popular leader, is the
act of the people following her experience of being alienated from
them. The common people for generations together did not allow this
incident of ‘punishment with leprosy’ to eclipse the service and
leadership of Miriam which they had experienced. This long remem-
bered tradition by the people is what Micah picks up and does not cut
out her name as one of those God sent to liberate the people of Israel
from bondage. Miriam thus stands tall as a responsible leader in her
community and as an example for us who search for non-hierarchical
patterns of leadership.

5. Women in Panchayati Raj: Local Governance

The second story that I have to share is from my socio-political-
cultural-religious-economic context of India. It is about common
women who experienced a dramatic change in their life, when they
were elected to become members and leaders in village governing
councils or the gram panchayats. I am referring to the Panchayati Raj
system that was introduced in India as an initiative to reserve at least
33% of seats for women to participate in the local governance in vil-
lages. After experimenting on the process of getting 33% of women
into leadership and decision-making levels in southern state of Kar-
nataka (1987-1992), the historic 73rd amendment to the Constitution
of India was made on April 24, 1993 to initiate the same in every state
in India. Panchayat means village and Raj means rule. Of the 14,000
women who were elected as members and leaders on the village coun-
cils, at least 80% were new comers into politics. By 1994, the total
number of women elected rose to 330,000! Truly a revolution was
underway. 

Following the election, the elected women were willing to be
trained in leadership, in gender awareness, in learning to reconstruct
their selves as women who had a task, a responsibility and a calling.
They had to put up with nasty and snide remarks from women and
men about their newfound identity. Deviramma, a 50 year-old woman
from the ‘Golla’, or cowherd community, who kept cattle and sold
curd for livelihood became a member of village council and subse-
quently, the president of her village council in December 1993. She
narrates her experience thus:

If we are outspoken, they – the men – call us brazen and dub us
shameless. But now we don’t care because we know we have access to
people who will have to hear us. The day we have our Gram Panchayat
meeting, the men and the people at home mock us – that’s when we bring
out books and show them what we know…1
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Another woman named Sibamma, a Dalit woman who became an
articulate leader in a village council, narrates her experience thus:

The men have always ridiculed us, and perceived us as incapable of
the management of public affairs. We now make up one third of the coun-
cils. This adds to our sense of strength. We must be 50 percent or more.
We must overpower them with our numbers.2

Women have thus changed the political process. They have also
reformulated the priorities of governance based on the needs of the
community. It has converted grass-root leadership to state level lead-
ership. At least 75% of the elected women were below 45 years of age.
Most of the women elected were illiterate and had no prior political
experience. In some cases, these women defeated renowned, experi-
enced politicians and one of them was even beaten up because it was
too much of a humiliation for the party workers of the male politician.
Ratnaprabha who was one of those beaten up for the ‘crime’ of out-
witting a male politician says thus:

Whenever there is any tension in the villages, they come to me and I
have learnt how to sort out the problem. Many people have realised that
it is indeed a waste of time to make a complaint to the police station…3

Ratnaprabha had studied only up to 7th grade in school. As an
elected panchayat leader, she launched programmes for adult educa-
tion, dug wells for drinking water and focused on repairing school
buildings. 

Thus the elected women joined together and worked as a team,
across party lines. They changed the nature of local village gover-
nance and thus carried the spirit into the state governance. Panchayati
Raj was a success story of grass-root women in Indian context. They
gave priority to everyday issues of life, like access to clean drinking
water, putting an end to the alcohol menace and liquor consumption
of their husbands who did not bring their salaries home. The women
together decided to close the door on every drunken husband!
Women also realised that their health was also an important aspect.
Such a linking between women’s health, development, survival
issues, addressing violence against women brought about a new per-
spective to life, to governance and the emergence of new self of a
woman.

6. Engendering Leadership as a Faith Mandate

The two stories that I have shared above are powerful stories of
life. If one feels threatened by the power of redefining leadership in
these two stories, there is a possibility of the following accusations
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and responses : a) Scepticism; b) Making too much of too little ;
c) Romanticising of women’s leadership ; d) Faithful to the verbal
inspiration of the Bible and hence no space for life-affirming inter-
pretations. I can imagine a positive response, too from sections of a
community who would be energised to hear these positive stories of
women and their experiences in leadership, and would acknowledge
the success story of women in grass roots as women who have a lot to
contribute to this world. The experience of women elected to become
important members and leaders of the Panchayati Raj may be identi-
fied as phenomenal and transformative followed by an affirmation
that these women could be the agents of change who could offer us
alternatives for a better and a new world. 

Engendering leadership is not an option. It needs to be affirmed as
a faith mandate. If only this could be applied to the situation of
women in the Church, then women and men should first of all be
given equal power and responsibility beginning at the grass local
church level. 

Engendering leadership means a fundamental affirmation in the
equality of women and men as those created in the image of God,
regardless. It is that critical faith response to put into practice the
meaning of this core, non-negotiable principle that we, as women and
men, are equal before God, and are called to various forms of ministry,
irrespective of our gender, sex and sexuality. There should be no
power on earth, or barrier, structure, individual or ideology to take
away this basic gift of God to the whole humanity. 

Engendering leadership is an opportunity to be a step closer to the
heart of God who has created this world out of love. To recognise the
image of God in the other, and respect the other to be truly equal is to
live out the value in the reign of God. Someone once said, leadership
is a verb. I do believe that leadership can only be a lived out experi-
ence. It is not a quality that one possesses. It is a gift from God that
we can cherish, a gift that can be nourished and nurtured through
relationships in community. Such a leadership can be best compared
with the image of the body that St. Paul addresses in I Corinthians 12
where there is absolute equality of every single part of the body. An
affirmation of the Body stands at the root of our struggles for justice
and liberation. Exercising responsible leadership is yet another op-
portunity and an invitation that God extends to every member of
humanity to mutually love and affirm one another.

NOTES
1 Rai, Sharita et al., ‘Grassroots women’, in: The Indian Express, 5 March 1995.
2 Ibidem.
3 Ibid.
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FAMILY LEADERSHIP SHIFT IN CHINA.
PRELIMINARY PERSPECTIVES FOR A 

CONFUCIAN AND CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE
Rachel Xiaohong Zhu, China

Introduction

This paper discusses the Chinese traditional family leadership and
its transformation during the process of modernisation. Since Confu-
cianism shaped and influenced Chinese society and cultural values,
so main Confucian ideas on family leadership would be discussed in
this first part. In particular, this part concentrates on the Confucian
tradition on three relationships, i.e. the relationship between father
and son, husband and wife, and younger and older brother.

Then, the second part will discuss the prodigious changes that
have taken place in Chinese society in the last century, with an analy-
sis of the three stages or elements which brought about these changes.
In the third and fourth part of this paper, I discuss the main factors of
the new family leadership and its main challenges in the face of Chris-
tian values.

1. Traditional Confucian Family Ethics

Family, the social structure based on wedlock and consanguinity,
is the basic element of society. Confucian tradition always considered
family as the core of social life. There is an old Chinese saying, which
says that the family is the foundation of the state, and a state’s har-
mony and prosperity depend on the stability of families. There are
several historical reasons behind this tradition. Its founder, the great
sage Confucius (551-479 BC), imitated the ancient tradition of the
Zhou dynasty (1134-250 BC), which emphasised the importance of a
virtuous rule through ‘benevolence’ (Ren) and a proper conduct
according to the so called ‘rites’ (Li). A patriarchal clan system and
an echelon of aristocracy, on which the ‘son heaven’ is at the top and
common people at the bottom, emerged during the Zhou dynasty. It
also brought about the system of agnatic primogeniture, in which the
succession goes from the first wife of the emperor to the eldest son
(son of heaven, the royal and regional feudal authority).



In this system, the emperor was regarded as the father of the big
family of the state, while feudatories as the parents of the smaller
families of the counties. In this system, the government of the ruler is
similar to the management of a family. It was believed that only when
the family has been well managed, the state would be well governed.
Ren represents mankind’s cardinal virtue in the system of Confucian
morality1 for both the ruler and ordinary people. The essence of the
virtue of Ren is for a person to love his/her parents, then extend the
love to siblings, neighbours and then to everyone else. In other words,
the love of parents is the beginning and premise of the loyalty to the
ruler or emperor.

Family orientation is one of the main characters of Confucian
ethics. Confucianism emphasises five cardinal relations, known as
Wu-Lun, where power differences and responsibilities are prescribed:
emperor and minister, father and son, husband and wife, elder and
younger brother, and friend. From these five relationships, Dong
Zhong-shu (179-104 BC) develops the formal Confucian teaching on
the three Gangs, 2 namely, ‘the emperor guides the minister, the father
guides the son, the husband guides the wife’. It is obvious that these
Three Gangs are hierarchical in nature, in each of them the first one
holds pre-eminence over the latter. In a system based on the Three
Gangs and Five Changs, family ethics and family leadership are the
foundations of social ethics and leadership. Mencius said: ‘Treat the
aged in your family as they should be treated, and extend this treat-
ment to the aged of other people’s families. Treat the young in your
family as they should be treated, and extend this treatment to the
young of other people’s families.’ 3 The development of one’s proper
relationship with one’s parents and the others around her/him is fun-
damental in life. Society is possible and stable when all the different
relationships which imply different norms of interaction are appro-
priately maintained.

From a Confucian’s perspective, a Chinese family should possess
those three basic relationships of father and son, husband and wife,
elder and younger brothers, as mentioned above. These three rela-
tionships are the origin of the generations and the nations. Now, let
us discuss the traditional family leadership according to these three
relationships.

a) The Relationship Between Father and Son 4

The family instruction on domestic discipline existed for a long
time in China. It stresses that every family should have a clear sover-
eignty, namely, parenthood. Compared with the other two relation-
ships in the family, the relationship ‘parents-offspring’ is the most
important one in the Confucian teaching. It is so fundamental that it
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becomes the model of all other relationships, such as that between
emperor and minister. Parents carry the responsibility of cultivating
their children, not only by raising them well and finding them good
partners to marry, but also by teaching them to know Ren and Yi.
According to The Family Instructions of Master Yan, the famous book
by the Confucian scholar Yan Zhitui (born 531 AD), in order to be
both strict and kind to their children, parents must behave very well
and should not show their affections and sternness in an improper
way. On one hand, parents should not be on too intimate terms with
their kids, otherwise the children could be encouraged to neglect their
parents; on the other hand, parent should take the needs of their chil-
dren seriously and not treat them carelessly, otherwise the children
will not know the filial piety and inherit their parents’ benevolence.
The parents’ sternness will make the child more reverent and filial.
Correspondingly, in terms of the development of the character of the
human being, the most fundamental practice is that of filial piety
(Xiao). 

Confucius believed that if people cultivated this innate tendency
well, all other natural forms of human goodness would be positively
affected. The children should show their filial piety, treat their par-
ents with reverence, obedience and care, and not diverge from their
teachings. ‘When parents are alive, serve them with propriety; when
they die, bury them with propriety, and then worship them with
propriety.’ 5

Parents have absolute leadership over children. Confucius said :
‘When your father is alive, observe his will. When your father is dead
observe his former actions. If, for three years you do not change from
the ways of your father, you can be called a “real son”’. 6 In other
words, children should not have any independent actions under par-
ents supervision, so that a bystander can judge them from the obser-
vation of their will ; moreover, when parents pass away, neither the
way in which their parents lived nor the people whom their parents
appointed could be replaced by children.

b) The Relationship Between Wife and Husband

There are a lot of muchtold tales of harmonious couples in ancient
China, for instance, the Book of Odes (Shijing) portrays a couple’s
mutual respect, so that they live their life together as beautifully as the
instruments play on a common chord. The Family Instructions of
Master Yan also confirm that the wife should not only submit to her
husband, but also the husband must respect his wife and treat her
righteously (Yi). However, generally speaking, most of the marriages
in ancient times were only approved and arranged by the couple’s par-
ents, so there are few couples who have true love for each other as
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starting point. Especially after the Song Dynasty, since the Neo-Con-
fucian master Chenghao (1032-1085) proposed that for a widow
starving to death is the smallest issue, while losing the chastity is the
biggest issue, the concept of maidenly chastity and chaste widowhood
had played a central part in the life of Chinese women, but friendship
between couples has hardly been guaranteed.

In the traditional Confucian culture, the husband is dominating,
and the wife is submissive. Dong Zhongshu is the first Confucian
thinker who justifies this relationship in this way: ‘In all things there
must be correlates… Here is nothing that does not have a correlate,
and in each correlation there is the Yin and Yang. Thus the relation-
ship between sovereign and subject, father and son, and husband and
wife, are all derived from the principles of the Yin and Yang.’ 7 The
husband’s dominant position and wife’s compliant status are justified
according to the natural order. This tradition not only advocates that
‘the male is venerable and the female debased’ (Nan zhun nv bei), but
also encourages women to become ‘worthy wives and good mothers’
(Xian qi liang mu) with many admonitions and instructions.

Besides the five constant virtues, the woman as a wife, in a family,
has to follow the threefold obedience and the four virtues (San Cong
Si De), as her primary principles to protect the family honour. The
four virtues refer to female virtue, female speech, female appearance
and female accomplishment, which demand from the woman fidelity,
propriety in speech, physical charm and proficiency with the needle
and cooking. The threefold obedience refers to obedience to her father
before marriage, her husband during marriage and her son during
widowhood.8

c) Relationship Between Elder and Younger Brothers

The third important element of family leadership exists in the rela-
tionship between elder and younger brothers. The principle of ‘the
elder brother must be friendly and the younger must be compliant’ has
a long history. It is the duty of the younger brother to show his respect
and submission to the elder brother, the elder showing his friendship
to the younger. It applies also to all the relationships between younger-
elder siblings, although the male siblings would have the higher status
than his sisters, no matter whether they are older or younger. Hierarchy
also exists between elder and younger sisters.

The eldest son in a family inherits not only most of the estate of
the parents, but also the patriarchal power, when the father resigns
from the position of patriarch. According to the principle of priority,
the elder brother must assume responsibility for raising the younger
siblings, even when the mother lives. It is necessary to point out that
the father-son relationship is the most fundamental dimension in the
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traditional family. The Chinese have been deeply influenced by the
feudal ideology, based on sayings such as ‘there are three ways not
to be filial, and the greatest is having no descendents’. 9 In addition,
Confucian teaching included : ‘The more descendents, the more
blessings’. The father-son dimension is superior, while the rela-
tionship husband-wife is subordinate. The result is that most cou-
ples work hard all their lives for their descendents, but fail to
appease each other. However, the Confucian teaching on family
leadership has been, in practice, modified during the process of
modernisation. 

2. Transformation and Modernisation in Family Leadership

In the ancient geoponic society, the society hardly changed, and so
the family structure. However, rapid transformations took place in the
past century. The three great historical events in China – the New
Culture Movement (from 1915, climax with the May 4th movement
in 1919), the establishment of the new system of socialism in 1949
and the commencement of the Reformation and Open Door Policy in
1979 – almost destroyed the traditional Confucian family leadership
and family pattern. The lower status of the female partner and the
patriarchal style were gradually abandoned as women were encour-
aged to demand equality. The ‘clan-families’ gradually disappeared
and the nuclear family became the most popular pattern.

The new Culture Movement, which created the paradigm of anti-
traditionalism and slogans such as ‘down with Confucianism’
changed very profoundly the concept of family. This movement intro-
duced new ideas of science and democracy from the West and strongly
criticised the Confucian ethical code, including the Three Gangs, Five
Constant Virtues and family ethics. During the Movement, the Con-
fucian ‘rites’ and teaching were dismissed as the tool for the rulers
and patriarchs to oppress the inferiors. In the first issue of the lead-
ing periodical New Youth, the leader of this movement, Chen Duxiu,
stated that Confucian ethics is only a way to enslave people and
deprive them of their personalities. ‘The reason why we can see no
one of unattached individuals, but the minister, son and wife, is the
Three Gangs’. 10 The famous writer Lu Xun generalised the conclusion
that feudal Confucian ethics is ‘a cannibal’ (Chi Ren).

This movement enlightened the common people to reflect intel-
lectually on the Chinese family leadership and ethics, and indirectly
influenced their family life. Fifty years later, with the ‘Destroy Four
Olds’ (old ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits) program of
the Cultural Revolution – which started in 1966 – and the Anti-Lin
Piao Campaign (a competing political figure) and Anti-Confucius
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Campaign (Pi Lin Pi Kong) in 1971, the Confucian familial ethics was
intellectually and officially discarded.

Collectivism overthrew the foundations of the patriarchal system
and cultivated equality between family members. The legal system
regulated the family, as the constitution of the socialist system directly
impacted the Chinese traditional family in many ways, for example in
the case of parents-children relationship. In the old fashion, parents
arranged their children’s marriage and government seldom intervened
in this family activity. In the new system, the government for bids
arranged marriages and any other actions which interfere with the
autonomy of matrimony. 11 The same China Marriage Law regulates
the minimum age for the young people to be married, for instance,
Article 6 provide that only men over 22 and women over 20 years have
the right to marry, which guarantees the young people’s capacity of
autonomy of choice for their marriage partner. Parents were deprived
of the power to arrange their children’s marriage. The new system also
remodels the family type and size. As the private ownership was gone
with the old society, parents as patriarchs lost their economic power
as a tool to command their children, most of the children would leave
their parents and live separately when they got married and were, able
to have their own house, although the government did not directly reg-
ulate how to dispose family property and live apart. Most Chinese clan-
families disintegrated into nuclear families already with the small
societies by the end of the 1960s, and the nuclear families increased,
while the family size decreased very swiftly in both urban and rural
areas. 12 The average urban family is today 3.1 persons and rural family
3.6 persons according to the 5th census of 2000, which is much lower
than the 3.96 persons of the 4th census in 1990.

The beginning of the Reformation and Open Door Policy, by the
end of the 1970s, ended the old ideology focused on class struggle and
political movement which neglected the individual needs and per-
sonality. With the wider opening and the influence of Western values,
the Chinese have now higher expectations on affection or sentiment
in marriage and family. Moreover, the rapid developing productivity
after the Reformation altered also the functions of the Chinese family.
There was no essential improvement for the agricultural productivity
from 1940 to 1970.13 Owing to the low economic situation of the old
days, the family first of all acted as a unit of production or economic
complex, where the greater labour force would increase the income of
the family. However, those functions of reproduction and procreation,
which were considered to be very demanding, have been weakened
after the Reformation, while the demands for care, affection and com-
panionship became more demanding. At the same time, the centrifu-
gal forces of economic, institutional and ideological changes, which
tend to weaken emotional ties among family members, are often more
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powerful than the centripetal psychological forces which establish
emotional bonds among family members. Hence an increasing divorce
rate and affairs outside marriage challenge today’s traditional famil-
ial relationships.

3. The New Familial Leadership

What are the consequences of modernisation and globalisation on
family leadership? And how do these traditional cultural features
shape this change? On the one hand, the nuclear family, which con-
sists of two generations (wife/mother, husband/father and their
child), became primarily a unit of residence and consumption. On the
other hand, the different nuclear families in the same lineal relation-
ships are still very close to each other and often live in the same dis-
trict. Let us now select three profiles of the main relationships in the
nuclear family: the couple to their child, the couple to their parents
and the relation between husband and wife. We want to analyse how
the family leadership in the loose extended family is organised and to
see the vestiges of the Confucian mentality.

a) Young Couples and Their Child 

Since many changes have been taking place in the Chinese society,
the nuclear family, divorced family, one-parent family and even dink
family are much more accepted these days. However, most Chinese
families are still under great pressure of procreation and cultivation
of children, and they take seriously the Confucian code of ‘giving
birth but not to instruct is the parent’s fault’. Since the one-child
policy was implemented, from the end of the 1970s to the year 2000,
over 55,780,000 families have had one single child, who is described
as a ‘little emperor’. It might not be exaggerated to say that the so-
called ‘little emperor’ is today the main factor to influence a family in
making decisions, and it is the focus of six adults’ lives (four grand-
parents and two parents). It is said that the primary reason of conflict
between a young couple is how to raise the kid.14

b) More Equal Interdependent Eldership

Traditional Confucianism required that when the parents are
alive, children should not travel far away, and when parents die, chil-
dren should remain in mourning for three years. Now, in China, in
rural areas, the rate of aged people is 7,35% and 6,30% in urban
areas, according to the 5th census in 2000. More and more elder
people choose to spend the last part of their life in a nursing home,
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something that was impossible before. On the one hand, due to the
reform of the system of the registered permanent residence and to the
phenomenon of urbanisation, many people leave their old parents and
go to work elsewhere; they marry and settle down in big cities, so that
these two generations become much more independent. On the other
hand, filial piety is so rooted in many Chinese people that young cou-
ples are supposed to support both husband and wife’s parents finan-
cially if the parents do not have a pension, while the grandparents
would help to look after their grandchild. This interdependent rela-
tionship makes these two generations more equal than before.

c) The Choice of the Spouse and Marriage

Nowadays young people are exposed to all kind of mass media and
international social exchanges and have more channels and chances
to meet partners than the old generations had, so the young people are
increasingly choosing their spouses rather than submitting to
arranged marriages. Most of the young people follow the principle of
‘making decisions on his/her own and getting consent from parents’
to choose their spouses. During the 1950s to 1970s, the best candidate
for the spouse would be a member of the communist party or a mili-
tary, a cadre or a model worker from a good family by political stan-
dards. Now, since the younger generation cares much more about the
economic and educational background of the partner, the standard for
the choice of the candidate is much more varied. On the other hand,
a self-determined marriage seems easier to be dissolved, and the
divorce rate in 2003 was 0,21%, which was much higher than
the 0,07% in 1980. 

The traditional teaching on the threefold obedience and the four
virtues, as the submission to one’s husband for the entire life, has
been challenged by the increase of educated and working mothers in
China. The last generation of Chinese urban women illiteracy rate
was 55,3%, now it is only 2,1%; the rural women illiteracy rate was
88,6%, now it is 36,6%. Nowadays, urban female employees are
38% of the total, and rural female employees are over 47% of the
total employees. Compared to the traditional marriage lifestyle, the
wife/mother figure has gained economic power, while the father has
been losing his absolute control of the family. In the process of mod-
ernisation and globalisation, acculturation and enculturation have
also affected the younger generation’s marriage. A lot of young cou-
ples accept the western idea of marital agreement, premarital prop-
erty notarisation, separate postnuptial financing, in order to keep
equality and freedom even within the marriage. The establishment
and development of the pension system generally lessen the economic
dependence on their child, while the progress of high-tech alleviates
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the housework in a family, and the political and legal system confirms
the equal status of women and men both in the family and the soci-
ety. This is a novelty: the sexual equality, mutual respect and mutual
assistance between husband and wife have never been deeply embod-
ied in a society which was mainly predominantly Confucian.

Conclusion: an Approach to the Perspectives of Christian
Family Ethics

As discussed above, after the political, cultural and economic revo-
lution and transformation of the 20th century, the features of the
Chinese family have been totally different from those of the past. The
traditional teachings of the Confucian ethics on family leadership are
weakened or were even institutionally destroyed, opening a way to
the present day moral vacuum. How to revive and to reform the tra-
ditional family ethics while reflecting on the prevailing contemporary
phenomena has become a very important subject for many Chinese.
Finding harmony without becoming uniform is the principle for the
Chinese to approach different cultures. In a globalised world, where
running a family is still a great responsibility, the dialogue between
Confucian and Christian thought might contribute a lot for the reflec-
tion on family ethics.

According to Chinese official statistics, the Christian Protestants
are today over 16,000,000 and the Christian Catholics are about 
6-8,000,000. This is less than 1,5% of the total population, but how-
ever, the population of the Christian Protestants increases about
500,000 annually. Since Christianity had been introduced in China,
more than 1300 years ago and in five different periods, the dialogue
between Christian teaching and traditional non-Christian Chinese
culture is a challengeable topic also for the Chinese intellectual circle.
It has been said that the feeling of finiteness is the same for the indi-
vidual in both Chinese and Western society. One obvious difference
in the origin of this feeling is that Chinese finiteness derives from the
hierarchy, while in the Christian society it comes from God. 15 The
way of Confucian salvation consists in an indwelling of the moral
teaching in the individual and in his moral practice within society, the
Five Constant Virtues being the aim of the behaviour of the indivi-
dual. On the other hand, the salvation that comes from Jesus Christ
is transcendent. It is a way through Faith. This makes the love of
Christ and the love (Ren) in the Confucian sense quite different.
Although both Christianity and Confucianism consider ‘love’ as the
core of their teaching, love in the Confucian tradition (Ren) is still
graded or strict hierarchal, while the love preached, lived and com-
municated by Christ is unconditional. In the Confucian way, Ren is to
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love people, and the strongest love is the love between father and son,
then husband and wife and then to the others of the Five Relation-
ships. Love is limited and should be regulated by the rite or rituals and
by the wisdom which must be cultivated by the master or patriarch.
For Christian Faith, we cannot love until grace comes into us. God’s
grace transforms family life and leads to new patterns of love includ-
ing mercy and self-sacrifice. This is a wide and challenging topic,
which would make this paper too long. It is enough to say, as a con-
clusion, that after all the changes and transformations undergone by
the Chinese family, the meeting with the grace of Christ can open a
new chapter, to be written not so much on paper but on the real life
of the Chinese people.
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RESPONSIBLE FAMILY LEADERSHIP. 
TRADITIONAL AND CHRISTIAN

APPROACHES IN CAMEROON
Richard Ondji’i Toung, Cameroon

Introduction

This paper will examine family leadership in our cultural setting,
identifying its limitations and offering solutions in the light of Chris-
tian ethics. Why reflect on the subject of responsible leadership in
families today? It is clear that we are experiencing a kind of social
crisis, a crisis that has affected the family and resulted in the disloca-
tion of the family unit in our villages and in our cities. For us, this
raises the question of who exactly carries responsibility in the socio-
political units which these families represent. Specifically, to use our
own language, we want to know what it means to be the Nya mbôrô
in our families and in our villages today, and who fulfils that role.
Taking Southern Cameroon as the cultural context for our study, and
bearing in mind the task assigned to us as part of the Globethics.net
study programme, the question is : ‘What is the family leader respon-
sible for, and what is he not responsible for, in the traditions of South-
ern Cameroon, and from the perspective of Christian ethics?’ This is
the question that makes this study relevant and of interest. Our inten-
tion is to contribute to resolving and healing the crisis mentioned above.

1. Definitions

First I would like to give a working definition of the content of
what seem to me to be essential concepts : family ; clan ; tribe ;
Cameroonian tradition; leader and leadership; responsibility; respon-
sible leadership; Christian ethics.

Family : in a broad sense, the family may be considered as a group
of people linked together by marriage and filiation, or, exceptionally,
by adoption. It can therefore be understood as a succession of indi-
viduals descended from one another, from one generation to the next. 

In the Fang setting, the family is described by the term Nda bôt,
which literally translated means: the ‘men’s house’. This definition
points to two things : first, the people dwell in a place, the house,



which refers to a geographical and cultural criterion ; second, it
emphasises the dynamic nature of family through the people that
comprise it and who represent life. So, there can be no family with-
out a house, that is, a place to live and hence a cultural context, just
as there can be no family without human life. This makes the family
a social institution in constant evolution.1

Clan and tribe : for the purposes of this study the clan may be
understood as a group of families with a common ancestor. The tribe
is defined as a social and political group based on real or supposed
ethnic kinship among peoples with a primitive organisation. The
notion of kinship is central to the three concepts defined above and
forms their common denominator. In this study the family will be
raised to the status of clan, for two reasons. First, in theoretical and
practical terms it is a social and political unit, and second, the tribes
in Southern Cameroon do in fact live and conceive of themselves as
families. The Esakoran, for instance, can be spoken of as a tribe and
as a family because marriages are prohibited within them and their
members are known by the same name.

Cameroonian tradition: is there such a thing as a Cameroonian tra-
dition? Given the many ethnic groups that make up our country, one
would have to say that there are numerous Cameroonian traditions.
However, these micro-traditions are moving towards one macro-tra-
dition for Cameroon, even though there is still a long way to go. For
the purposes of this study we shall draw on traditional elements in
the south of Cameroon. Southern Cameroon belongs to the large Fang
group, of which the Ntumu are a sub-group, to which I belong. Tra-
dition will be used in its meaning as a way of thinking, acting or
behaving which is inherited from the past of a particular human group.

Leader and leadership: by leader is meant the head, the spokesper-
son of a political movement, the person who takes the lead in a move-
ment or a group, and to whom others refer. Leadership therefore
refers to the function and position of leader, taking command and set-
ting direction, the ability to direct.

Responsibility and the person responsible : responsibility here is
understood as an intellectual obligation or moral necessity to make
good an error, fulfil a duty, meet a commitment and bear the strain.
The person responsible is then the one who is charged with leading
and taking the decisions in any human group. Responsible as an
adjective indicates someone who is accountable for his/her actions,
someone who is thoughtful, reasonable and serious and who consid-
ers the consequences of his actions. Responsible leadership then
means fulfilling the function of leadership in a considered, reasonable,
accountable way. It is the capacity to lead a human group, taking into
account individual and collective worries, and with a concern for
humanity, organisation, equity and discipline.
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Christianity and Christian ethics : generally speaking, Christianity
is considered as the religion that is founded on the teaching, person
and life of Jesus Christ. The ethic deriving from it is to be found in
the moral teaching of the Old and New Testaments. It is a morality
which sees itself as a faithful response to God’s summons, in terms of
human behaviour. The norms and rules of behaviour here have their
basis and legitimation in the holiness, will, love and omnipotence of
God. The ultimate purpose of life is the blessed participation of
human beings in the salvation which is God himself and which God
alone can effect. Consequently, the Christian ethic is an ethic of
responsibility, because human beings must account for themselves
before God who summons them, and before the community into
which they are sent. This central value of responsibility is accompa-
nied by others such as love of God and of our neighbour, justice, free-
dom, solidarity, to name only those.

Theoretical ethical interest : confrontation or encounter between
two cultures in relation to the concept of responsible leadership :
debate, exchange of ideas, enrichment, production, broadening or
development of concepts and methodologies (ways of becoming, being
and experiencing a responsible leader).

Practical interest : provide the public with a tool to help them
understand intercultural relations (tradition and Christianity,
Africanity and westernity…) on the basis of universal values. Con-
tribute to building a universal culture.

2. Leadership Among the Fang of Cameroon

a) In the Family

The Mmé nda (the owner of the house) is the head of the family
(family = Nda bôt), the father of the family whose duty is to protect
his wife and children and watch over what becomes of them. The
latter in turn recognise his rights, which include the right to give a
name to every new-born child in order to preserve the memory of an
ancestor or some other living member of the paternal or maternal
clan, and the right to educate, judge, congratulate or censure his
people. For Mbala Owono, the head of the family ‘is conscious of his
vocation to ensure that the members of his family live in respect for
customs and habits, for their best possible future. In other words, the
authority of the head of the family coexists with the full participation
of all the members of the family. This is how power is structured.’ 2

At this level, the author tells us, there are three conditions for
exercising power. The person must:

– be male (principle)
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– be a legitimate son born of a proper marriage. Illegitimate sons and
the children of slaves are thus excluded.

– be able to marry (have at least one wife) and to procreate. This is
essential.
One might say that here leadership is expressed in terms of biology,

matrimonial status and property.

b) In the Village Community

The organisation of the village community corresponds to that of
the Nda bôt, so that the family and the villages have the same ethical
and, above all, political concerns.

For the Nya mbôrô (true man) both biological and ethical consid-
erations count: a man is a Nya mbôrô according to age, the Nya mbôrô
being the oldest of the group (Nto mbôt, Mvéngômô). From the ethi-
cal point of view, a man is a Nya mbôrô if he is wise, mature, upright
and responsible. This ethical criterion is the most important because,
in our society, younger men are sometimes classed among the Be nya
bôrô while older people who are immature or irresponsible are placed
among the zeze bôt (useless men).3 It is this ethical consideration that
concerns us here. By virtue of his wisdom, the Nya mbôrô is the
judge, the mediator, the one who finds a solution to individual and
collective problems. In this capacity he is called Nyaamemviè. Having
moral authority, he may also assume the duties of village chief (Mbi
ntum, Evet), which are purely political, but alongside him there may
also be a village chief who today is not chosen on account of his moral
authority but because it is the will of the sub-prefect representing
the modern political authorities, themselves a product of the colo-
nial regime.4

The duty of the village head or Ndzoé (the verb dzoé means to
order or command) is to direct, inform and mobilise the members of
the village community for a specific purpose or goal, as decided by the
village council, which is a deliberative gathering. In agreement with
Mbala Owono, it should also be noted that the notion of giving orders
strikes a false note in the ears of the Fang, who abhor subordination
and any word that seems to refer to it. They prefer the art of persua-
sion and negotiation demonstrated by the Nya mbôrô, whom they
recognise as having moral authority. This is why the political sector
needs to use the ethical language if its authority is to become more
familiar, more ‘natural’ and more acceptable. Our study will examine
the ethical aspect of the traditional leader. On the traditional level, a
man is a Nya mbôrô if he can meet the following criteria:

– moral integrity

– sense of responsibility
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– credibility

– sensitivity towards his people and his country

– wisdom

– tolerance

– generosity

– strictness and concern for propriety

– justice

– humanity

– matrimonial status (married to at least one wife) and procreation

– competence

– balanced material situation

– mental maturity.

This list of criteria is not exhaustive ; it is the outcome of our
investigations through conversations and talks in churches, and
among friends and families. Apart from the general considerations
outlined above, the Nya mbôrô is to be found in certain specific fields.
The Nya mbôrô, or true man, who is a reality in the community, can
emerge or assert himself in different domains, such as:

– speaking

– knowledge (Nnem)

– practical achievements (his actions)

– war (when he is called Asuzo’o)

– games

– health (Ngengan)

– the arts

– religion (Zingui)

– the political/legal/social sphere (Mbi ntum, Ntyik-Ntol)

3. Responsibility of the Traditional Leader

In what concerns us here, the notion of the responsibility of the
traditional leader refers on the one hand to the duties incumbent on
him (this is the theoretical aspect, i.e. what the Nya mbôrô should do
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and what he should be) and, on the other hand, his capacity to assume
those duties (the Nya mbôrô’s experience of life today). The latter may
be rendered by the German word Verantwortlichkeit. 

Generally speaking and according to Father Jean-Samuel Zoie
Obianga the Nya mbôrô fulfils the role of ‘repository and transmitter
of a founding figure’ (the original ancestor). ‘He is the leader who
activates the original forces, contributing to perpetuate certain values
and enduring powers that guarantee the integrity of the ideal of the
human being, humanity and society, of which the archetype is to be
found at the time of the creation’. 

Above all, the Nya mbôrô is the man who guarantees the equilib-
rium of the village and of the family. As the referee in differences
among the members of the community, he personifies justice and
impartiality. He is the one they can turn to for the right advice, a solu-
tion to their problems, peace of mind. Another distinguishing feature
is his capacity to sacrifice his own interests to those of the group and
to forego certain privileges on account of his reputation as a Nya
mbôrô. He is surrounded by an element of mystery and it is all these
things together that give him the status of patriarch. 

In practice, experience with those who are called to be, or are con-
sidered as the Be Nya bôrô today has been mixed. Here and there we
have noted some confusion in identifying who is a Nya mbôrô, as well
as an inability on the part of the latter to assume their responsibili-
ties, whether because of the material pressures around them, or delu-
sions of grandeur or simply a misunderstanding of the times. So we
have some Nya bôrô who are out of step with the times and who
cannot understand and cope with their world today. Many of them
complain of a lack of respect and understanding among the young,
which gives rise to a generation conflict. Moreover, in the midst of
rampant individualism, today’s Nya mbôrô finds it difficult to fulfil
his tasks in the community and, above all, in the family. 

The answers to the question of who is a Nya mbôrô in our soci-
eties, in our villages and families today will be varied, contradictory,
partial and biased. Some will say the Nya bôrô are the elite of the vil-
lage or the family because they enjoy a degree of material prosperity
that allows them to maintain a group of individuals in their pay or
because they act like griots in maintaining a personality cult. Others
will consider the oldest member of the family as the Nya mbôrô, even
though he does not assume that role. Yet others will say it is the rich
man of the village, or the village chief appointed by the sub-prefect, or
the chairman of the local committee of the party in power. Some
informed people will have the courage to say who are not Nya mbôrô,
and be bold enough to say who, in the light of the traditional criteria
listed above, can be considered as a Nya mbôrô according to that scale
of values. In other words, the conceptual limitations to the notion of
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Nya mbôrô can be seen as deriving from difficulties of definition, and
the complexity and extreme rarity of the personality in question. This
explains the empirical limitations. 

Because such a personality is rare and because the definition of the
Nya mbôrô is so broad and diverse, people will experience only cer-
tain aspects of the person and will therefore have a partial or distant
view of him: experiences of this personality are often contradictory,
depending on whether the contact is close to or from a distance. So it
is difficult to find unanimity on the subject of the Nya mbôrô. How-
ever, when such a person does exist in a community, he dominates by
his natural authority and his legitimacy is seldom called in question. 

In the last analysis, the Nya mbôrô is a human being with all his
capabilities and limitations. He is a rare species which has existed in
the past and still does exist, for the history of our families and villages
records a number of figures who have been outstanding in their time
and place. In our reflection we have sought to theologise the concept,
assuming that the Nya mbôrô is basically a product of God himself.
His formation continues in the training school of the family, popular
wisdom, educational institutions and religious confessions. But
despite this basic hypothesis about the concept and the life of the Nya
mbôrô, the latter remains a creature exposed to the fall and subject to
failure: this is what makes him human. Some propositions of Christian
ethics may help to overcome these human limitations of the Nya
mbôrô.

4. Implications for Christian Ethics

a) Leadership from a Christian Perspective

The principle or criterion of responsibility may be understood in
terms of Christian ethics as the duty of each individual to conduct his
or her life in a way that takes into account the wellbeing and life pos-
sibilities of others.5 The notion of responsibility here may be seen as
summarising the reality of Christian ethics applied in the life of soci-
ety.6 Professor Christoph Stückelberger, a Swiss theologian and ethi-
cist, links the concept of responsibility to that of power (Macht – Ver-
antwortung) 7 showing the correlation between these two values. In
his view, responsibility should correspond to the power an individual
or an institution effectively has. Likewise, if a person or a group of
people has responsibilities, then that person or group should also have
the power necessary to assume the corresponding responsibilities.
Here responsibility is expressed before God and before the commu-
nity served by the individual (or the group), the people who are
affected by the action in question. Thus, from the Christian point of
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view, we may say that the power/responsibility/service correlation
describes the chain of human relations in society. 

On closer analysis, this relation is set on three levels : the person
responsible, the area of responsibility (individuals, duties, actions,
attitudes, character) and the authority before which one is account-
able (e.g. a tribunal, the people concerned by a decision, one’s con-
science, God). In short, responsibility will be understood here as the
capacity to answer for and assume one’s actions and their conse-
quences vis-à-vis others and society, on the one hand, and this aware-
ness of being at the service of others, the wider community and God,
on the other. This is a requirement of community life which is part of
the I-me, I-you, I-we, I-it relationship.8 Consequently, the responsible
person or the responsible leader from the Christian point of view, is
the one who is concerned for the balance of the community. He is
called to serve and to which he must answer, just as he is accountable
before God, on whose will all his decisions and actions are based. 

What is central for the responsible Christian leader (in theory) is
the sense of service and of accountability to the community and to
God. Such a leader is motivated by:

– fear of God

– God’s will

– faith

– love

– solidarity

– service

– justice

– humility

For the Christian leader, the model is Jesus Christ crucified, obey-
ing the will of his Father, the humble servant, sacrificed for the sake
of humankind and for others. In some respects, the responsible leader
from the Christian point of view, resembles the responsible traditional
leader, theoretically at least, for both are meant to render service to
society and, to do that, they have to abide by certain principles such
as moral integrity, credibility, justice, solidarity. 

The theoretical difference appears when it comes to the authori-
ties to which each is accountable. While the conception of the tradi-
tional leader sees him as accountable only to society, when possible, 9

the conception of the Christian leader makes it clear that he must give
account of himself both to God, to whom he is answerable as God’s
envoy, and to the society into which he is sent. At the purely concep-
tual level one might say that the difference is that, on the one hand,
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we have the leader as seen in sociological terms and on the other, the
leader as seen in the christological approach applied to society, for
which Christ is the model.

b) Christ as the Model of the Responsible Leader

Son of God, Lamb that takes away the sins of the world, Rabbi,
Master, Messiah, Christ or Saviour, Son of Man – these basic names
attributed to Jesus Christ personify the responsible leader according
to the New Testament. And although other examples are quoted in
the Old Testament, Jesus remains the paradigm of the responsible
leader for the whole of the Bible. This can be understood with the
help of the dogmatic principle of the trinity which sees Christ as the
second person of the Triune God. He is the Father’s equal, he is God,
and so is responsible for creation. 

From the historical and practical point of view, the life of Jesus as
it is recounted in the Gospels, is a responsible life. He was there for
his disciples and the crowds who flocked to meet him and follow him,
and he was sensitive to the problems brought to him by others. We can
list a number of attitudes, characteristics and behaviours that marked
him out:

– he did nothing wrong

– obedient and humble unto death

– the servant of his disciples and the crowds

– love, loyalty courage

– tolerance, solidarity

– human and humane

– honest, sincere, just, truthful

– strict and with a strong sense of what is right

– open to criticism and discussion

Conceptually speaking, Jesus makes service the basis of responsi-
ble leadership.10 Speaking of this, he says to his disciples, ‘And who-
ever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son
of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as
ransom for many’ (Matt 20:27-28). This concept of responsible lead-
ership is fundamental for Christian political ethics, because it places
the emphasis on the leader’s duty, humility (the slave of others), sense
of sacrifice expressed in the idea of ‘giving his life as ransom for
many’. Here the leader is thus present for and attentive to those
around him who are his main concern in all he does.
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Conclusion

Responsible family leadership between tradition and Christianity:
there is a need for dialogue and complementarity, moving towards a
culture of responsible leadership centred on Christ and rooted in posi-
tive and universal traditional values. In short, we would urge that we
set about developing a practical concept of responsible family leader-
ship of a general and integral type, i.e. a leadership model that incor-
porates both positive traditional values and Christian principles. A
model of this type would enjoy a wide measure of legitimacy in dif-
ferent cultural settings because it would be the outcome of encounter,
dialogue and complementarity among cultures. It would also be useful
in our families today and could be used by them in their search for
authority, reference points and a model to follow.

The approach based on inter cultural dialogue would form the
basis of family political ethics worldwide and would thus contribute
to the world ethic proposed by Hans Küng in his Projekt Weltethos.
This is challenging from the practical point of view, but it is not
impossible.
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NOTES
1 On the family as an evolving social institution, cf. Rigobert Mbala Owono, Éducation tradi-

tionnelle et développement endogène en Afrique Centrale, Yaoundé: Ceper, 1990, p. 24.
2 For what follows, cf. Ibidem, p. 46
3 For further information on the ‘Nya mbôrô’, especially with regard to procreation, cf. Mbala

Owono, op. cit., p. 45, where having male children is a criterion in identifying the true man. We
shall come back to this.

4 It is rare for the population’s choice to take precedence over the will of the administrative
authorities.
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5 For more on the different areas in which responsibility is expressed, cf. Richard Ondji’i Toung,
Contribution de l’éthique économique à l’examen de l’endettement extérieur et de la pauvreté dans
les pays de la C.E.M.A.C, doctoral thesis, University of Basel, 2003, p. 277 ff.

6 cf. Handbuch der Christlichen Ethik, vol.3: Wege ethischer Praxis, Basel: Herder, 1982, p. 117 ff.
7 Stückelberger, Christoph, Global Trade Ethics, Geneva: WCC publications, 2002, pp. 66-67.
8 Rich, A., Éthique économique, Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1994, p. 61 ff.
9 Our limited knowledge of our tradition precludes us from saying categorically that account did

not also have to be given to the relevant authority in the domain of the sacred, i.e. the universe
of God or the gods.

10 As mentioned above, service was also a constitutive element in the traditional model of the
responsible leader and so is the common denominator in the two approaches.
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5

WOMEN LEADERSHIP 
IN THE KOREAN SALIMIST1 CONCEPT

Un HeyKim, South Korea

Introduction

The topic of family has received much attention since the 1980s,
both inside and outside the churches. Particularly, Korean churches
in the 21st century have been perplexed by the phenomenon of a fast
deconstruction of the traditional nuclear family and the emergence of
various types of families. Most Korean Christians feel uneasy about
the frequent breakdown of marriages, the seriously low birth rate, and
the weakening of the conventional nuclear family. Therefore many
Korean churches have been concerned about family issues and
invested their energy in various family recovery programmes that
focussed on the traditional family concept. 

Recent discourses on the issue of family can be divided in two
groups. Both agree that family forms are changing, but diagnose the
cause and results of this phenomenon very differently. On one side
are those who are concerned about widespread family disintegration
caused by a rising divorce rate. On the other side are those who view
newly pluralistic family forms as liberation from the patriarchal
nuclear family. Diversity in families is a welcome change, and it
should not be judged as socially and morally inferior. 2

In the Korean society, a male dominant culture with patriarchal
structures has been operating in many families where values of con-
trol and a powerful, dominant and authoritarian leadership can be
observed. Hence families are contexts in which male violence against
women and the abuse of children are still increasingly found. Fami-
lies are criticised for having confined wives to the private domestic
sphere where they are subservient to the needs and demands of hus-
bands and children. Conservative Korean Christians are very con-
cerned about the need to restore what they say is the biblical view of
the family: a male-dominated nuclear family consisting of a working
husband, a non-working wife who is a full-time mother, and several
dependent children. From the conservative stance of a Korean church,
therefore, the weakening of the leadership of the father in the family
must be faced determinately. 

However the hierarchical pattern of power in patriarchal struc-
tures fails to show God’s grace and love to all members of the family.



It also fails to show the original Christian vision of radical equality in
Christ. This pattern of leadership is paternalistic and authoritarian
and thus not reciprocal. It is hardly to be transformed by family prac-
tice. The exhortation to the husband to love your wife as Christ loves
the Church, is not paralleled by the exhortation to the wife to love her
husband likewise, but rather by a command to submit to her husband
as the Church submits to Christ. A similar pattern is suggested in the
relationship of slaves to masters and subjects to the emperor. 3 The
family is the basic unit of society and it is the place where people can
learn and practice the primary skills and attitudes of leadership
among the mother, the father and the siblings. 

The notion of ‘family’ has become a moral and political symbol, it
is ideologically charged. Theological reflection will need to begin with
the experience of families and family members who are impoverished,
marginalised, victimised or violated. Families can be life-enhancing or
life-destroying, and the Church has colluded oppressively and uncriti-
cally with the family by endorsing versions of it which are patriarchal,
sexist and marginalising. The family must be a place where God’s
grace is experienced and where people can find nurturing and heal-
ing, but in these times, the family has been a place where people have
experienced the deepest wound and suffering, which is the most dif-
ficult for the victims of domestic violence. Whether families are chan-
nels of God’s grace has a lot to do with the way in which power is
exercised in the family group.

Therefore, life in abundance for all people and life as central affir-
mation of the Gospel of Jesus is impossible in today’s world. The cul-
ture of death and violence has been developed in close relation with
the patriarchal system and a Western civilisation focused on growing
and competing values. The patriarchal culture and the corresponding
structure deeply and systematically affect the constitution not only of
beliefs and ideas but also of emotions, the subconscious and uncon-
scious dimension of both men and women which allow to affirm male
domination and women’s oppression. It seems to me that we, Chris-
tians and theologians, have not sufficiently developed and honoured
our understandings of a life witnessing Jesus’ teachings in the chal-
lenges of our day.

This paper tries to examine how we create new family leadership
models for a radical transformation of the hierarchical, authoritarian,
violent and patriarchal values in Korean families and churches. How
do we fulfil life in abundance through families as we resist the culture
of violence and death in our daily life? How do we develop women
leadership to create an alternative family leadership through the cri-
tique and the transformation of the current patriarchal domination?
In order to develop women leadership, how do we have to change our
way of thinking in concrete as much as we criticise the culture of vio-

46 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



lence and its cultural domination in the patriarchal system? These are
the questions I want to deal with in this essay. 

In Korean society and in the Korean Church, the issue of leader-
ship and especially of women’s leadership as an alternative has
received much attention from the late 1990s to the present. In the
various areas where the issues of leadership have been discussed –
such as political leadership and business leadership – people seriously
re-evaluate female characters and values in order to find alternative
leadership patterns responding to the paradigm shift of the contem-
porary Korean society. Within the contemporary discourse on the
family, it is a particular issue as to how to create a new model of
Christian women’s leadership : Korean Christian women need to
change inherited patterns of family leadership which has been repre-
sented by the males only, such as the fathers, sons, and husbands. 

To find a new model of family leadership, I explore the Korean
concept of Salim and feminine values of Daoism.4 Religious plurality
necessarily plays a central role for Korean Christianity and many
Korean feminist theologians are acutely aware that they are rooted in
several religious identities such as Shamanism, Buddhism, Daoism
and Confucianism. I think that Korean thought and Daoism can be
the philosophical and cultural soil in which we should develop the
new values and meanings of women’s leadership as an alternative pat-
tern of family leadership.

1. The Cosmic Salim Model of Leadership as a Model of Family
Leadership

One of the significant problems of family leadership is, for East
Asian women, the strong division between the private and the public
spheres as well as the male domination in the relationships between
husbands and wives or sisters and brothers. This patriarchal hierar-
chy has produced values of power and competition, rather than
caring, sharing, serving and emptying. Those values produced by the
hierarchical patriarchy closely related to distortion of spirituality have
easily controlled people’s lives, thoughts, minds, and spirits. We must
concretise all the ideas and concepts for new models of family lead-
ership in response to how to live and practice with faith in God. We
must create a new way of life that enables all members of the family
to be blessed by God.

In the traditional Korean way of life, people believe that a human
being is part of nature and that economy and ecology must therefore
be in a harmonious relationship making all life in abundance possi-
ble. These two words – economy and ecology – share a same Greek
root, ‘oikos’ (house, habitation). The Korean word corresponding to
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this meaning is Salimsali. This word consists of two different parts,
Salim and Sali. The first one is derived from household economy and
the latter from house management. Salimsali means all the work and
spirit which make things alive. I want to suggest Salim leadership as
a new model of family leadership: the goal of good family leadership
is to make things alive.

Salim refers to a Korean woman’s everyday household chores, e.g.
gathering wood, water and food, cooking, cleaning, washing, raising
children, healing the sick. These tasks also include caring for the old
and the weak, as well as for plants and trees. Salimists make things
alive again, especially dying things and wounded things like the
Earth. When Korean people say about a particular woman that ‘she is
a ‘Salim-kun’ (a Salim expert)’, this means that she has perfected the
skill or art of making things alive. This includes feeding and nurtur-
ing everybody (so that they are all full and happy), creating peace,
health, abundant living and a beautiful environment for the family
(the very large extended family of all forms of life). 

A Salimist also embraces a vision of fundamental social change, she
gets involved in movements and develops strategies. She is an ‘inclu-
sivist,’ or ‘embracist.’ A Salimist, in other words, is a peace activist. In
Korea, some Salimists are married. Their husbands call them ‘An-Hae’,
which means ‘the sun of the household.’ Salimists promote conflict
resolution, non-violent resistance, peace, reconciliation and harmony
wherever they go.5 Salimists, therefore, are leaders for peace and life.

2. The Principles of Salimist Leadership

a) Shift from a Male-Centred to a Life-Centred Way of Life

The new model of Salim leadership can emerge through a para-
digm shift from reason-centred, human being-centred and material-
centred reasoning and behaviour to a life-centred and spirit-centred
approach. This perspective leads us to the future of cosmic commu-
nity and to recognise even our responsibility of maintaining and pre-
serving our planet Earth, which goes beyond individualistic and
nationalistic worldviews. This is what we may call ‘cosmic Salimsali’.
This shift produces new values of Salim culture such as keeping alive
(Salim), serving, emptying and sharing to find new ways of life.

b) A New Women Leadership Through Interaction Between Human
Beings and Nature

Through inter-feeling between people and nature for building an
ecological community, which respects all life on earth, we can learn
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from earth and nature to correct the destructive and wounded way of
life. Facing, in particular, the ecological crisis in relation with the
growing economical injustice, many Western Christian theologians
concede that Christianity has a great responsibility in this problem.
To fix it, Daoism suggests the recognition of a deep connection
between nature and human beings. The core beliefs of Daoism are
relationality, mutuality, and wholeness between humans. 

In Daoism, the law of nature is not dualistic, in the sense of oppos-
ing, for instance, life to death. Rather, it is the circulation of all exis-
tence. The human being is part of nature and follows the natural
cycle. An Eastern Asian philosophy such as Daoism, originally does
not contain any concept of dualistic domination. It emphasises the
balance and unity of nature, which includes the human being as a part
of it. The Eastern epistemology has a potential to provide schemes
and models for a new way of life. Nevertheless, the original principle
of Daoism is hard to be found in contemporary society even in East-
ern thinking. It is our responsibility, both in the East and in the West,
to revise the life style for the future.

The inherent characteristic of nature is the constant flux of life.
This flux, in the Salimist concept, depends on the female, which
means on the life-giving and life-nurturing role women are able to
fulfil. Throughout history, women have struggled with the natural
resources such as food, land, water and energy. Nevertheless, unlike
the dualistic view that puts the nature/culture in antagonistic rela-
tion, women do not objectify nature, but are rather embedded in it,
embrace it as part of their life, and nourish it. Therefore, it is very nat-
ural that feminists are radically participating in movements of non-
violent resistance against the ecological crisis. Thus, the Earth and the
land are often symbolised as the mother or the women’s womb, which
is the metaphor of creation and product as we can particularly see it
in Daoism.

c) Female Leadership Focused on the Values of Sharing, Emptying, 
and Serving

According to Mother Teresa, there is no peace without sharing.
The reason of poverty and oppression in present days is not a lack of
resources but a failure of adequate distribution and sharing. Eco-
nomical injustice and ecological destruction cannot be resolved
through a change in our ways of thinking or through reforms of the
system only; they require a change in every individual’s way of life. If
we can transform values of life according to Salimist principles such
as sharing, emptying, serving, people will know that wealth and pos-
session cannot guarantee life and peace, and that changing values,
styles and attitudes of life can give life and peace for all living beings
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on Earth. Serving others and sharing with others is very difficult for
everyone. But persons who live with sharing and serving can be per-
sons who know the art of living and who experience a real happiness
of life. They are often happier than those who receive help from
others. Therefore, persons who never experience sharing, never expe-
rience the joy such sharing creates. The way to overcome the divi-
sions in this world is only sharing and emptying.

d) The New Leadership in Re-evaluating Feminine Values Such as
Nurturing, Caring, Accepting, and Life Giving.

In some Western epistemologies, which are based on hierarchical
dualism, the image of the female is often connected with a negative
concept such as body, feelings, myth, spontaneity, darkness, weak-
ness, death, etc. These concepts support a hierarchical social struc-
ture, and the ideology of gender control has been established on this.
However, Daoism suggests different methods of looking at and under-
standing our contemporary society. In what follows, I will evaluate
these female images to enrich the concept of women leadership pre-
sented thus far.

There are several female images in the Dao Te Ching, such as
giving birth, nurturing, softness, darkness, etc. 7 These notions are
often used to explain the Dao and the principle of nature. The notion
of Dao does not contain any negativity, and more important, any
notion of domination. Thus the female image in Daoism does not
contain and yield negativity or oppression; rather it presents very
positive and embracing aspects. Before discussing the female image
in the Dao Te Ching, it is necessary that the two different images of
the female in modern society be classified. One category is the myth-
ical, irrational image of the female characterised by chaos, spontane-
ity, darkness, fluctuation, weakness, etc. 7 The notions in this cate-
gory support male domination over women in hierarchical society.
Some former Western ethics or concepts of nature, that is, the
exploitation and monopolisation of resources, are also placed in this
category because symbolically nature and women have been consid-
ered to be in the same image. Most contemporary Western environ-
mental ethics look at it critically. 

The other category is the image of the mother; it entails nurturing
and devotion and is often considered in a very positive way in contem-
porary society. However, the fact cannot be ignored that the positive
outlook embraced by the mother image has also been used for manipu-
lation and for the advancement of the ideology of gender control.

The mother image in Daoism represents the Dao, 8 which is life-
giving and nurturing. Lao Tzu said : ‘The Dao is called the Great
Mother : empty yet inexhaustible, it gives birth to infinite worlds.’ 9
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He also said that ‘the Dao gives birth to all beings, nourishes them,
maintains them, cares for them, comforts them, protects them. […]
That is why love of the Dao is in the very nature of things.’ 10 There-
fore, this mother image cannot be restricted to the women’s repro-
ductive role or the domestic work only. It is an immense and pro-
found image. The Dao as the female image creates all things, human
beings and nature. At the same time, it is immanent in its creation.
The metaphor-image of the Great Mother is the harmony and unity
of the creator and the creation. 

Daoism presents other concepts, which can be categorised in the
female image, such as softness and flux, in an affirmative way. As Lao
Tzu said : ‘The gentlest thing in the world overcomes the hardest
thing in the world.’ The softness and weakness as the female image
are usually regarded to be inferior to the rigidity and strength of the
male image. But Lao Tzu saw it reversed. He said: ‘Thus, whoever is
stiff and inflexible is a disciple of death. Whoever is soft and yielding
is a disciple of life. The hard and stiff will be broken. The soft and
supple will prevail.’ The emphasis on the superiority of the female
image illustrates the emancipation of life. All things die when the cir-
culation of life is blocked, but all things live if they are let to flow with
their own circulation. 

Conclusion 

Women leadership includes feminine, female, and feminist per-
spectives altogether. To create a new model of leadership focused on
life and peace, I think that it is important to rethink and re-evaluate
various kinds of women’s ways of seeing, thinking, and acting which
have been silenced, marginalised, and considered as inferior concepts
for a long time. I think that women leadership oriented along the lines
of the concept of Salim and inspired by the Daoist principles sum-
marised above, could restore and revitalise all families which are suf-
fering, wounded and broken.

NOTES
1 ‘Salimist’ is a term derived from the Korean word Salim, which means literally ‘to make things

alive’. The word Salim is one of the important concepts through which we can understand
Korean thought. Initially, the Association of Korean Feminist Theologians used this word in
2001.

2 Cahill, Lisa Sowle, Family. A Christian Social Perspective, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 200, p. 9.
3 Radford Ruether, Rosemary, ‘An Unrealized Revolution. Searching Scripture for Model of the

Family’, in : Stuart, Elizabeth/Thatcher, Adrian (eds), Christian Perspectives on Sexuality and
Gender, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996, pp. 442-450, especially p. 449. 

4 Daoism and Confucianism are the most important and dominant factors, which formed the spir-
itual aspect of both Chinese and Korean culture. While Confucianism was usurped by the rulers
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and became the political ideology of the dynasties, Daoism remained the metaphysical soul of
East Asia.

5 The Korean feminist theologian, Hyun Kyung, presented a ‘Salimist Manifesto’ at the 2005
World Life-Culture Forum in Gyeonggi, Korea.

6 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching. New English Version, transl. by Stephen Mitchell, New York: Harper &
Row, 1988, chap. 1-5.

7 See e.g. Graham, Angus C./Chuang-Tzu, The Seven Inner Chapters and Other Writing from the
Book Chuang-tzu, London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981.

8 Dao, as the word is used in China, Korea, and Japan, is not limited to Daoism; in all major Chi-
nese systems it refers to the right way (the Way) or cosmic order even though different schools
have different interpretations.

9 Lao Tzu, op. cit., chap. 6.
10 Lao Tzu, op. cit., chap. 51. For the following quotes, see chap. 6-13.
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LEADERSHIP IN ETHICAL FAMILIES.
A NORTH AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE

Christopher Lind, Canada

In this paper I have been asked to respond to two papers presented
at an earlier conference. Both deal with the ethics of leadership in
families. The first paper, by Rachel Xiaohong Zhu from the People’s
Republic of China, reviews the concept of family relationships and
duties in the Confucian tradition and compares that with the changes
going on in China today as a consequence of westernisation and mod-
ernisation and also as a consequence of China’s one child policy.1 The
second paper is by Richard Ondji’i Toung from Cameroon. 2 He
reviews the concept of the family, as is understood by the Fang people
of southern Cameroon. He is particularly concerned with the break-
down of assumptions about how traditional leadership roles should
be carried out and what resources Christianity may have to offer in
this situation. Both papers pay very close attention to the questions
that emerge from their geographic and cultural context and both take
for granted that families are biological. 

I want to respond by paying close attention to my context and the
questions that emerge there. I am a Canadian academic theologian
with special expertise in Christian social ethics, specifically ethics and
economics, born of English and American immigrant parents. I am a
lay Anglican, who worked for almost 20 years for the United Church
of Canada, a 20th century denomination formed from the Congrega-
tional, Methodist and Presbyterian traditions. 

1. Biblical and Historical Forms of the Family

In North America the form of family life is contested terrain. One
of the fields of contest is whether the concept is reserved for the bio-
logical family or whether it can encompass a larger variety of social
forms. Especially in the United States of America, conservative evan-
gelical Christians like James Dobson, founder of Focus on the Family
demand a return to the traditional Christian family. Focus on the
Family is an evangelical organisation dedicated to ‘helping to preserve
traditional values and the institution of the family.’ It runs a radio pro-
gram broadcast on 3500 radio stations in the USA and in 163 other



countries including Canada, China and Southern Africa. 3 It is
opposed to divorce, abortion and homosexuality as social practices
that undermine the family which is considered one of the three insti-
tutions (alongside the Church and the government) ordained by God
for the benefit of all humankind. Its publications approvingly quote
and publicise others who promote the concept of the natural family
which is defined as ‘married mom and dad, with children.’ 4

That is to say, the traditional or natural family is a two-generation
family in a monogamous marriage. Is this the kind of family promoted
by the Bible and the early Church?

Well, it is not the kind of marriage that Abram had with Sarai, who
encouraged him to sleep with their Egyptian slave Hagar in order to
have children (Gen 16 :1-6). Yes, Abraham eventually renounced
Hagar and sent her and Ishmael away, but only after Sarah produced
her own child and started worrying about his eventual inheritance. It
is not the kind of family Jacob had. In Genesis (46:26) we read that
his household numbered 66 persons. Indeed scholars tell us that the
average Hebrew household numbered closer to 50 or 100 people. This
contrasts with the average American household, which consists of
2.63 people according to the U.S. Census.5 Canadian families have a
similar character.

It is not the family of the early Church. The family structure typ-
ical of the society of the early Church is vastly different from the
family structure of contemporary North America. As Lisa Sowle
Cahill pointed out, ‘the family of [first century Palestine] is decidedly
not the nuclear family of today. Parents and children never function
as a social unit in isolation. The latin familia can refer to all those
related through the male line; it can also denote all those under the
authority of the paterfamilias in a household, the membership of
which is not limited to kin. The household (domus) includes a mar-
ried couple and their children but also incorporates slaves, clients,
unmarried relatives, freedmen or freedwomen, and other tenants of
the property.’ 5 I note in passing that some clergy friends of mine in
Canada now make a point of referring not to families but to house-
holds, in order to include all those with whom people live and on
whom people depend.

It is not the family of Roman society in this period which was far
from a social arrangement freely entered into. In Rome there is an
ancient church dedicated to an early Christian martyr. It is called the
Church of Sant’Agnese, or the Church of St. Agnes who died in
305 C.E. Her story goes like this : ‘Agnes had aroused a burning desire
in the son of a Roman prefect, who had seen her coming home from
school. Agnes was twelve or at most thirteen years old, the age at
which Roman women could be engaged to be married. He begged her
to marry him, offering her houses, riches, and luxury, as well as the
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power of being a member of the prefect’s family, if she would agree…
Agnes replied that she was engaged already, to someone far better
than he, and who loved her more… She had chosen Christ over the
son of a Roman prefect… The law gave Agnes a fiendish choice if she
would not marry: either to be made a vestal virgin and spend the rest
of her life sacrificing to Roman idols, or to be exposed naked… in a
brothel. She chose the brothel, but was miraculously saved from rape.
In the end she was stabbed in the throat… The story also tells us that
they tried to burn her alive because she would not change her mind,
but the flames divided and went out.’ 7 Agnes’ story is matched by the
story of many virgin martyrs. Victoria refused a marriage and died in
a prison in Carthage. Lucy and Agatha refused their suitors and were
sent to brothels as well. Lucy was stabbed to death and Agatha tor-
tured. Cecelia was beheaded and Vivian was beaten to death.8

Is the family being imagined by North American conservatives,
the family endorsed by the New Testament? In the New Testament
St. Paul considers singleness to be a higher estate than marriage
(1 Cor 7:38) and Jesus envisages a family far different from a biologi-
cal relationship. It appears as though his disciples are required to hate
their fathers and mothers (Luke 14:25). Indeed he declares as his clos-
est relatives anyone who ‘does the will of my father’ (Mark 3 :35).
Some people actually consider the traditions of the gospels and early
Christianity to be ‘anti-family.’ 9

In response to the claims of people like Dobson, many scholars
have begun to critically examine this concept of the traditional Chris-
tian family. What they have found is that ‘what evangelicals call the
“traditional family” is in fact the bourgeois or middle-class family,
which rose to dominance in the nineteenth century – not accidentally
alongside capitalism and, a little later, America as the ascendant
world power.’ 10

In the discourse of conservative, evangelical America, what is
being imagined is a family made up of a married father and mother
with children where the father works outside of the home and is the
head of the household and the mother is devoted to the religious and
moral education of the children and the nurturing of affective bonds
in the family. 

It is a patriarchal family model that emerged in the late nineteenth
century within the growing urban North American middle class. It
was an urban model because agriculture was still being organised in
the north and west of the continent around the model of the family
farm where all family members participated in production.11 It was a
middle class model because the upper class had servants to perform
domestic labour and the working class provided servants at the
expense of their own family bonds. This model peaked in the early
twentieth century in North America when the agricultural popula-
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tion peaked. The patriarchal model was enshrined in social policy in
Canada until about 1970.12

2. A Christian View of Socially Constructed Families

Even from this brief review we can see that forms of family life are
socially constructed, that is, they can change over time and across cul-
tures according to economic, political and social needs. The nineteenth
century North American patriarchal model was partly a response to
the economic forces of the day. That does not make it better or worse;
just a creature of its time. Today in North America, the single parent
family is also in part a response to contemporary economic forces.
People are less likely to live in the same place they grew up and so lack
the supports of an extended family in close proximity. When both par-
ents work outside the home, there is increased stress involved in child
rearing. An intentional but not biologically related extended family is
one contemporary response to these pressures.

In Canada there is an influential research institute called the
Vanier Institute of the Family, named after the first Canadian born
Governor General, George Vanier. The Vanier Institute defines the
family as ‘any combination of two or more persons who are bound
together over time by ties of mutual consent, birth and/or adoption or
placement and who, together, assume responsibilities for variant com-
binations of the following: 
• physical maintenance and care of group members;
• addition of new members through procreation or adoption;
• socialisation of children;
• social control of members; 
• production, consumption, distribution of goods and services; and 
• affective nurturance – love.13

This definition of the family is not a biological definition. It is
characterised by freedom (mutual consent), mutual responsibility
(maintenance and care of group members) and legal obligation (in
Canada, procreation and adoption automatically generate obligations
in law). To fit this definition you do not have to be married, though
it allows for that. You do not have to have children, though it allows
for that, too. Finally, you do not have to be a heterosexual couple,
though, of course, it allows for that. You can still be a family without
those qualifiers.

56 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



3. Christian View: Family More Than Biological

The question now is : does this definition fit with our Christian
tradition? The Old Testament is also full of examples of families that
are not biological families, in the narrow sense of that term. For
example, do Naomi and Ruth not constitute a family? Naomi is a
widow, and Ruth, also a widow, was married to Naomi’s son. They
are related by marriage but not by biology, especially after the death
of their common parent. In many cultures the expectation is that
when a woman marries a man she leaves her father’s household and
joins her husband’s. In this arrangement she has an obligation to her
mother-in-law. In the story of Naomi, Ruth and Orpah, Orpah is obe-
dient by returning to her people, the Moabites, as she is commanded
to do by her mother-in-law Naomi. Ruth is disobedient and refuses to
leave. In the story she emerges as disobedient but faithful. Can we not
say they are a family despite biology? In the text we find one of the
most famous and moving declarations of devotion and loyalty when
Ruth says to Naomi: 

‘Where you go, I will go;

Where you lodge, I will lodge;

Your people shall be my people,

And your God will be my God.’ 14

If Ruth had not married Boaz, would not Naomi and Ruth still
have been a family?

Let me use another example. In 1 Samuel we find a narrative estab-
lishing the rise of great leaders, Kings, in Israel. In this story the
mantle of leadership passes from Eli to Samuel to Saul and finally to
David. In the New Testament, Jesus is described as having descended
from the House of David (Luke 1 :69). We are accustomed to the
mantle of kingship being passed through blood lines, that is biologi-
cally, from father to son. And yet in 1 Samuel, that is emphatically not
what happens. There we find leadership being passed, not from Eli to
his sons Hophni or Phinehas, but to Samuel who is like a son. Indeed
Eli calls Samuel ‘son’ (3 :6,16). In turn, leadership then passes not
from Samuel to his sons Joel or Abijah, but to Saul. Finally, leadership
passes from Saul. Again, it does not pass to his son Jonathan but to
David. Once again, David is like a son to Saul and Saul is like a father
to David. David calls Saul ‘father’ (24:11) and Saul calls David ‘son’
several times (24:16; 26:17,21,25).15

In each case one leader functions as a surrogate father to the next.
Their relationship is not biological but is it not a family relationship?
Families are social units characterised by obligation and entitlement,
responsibilities and rights. We use the language of biological relation-
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ship to describe the various roles we play but that does not mean fami-
lies should be normatively defined by biology. It is common in cul-
tures around the world for families to have extensive networks of
people identified as aunts and uncles, without there being a biologi-
cal tie through the brother or sister of one’s father or mother.

So, two people can form a family by mutual consent. They may or
may not procreate. We would surely have said that Zechariah and
Elizabeth had formed a family during all those years that they were
childless (Luke 1:7). They did not become a family only when John
(the Baptist) was born! (In China a family is commonly thought to be
made by marriage, not by procreation.) A family is characterised by
love and the physical care of one another. On this ground Ruth and
Naomi are also a family. 

Some scholars use the term ‘fictive kin’ to describe relationships
that are familial but not biological. They provide relationships that are
supportive and caring, responsible and communal. The church has
made extensive use of these relationships in the institution of god-
parents through baptism. In the medieval period these relationships
were taken so seriously that European laws of incest were extended
to cover relations between godparents and godchildren. In many parts
of the world today, the godparent relationship is an integral part of the
family system.16

I do not know of any culture where parents do not have an obli-
gation to care for their child, though responsibilities may be divided
unevenly between father and mother or shared with village members
or an extended kinship group. These obligations are matched by the
rights of the child to receive such care and we have various enforce-
ment mechanisms to ensure such care. So, family members have both
rights and responsibilities. 

Children, upon reaching the maturity of adulthood, must choose
to assume these mutual responsibilities in their own right in order to
maintain their membership in the family. I recall a story I heard from
a friend who was born into the Cree First Nation of western Canada.
A friend of his had grown up on a poor, rural reserve and moved to
the city where he received a European style education, married a
woman who was not Cree, and was employed in a high status gov-
ernment job. Members of his extended family felt entitled to sponta-
neously come to his house in the city and stay for months at a time,
eating his food without making any financial contribution to the
household. This was very stressful for his wife and eventually he
asked his family to stop doing this. His family returned to the reserve
and held a funeral for him. He had violated a norm so central to their
understanding of family relationship that they no longer considered
him a part of their family. 
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So, families can take many forms and I do not believe any one form
is mandated by God for all time and in all places. One of the questions
this raises is : how do we derive ethical norms from Scripture? This is
too big a subject for this small paper.17 However, we should not derive
them by isolating some texts from others and applying them uncriti-
cally to contemporary life. Rather we must apply the tools of reason
to all the biblical texts taken together in the same way we apply our
critical faculties to contemporary society. In addition we must criti-
cally appropriate Church teachings in the same way as we critically
appropriate our own experience of God and the world. Only then can
we begin to say what ethical norms can be derived from Scripture and
how they relate to the Christian life.

4. Four Criteria for Ethical Families

One implication of the idea of multiple family forms is that it is
possible to distinguish between ethical and unethical families. The
Vanier Institute definition already implies some ethical criteria since
it characterises families by mutual consent, mutual responsibility and
legal obligation. Families that are not characterised by freedom cannot
be ethical. So, forced marriages would not be ethical but arranged
marriages might be if the participants were truly free to consent.
Families where members refuse to care for one another are also
unethical. So, where parents refuse to care for their children or adult
children refuse to care for their dependent parents, they are acting in
an unethical manner. Where legal obligations are not met, society will
enforce sanctions (I do not assume here necessarily, that all laws are
ethical. Some laws can be unjust). Obligations exist in both given fami-
lies and constructed families. It is not the presence or absence of obliga-
tions that determine whether or not a family is ethical. Relationships of
mutual support freely entered into will always entail obligations. 

To the criteria of freedom and mutuality I would also add the cri-
teria of peace and justice. Families have always had the potential of
being unsafe places. Abraham’s threat to sacrifice Isaac is not the only
example in the Bible of violence being threatened by a parent against
a child. We also read of examples where a father is allowed to have his
son stoned (Deut 21:12-21) or his daughter burned (Gen 38:24), and
instructed to execute them if they lead the father to serve other gods
(Deut 13:6-9). In Judges (11:34-40) we read the horrific account of
Jephthah slaughtering his daughter. 

Today in Canada, some families continue to be unsafe places, pri-
marily for women and children. Studies have shown that ‘29% of
[Canadian] women who have ever been married or lived common law
with a partner have been assaulted by their marital partner and 45%
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of these cases resulted in physical injury to the woman… 39 per cent
of all women have experienced at least one incident of sexual assault
since the age of 16.’ 18 So, a violent family is an unethical family.

Finally, there is the criteria of justice. This includes care for the
poor and right relationship. A family where one member (a man for
example) uses all the resources of the family for his own purposes
without regard to the needs of the other family members would be an
unethical family. Here I am in agreement with the American Catholic
ethicist Lisa Sowle Cahill who redefines ‘family values’ as care for
others. ‘The Christian family, Cahill writes, defines family values as
care for others, especially the poor; it appreciates that truly Christian
families are not always the most socially acceptable or prestigious
ones; it values and encourages all families who strive earnestly to meet
the standard of compassionate action; and it encourages both personal
commitment to and the social structuring of mercy and justice.’ 19

A family of whatever form, characterised by freedom and mutual-
ity, peace and justice is an ethical family in the Christian tradition of
ethical discourse, even if it is not explicitly Christian. As Rosemary
Ruether has written, ‘Today we face the breakdown of this Victorian
pattern of the idealised family, with its segregation of male and female
in separate spheres of work and home. The question now becomes: Is
there some new way or reading marriage, family, sex and procreation
theologically that can support a more just and sustainable harmony
of women and men, home and work?’ The response of James Dobson
and his ilk is not to re-imagine the family but to reinforce its Victo-
rian patriarchal form. For Ruether, by contrast, ‘A new vision of
family, of home and work, needs to be based on the mutuality of
whole human beings, not on the truncation of such beings into sepa-
rate parts, home for women and work for men… Theologically, this
requires first of all a clear and explicit rejection of the doctrine that
holds that the patriarchal family of male headship and female subor-
dination is the “order of creation”, mandated by God. The patriarchal
family in its various forms, from the slavocracy of antiquity to the Vic-
torian nuclear family, is a human construct, not a divine mandate.’ 20

I can summarise this form of family, characterised by freedom and
mutuality, peace and justice by saying that it is a democratic family.
My early nineteenth century ancestors would have been appalled by
such a suggestion. An American Church newspaper from the early
1800s described the idea of ‘pure family democracy’ as ‘most alarm-
ing.’ 21 Even today, within the United Church of Canada there are dis-
senters who agonise about the direction their Church is taking with
regard to a theological interpretation of the family. 22 However, I
would define a democratic institution as one where all the adult mem-
bers can participate in the decisions which affect them. Does that
mean constructed families are more moral than given families? No,
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even democratic institutions can be unethical. One of the character-
istics that makes a democratic institution ethical is that it cares for
and protects the rights and interests of its dependent members.

So, in North America, the form of the family is contested. I advo-
cate for ethical democratic forms as those which come closest to the
gospel message of freedom and mutuality, peace and justice. 

Conclusion

Having successfully inverted the question of the ethics of leader-
ship in families into the question of leadership in ethical families, I
will now conclude as follows. The question of the ethics of leadership
in ethical families is the same as the question of leadership in all
democratic institutions. Formal leadership must emerge from just
processes that ensure the possibility of participation of all qualified
members. Ethical leadership will encourage participation in decision
making, protect the rights and interests of dependents members and
minorities, avoid self-interested behaviour and conflicts of interest,
and seek the common good.

As always, the problem with Christian ethics is that it sets a high bar!

NOTES
1 Xiaohong Zhu, Rachel, ‘Family Leadership Shift in China. Preliminary Perspectives For A Con-

fucian and Christian Dialogue’, in: Stückelberger, Christoph/Mugambi, J.N.K. (eds), Responsi-
ble Leadership. Global Perspectives, Nairobi, Kenya: Acton Publishers, 2005, pp. 34-45. See also
Chapter 3 in this volume.

2 Ondji’i Toung, Richard, ‘Responsible Family Leadership. Traditional and Christian Approaches
in Cameroon’, in op. cit., pp. 46-58. See also Chapter 4 in this volume.

3 Focus on the Family Mission Statement at www.family.org (last accessed 5 September 2005).
4 ‘But for too long, Carlson and Mero say, traditionalists have been more divided by distractions

than united in defending their common base: the natural family – married mom and dad, with
children – as society’s bedrock.’ http://www.family.org/cforum/fosi/marriage/nac/ a0036244.cfm
(last accessed 10 September 2005).

5 Clapp, Rodney, Families at the Crossroads. Beyond Traditional and Modern Options, Leicester :
InterVarsity Press, 1993, p. 35.

6 Sowle Cahill, Lisa, Family. A Christian Social Perspective, Minneapolis : Fortress Press, 2000,
p. 19.

7 Visser, Margaret, The Geometry of Love. Space, Time, Mystery and Meaning in an Ordinary
Church, Toronto: HarperCollins, 2000, pp. 96-97.

8 These stories are also recounted in op. cit., p. 242.
9 See Radford Ruether, Rosemary, Christianity and the Making of the Modern Family, Boston:

Beacon Press, 2000.
10 Clapp, Rodney, op. cit., p. 11. He relies heavily on Brigitte and Peter Berger’s The War over the

Family, Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983.
11 In the east and south, especially prior to the American civil war, agriculture was organised

around a plantation model based on slave labour.

A North American Perspective 61



12 See Eichler, Margrit, Family Shifts. Families, Policies, and Gender Equality, Toronto : Oxford
University Press, 1997, p. 7.

13 http://www.vifamily.ca/about/about.html (last accessed 11 September 2005).
14 Ruth 1:16, New Revised Standard Version.
15 This relationship pattern is explored in detail by Jobling, David, 1 Samuel, Collegeville, MN:

The Liturgical Press, 1998, chapter 5.
16 See Radford Ruether, Rosemary, op. cit, p. 231, note 3.
17 For a fuller discussion of this question see Birch, Bruce/Rasmussen, Larry, The Bible and Ethics

in the Christian Life, Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1989, rev. ed.
18 Eichler, Margrit, op. cit., p. 63.
19 Sowle Cahill, Lisa, op. cit., p. 135.
20 Radford Ruether, Rosemary, op. cit., p. 228.
21 ‘Second-generation American Episcopalians carried an almost proprietary view of leadership

in a “world turned upside down” by the Revolutionary War ; indeed, the prospect of “pure
family democracy” was … “most alarming” [according to an 1807 author in a church magazine].’
Bowen Gillespie, Joanna, ‘Episcopal Family as the Nursery of Church & Society’, in: Airhart,
Phyllis D./Lamberts Bendroth, Margaret (eds), Faith Traditions and the Family, Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996, p. 143.

22 See Anderson, Daphne J./Anderson, Terence R., ‘United Church of Canada: Kingdom Symbol
of Lifestyle Choice’, in: Airhart, Phyllis D./Lamberts Bendroth, Margaret (eds), op. cit.

62 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



7

FAMILY LEADERSHIP IN AFRICA
Muteho Kasongo, Democratic Republic of Congo

Introduction

The main issue to be dealt with in this paper is the dynamic of
leadership in the family and its relationship with leadership in soci-
ety. The attempt in this study is to reflect on the way the family lead-
ership model can influence leadership in society. Focusing on the
model of family leadership, the objective of this study is to call upon
a responsible family leadership in the process of the establishment of
democratic and more responsive leadership in all societies. Analysing
the model of family leadership, our intention is to challenge the model
of leadership in Africa, and to awake people’s consciousness to the
need of reviewing the established leadership models towards more
participatory leadership. In what follows, the topic will be developed
from an African point of view.

The guiding assumption in this essay is that it appears clearly that
the family represents the basic nucleus or the foundation of society.
Since all members of society come from families, this implies that the
leaders of societies are formed – at least partly and among other influ-
ences – in and by families. Given this, the family has a strong influ-
ence on society in various ways. Its power is the power of the whole
society. Its weakness impacts on the whole society as well. In talking
about leadership, it is important to note that all types of leadership
start in the family. Therefore, if a family enjoys good leadership, it is
more likely that children raised in such a family have acquired a cul-
ture of good leadership and that they might become themselves good
leaders. This is also expressed in one of the Chinese sayings that the
state’s harmony and prosperity depend on the stability of the fami-
lies. 1 Generally, if a leader in society emanates from a family where
the father is tyrant, dictator, or battering his wife, he more likely
becomes a tyrant, dictator and oppressive leader. The opposite may
also be possible if the leader comes from more cooperative, respectful,
loving, compassionate and humble parents. Children, in short, tend to
imitate their parents’ way of doing things, including their modes of
acting as leaders. This sounds logical and inevitable, indeed, since psy-
chologically speaking, the child learns from adults. 

Therefore, the main questions are the following : ‘What type of
leadership is commonly carried out in families? What type of family



leadership is suitable as a model for society leadership?’ I will try to
respond to these questions below.

1. Participatory Family Leadership

First of all, it should be noted that the African family is composed
of father, mother, children as well as all members of the large family
on both the father’s and the mother’s sides. It is an extended family,
in which uncles, aunts, cousins, nephews and nieces are all included. 

Secondly, the concept of ‘leadership’ shall be understood in this
paper as the skill or the capacity of taking responsibility for matters
that encompass all areas of life in society, i.e. the economic, the social,
the political and the religious. All these aspects are reflected in family
life. Daniel Arap Moi defined leadership as ‘the dynamic and catalytic
ability of an individual or a group to liberate, engage and direct the
constructive endeavours of a people for betterment of individual
and/or whole communities, for their material prosperity and for their
social-cultural uplift, spiritual peace and mental productivity.’ 2

Practically, as a social group, a family needs leadership for its own
development and for all its members’. No family can stand without
a leader. In this dynamic, husband and wife within their parent-
hood capacity are the main leaders of the family. They have a pri-
mary capacity and a responsibility to sustain the life of their family
members. Their main task is to ensure the welfare of all members of
the family. 

Good family leadership takes responsibly and engages its power
for the welfare of all family members. This welfare include many ele-
ments such as good education for the children and the provision of
housing and food supply to the family, but also that needs such as
health care, economic, political and social development be responded
to. Through their leadership, the parents play the role of a good shep-
herd whose commitment is the protection of the members of the
family, just as the shepherd does secure his flock. 

This requires love, caring, self-respect and the respect for others,
loyalty, wisdom, etc. Without love, parents cannot sacrifice them-
selves and cannot carry out their responsibility. Likewise, the parents’
self-respect and their respect for the members of the family would
help them establish a more respectful family leadership. This respect
is supposed to be more inclusive, without any discrimination based
on gender and age. Boys and girls would be taken as equal and given
the same opportunity to develop their respective capacities and
exploit them equally for the development of the family. They should
be given the same opportunity to speak, to be heard, to be educated
and to use their abilities in the interest of the whole family group.
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It should be noted that parents are assisted in their responsibility
by their children in the sense that the education they provide is not
passive. It is a participative education in which the children learn how
to do things in a practical way. It is thus through a process of ‘learn-
ing by doing’ that the children are taught how to become responsible
persons capable of managing their own life and their surrounding
environment.

Besides this, each family member has a responsibility to contribute
to the common good within the family. The development of the family
is the result of the participation of all its members. In this sense,
family leadership cannot be the monopoly of one person, but needs to
be a participative leadership where the wife, the father, the children
as well as all other members join hands, each one on his level, to sus-
tain the life and the development of the family. For instance, parents
have power over all family members. They give them orders, direct,
advise, and instruct them, and look after them in all ways. In the
African context, children, too, have on their own level some respon-
sibility in the management of the family. The elder son or daughter
watches over the younger brothers or sisters, they help their parents
to achieve some works in the house, in farming, in fetching water, in
grinding the grains; they even participate in the upbringing of their
younger brothers or sisters in ruling over them, giving orders, in imi-
tation of their own parents. None can deny the fact that the elder chil-
dren somehow influence the behaviour of the younger ones. This is
somehow a participative leadership in which the children are being
prepared for leadership. When they become mature, they have already
acquired the necessary preparation to take on some responsibilities.

2. Patriarchal and Exclusive Family Leadership

Since most African societies are patriarchal, however, and despite
the fact that both parents are the main leaders of the family, the father
is always the head of the family. His power is predominantly submit-
ting the power of women. This appears clearly in most families in
which one can observe a tendency of men keeping the leadership as
their monopoly to the point that women have been excluded from
their ‘natural’ guiding roles in the family. For instance, in most fami-
lies, men take decisions without consulting their wives. This is due to
a culture where women are considered inferior and as secondary cit-
izens, incapable of making any mature decision. This leads, in the
long run to an oppressive family leadership in which women have
simply to implement the decisions taken by men. This has affected
women, who developed an inferiority complex and a tendency to be
passive vis-à-vis all leadership.3 Very often, women are even excluded
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from decisions affecting their own life and that of the family. The fol-
lowing examples are necessary to illustrate the type of exclusion of
women from family power. For instance, in most traditional tribal
families in the Democratic Republic of Congo, the woman could not
own any property, even if she was the one who worked hard to avail
it. If she is still single, her property will be on her father’s or brother’s
account. If she is married all her properties will be subscribed on her
husband’s account. She could not open a bank account, neither buy
or sell any valuables such as land or goats without her husband’s per-
mission, whereas men can do that without informing their wives.
Women can also not own some important properties such as lands.
Women are also requested to present a written marital authorisation
for job application while this is not required from men. Despite her
education, a man can decide whether his wife could work outside of
her household in office or not; yet the opposite is not always obvious.
This translates the fact that a woman cannot decide for her own job.
However educated they may be, women in some traditional African
societies are not given the power to take some important decisions.
This prevents many women from going for some important position
in society, especially since some men are reluctant to allow their wives
to do so. As we can read in this statement of the World Council of
Churches: ‘Patriarchy makes us think in hierarchy that puts the male
at the top, privileged or superior position.’ 4 This has been strongly
highlighted by Nkiru Nzegwu who pointed out the fact that ‘Women’s
limited participation in politics has been sought in family structures.’ 5

In order to bring any possible change in such way of excluding women
from decision-making in the family as well as in society, the new con-
stitution of the Democratic Republic of Congo has been amended so
that women could be given the rights to be treated like any human
being with all the corresponding rights.

Not only women are excluded from family leadership; children are
also affected by patriarchal family leadership. Boys especially would
like to rule over girls by simply following the example of their fathers.
They also consider girls as inferior. This attitude is strengthened by
proverbs teaching that a boy has more power and is stronger than a
girl. In African cultures, boys are considered as more responsible than
girls in the family. They are more involved in decision-making than
their sisters. They are treated as the successors of their fathers, and
can therefore inherit their fathers’ properties. Their power and strength
is translated in various attitudes, as shows in the following example:
if a boy falls and if he wants to cry, the parents just simply tell him
that he should not cry like a girl. If a girl achieves a wonderful work,
they often congratulate her saying that she has acted like a man. With
this type of education, African girls and women have been weakened
in terms of leadership and men have been reserved the monopoly of
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power. This is apparent in the Congo government where the women
are under-represented.6 Thus, for some women in Africa, the family
power has been generally patriarchal, oppressive and exclusive.

This type of dictatorship present in the family influences the posi-
tion of women in the government leadership. Not only are most
African governments dictatorships, but they only feature – as a com-
monplace – an under-representation of women. Talking about the
consequences of the exclusion of women from power, Amoako
declared in a statement to the United Nations General Assembly
that : ‘As we come to understand the links between responsive and
effective governance and development more fully, we learn that the
governance that does not represent both sexes, is neither participa-
tory nor inclusive and this cannot move a society forward.’ 7 This has
been the source of conflicts and wars in some African societies. The
example which stands for this is the genocide in Rwanda: when one
ethnic group is excluded from leadership, it ends up to genocide. In
Congo also, the many civil and political conflicts and wars are also
due to long periods of dictatorship. This excluded the potential power
of various social groups. The same thing is happening in African
societies where development is imbalanced due to the fact that the
talents and skills of women could not benefit to societies because of
their exclusion. Many conflicts ended up in wars where males have
decided alone – without women – to use their strength and weapons
to settle conflicts.

3. Family Leadership and the Scriptural Model of Leadership

It is in the family that people can learn how to become honest and
responsible. This requires the good role model that can be played by
the parents. The latter should serve as good examples for their chil-
dren and the other members of the family. Usually, as already men-
tioned, the children follow the model of their leaders. In their life,
they try to reflect the pattern of people who shaped their lives. It is in
this sense that the Scriptures declare that none should make the little
one stumble. If he does, he should be tied a heavy stone on his neck
and be thrown away in the sea (Matt 18:6).

According to the Scriptures, the parents’ leadership originates
from the creation. It is God’s will that parents become co-creators
with him by procreating and participating in the management of the
whole creation in giving direction and a sense to the life of all crea-
tures as well as of the whole creation (Gen 1:26-28). 

Within this responsibility, parents’ leadership is identified with
God’s leadership. In several scriptural books like the Proverbs, the
children are summoned to obey the parents’ teaching and leadership
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for their good life as they obey God (Prov 3:1-3, 5-7, 12; 4:1-4, but
see also Eph 6:1-4). To faithfully carry out this responsibility, parents
should therefore play the role of servants as God, through the incar-
nation, became the perfect servant of the whole creation in Jesus
Christ. Jesus confirmed this when he said that ‘The son of man did
not come to be served, he came to redeem many people’ (Matt 20:28).
In his life, he made this declaration a reality by being on the service
of those who sought help such as the sick people, the paralysed, the
marginalised or those rejected because of their sins, in order to help
them recover their full life. In this ministry, Jesus did not seek his own
protection and glory. He humbled himself to humiliation so that he
may provide for the welfare of humanity. He offered his life to a
shameful death because of his leadership. His leadership appeared as
a servanthood instead of being served like actual leaders who prefer
to be served and who enrich themselves at the expense of the popu-
lations they lead. He himself identified leadership with the service to
others by declaring that if someone wants to be the greatest he should
be the servant of all (Mark 9:35). Jesus did it and at the end of his mis-
sion, he was revealed to the humanity as the king of kings who has
the power over everything in heaven as well as on the earth. This hap-
pens after the resurrection (Matt 28:18).

To successfully fulfil his missionary leadership, Jesus complied
with some important criteria which we cannot overlook in this model
of leadership. These are criteria such as obedience to God, humility,
love of the humanity, compassion, faithfulness to his mission,
patience, perseverance, purposive self-giving, sacrifice, life giving, jus-
tice, equal consideration of all people without discrimination, etc.
Besides, Jesus liked to share his life with many others for their welfare.

Jesus associated the disciples to his ministerial leadership. He gave
them the power of healing the sick and of casting the demons as he
himself did. He even included women in his ministry – as it becomes
apparent, Jesus’ leadership was truly participatory. Following this
model of leadership, parents should respect these criteria if they are
to be successful in carrying their responsibility as family leaders. The
confidence they place in God, and the faithfulness to his command,
will enable them to carry out this mission of family leadership accord-
ing to God’s will. 

4. Family Leadership and Decision-Making

Within the family important decisions are taken in all aspects of
life. Parents are those responsible for taking decisions in the family.
However, it is also their responsibility to train their children on deci-
sion-making. In the line of what Jesus did, this can be done by involv-
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ing them in some deliberations. Instead of excluding them, parents
can consult the members of their family and enquire about their opin-
ion regarding matters to settle jointly, thus enabling them to partici-
pate freely without any restriction. Everyone should be given the
opportunity to be heard. Good family leaders should not be tempted
to impose they decisions on others without considering whether it is
helpful for them or whether it brings upon a dislocation of the group.
The members of the family can also make suggestions that can
enlighten the decisions of the parents. Good family leaders should not
neglect the point of view of children pretending that they are all child-
ish. This has been the tendency in many traditional African families,
in spite of good proverbs that illustrate how a child can also give good
advice to his/her parents. One of those proverbs says that the chick
can also give advice its mother hen.8

In their leadership, men should learn how to value the gift of
women and should involve them in decision-making. They should
realise that the unity of working together with women is the strength
of the family and the whole society.

5. Family Leadership and Conflict Management

As in every group interaction, good leadership is affirmed by its
capacity of creating harmony in the case of conflicting interests
among the various group members. As the family is composed of
many members with different ways of perceiving things, there also
exist conflicting interests, which correspond to the diversity of needs.
The lack of good management of these conflicting needs can create
conflicts and disharmony among the family members. This implies
that one of the tasks of the family leaders is to know how to find the
ground on which all these various needs can be met in a peaceful way
so that the harmony in the family can be safeguarded. 

On the other hand, good family leadership must think of prepar-
ing the children to peaceful conflict management. This is important
in as much as by peaceful conflict management, the children learn
how to settle the matters that bring divisions in the community and
open new ways for each to give a chance to others and give space to a
harmonious community life. This is important in training the chil-
dren for future leadership. Women should be allowed to use their fem-
inine experience of conflict management to the benefit of the family
groups as well as of the whole society.
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Conclusion

From this reflection, let us note that family leadership is a God-
given responsibility to the parents. Through this role, parents fulfil
God’s work as intended in humanity to create order and to ensure
empowerment of people for the human and environmental develop-
ment. Family leadership, understood in this biblical sense, could serve
as a model for government leadership. That is the reason why parents
should be watchful in their responsibility in order to serve as good
models in the preparation of children for future leadership. Likewise,
the leaders in power today have a responsibility to initiate a more par-
ticipatory leadership.
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MARRIAGE RESPONSIBILITIES. 
AN ORTHODOX VIEW 

FROM THE MIDDLE EAST
Sleiman Gebran, Lebanon

‘Husband and wife are one body in the same way as Christ and the
Father are one.’

‘If we regulate our households by seeking the things that please God,
we will also be fit to oversee the Church, for indeed the household is a little
church. Therefore it is possible for us to surpass all others in virtue by
becoming good husbands and wives.’ 

‘Whenever you give your wife advice, always begin by telling how
much you love her.’ 

St. John Chrysostom

‘Just as God blessed the first family, commanding Adam and Eve to be
fruitful and multiply, so the Church today gives its blessings to the union
of man and woman. Marriage is not only a state of nature but a state of
grace. Married life, no less than the life of a monk, is a special vocation,
requiring a particular gift of the Holy Spirit ; and this gift is conferred in
the sacrament of the Holy Matrimony.’ 

Bishop Kallistos Ware

‘The very notion of marriage as sacrament presupposes that man is
not only being with physiological and social functions, but that he is a cit-
izen of God’s Kingdom, i.e. that his entire life and especially his most deci-
sive moments involve eternal values and God Himself.’ 

Fr. John Meyendorff

Introduction

Orthodox Christianity is a way of life that is a whole coming
together of habits and attitudes, ideas and actions : a lifestyle. Many
Orthodox Christians do not live in monasteries: they are married; they
have homes, children, and jobs. But all Christians, whether monastic
or not, are equally called by Christ to repentance and eternal salvation.



There are no classes of Orthodox Christians; all are equal and all are
expected to be followers of Christ, regardless of their position in the
church. However, it is very difficult for Christians to live an Orthodox
lifestyle. ‘Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves ; be
wise as serpents and innocent as doves.’ (Matt 10:16)

Marriage and family life are a tremendous bastion of strength for
Orthodox lay people, a state that has been blessed by God for the sal-
vation of each individual member of the family. In order to fully
understand this, we must look at the doctrinal foundations of mar-
riage found in the Scripture (God’s Holy Word) and the Sacred Tra-
dition (the wisdom of the church through the ages).

1. The Biblical View: Marriage as Covenant

When we look at the practice of marriage, family life, and the mul-
tiplication of the human race as described in the Old Testament, we
immediately see the great emphasis placed on the continuation of the
Hebrew race. Marriage was not the only way by which the race was
continued at that time. Children were also begotten through the
custom of concubinage and of one’s marriage to his brother’s widow,
even though he might have already a wife. Many of the great person-
ages of the Old Testament had multiple wives and concubines. The
primary reason for this mating was not the gratification of lust, but
the desire for descendants.

But during Old Testament times, God began to reveal His expec-
tations to man. Gradually we see that God condemned polygamous
marriages, concubines, and the practice of marrying one’s brother’s
widow. He began to shift the focus of marriage from procreation to a
higher, spiritual level. God emphasised that He, not the physical union
of a man and a woman, was the ultimate source of life. And where
God is, there can be only holiness, and mystery. And holiness and
mystery must be protected, guarded, and preserved.

With the coming of Christ, marriage’s primary goal was no longer
the reproduction of human beings and the perpetuation of a family
line, although procreation was still regarded as an important part of
marriage. But Christ had come to the world and brought with Him the
proof and guarantee of the resurrection of the dead, therefore giving
to Christian marriage a new primary goal : the attainment of eternal
life by husband, wife, and all children.

What gives meaning to a marriage from a spiritual standpoint?
Marriage is the setting up, by two people, of a miniature church, a
family church, wherein people may worship the true God and strug-
gle to save their souls. It is also a family church that is in obedience to
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Christ’s church. Thus we see that in New Testament times the focus
of marriage was switched from the primary purpose of producing chil-
dren to the primary purpose of providing a way for human beings to
save their souls. The wedding ceremony itself is filled with rich sym-
bolism that makes this whole aspect of marriage very clear.

The Covenant that the Lord God seals with Israel engages each
party in mutual responsibility and mutual commitment. God com-
missions the first man and woman to ‘be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth and subdue it,’ thereby granting them dominion over God’s
own creation. This commission confers blessing and responsibility,
the basic component of a ‘covenant’. Throughout Israel’s history the
Lord establishes various covenantal relationships with Noah, Abra-
ham, Moses and David. Each involves unconditional commitment to
fulfil a promise or an obligation that has enduring value.

Finally, the church, as the true ‘Israel of God’ that unites Jew and
Gentile into the one Body of Christ, is the inheritor of ‘a new
covenant, not in a written code but in the Spirit.’ This is the new
covenant or ‘New Testament’ in the blood of Christ, which is poured
out for the life of the world. In each case, the two parties of the
covenantal bond commit themselves to unconditional faithfulness
toward the fulfilment of a pledge or promise that will last forever.

Thus the Covenant that the Lord establishes with Israel and with
the church engages each party in mutual responsibility and mutual
commitment. To be chosen by God involves both God and ourselves
in an eternal commitment, one in which God remains uncondi-
tionally faithful. While we can betray that commitment through
acts of sinful rebellion or wanton negligence, and the covenant
bond can be broken, it is nonetheless intended by God to endure
into eternity.

The sacrament of marriage is the clearest and fullest expression of
what covenantal commitment is. The very purpose of the marriage is
to provide between two parties – two persons – a bond of covenant
responsibility and faithfulness that represents and re-actualises the
eternal bond established by God with his chosen people. The covenan-
tal bond within which God works out our salvation is in essence a
nuptial bond. Conversely, the nuptial relationship achieves its true
purpose and attains to its true fullness only insofar as it is based upon
an eternal covenantal commitment.

Christ’s love for the members of his Body has both a sacramental
and an eschatological dimension. This sacred intention serves as a
model for conjugal love. For man and woman become ‘one flesh’ in
the sense intended by God, they need to assume toward one another
the same kind and quality of faithfulness and self-sacrifice that Christ
assumed and continues to assume on behalf of his people. The telos,
or ultimate end of conjugal union, is then salvation of the other, the
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beloved, with whom one is eternally united in a covenant bond of
faithfulness and self-giving. This teaching about the marriage needs
to be affirmed in churches.

2. The Symbolism of the Eastern Orthodox Marriage Service

The marriage ceremony in the Orthodox Church is steeped in sym-
bolism which proclaims that a husband and wife are crowned to each
other, and that the two become one flesh. Physical actions and images
are signs of the spiritual realities of marriage. The rite of marriage
contains two parts: the ‘betrothal’, and the ‘crowning’. These two rites
are celebrated together as one whole rite of matrimony which
strengthens the mutual responsibility of the couple.

The rings : from ancient times, rings have been a symbol of
betrothal, agreement, authority, and stewardship. They are sign of
wealth and bounty. The bride and groom exchange the rings three
times, in honour of the Holy Trinity, to symbolise that in marriage
their gifts, talents, and bounties are shared between each other. The
exchange of the rings gives expression to the fact that in marriage the
spouses will constantly be complementing each other. Each will be
enriched by the union.

The procession: after the exchange of the rings the priest leads the
couple in procession into the middle of the church. The priest chants
Psalm 128, one of the ‘Psalms of Ascent’ sung by Jewish pilgrims on
the way to the Jerusalem Temple. This point in the service most
clearly reveals the action of the sacrament. The couple brings them-
selves, each other, their lives, and all that fills their lives, to the altar
as an offering to God.

The candles : the bride and groom are then handed candles which
are held throughout the service. The candles symbolise the light of
hope and vigilance. They represent the couple’s constant readiness to
accept Christ into their home and their marital relationship.

The white running cloth : the couple stands on a white cloth
throughout the rite if crowning. This cloth represents the road of life,
which, from this day forward, they will walk as one.

The crowning: the crowning is the central act of the Orthodox wed-
ding service. The bride and groom are crowned king and queen of
their family which is viewed in Orthodoxy as a micro Kingdom of
God. They are expected to rule over their kingdom with wisdom, jus-
tice, integrity, and, above all else, selfless love. The crowns have two
meanings. First, they reveal that the man and woman, in their union
with Christ, participate in His Kingship. Second, as in the ancient
Church, crowns are a symbol of martyrdom. The word martyr means
witness. The common life of the bride and groom is to bear witness
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to the presence of Christ in their lives and in the world. Martyrdom
is usually associated with death. So the reality of God’s Kingdom in
the life of the husband and wife will necessarily take the form of
dying to one’s self, to one’s will, and of giving one’s life totally to the
other, and through the other, to Christ.

The Scripture readings : a) the Epistle : Ephesians 5 :20-33. In his
letter to the Church in Ephesus, Saint Paul describes the marital rela-
tionship as being symbolic of the relationship between Christ and the
church. It represents the cornerstone of the Christian vision of mar-
riage; b) the Gospel : John 2:1-11. It is understood that Jesus blesses
the matrimonial relationship through performing the first of his mir-
acles at the wedding banquet. Marriage becomes more than a mere
human institution, existing for whatever purpose a society assigns it.
It becomes, like the Church herself, a sign that God’s Kingdom has
already begun in our midst.

The common cup : the drinking of wine from the common cup
serves to impress upon the couple that from this day on they will
share everything in life, both the bitter and the sweet, joys and sor-
rows, successes and failures, hopes and fears.

The dance of Isaiah or the triumphant procession: it is the triple pro-
cession around the central table: the dance of Isaiah. The priest leads
the couple in a procession around the table, on which the Gospel (con-
taining the word of God), and the Cross (the symbol of redemption
through Jesus Christ) have been placed. Husband and wife take their
first steps as a married couple, and the Church in the person of the
priest leads them in the way they should walk. Their life will be a
journey in which Jesus Christ, His Word and His Salvation, is at the
centre. The hymns return once more to the theme of martyrdom and
union with Christ. Since ancient times, the Church has used these
hymns to emphasise God’s blessings. They are also sung at ordina-
tions into clergy orders, and signify that this couple has been set apart
from the mundane world to live a life in Christ.

Removal of the crowns : at the end of the service, the crowns are
removed and the priest prays that God will receive these crowns into
His Kingdom. The reality of the Kingdom into which the bride and
groom have entered is not completely fulfilled, but has only begun.
Completion and fulfilment will come when Christ returns in power
and glory to complete the establishment of His Kingdom in this word
by filling all things with Him.

The greetings of the couple : at the end of the service, the couple
stands at the foot of the altar. Only the eternal Kingdom of Jesus
Christ, as signified by the altar, remains ahead of them. Their final act
is to turn and face the assembled Church. Through this sacrament,
they have become an icon of the Church and icon of Christ and the
assembly comes up to congratulate them and share in their joy.
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3. The Responsibility of the Husband

The husband is the head of the wife (Saint Paul). This does not
mean that he is superior to his wife. In Christ’s sight, all are equal.
Saint Paul’s declaration, ‘in Christ there is neither male nor female,’
means that the socially and culturally conditioned inequality between
the sexes is abolished; it does not exist in the mind of God and has no
place within the church communities.

It also means that in Christ men and women bear equal responsi-
bility for upholding a moral ethos conductive to preserving the
integrity of family life.

In fact, marriage is a partnership of equals. Let there be no mis-
understanding: there is no room for chauvinism of any kind in Ortho-
doxy. Nor does a husband’s position as head give him any kind of dic-
tatorial, tyrannical, arbitrary or absolute authority over his wife and
children. But as with every position of importance, responsibilities go
with this one, and they are very heavy and difficult, but also very chal-
lenging and potentially creative responsibilities.

The Scripture tells us that a husband must love his wife even as
Christ loved the Church and gave Himself for it ; ‘Greater love hath no
man than he lay down his life for his friend.’ (Eph 5:25) Love, then,
from the Christian standpoint, means sacrifice and self-denial. A hus-
band must take as much care, concern, thoughtfulness, attention,
regard and precautions for his wife as Christ takes for the Church.
The husband’s attentiveness might even have to extend to death itself.

Again Saint Paul says the husband is the head of the wife as Christ
is the head of the church. We know what kind of head Christ was: He
washed the feet of His disciples. According to our Saviour, to be head,
to be first, means to serve, to be the first in giving love, in giving
understanding, in giving patience, in providing his family with
protection.

Consequently, the husband is no less responsible than his wife for
preserving the familial structure, stability and nurture necessary for
the proper raising of their children. A husband is also as responsible
as his wife for fulfilling the prescriptions of Ephesians 5. The key to
this mutual relationship is provided in Ephesians 5:21, which intro-
duces the entire passage : ‘Submit yourselves to one another out of
reverence for Christ.’ The submission is reciprocal. This is the kind of
head the husband is called to be. And when he is this kind of head, he
is a real man, a true man, faithful to his divinely ordained nature. A
husband’s duty to give love to his wife and family does not allow him
to intimidate his wife. He then cannot treat his wife as a hired ser-
vant. And remember that love is not only a noun, but also a verb.
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4. The Responsibility of the Wife

Saint Paul says: ‘Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands,
as unto the Lord… As the Church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives
be subject to their own husbands in everything.’ (Eph 5:22, 24).

Within the church, hierarchical relations are established both by
origin (divinely conferred baptism and ordination) and by function
(the specific ministry to be assumed by the fourfold hierarchy of
bishop, priest, deacon and layperson). Hierarchy presupposes, and in
fact requires, the essential equality of its constituent members, and
equality that derives from the fact that each member is created in the
image of God and that each one is called in equal density to attain to
the divine likeness. The same is true within the family for the speci-
fic roles of father, mother and offspring. As the ‘house tables’ in
Eph 5:21-6:4 and Col 3:18-22 indicate, those roles concern duties and
responsibilities of those who share equally the new life in Jesus
Christ. They in no way suggest that any one role is ontologically or
spiritually superior to any other.

5. The Characteristics of a Successful Marriage

The aim of Christian marriage is eternal life in Heaven with Jesus
Christ. The obedience is actually a catalyst for Christian perfection.
Christ Himself is the most perfect example of obedience, for it was
through His obedience to the will of His Father that He went unto
suffering and death for our sakes, and led us from sin to freedom and
salvation. In the most mature, highly developed and spiritual mar-
riages, the relationship of a man and a woman evolves into one of
mutual obedience.

Experience tells us that two people get married and immediately
begin to discover how very different they are. We do not really even
begin to know ourselves until we are married. We live too close to our-
selves. It really takes someone else to help us to see ourselves what we
really are.

In a good marriage, husband and wife share their burdens with
one another without reservation, without having to worry about how
the other person will react, and without having to keep up a front.
True love does not force itself on anyone, and it does not force
change; it evokes growth. How? By accepting one’s spouse as he or
she is. When we marry, we do not sign up to change the other person;
we just agree to love him as he is. The best thing a husband can do to
change his wife, or vice-versa, is to change himself, to correct his own
faults, in keeping with Christ’s instructions to His followers. Anyone
who is not ready to place his spouse ahead is not ready for marriage.
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If you fit the first button into the first hole of your suit, all the other
buttons will fall in their proper place. But if the first button is placed
in the second hole, nothing will come out right. It is a matter of put-
ting first thing in first place, of keeping priorities straight. Husbands,
if you put your wives first, everything else will fall into its proper
place in the marriage relationship. Wives, if you put your husbands
first, everything else will fall into its proper place in the marriage
relationship.

A successful marriage has many characteristics. The three most
important are these:

Praise : no marriage can be proper if there is no praise. Everyone
in life needs to feel appreciated at some point by someone. And noth-
ing can kill love faster than continual criticism.

Forgiveness : forgiveness is essential for a happy marriage. It should
be there every single day. 

Time : a successful marriage takes time. It does not happen
overnight. It must grow. It comes through considerable effort and
struggle.

No marriage is so good that it cannot be better, and no marriage is
so bad that it cannot be improved, provided that the persons involved
are willing to grow together by God’s grace toward the maturity of
Christ, who came not to be served but to serve.

An absolutely essential requirement for a good marriage is the
capacity to grow up. When I was a child, observed Saint Paul, I
thought as a child. I spoke as a child, I understood as a child. But when
I became a man, I put away childish things. How essential it is to a
happy marriage to put away childish things. How important it is to
pray every day: ‘O God, help me to grow up, to look beyond myself,
to realise the needs and feelings of my wife/husband and to accept the
responsibility God has laid upon me.’
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RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP 
IN EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT. 

AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE

J.N.K. Mugambi, Kenya

1. Conceptual Clarifications

This paper explores the themes of responsible leadership in ‘edu-
cation’ and ‘development’ from the perspective of applied ethics. In
philosophical discourse, ethics deals with values, norms and attitudes.
Applied ethics has to do with the practices derived from these three
ingredients of ethics. The words ‘education’ and ‘development’ are
two of the most over-used, misused and abused labels today. Too
often, ‘education’ has been used as a synonym for ‘schooling’ and ‘lit-
eracy’, especially with reference to the so-called ‘developing’ coun-
tries. At the same time, ‘development’ has been commonly used as an
indicator of the extent to which a former colony has adopted the
North Atlantic mode of industrial production, economic organisation
and political governance. In this era of ‘globalisation,’ there is great
need for open discussion and critique on these words, and the
processes they are intended to describe. Unfortunately, these words
are often taken for granted in discourses on ‘education’ and ‘develop-
ment,’ while they presuppose a wide variety of meanings and conno-
tations. In the following pages it will be shown that ‘education’ is a
cultural process through which individuals are socialised to become
responsible adults within the community. 

The goals of ‘education’, as defined here, are latent and presup-
posed within the community’s self-understanding. In contrast,
‘schooling’ is an institution-based process of inculcating knowledge
and skills to achieve specific objectives. Schools, colleges and
universities are the places where ‘schooling’ is provided. The vera-
city and validity of those objectives is not open to question by
the teachers and the learners. It is structured within the policy
formulation. 

From an African perspective, these two words (‘education’ and
‘development’) as commonly used are externally defined and super-
imposed. For this reason, African countries are often described as
‘developing’ while those of the North Atlantic are described as ‘devel-



oped’. It is never specified when a country becomes ‘developed’
because the pace-setters and referees of ‘development’ are always
changing the goal-posts. It appears that with this kind of rhetoric,
former colonies will never become ‘developed,’ unless and until they
become synchronised with the dominant economies. It is in this con-
text that the former colonies of Africa, Caribbean and the Pacific
(ACP) are economically tied to the European Union, whose dominant
members are the respective former colonial powers. 

The GNP and GDP indicators of ‘development’ are macro-eco-
nomic statistics which do not portray the micro-economic and the
local cultural specifics of the peoples in each country. In the annual
UNDP Human Development Report, countries are grouped in clusters,
as if ‘development’ means one thing to ‘developed’ countries and
another to the ‘developing’ countries. The categorisation also groups
the countries of northern Africa together with the Arab countries of
West Asia. The phrase ‘Sub-Sahara’ Africa has become part of the
UNDP vocabulary. No other region is labeled on the basis of a desert,
a forest, or a prairie! What is the significance of the Sahara Desert in
international economics and politics? The logic of this categorisation
is inconsistent. Some countries are grouped together by race; others
are grouped together by religion; while the rest are in one category
because they are ‘developed’. Such inconsistency in categorising the
world’s nations betrays the prejudice of those responsible for labeling
the nations and peoples of this world. If the poor and the weak
nations of the world had the power to name and label the world, they
certainly would use different labels. But the power to name the world
is vested in those who are able to exert themselves over the rest. Thus
the poor and the weak cannot name themselves. They have to be
named by others! 

During the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD) in Johannesburg, a set of ‘Millennium Development Goals’
were formulated and proposed with targets and indicators to be
reached by 2015. These goals are not derived from the thinking of
ordinary men and women in villages and towns across Africa and
elsewhere. Nor are they the result of debates in the parliaments of the
world. They are objectives for lobby groups, most of which are from
Europe and North America. One of those goals is ‘alleviation of
poverty’. There are no Millennium Development Goals for the ‘devel-
oped’ countries to meet. Are they expected to continue developing?
Or are they to ‘slow down’ and stagnate waiting for the ‘developing’
countries to catch up? If the only requirement is for them to make
donations, grants and loans to ‘help’ the poor ‘reduce’ or ‘alleviate’
poverty, the chasm between the affluent and the destitute will con-
tinue to increase. Most of the rhetoric about ‘alleviating’ or ‘reducing’
poverty has more to do with charity than with equity.1
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2. Historical Background

The constitutions of former African colonies that became sover-
eign nations during the 1960s, stated in the Preamble that the main
objective of the State was to ‘eradicate poverty, ignorance and disease.’
By the year 2002 (when the WSSD was convened) nearly forty years
later, this objective had not been achieved. On the contrary, poverty
increased rather than decreased. Now the ‘global agenda’ under the
‘Millennium Development Goals’ is to ‘reduce’ or ‘alleviate’ poverty,
rather than to ‘eradicate’ it. When, and why, did the ‘developers’ give
up? Why did the first attempt fail? What are the guarantees for the
success of this second attempt? One of the conditions for the success
of this second initiative is that the ‘developed’ countries should honour
their commitment to contribute 0.7 percent of their respective Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) towards the ‘poverty reduction’ strategies.
This target of 0.7 percent was set in the 1970s within the context of
the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). It was
never fulfilled by any of the industrialised countries which form the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).
There is no indication of any willingness or readiness on the part of
these nations to meet the target even this time. Nor are there any coer-
cive mechanisms to compel any nation to comply. 

It seems that the rhetoric in international forums is often as dis-
tant from actual local realities as to be an irrelevant luxury, for a
rather small globe-trotting elite. The ‘Millennium Development Goals’
are a ‘dead letter’ even before the strategy is launched. It is an open
question whether these goals can be internalised in thought and
action among ordinary individuals and communities across the world.
Ordinary people do not have the statistical vocabulary to quantify and
qualify the discourse on Millennium Development Goals. 

The economic and technological achievements of the nations of
Europe and North America (and those of Japan, India and China)
were neither induced nor accelerated by external forces and agencies.
They were not the result of a Declaration in an international confer-
ence. Nor are they the fruits of donations and grants by affluent
nations to destitute ones. Rather, those achievements are the result of
internal cultural responses to needs, challenges and problems of ordi-
nary people. The eighteenth century industrial ‘revolution’ in Europe
was internally propelled. In the twentieth century, China has had to
institute cultural self-isolation in order to consolidate its internal
capacity for technological innovation. During that period, a process
of national reeducation for self-reliance helped the Chinese build the
technical capacity which has proved an important asset after the
‘globalisation’ of trade and industry. Owing to that earlier strategy,
China has now one of the fastest national economies in the world.
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Likewise, in the 1940s India began with cottage industries which
were intended to serve local communities in meeting their technical
requirements for basic needs such as food, shelter, clothing, footwear,
fuel, water, transportation and health. The national education policy
was deliberately designed to promote local creativity and innovation
for local consumption. 

After the Second World War, the Marshall Plan was launched to
facilitate the reconstruction of the destroyed infrastructure of the
nations of Japan and Europe (especially West Germany). Under this
plan, those nations received massive support for rebuilding their
cities, infrastructures, industries, agricultural and social systems.
They were guaranteed markets for their manufactured goods to
Europe and North America. Their security was also guaranteed
against any external threats that might result from the Cold War. In
contrast, the decolonisation of Africa in the 1960s was not accompa-
nied by any such special arrangements. Instead, loans were heaped
upon the young sovereign nations at exorbitant interest, making it
impossible for any of those nations to repay. The nations of South
America suffered the same fate from the 1950s. The loans had to be
repaid in ‘hard’ currencies, while the ‘soft’ local currencies were arbi-
trarily devalued making it impossible for these fragile and vulnerable
economies to grow.2

These countries were destined to continue producing raw materi-
als for the industries of the OECD. They would have to pay for
imported manufactured agricultural and industrial inputs with poorly
priced raw materials. Policies of import substitution did not work,
because it was assumed that these countries were, of necessity, cre-
ated to be producers of raw materials and importers of manufactured
products. The producers could not set the price for their raw materi-
als ; nor could they dictate the price of their imports. They remained
losers, both ways. After forty years, these countries had become much
poorer than they had been under colonial rule. Thus the pauperisa-
tion of the nations of Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) was by
design, not by accident. The ‘Millennium Development Goals’ will
not change the relative distance between the affluent and the desti-
tute. The strategy is not intended to reduce that distance, but to
increase it. By 2015, the chasm between the industrialised and the
destitute nations will be much deeper and wider than it was in 2002,
when the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ were proposed. This is
because there is no determination on the part of the affluent nations,
to fundamentally change the relationship between the so-called
‘developed’ and the so-called ‘developing’ nations of this world. As
long as economic apartheid is practiced, the chasm will continue to
increase. Thus the ostensible rhetoric to ‘alleviate’ or ‘reduce’ poverty
has the impact of increasing dependence and indebtedness on the part
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of the already destitute nations and peoples. Fair trade is a much more
realistic and effective means of dealing with poverty than charity. 3

3. National Debts and Poverty-Reduction Strategies

The campaigns launched by some North Atlantic voluntary agen-
cies to persuade their respective governments to ‘cancel’ the debts
owed to the industrialised countries by the poor ones have shown that
there is hardly any readiness or willingness to remove the yoke of
indebtedness on the necks of the same poor people whose poverty is
to be ‘alleviated’. Thus the poor must remain poor. The ‘best’ that can
be done is to make their poverty a little ‘bearable’. Under the World
Trade Organisation’s (WTO) rules and regulations, the poor coun-
tries are required to open their markets for manufactured goods from
the industrialised countries at the same time that high tariffs are
imposed on both their agricultural and manufactured products, making
it impossible for them to compete in the global marketplace. The huge
profits reaped by the industrialised countries from this unfair global
trade regime are used to finance charity and relief disbursements
within the global strategy of ‘alleviating poverty’. Such disbursements
help to mop up excess liquidity in the OECD, rather than to increase
wealth in the destitute nations. Mopping up excess liquidity is a pru-
dent tool of financial management. But it is not a tool for creating wealth
among the poor. It risks increasing dependency among the recipients
and destroying the capacity of individuals and communities to survive
under difficult local conditions. The disbursements create artificial
‘needs’ and ‘wants’ which are external to the local economy. When
the disbursements dry up, the communities find themselves destitute. 

Here is an illustration. In central Kenya, coffee prices slumped in
the late 1990s. The local farmers’ co-operative societies through
which coffee berries were processed had formed Savings and Credit
Cooperatives (SACCO) to help the farmers. In the context of the col-
lapse of the coffee industry, these credit bodies continued to lend the
farmers money to meet such basic needs as payment of school fees
and hospital bills. Since there was little or no income from the coffee
produce to service the debts, the farmers became increasingly
indebted. By the time the coffee prices rise again, many of those peas-
ants will be so heavily indebted that they will find it difficult to
recover economically. In the meantime, many of the peasants became
disillusioned by the coffee industry, and abandoned their small coffee
plantations. It would have been logical for the peasants to diversify
their agricultural activities away from coffee production, and refrain
from reliance on the credit facilities without any guarantee of ade-
quate incomes from coffee to support comfortable livelihoods.4
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International banking ensures that the affluent will become opu-
lent, while the poor will deteriorate to destitution. Already, the cost
of banking in the transnational banks in a country like Kenya is so
high that a poor person finds it cheaper to bury his money in the
ground or put it in a box. One needs huge minimum deposits which
the poor people can neither meet nor sustain. At the same time, the
cost of borrowing is so high that the terms of repayment make it
almost impossible for the borrowers to create wealth and get away
from poverty. Many borrowers spend the most productive part of their
lives servicing the debts they have contracted for mortgages and other
needs. It is ironic that loan interest rates are much higher in African
countries than in the countries where the transnational banks origi-
nate. Even in the micro-credit schemes intended to help poor people,
the interest rates are much higher than in the countries from which
the funds are disbursed. Thus the ‘alleviation of poverty’ has become
big business. The poor have to remain poor, for the rich to get richer.

In the mean time, offshore and private banking makes it possible
for the elite across the world to instantaneously transfer funds across
borders without any consideration of the impact of such transfers on
local economies. The financial crisis in South East Asia in the late
1990s is a clear illustration of this point. The world is occasionally
treated to media clips of political leaders who, after their death, are
ostensibly reported to have stashed huge sums of money in private
and offshore banks. Why is the disclosure done after death when no
action can be taken? What is the ethical justification of such
accounts? It would make sense to institute an international Conven-
tion to require that leaders should bank their money within their
respective borders. Such a convention would ensure that national
taxes and incomes are not surreptitiously transferred to other coun-
tries while the local citizens are left struggling with inflation. Such
measures are much more effective in ‘alleviating’ or ‘reducing’
poverty than charity and relief disbursements.

4. The African Context

Today, ‘education’ and ‘development’ are defined in terms of
adjustment to ‘economic globalisation,’ a concept which has no con-
ceptual equivalent in many local languages. In tropical Africa, for
example, colonial rule and the Christian missionary enterprise both
undermined the traditional ways and means of socialisation. Through
indoctrination these forces superimposed European values, norms
and attitudes and practices on African individuals and communities.
The colonial administrators’ objective in this strategy was to form an
African elite to facilitate subjugation. For many missionaries, on the
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other hand, traditional African values, norms, attitudes and practices
were considered repugnant to their understanding of ‘Christian’ life,
thought and belief. Preparation for salvation in heaven was measured
in terms of the extent to which an African individual or community
adopted the cultural norms of the missionary in charge. To mission-
aries, ‘conversion’ was another word for ‘civilisation’. Thus the mis-
sionary curriculum for prospective African converts portrayed the
imperial metropolis as the gateway to ‘heaven’. 

The impact of this combined onslaught on the African cultural
and religious heritage was devastating. Schooling became the means
through which Africans should be alienated from their own selves,
their history, cultural and religious heritage. This colonial and mis-
sionary legacy has lingered on and persisted long after the attainment
of national sovereignty. The curriculum at all levels of schooling has
placed emphasis on ideas, beliefs and theories developed mainly in the
North Atlantic, while denigrating the heritage of the majority of
people who still live according to traditional values and norms. Text-
books and reference works, especially in secondary and tertiary
levels, continue to be imported from Europe and North America.
Through schooling, the African cultural and religious heritage is por-
trayed as a hindrance to ‘development’. An African becomes more and
more alienated from one’s culture and history as one rises in academic
achievement. Thus the most ‘schooled’ African individual is also the
most alienated from one’s own culture.5

In contrast, most societies which are considered ‘developed’ place
great emphasis on their respective cultural and religious traditions.
No society can be ‘developed’ unless and until its education system
takes seriously its people’s long history, culture and religion. To
emphasise this insight, John Garang in his Address on 9 January 2005
during the Signing the Comprehensive Peace Agreement for Sudan,
traced the history of the Sudanese from the biblical story of Creation
at the Garden of Eden.6 While it is possible to dismiss such an inter-
pretation of national history as ‘myth,’ it is also possible to appreciate
the power of myth in providing a people with reference points and
signposts in their history. Factual accuracy is not essential for myths
and legends. Yet without myths and legends a nation cannot sustain
its identity. Cultural development begins when a people becomes con-
scious of the necessity to critique its own past and present. Con-
structive cultural and religious self-criticism should be the foundation
of progress. This fact applies to all peoples, irrespective of race, place,
religion or historical period. The former colonies of Africa, Caribbean
and the Pacific cannot be an exception.

Development cannot be superimposed from outside a culture. The
European Renaissance, which is the foundation of European moder-
nity, evolved from within the cultural and religious self-critique. It did
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not abandon European traditions. Rather, the European Renaissance
was a revival and re-interpretation of the European cultural and reli-
gious heritage. Likewise, Japan’s technological prowess is based on a
re-affirmation of the cultural and religious heritage of that nation’s
peoples. The same could be said of the newly industrialising coun-
tries, such as India, China, South Korea, Indonesia, Thailand and
Malaysia. Perhaps one of the factors hindering technological progress
in tropical Africa is the failure to incorporate African values, norms,
attitudes and practices in the ‘development’ planning processes. If this
analysis is correct, then the technological crisis in tropical Africa may
be viewed as primarily ethical, rather than financial. It is not the lack
of a resource base that causes technological stagnation or retrogres-
sion. Africa is rich in a wide diversity of resources. The colonial
legacy has ensured that these resources are extracted for the benefit
of the industries mainly, though not exclusively, in the North
Atlantic. Fair trade, rather than massive ‘aid’ holds the key to pros-
perity in the former colonies of Africa, Caribbean and the Pacific. 7

5. Education as a Process of Cultural Socialisation

All people in every culture have evolved a process (education)
through which their members of the younger generation are socialised
to understand and appreciate the values, norms, attitudes and prac-
tices of the community to which they respectively belong. This
process involves transmission of the knowledge, skills and experience
accumulated over generations for the survival of the community.
Colonial subjugation interferes with this process as the invaders
impose their own ‘education’ process on the conquered subjects. Such
subjugation was experienced in various parts of tropical Africa,
which were occupied by various European imperial powers following
the Berlin Conference of 1884. Without any regard to the cultural
unity and integrity of various African communities, the colonies were
arbitrarily established in accordance with the clout wielded by vari-
ous claimants to African territory. Britain and France took the largest
share, followed by Germany, Belgium, Portugal, Spain and Italy. The
USA continued to wield influence in Liberia, which had been estab-
lished as a home for former slaves which were no longer needed as
industrial machinery replaced manual labour in plantations and fac-
tories. Literacy skills are important but not essential to the process of
education. It is possible to be ‘highly schooled’ and ‘poorly educated’.
This seems to be the situation applicable to the African elite today.
Many have acquired high academic knowledge but are unable to relate
it to the cultural and religious heritage of their respective communi-
ties and nations. At its best, the process of education is the responsi-
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bility of parents, teachers, priests, peers and the society generally.
Education is multi-faceted, multi-dimensional and multi-disciplinary,
concerned with the ends for which an individual ought to live. On the
other hand, schooling is often specialised, narrow-minded and means-
driven. Formal school examinations are intended to ensure that the
learner has acquired the knowledge and skills specified in the syl-
labus. Effective ‘education’ is best achieved through informal learn-
ing. It is long-term and ends-driven. 

It is unfortunate that in tropical Africa ‘schooling’ has been sub-
stituted for ‘education’. In that substitution, the roles of parents and
priests have been relegated to the background, while those of teach-
ers and rulers are elevated. Most children and young people enrolled
in school and college spend nine months every year under the instruc-
tion of their teachers and tutors. During the remaining period neither
the parents nor the priests have adequate time to interact with the
youth. Consequently, young people join peer groups which greatly
influence the shaping of character and personality. The advertising
industry promotes individualism and consumerism in a cultural con-
text where there is little or no purchasing power. Urban norms are
commended while rural life is condemned. Consequently, many
young people flock to urban centers, where there is no infrastructure
to absorb them. Informal urban settlements have become the rule
rather than the exception in Africa’s towns and cities. The majority
of dwellers in these informal settlements are young people. Many of
them have received basic schooling in rural areas, in a curriculum
which praises urban lifestyles and shuns rural norms. From an ethi-
cal perspective, it is important to appreciate the role of schooling in
the rural-urban influx. Likewise, corruption can be explained with
reference to the lack of coherence between the knowledge and skills
acquired at school on the one hand, and the moral values inculcated
at home and church, on the other.

6. Schooling as an Instrument of Cultural Alienation

The following Table outlines some of the indicators of cultural
alienation which arise from the substitution of ‘schooling’ for ‘edu-
cation.’ The left column represents traditional African education,
while the right column represents post-colonial African schooling.
The details are self-explanatory, and the contrast is clear. The bottom
row shows corruption as one of the logical consequences of schooling.
By implication, corruption can best be eradicated through education,
not through legislative and punitive measures. The reason is that as
long as schooling portrays public goods and systems as external to
individual values and interests, individuals will be tempted to take
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advantage and extract as much as they can from public resources and
convert it for private use. Although legislation against corruption is
important, it should supplement rather than substitute for education.
Raising awareness against corruption should be presupposed in the
values, norms and attitudes of the entire education system. Hard
work should be praised and rewarded while laziness and underhand
deals are condemned. Individualism, which schooling encourages,
works against the common good in a social environment whose legacy
is divisive. Communalism, which traditional education presupposes,
operates as an alternative social security apparatus and as a sub-stra-
tum of the official, formal social structure. Under these circum-
stances, it is very difficult to eradicate corruption. Many members of
the elite do not recognise as corruption the strategies often used to by-
pass the established bureaucratic procedures in various sectors of gov-
ernance and industry. 

Goran Hyden in his book No Shortcuts to Progress observes that it
is difficult to synchronise tropical Africa into the global market while
the majority of the population presupposes rural communitarian
norms and operates a mode of production and consumption which he
calls the economy of affection. Campaign against corruption in tropical
Africa has not yet taken seriously the fact that the norms and values
presupposed in economic globalisation are incompatible with those of
local economies which have no terms of reference for corruption.
Cheating, disguised as profit, seems to be the foundation of the market
economy. There are no limits of how much profit should be made. The
market economy values a person only as a customer who purchases
goods and services. In contrast, the market-place in rural Africa is
very different from the main shopping centre in the heart of a town
or city. In addition to the exchange of goods through monetary trans-
actions, a village market is the place where the villagers meet to
exchange views and sustain their social identity. A prosperous busi-
nessman who exploits his customers and makes huge profits is likely
to be regarded as an enemy of the people, rather than a ‘patron’ of the
village.

Traditional Post-Colonial 
African Education African Schooling

Place of Learning: Place of Learning: 
Home School and College

Teachers: Teachers:
Parents and Relatives Professionals
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Traditional Post-Colonial 
African Education African Schooling

Knowledge Content: Knowledge Content:
Distilled from the African Imported from Western culture
heritage

Skills: Skills:
Ways and means of survival For salaried employment

Techniques: Techniques:
Apprenticeship Theory and experiment

Pedagogy: Pedagogy:
Oral and practical Textual and theoretical

Quality Assurance: Quality Assurance:
Rites of passage Examinations

Values: Values:
Self-esteem and integrity Upward mobility

Beliefs: Beliefs:
From African religious From secular philosophies
heritage

Norms: Norms:
Co-operation & diligence Competition and opportunism

Attitudes: Attitudes:
Caring and sharing Individualism and exploitation

Practices: Practices:
From each according to ability According to job-description

Impact: Impact:
Mutual responsibility Selfishness and self-centredness

Consequence: Consequence:
To each according to need Corruption and inefficiency

Schooling pedagogy tends to presuppose and inculcate the idea
that ‘modernity’ is preferable to ‘tradition.’ In fact, there is nothing
virtuous about modernity, and nothing vicious about tradition.
Within every culture there is a creative tension between the past and
the future. This creative tension provides the key to innovation.
When the transformative tendencies predominate over conservative
tendencies, change becomes the acceptable norm. Conservationism is
normative whenever the conservative tendencies predominate. It is
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difficult to induce constructive change through externally imposed
values, norms, attitudes and practices. The illustration above shows
the negative consequences of externally superimposed schooling
which fails to blend traditional values with new ideas and insights.

There is great need for schooling systems in post-colonial Africa
to take seriously the traditional values, norms, attitudes and practices
as a prerequisite for endogenous development. Such an approach will
guarantee that epistemological and technological innovation ema-
nates from the accumulated wisdom and expertise of local communi-
ties. All industrialised and industrialising countries have each a
national ethos derived from national culture and history, on the basis
of which the national curriculum is designed and implemented. With-
out a national ethos, it is impossible for citizens to evolve national
goals and ideals. Globalisation is not a substitute for national and
local aspirations. Rather, it is a distraction which fragments local and
national initiatives in response to the pressures of advertising and
propaganda from the more powerful nations and transnational cor-
porations. 

It is ironic that while African countries lag further and further
behind in technology, they have become exporters of highly trained
personnel, at the same time that they continue to import ‘experts’
from the industrialised countries. Hundreds of thousands of doctors,
nurses, engineers, architects, professors, agriculturalists, economists,
accountants, lawyers — continue migrating to the North Atlantic
where they can earn higher salaries and enjoy higher standards of
living. The campaigns for ‘alleviating’ or ‘reducing’ poverty will in the
long term be futile, until African countries can train and retain their
own experts. The so-called ‘brain-drain’ is directly related to the con-
tent of academic and professional training provided in African
schools, colleges and universities, which is almost identical with that
provided in the imperial metropolis. The African graduates who take
employment abroad find it easier to fit in low-level employment in the
host countries, than to become responsible leaders at home. Yet there
has been no international Protocol to compensate African countries
for the loss they suffer whenever a trained person takes up employ-
ment abroad after long and massive investment in education and
training. The brain-drain has sometimes been rationalised with the
argument that African professionals find it difficult to find employ-
ment within the public and private sector of their respective coun-
tries. Such an argument proves the point that the academic and pro-
fessional curriculum is in dire need of reform, so that African
academics and professionals can contribute meaningfully and effec-
tively towards wealth creation and technological advancement in
their respective nations of their birth. Reliance on expatriates will
not, in the long term, ‘alleviate’ or ‘reduce’ poverty in Africa.8
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7. Education as Custodian of Tradition and Schooling as Pro-
moter of Modernity

The illustration shows how transformative and conservative ten-
dencies pull against each other in every society. In tropical Africa,
schooling has represented the transformative tendencies whereas tra-
ditional education has been primarily conservative. In industrialised
countries, both the conservative and the transformative tendencies
have comparable literary and technical competence. Within the gov-
ernance structures both tendencies are creatively and constructively
present. The tragedy of Africa’s social transformation is that cultural
resilience is sustained primarily by those with little or no schooling,
while the schooled elite associates itself with ‘modernity’ and alien
values, norms, attitudes, tastes and practices. It will be difficult to
‘reduce’ or ‘alleviate’ poverty in a context where the tension between
tradition and modernity is ultimately destructive rather than recon-
structive. Whenever and wherever external forces enter into a culture,
a conflict inevitably arises between the foreign and local advocates of
the new culture on the one hand and the custodians of the old culture
on the other. Such a scenario is evident in most of tropical Africa. The
traditional forms of education co-exist with the post-colonial norms
of schooling. At home, children are exposed to traditional ways of
thought and belief, while at school and church they are indoctrinated
to adopt new ideas, creeds and practices.

Unfortunately, schooling and churching are given higher rating
than traditional upbringing, even though the latter has cultural roots
extending far back into history. One consequence, among others, is
the continuing conflict between traditional values and norms on the
one hand, and those associated with modernity, on the other.
Although the tension between tradition and modernity is typical of
all cultures, it is much more acute in those contexts where modernity
is associated with imported values and norms that are superimposed
upon the traditional ones.9

The nations most adversely affected by liberation of trade in cul-
tural services are those whose institutions of schooling are rooted in
cultural alienation. Thus countries of Europe and North America are
managing to sustain their cultural values and norms at the same time
that they import entertainment and leisure services from elsewhere.
In Asia, the same can be said of Japan, India and China.

The rites of passage are a dramatic illustration. In central Kenya,
since the 1920s there has been conflict between the church and the
State on the one hand, and the custodians of traditional norms on the
other. This conflict came to the surface over the practice of initiation
of adolescents into adulthood. Missionaries wanted the youths to be
released by their parents to undergo schooling. Many parents insisted
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that their traditional norms and practices of socialisation were essen-
tial to the preservation of their cultural identity. The missionaries
involved colonial authorities to prohibit the practice and enforce the
ban. In response, the practice was driven underground, and became
one of the grievances in the nationalist struggle against colonial rule.
More than seventy years later, a conference was convened in August
2004, at the International Conference Centre, Nairobi specifically to
condemn female initiation. Why has it taken so long to eradicate the
practice? Although many women participated in the conference on
invitation and at the expense of non-governmental organisations, the
campaign can hardly succeed until there is readiness and willingness
to appreciate the perspective of those communities that find some
value in the practice. It should not be surprising if a century after this
conflict erupted there will still be campaigns against it. Cultural tra-
dition cannot be eradicated through schooling. It requires a process of
re-education. Another illustration is urbanisation. In Europe, rapid
urbanisation was the result of the industrial revolution. People
flocked into the towns to work in factories, and abandoned the farms
which were increasingly mechanised. In tropical Africa, most urban
centres during the twentieth century began as colonial administrative
stations. Since the colonial economy required Africa to be a source of
raw materials, the industrial sector remained undeveloped. 

This colonial legacy was inherited by the new sovereign African
nations. In the meantime, the school and college curriculum contin-
ued to give prominence and preference to the urban mode of life
against rural habitation. The consequence has been an influx of
schooled young people to the towns and cities, where they have found
inadequate infrastructure to accommodate them. Today, most urban
centres in tropical Africa contain large informal settlements charac-
terised by shanties within and at the periphery of municipalities.
Thus schooling has tended to uproot the African youth from the rural
areas in an economy which is primarily agricultural. Reversing the
influx from the urban centres back to the rural areas is impossible.
Strategies will have to be devised to make rural areas more attractive
for habitation, through improvement of infrastructure such as potable
water, electricity, telephones, mechanised farming, food-processing
and all-weather accessibility. In the long term, rural habitation may
be more luxurious than life in urban centres. This is already the case
in industrialised countries, where it is prestigious to live in the sub-
urbs. Investment in basic infrastructure in rural Africa can contribute
immensely towards the reversal of population flow from urban to
rural areas.
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8. Urbanisation without Secularisation

In Europe and North America urbanisation encouraged seculari-
sation. With migration from the farm to the city, the individual
became free from the communal values, norms, attitudes and routine
practices which were reinforced by community. As the population
became increasingly urban, the communitarian ethic was replaced by
individualism. Religion ceased to be the basis for morality, and the
employer became more important than the priest. Anonymity became
a positive value and norm – as the way of life in town and city. In trop-
ical Africa, informal settlements within the urban centres have more
places of worship compared to the rural areas from which the
schooled youth are migrating. These places of worship are much more
diversified than in the rural areas. In addition to the older Christian
denominations introduced by the missionary enterprise, there are
independent churches dating from the colonial period, local inde-
pendent churches initiated by self-styled preachers, and new Pente-
costal, Charismatic and Congregational churches exported especially
from North America. For example, in Kibera (one of the largest infor-
mal settlements in Nairobi) there are more churches than water
supply points. Many of these churches are personal ‘kiosks’ started by
enterprising young people who try to provide comfort and a sense of
belonging to displaced individuals. 10 The localities within the infor-
mal settlements are often concentrations of people from the same
rural area, trying to replicate rural norms within the city. Traditional
norms, with some improvised modification, are trans-located into the
informal settlements. Thus the process of secularisation, as described
by such authors as Harvey Cox and Peter Berger, is hardly applicable
in the urban centres of tropical Africa.11

High church attendance among the urbanite African elite con-
firms that religiosity does not decline with urbanisation, irrespective
of social status and ethnic identity. New denominations of the Con-
gregational, Charismatic and Pentecostal types continue to attract fol-
lowers from all social strata especially in urban areas. Faith-based
organisations both foreign and local participate in the provision of
social services in both urban and rural areas. A large proportion of
local popular music has religious lyrics and instructions, derived
partly from sacred scriptures and partly from religious pedagogy.
Thus religion spontaneously permeates the whole of the African
social environment. Whereas modernity in the North Atlantic
implies a shift form religiosity towards secularism, in Africa it pro-
vides new and diverse ways and means of responding to the sacred.
Four Abrahamic faiths co-exist with varying intensity from region to
region across the whole continent : African religion ; Christianity,
Islam and Judaism.12
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Urban centers Urban centers 
in tropical Africa in north Atlantic

High religious adherence Low religious adherence

Welfare associations the norm State social security the norm 

Small urbanite population Predominantly urbanite 
population

Strong attachment Little or no attachment 
to ancestral homes to ancestral homes

High unemployment rates Low or medium unemployment 
rates

Small industrial sector Large industrial sector

Administered Administered 
by central government by autonomous authorities

Poor infrastructure Sophisticated infrastructure

Huge gap between richest Small gap 
and poorest between richest and poorest

Low telephone connectivity High telephone connectivity

Low electric connectivity High electric connectivity

Low water connectivity High water connectivity

Poor transportation Advanced transportation 
infrastructure infrastructure

Shanty housing Permanent housing 
for the majority for the majority

Low schooling for the majority High schooling for the majority

Low monthly income High monthly income 
for the majority for the majority

Poor medical care Advanced medical care 
for the majority for the majority

Poor leisure industry Advanced leisure industry

It is difficult to predict the future of Africa’s urban informal set-
tlements. Some countries (such as Tanzania, Nigeria, Malawi and the
Ivory Coast) have tried to establish new capital cities, where moder-
nity can become the mode of life. It is instructive to note that the
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rural-urban influx can be reduced only through educational processes
which give prominence and preference to the rural mode of life.

Conclusion

In this paper it has been shown that endogenous education and
development are the most effective means through which individuals
and communities can constructively respond to the challenges facing
them in an increasingly globalised world. Responsible leadership in
education and development demands re-training and re-orientation of
all those invloved in preparing the youth for responsible adulthood
and responsible citizenship. Schooling and skills training is important
but inadequate. Inculcation of moral values, norms and attitudes must
become an integral part of the process of education. Only in this way
will responsible leadership be enhanced and sustained in the long
term. Thus parents must play their full part in education, together
with priests and other religious leaders. At the same time, educational
and training institutions must include in the core of their syllabi the
values, norms and attitudes which are consistent with efficiency and
effectiveness in all sectors of the society. I have dealt with this theme
in greater detail in my books From Liberation to Reconstruction
(Nairobi : East African Educational Publishers, 1995) and Christian
Theology and Social Reconstruction (Nairobi : Acton, 2003). One of the
greatest pedagogical challenges in Africa today, is how to reform
schooling so that it affirms traditional African values, norms and atti-
tudes while at the same time encouraging innovation, inventiveness
and creativity. In the knowledge-based global economy of the future,
successful nations will be only those nations whose culture promotes
education.

Synchronisation of local African economies with the dominant
global capitalism will increase rather than reduce the chasm between
the affluent and the destitute. Education as the process of socialisa-
tion for responsible citizenship can best be achieved when citizens
have a national ethos to bind their social consciousness. The cultiva-
tion of such national social consciousness is the primary task of
national leaders. Factional and sectarian leadership is ultimately
destructive, even when it is intended to promote marginalised sectors
of population. Education, at its best, should help the learners to
understand and appreciate their actual and potential capabilities in
the context of the wider society. In tropical Africa, schooling has
tended to emphasise diversity rather than unity, even when unity is
self-evident. 

The decision to emphasise unity rather than diversity is an ideo-
logical choice, not a technical one.13 The colonial regimes emphasise
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diversity and differentiation because it helps the colonial administrators
to ‘divide and rule’. Post-colonial education systems have to consoli-
date national consciousness through curricula that are designed to
emphasise national unity and national destiny without undermining
individual and community interests. Global capitalism thrives
through transnational advertising and competition. Thus it runs
counter to national economic strategies. Ideally, education should
help learners at all levels to understand and appreciate the tension
between local and national interests on the one hand, and global cap-
italism on the other.14

It is a matter of ethical concern when, under the pretext of ‘reduc-
ing’ or ‘alleviating’ poverty pauperisation becomes more the rule than
the exception in most of the world. All statistical indications at the
macro and micro levels suggest that the poor sectors of populations
are becoming poorer, relative to the more affluent. In the long term,
the world has to face the ethical challenge of choosing between char-
ity and equity.15
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10

HOLISTIC LEADERSHIP IN EDUCATION.
AN AFRICAN CALL

Emmanuel Asante, Ghana

Introduction

Education in traditional Africa was, by and large, adapted to local
needs. ‘The older generation passed on to the young the knowledge,
the skills, the mode of behaviour and the beliefs they should have for
playing their social roles in adult life.’ 1 In that sense education in tra-
ditional Africa was both preservative and conservative.

This traditional conception of education, however, was supplanted
with the introduction of formal education, particularly the introduc-
tion of the Western type of education in Africa by the early Christian
missionaries. ‘Whereas continuity and survival of the community and
its culture were the primary motivations lying behind and goals of
Africa traditional education, Western missionary education sought to
inculcate European ideals and values that were considered superior.’ 2

Western education, in that sense, was negatively transformative. It led
to the alienation of the schooled from their people and culture. West-
ern education was by and large used as a tool to replace the ‘backward’
African culture. This assumption is reflected in the colonial education
policies which were largely unsympathetic to the African culture and
its values.

Needless to say, education has several reference points. It may
refer to:

• what parents, teachers, and schools do, i.e. the activity of educat-
ing – what is at stake here is the teaching process;

• what goes on in the learner, i.e. the process of becoming educated
– here one is touching on the learning process;

• what the learner gets as the end product, i.e. the content of edu-
cation; or

• what the discipline of education is about, i.e. the study of above.



1. Different Philosophies of Education

Underlying any conception of education is a philosophy of educa-
tion. A people’s philosophy of education depends on what they have
in mind, in respect of the objective of education as well as the first
principle from which their philosophy of education derives. This first
principle, normally, includes the people’s theories of values (axiology)
as well as their theories of reality (ontology) and of knowledge (epis-
temology). The traditional African conception of education, on the
one hand, borders on somewhat idealistic and pragmatic philosophies
of education. The educational goals of idealism and pragmatism may
be presented as follows:

• the preservation of cultural, social and spiritual excellence;

• the promotion of things of the spirit ;

• the development of ideal humanity and ideal society;

• the organisation and reorganisation of experience as adaptation to
life and its environment;

• practical adaptation of needs rather than intellectual excellence
alone.

Pragmatism holds that knowledge is relative, instrumental, prac-
tical and problem solving. As we shall see, in traditional African con-
ception education was relative, practical, and instrumental. In that
sense education in traditional Africa was pragmatic.

2. Idealism and Realism of Western Education

The Western conception of education, on the other hand, borders
on idealism but it goes beyond that in that the Western conception of
education also reflects realistic philosophy of education. In addition
to what we have already observed in respect of idealism in relation to
Africa, idealism holds the following principles which are highlighted
and emphasised in Western education:

• the world is dependent on the mind or intellect ;

• the truth is objective and discovered.

These principles of idealism are ignored or given less emphasis in
the African conception of education.

Realism, which also informs Western education, holds that the
goal of education is the transmission of the following:

• universal truths independent from minds or points of view (the
intellectual emphasis) ;
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• cultural values or excellence – education should make one aware
of the real world including values and potentialities of life ;

• truth is objective and discovered. The rational man is the one who
discovers truth.3

Whereas both the African and Western conception of education
are informed by idealism as a philosophy of education, as we have
noted, they differ in terms of where they place the emphasis. African
idealist philosophy of education places the emphasis on intuition, sub-
jectivity, preservation and conservation of culture and values. The
Western idealist and realist philosophies of education place the
emphasis on precision, intellect, objectivity, discovery, transforma-
tion, exploitation, conservation, globalisation and assimilation of cul-
ture and values of the educator.

The African traditional philosophy of education tends to be essen-
tialist. Here education is seen as the transmission of cultural essen-
tials with a view to perpetuating the culture and one’s identity. Per-
sonal identity is more important than the factual and self-knowledge
more important than world knowledge. Education is geared towards
practical adaptation to needs and the realisation of the self as a com-
munity entity.

In contrast, the Western philosophy of education, though also
essentialist, tend to be dominated by perennialism and progressivism.
Here education is not only seen as the transmission of perennial or
absolute and universal truths, it is also seen ‘as the process of intelli-
gent problem solving, with emphasis on precision and method.’4 What
is emphasised in respect of Western education is intellectual excel-
lence and universal or representational education. Thus there is a big
gap between the Western and African conceptions of education. The
Western education which is experienced in Africa in terms of school-
ing is hardly sympathetic to the values, norms, attitudes and practices
of traditional Africa. In the words of J.N.K. Mugambi, ‘schooling ped-
agogy tends to presuppose and inculcate the idea that “modernity” is
preferable to “tradition”’. 5

In spite of this, the general outlook of post colonial Africa is still
traditional. This means that, in spite of its transformative tendency,
schooling, understood in terms of the Western conception of educa-
tion, unsympathetic to African traditional values as it is, has hardly
succeeded in facilitating authentic social change among traditional
Africans. Thus one agrees with Mugambi that ‘it is difficult to induce
constructive change through externally imposed values, norms, atti-
tudes and practices.’ 6 This goes to stress ‘the negative consequences
of externally superimposed schooling which fails to blend traditional
values with new ideas and insights.’ 7
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3. The Way Forward

In the face of the problems outlined above in respect of Western
education and its negative impact on traditional Africa, what should
be the way forward? Mugambi, in his paper, called for ‘schooling
system in post colonial Africa to take seriously the traditional values,
norms, attitudes and practices as a prerequisite for endogenous devel-
opment.’ 8 According to Mugambi, ‘one of the greatest pedagogical
challenges in Africa today is how to reform schooling so that it affirms
traditional African values, norms and attitudes while at the same time
encouraging innovation, inventiveness and creativity.’ 9

One could not agree more with Mugambi on this. The option is not
the rejection of Western education. Indeed, it does post-colonial
Africa no good to reject Western education. The issue is how to use
Western education, what Mugambi has referred to as schooling, to
enhance traditional African values, norms and practices in the con-
text of dynamism of culture and globalisation. In other words, the
issue is not to choose between traditional African education and post-
colonial African schooling with their different pedagogical ap-
proaches and epistemologies. The issue is how to blend the two in the
nexus of post-colonial education that will be both critically transfor-
mative and conservative, and holistic.

What philosophy of education will facilitate such a blend of
education?

4. Pragmatism

In my view, the philosophy of education that will best facilitate the
blend of education we have in view is pragmatism critically appro-
priated within the context of educational holism.

In the context of pragmatic philosophies of education, the goal of
education is : 
• the successful organisation and reorganisation of experience as

adaptation to life. Here science will not be seen as a means to a
detached end but as that which leads to the holistic becoming of
the human;

• the promotion of the growth of a life which is fruitful and inher-
ently significant – critically appropriated, one would say that this
calls for the knowledge of God as well as the knowledge of the
human and the natural order;

• the process through which the needed social transformation may
be accomplished;

• the practical adaptation to present needs rather than intellectual
excellence alone.
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Pragmatism as we noted earlier holds that knowledge is :
• relative and instrumental rather than universal or representa-

tional – the value of knowledge of the past lies in its usefulness for
the present; 

• experimental problem-solving inquiry, a practical activity: know-
ing how, rather than knowing that or correct intellectual judgment
or idea as such.
In pragmatism ‘truth is a “thing done” (pragmatism), a function

of practical value, made to happen, i.e. brought about rather than dis-
covered to be the case.’ 10

5. Holistic Education

All of this, in my view, boils down to what has been observed by
some contemporary scholars as holistic education. Writing on the
subject of holistic education, a commission of the World Council of
Churches (WCC) observed as follows:

‘The concept of holism and holistic education refers to a world-
view or theoretical position that opposes reductionism, positivism,
and the Cartesian dualism of self and world with an emphasis on the
ultimate unity, relatedness, and inherent meaningfulness of all exis-
tence. Holism draws upon newly emerging ecological and systems
approaches in science as well as the “perennial philosophy” – the core
wisdom of most of the world’s spiritual traditions. Holistic educators
attempt to address the fragmentation, alienation, competition, vio-
lence and gross materialism that pervade much of life in the late twen-
tieth century. A holistic education seeks to heal the many divisions
our civilisation has induced between mind and body, intellect and
emotion, rationality and intuition, science and art, individual and
community, humanity and the natural world.’ 11

As the above statement indicates, holistic education is intended to
serve a number of purposes:
• as a critique of the dominant paradigm of education informed and

defined by a mechanistic worldview, which is a paradigm of edu-
cation which continues to ‘instrumentalise and dichotomise
people and their relationship with each other, with the earth and
the divine.’ 12

• as an alternative to the existing paradigm of education, holistic
education affirms the different ways of living and acting by
embracing ‘the quest for meaning and knowledge, rooted in the
values of wholeness and healing’; it ‘affirms individuals as persons
in the context of community and communities as a whole.’ 13 In

Holistic Educational Leadership in West Africa 101



that sense, holistic education seeks to be all encompassing, draw-
ing from a variety of traditions while affirming the centrality and
unity of all creation in God.

Holistic education as espoused by the WCC operates on the fol-
lowing eight principles: 14

1. ‘Belief that it is God who is the Creator and Sustainer of life.’ This
principle forms the basis of the affirmation of the centrality and
unity of all creation in God.

2. ‘Education is for transformation.’ Education must facilitate social
transformation – transformation of persons and communities. It
also requires ‘the transformation of educational institutions, policies
and activities resulting in holistic practices at all levels; multi-disci-
plinary perspectives; a focus on wholeness in human development.’

3. Education should aim at ‘the development of the whole person in
community.’ ‘This includes physical, social, moral aesthetic, cre-
ative and spiritual aspects as well as intellectual and vocational.’
Holistic education, in this sense goes beyond the cognitive dimen-
sion which dominates conventional education and ‘encourages the
quest for meaning by introducing a holistic view of the planet, life
on Earth, and the emerging world community.’

4. Education should honour ‘the uniqueness and creativity of per-
sons and communities on the basis of theft interconnectedness.’
Here, holistic education ‘affirms that we can build true learning
communities in which people learn together from each other’s dif-
ferences, learn to value their own personal strengths, and are
empowered to help one another.’

5. Education should enable ‘active participation in a world commu-
nity.’ Holistic education, as indicated by this principle, ‘promotes
ways of mutual understanding and respect of the existing diversity
of cultures and religions…’ It seeks to understand how this diver-
sity can enrich us but also how diversity can cause conflict. Thus
‘holistic education includes methods of conflict management to
establish conditions for peace and justice at all levels.’

6. Education should affirm ‘Spirituality as being the core of life and
hence central to education.’ Holistic education focuses on ‘those
human depth dimensions that account for a spiritual basis of real-
ity.’ Spirituality, according to the WCC document ‘is a state of con-
nectedness to all life, honouring diversity in unity. It is an experi-
ence of being, belonging and caring. It is sensitivity and
compassion, joy and hope. It is the harmony between the inner life
and the outer life. It is the sense of wonder and reverence for the
mysteries of the universe…’

7. Education should promote ‘a new praxis (reflection and action) of
knowing, of teaching, and of learning.’ Under this principle, the

102 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



document affirmed that teaching is a vocation ‘requiring artistic
sensitivity and scientifically grounded practice.’ Holistic educa-
tion, in that sense, calls for mutual attentiveness in respect of
teachers and learners. Both ‘teachers and learners are mutually
accountable, above all, to seeking a meaningful understanding of
the world.’ Here both teachers and learners are seen as partners in
the project of education.

8. Finally the document affirms that ‘holistic education relates to,
and interacts, with differing perspectives and approaches’ of edu-
cation. The understanding here is that holistic education draws
from the diverse educational approaches: ‘Critical pedagogy, tra-
ditional pedagogy, feminist pedagogy, constructivism and trans-
formative learning theories and global education.’

All the above-mentioned educational approaches and theories
raise some fundamental questions with respect to us as human beings
in communities. Thus a holistic approach to education can hardly
ignore any of them. Hence holistic education, understood as an all-
encompassing educational approach, brings the different educational
approaches together in the nexus of holism.

A comparison of the holistic educational paradigm with the pre-
vailing mechanistic educational paradigm brings out the following
(again we draw critically from the WCC document):15

Holistic Educational Leadership in West Africa 103

Mechanistic education 
paradigm

Interdisciplinary 
Attempts to integrate accumu-
lated knowledge according to the
logic of mechanistic science.

Holistic education 
paradigm

Transdisciplinary
Argues against isolated scientific
disciplines and integrates within
sciences and within a broader
scale of fields of human knowl-
edge such as art, customs, tradi-
tions, and spirituality. It is a
global integration of knowledge.

Fragmentation
Knowledge is broken into parts.

Integration
Knowledge is interconnected.

Systemic
Emphasises structure. Manifes-
tation of an underlying process.

Holistic
Emphasises process. Stresses the
dynamism of the entire web of
relationship.
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Empirical-analytic
Ascertains the simple elements
or components of a given reality
and studies the simple elements
on their own. Everything exists
in isolation.

Empirical-analytic holistic
Integrates science and spiritual-
ity in an expanded framework of
human experience. Everything
exists in relationship, in a context
of connectedness and meaning.

Development of thought 
Accumulation of knowledge and
information. Emphasis is on lit-
erature and content knowledge.

Development of intelligence
Sees the essence or truth of things.
Sees things holistically. Recog-
nises the limitations of thought.
Experience of things.

Scientific-dogmatic
Search for the external order in
our world (objectivism).
Elimination of non-scientific
knowledge as false or inappro-
priate in an educational setting.

Secular-spiritual
Search for the inner-order within
consciousness (subjectivism).
Deep respect for diversity and the
inner experience of individuals.

Reductionist
Rejects subjective knowledge or
the inner experiences of people.
Reduces knowledge to unrelated
components.

Integral
Affirms an inherent interde-
pendence of evolving theory,
research and practice. Integra-
tion of knowledge. The interface
of science, art, spirituality and
traditions.

Focused on teaching
Teaching is transmission of
knowledge or an assimilative
tool. Learning is imbibition of
knowledge.

Focused on learning
Teaching is a transformative tool,
a tool for the enhancement of
being. Learning is a creative and
artistic process involving the emo-
tional, physical, social and spiri-
tual levels of human awareness.

Paradigm of simplification
Emphasises atomism in education.

Paradigm of complexity
Emphasises holism interconnect-
edness of knowledge.

Predatory conscience
Promotes exploitative life style.
Discriminating. Assimilative.

Ecological conscience
Cares for the whole of the cosmos.
Affirms the intrinsic values of all
beings of whatever species. Inter-
connect, integrative.



The characteristic nature of the holistic education paradigm in
contrast with that of the prevailing mechanistic education paradigm,
as presented above, clearly indicates that ‘holistic education creates
the pedagogical conditions for an unfolding of the inner potential of
the [learner]’. 16 We can hardly know the outer world, the planet, if we
did not have an internal knowledge of ourselves. Mechanistic educa-
tion affirms that we can know the planet without knowing ourselves.
Holistic education affirms the contrary view. ‘Only by knowing our-
selves we can know the planet.’

Conclusion

It is obvious from the foregoing that we have no other option in
respect of ethical education than that of the holistic paradigm.

As Christians committed to ethical leadership in education, we
naturally assume a fundamental commitment to peace, justice, inte-
gration, freedom and solidarity as an integral part of our educational
commitment. The ethical values must be connected to the concrete
educational actions we promote.

In our educational leadership, we must engage the whole person
and not only the mind, given that the deepest learning is that which
involves the whole person. The whole person can hardly be a whole
person without the community which informs and defines the
person. Human beings are gregarious. It means that a person’s whole-
ness is defined by the community as the context of the individual
human being into consideration.

‘Holism asserts that everything exists in relationship, in a context
of connection and meaning and that any change or event causes
realignment, however slight, throughout the entire pattern.’ Holistic
education, in the sense of education informed by holism, promotes
the quality of human relationship within a community characterised
with diversity and individuality. Embedded in holistic education are
ethical values that transform the educational process with a view to
human responsibility. Tampered with ethical commitments, our edu-
cational projects must be holistically inclusive, and intolerant of the
discrimination evident in mechanistic education, especially in the
area of gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, physical and mate-
rial limitations and economic inequalities.

John Dewey, one of the United States’ most famous pragmatist
educators, is reported to have said : ‘The objective of a progressive
education is the correction of unfair privilege and unfair depriva-
tion.’17 According to Henri Levi, ‘the most complete application of this
principle is to create an educational system that intervenes in
Lire social system so that there is no systematic relation between
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a person’s social origins or gender and his or her ultimate social
attainments.’ 18 The task of holistic education is formidable but is not
insurmountable.
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PARISH LEADERSHIP. 
A PROTESTANT MINORITY PERSPECTIVE

FROM EASTERN EUROPE/ROMANIA
Árpád Ferencz, Romania

Introduction 1

To write about the responsibilities of a pastor, of a minister, from
a perspective of serving in a post-communist country is nearly one
‘impossible possibility’ – to quote Karl Barth’s words. In a society of
permanent transition, values such as responsibility or even responsible
leadership are not highly regarded. In this particular area theological
ethics has a monumental task to accomplish in the people’s mindset. 

In this article I will proceed as follows: I will initially discuss the
minister’s responsibility in general and the viewpoint of serving in a
minority protestant church. Second, I will present various types of
pastors (‘leaders’) based on one of my empirical studies. While this
empirical study may not be representative for all post-communist
environments, it does reflect the reality of such a society in Romania.
Finally, I will formulate some conclusions to ponder. Prior to the first
section, I must provide background, clarification, and context. The
Reformed Church in Romania (RCR) is a protestant church with very
strong Calvinistic and Presbyterian traditions. Thus, the RCR is in
fact part of the Western Protestant world. This contact, the tradition
of the church, as well as the very close contact with the Reformed
Church in Hungary (the RCR was part of the Hungarian Reformed
Church until the First World War) determine this situation.

The RCR functions in a country in which more than 80 percent of
the population are members of the Romanian Orthodox Church. This
creates both a relationship of conflict and, surprisingly, of dialogue
with the Orthodox Church. In addition, due to their standing in
Romanian society, the members of the RCR are not only a minority
from a religious point of view but also from one based on nationality
and culture as well. This special situation then determines the nature
of the life and work of our church in Romania. For example, some
tasks which, in a Western society, would be assumed by the State, are
expected to be assumed by the church. As such, the RCR has developed
one eminent political theology which has as its foundation the tradi-
tion from the Reformation.



1. Theological Foundation of Responsibility

What are the sources of the understanding of ministerial respon-
sibility in the RCR? Ministerial responsibility as the responsibility of
pastors, is not a primary theme in Hungarian Reformed theological
ethics. The most often cited theological works on ethics do not
mention the issue of responsibility. One can wonder how this is
possible?

One possible explanation is that theologians of the past (especially
in the 20th century) argued that responsibility is solely God’s respon-
sibility. This is not my view. Though it is a fact that the ancient
Greeks considered responsibility to be an essential attribute of the
gods, Aristotle writes in his Ethics extensively about this theme.2 As
we study the history of ethics and its development across centuries,
the connection between the notion of responsibility and freedom is
changing in an interesting manner. In humanism the notion of free-
dom started to be linked more and more to the one of responsibility.
The different forms of ethics of responsibility are based on this link
between responsibility and freedom. 

However, in regards to theological ethics, we should ask whether
this link between responsibility and freedom is the most important
one. The RCR ethics has been very much influenced by the Swiss
reformed theologians Emil Brunner (1889-1966) and Karl Barth
(1886-1968). They link responsibility with sin. Barth speaks about
responsibility in the context of an existential sin – a specific element
of Christian ethics. In Brunner’s understanding, by committing the
original sin, man did not lose his/her freedom, but personal freedom
was changed into formal freedom.3

Brunner gives three definitions of responsibility in his anthro-
pology. The first : responsibility is the definition of human existence.
His argument originates from the responses humans need to give to
God’s questions – responses that form the foundation of Christian
love. The second: responsibility is an obligation of man, after falling
into sin. The third definition of responsibility is related to the expe-
rience of freedom in Christ, and has an eschatological dimension. 4

This eschatological dimension of responsibility and its close connec-
tion with the responsibility to God, is also underlined in the theology
of Karl Barth, the other main source of the RCR’s ethics. He speaks
in his main work about the man who has to be responsible in God’s
‘court of law’. The man who needs to stand in God’s ‘court of law’ –
and he calls him the ‘Real Man’ is in fact in his interpretation, Jesus
Christ. This, however, does not absolve us from the duty of every-day
self-examination in our lives. 5

Barth and Brunner as the two main sources indicate the direction
of understanding of pastoral responsibility in the theology of the RCR.
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In conclusion, pastoral responsibility in the understanding of RCR
theology is strongly connected with the issue of self-examination.

2. Pastoral and Political Responsibility of Pastors

The self-understanding in the RCR stands on strong biblical foun-
dation. This biblical foundation is obviously the source of moral and
ethical judgement. As we look closely at the biblical message, we are
faced with a certain form of the prophet’s responsibility in pastoral
care. 6 The classical biblical witness is Num 18:23 about the special
responsibility of the Levites. They have received a special mission
from God and at the same time, a special responsibility. In the same
sense, we face the problem of responsibility in 1 Sam 3:11: Responsi-
bility is in all situations linked to God. In this sense we read about
the special responsibility of the prophets in 2 Sam 12, Lam 2 :14,
Ezek 3:16-21. 

The same understanding of responsibility is described in the New
Testament, specifically in Matt 16 :11-12, 18 :17-18,28 ; Luke 10 :17
and also in many verses in the Corpus Paulinum. The Bible gives us
a special model of pastoral responsibility, which is strongly linked to
God. It is very important in this context, that the priest/prophet has
to know and to utilise the special experiences of his own community.
This essential element of the biblical message is characteristic for the
understanding of the responsible parish-leadership in the RCR. 

In the RCR there are two confessions of faith that are mandatory
for the Church : the Heidelberg Catechism and the Second Helvetic
Confession, both from the times of Reformation. Due to the Calvinist
tradition, Calvin’s main publication Institutio Christianae Religionis
also plays an important role in defining the role of pastoral respon-
sibility. In the first document we cannot find any special remarks
about human responsibility. Only the classical form in question 83
speaks about the ‘power of the keys’, meaning in the Churches of the
Reformation the work of the whole congregation, not just of the pas-
tors. In the second document we find a chapter (§ 18) about the ‘ser-
vant of the Church’. In this context we also face the problem of the
special responsibility of pastors. This responsibility is given from
God and strongly connected to His grace. The same idea can be found
in Calvin’s Institutio Christianae Religionis (IV/3,6 ;3,8 ;3,12). The
biblical message was strongly emphasised during the Reformation
and it became the foundation for the understanding of responsible
pastoral leadership in the RCR. 

Until now I spoke about the responsibility of parish-leadership
and sources that determine the understanding of the church in the
reality of the post-communist Romania. We also have to mention the
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obvious political responsibility of the pastor in this context in the
RCR. The RCR has always viewed itself as the keeper of our Hun-
garian culture and national traditions. This fact has determined the
life of our Church in the past fifteen years, after the Romanian ‘revo-
lution’. If we look at the recent history of Romania, we can see that
protestant churches have played a very important role in the different
political movements. For example, the Romanian revolution in 1989
was initiated by the RCR. This is the consequence of our under-
standing of responsibility towards our parishioners as members of an
oppressed minority. If we speak about responsibility, we have to men-
tion the only article about this issue in the thirties of the 20th century
in Romania. In his very important article, professor Tavaszy speaks
about the responsibility of the Church in the society. To date, this arti-
cle (with minor changes) is in fact determining the RCR’s basic stand-
point in the above issues. 

Given the communist historical background of the country, our
Church has developed a special way of understanding itself in a vari-
ety of roles. In my doctoral thesis I call it Intellektuelles Gegensystem, 7

an ‘intellectual alternative’ to the existing system. I mean by this that
the Church has developed its own theological system that allowed us
to eliminate the disturbing factors of surrounding political changes
and oppression. The development of the post-communist society in
the last fifteen years has opened many possibilities for the churches
and this also leads to a change of paradigm in the understanding of
leadership in parish work. The post-modern society in Romania, in
the 21st century, is characterised by a special phenomenon which the
German sociologist Ulrich Beck calls ‘risk society’. 8 This risk society
means that the old structure of society will rapidly change and the
individuals will have to take decisions in new situations they may not
have faced in the past. It also means that in risk society people need
a much more critical view of old values and understandings in their
daily lives and also of theological ethics. Old values and traditions are
challenged from one minute to the other, and parishioners expect the
pastor’s leadership to provide answers and solutions in a responsible
and ethical manner to questions and problems arising in this ever-
changing society. This decision-maker role of ministers makes pas-
toral responsibility one of the most important features of pastoral
work in the RCR today and tomorrow.

3. Typology of Leadership in Parish Work of RCR

The following typology was presented and discussed in two dif-
ferent deaneries (‘dioceses’) of the RCR. I spoke with many different
colleagues about this topic. Their comments are integrated in the
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‘final’ version of this typology. I am very grateful for the comments I
have received. On the basis of the same theology, different pastors
have developed different types of leadership, and the interpretation of
responsibility has also changed in small ways from one pastor to
another. That means that in the RCR we can see a variety of under-
standings about the role of pastors in society and in the congregation.
This situation was generated by the RCR’s special situation in history
as a minority and by self-examination. 

I now concentrate on the personality of the pastor, because on the
basis of its special historical development, the RCR has a very pastor-
oriented hierarchical structure. I will not speak about the possibilities
of the special theology of the RCR and neither about the critical ide-
ology specific to our theological view. I will only mention that the very
positive role of pastors and the Church in the life of the national
minorities in Romania builds the foundation of the following typology.9

a) Type A: Classical Pastor

The work of this type of pastor is the so-called ‘classical’ pastoral
work and responsibility. The main stream of the understanding of
the work, and the self-understanding of this pastor is determined by
the spiritual heritage of the theological liberalism and by the heritage
of the cultural Protestantism mixed with one special understanding
of service. This type of pastor fulfils the traditional pastoral work
with traditional methods in full consciousness of his/her responsi-
bility for pastoral care. S/he works in the traditionally oriented com-
munities (the majority of RCR parishes) and has little time for theo-
retical reflections about the type of responsibility s/he carries.
Theoretical problems linked to pastoral leadership are not reflected
in this type of work. 

This type of leader serves in a ‘one-parson-parish’. Even though
this kind of pastor is the most traditional type, s/he at the same time
has the most difficult work form of parish leadership. One can ask if
s/he can provide responsible leadership, and one can answer: yes, of
course – it has been like this for centuries. The problem though arises
when this pastor has to carry the full responsibility of leadership by
him/herself in lack of persons with whom s/he could share the bur-
dens and blessings of the pastoral work. Of course, we should also see
the advantages of this type of leadership: the stability of decisions (if
the system works, but what if it does not?) and the power of this his-
torical type in the life of the RCR. But we also have to consider that
the risk society needs other decisions and another form of leadership.
This form of leadership is still a shadow of the past. I am sure that it
is not the type of ministry of the future.
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b) Type B: Evangelical Pastor

The second type of leadership that I would like to present is the
leadership in which the traditional elements of parish leadership are
completed by additional elements. I only mention one element: a very
profound evangelical orientation of the pastoral work. This type of
leadership looks for a divided leadership responsibility on the basis of
the universal priesthood. In this form of pastoral care and leadership,
unconventional methods are very much favoured and it emphasises
the necessity of personal conversion. This type of pastoral care and
leadership includes the danger that it can very quickly become a
closed system. On the other hand, shared responsibility is very seri-
ously taken into consideration. In my observation the power and fas-
cination of the closed system that can give answer to all types of ques-
tions has fascinated many people. The question that we should
answer is whether the vision of a patriarchal church (or a patriarchal
pastor) is the vision of the future. Due to the communist past in
Romania it is a realistic danger, that this type of leadership will dom-
inate the life of the Church in the future.

c) Type C: Managerial Pastor

The third type of pastor is the ‘manager-pastor’. Leadership is
understood as management. It may well be that this type of leadership
can be one of the future. I, however, have ethical questions. In this
type of pastoral care the responsibility for society becomes a major
part of the parish work. This means that the manager-pastor is
involved in several economic and political activities and pastoral work
as such occupies little space in his/her agenda. It is to be seen how the
problems (mainly economic and political problems) in society can be
solved by a pastor, meaningfully and in a sustainable way. We also
have to examine how this type of leadership changes the relationship
between the Church and society. In this type of leadership, the respon-
sibility is in most cases a divided responsibility. This is a positive ele-
ment of the model. Naturally, we cannot find these three models in
their pure form in the real world, but we see elements of them in the
contemporary life of the RCR, mixed and in many sub-types.

Conclusion

Theoretically the idea of responsibility is so strongly connected to
the self-understanding of the Church that theologians do not feel the
necessity to formulate a special teaching about it. In the new post-
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modern and post-communist society, this issue becomes one of very
significant importance. 

For my personal understanding it is very important to see how we
can define the responsible self of the pastor in his/her parish work.
In order to understand the meaning of the responsible self (in the
parish work, too!!) it is helpful to distinguish between wishes of first
and second level, 10 taking into consideration lower or higher values.
In the philosophical tradition of the 20th century, we also meet the
idea that we have to distinguish between values of first and second
level, with strong and not so strong value judgements.11

In the traditional understanding of responsible leadership (Type A)
responsibility includes a very strong value judgement. The develop-
ment of the Romanian society has changed the judgement of the
parishioner and also the self-understanding of the pastor. It means
that, in the work of the manager-pastor (Type C), the responsibility
becomes mixed with other elements that create a weaker value judge-
ment and values belonging to the first level. This understanding fol-
lows the changing of the society, but we have to ask if this is the way
of responsible parish leadership. This society-oriented model of lead-
ership has to remain constantly strong, especially in the situation of
transition in our society today. 

The biblical foundation of the RCR can be a control mechanism in
the building of moral judgments. Some may ask for how long we can
work with a model based on biblical values, but the fact is that they
are strong components of the identity of the RCR. Responsible parish
leadership has to know the connection of the responsibility with God
and with the freedom, which is given in the work of Christ. From this
point of view, responsible parish leadership has to integrate people in
the community and cannot be a closed system. Responsibility means
also that the parish shall not be against the world, but in the world
with another possibility of moral judgement, based on theology and
theological ethics. This makes it possible to build moral judgements
not closed but open, not condemning others but sincerely wishing to
change something for the best in the world. 

We should not forget, in this conclusion, the importance of our
own traditions and the eminent political sense of responsibility in the
testimony of the RCR. Both are elements from a protestant/minority
perspective which can be important for a global ethics of responsibil-
ity, not only in the parish work.
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THEOLOGICAL LEADERSHIP 
IN CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM ENCOUNTERS. 

AN INDONESIAN PERSPECTIVE
Yahya Wijaya, Indonesia

Introduction

Indonesia is the country with the largest Muslim population in the
world (160-180 mio); yet it is also home for more than 20 million
Christians. The most well-known of its islands, Bali, is characteristi-
cally Hindu. There are also adherents of Buddhism, various folk reli-
gions and Chinese popular religions in a significant number. Such plu-
rality has been made a part of the identity of the modern nation of
Indonesia since its inception, as demonstrated in the national motto:
Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity). The founding fathers
were well aware that when this reality of plurality is denied, it is the
existence of the nation is be at stake. To accept that fact, however, is
not easy for religious groups having a history of conflict and rivalry,
notably those of Islam and Christianity. In Indonesia, attempts to
overcome the difficulties in accepting the reality of plurality can be
seen in three areas: theological reinterpretation, political consensus,
and interreligious dialogue and relationships.

1. Christian Reinterpretation of Uniqueness

Many religious leaders in Indonesia realise that one obstacle in ac-
cepting the reality of plurality are the particularistic perspectives de-
veloped from religions. For instance, both Islam and Christianity are
strong enough in emphasising their own truth claim, the claim that
the real truth or salvation is exclusively related to the belief of that
community. Such claim motivates energetic and ambitious mission
works of those religions, which contributes to their global expansion.
Despite their constructive achievements, mission works of both Islam
and Christianity, aiming at the conversion of other believers, create
uneasy relationships between adherents of the two religions. The
truth claim also fosters a sense of pride in believers, which drives
them, to a certain degree, into a situation of conflict when meeting
with people of other religions. 



Reinterpretation of the truth claim has been attempted by Christ-
ian as well as Muslim theologians. The works of John Hick and Paul
Knitter, among others, have provoked discourses regarding the need
to develop a theology of religions which is more sensitive to the con-
text of plurality. Knitter’s typology of exclusive, inclusive and plural-
ist positions has helped many theologians to self-evaluate their theol-
ogy of religions. There is a tendency among theologians of mainline
Christian communities to leave behind the exclusive position and take
either an inclusive or pluralist one. Having been aware of the difficult
social and moral consequences of the exclusive position in the expe-
rience of Indonesian society, several Indonesian theologians are
enthusiastic in contributing to the development of a more sympa-
thetic theology of religions. 

E.G. Singgih, biblical scholar at Duta Wacana Christian University
in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, is one of those theologians who participate
in the reconstruction of a Christian theology of religions, by suggest-
ing a reinterpretation of the biblical concept of the ‘chosen people’.
Singgih affirms that the concept of the chosen people contradicts the
recently growing spirit of ‘interreligious ecumenism’, since the first
shows a particularistic attitude whilst the later is universalistic in
nature. 1 He also agrees that the traditional interpretation of the
chosen people implies a superiority feeling, which results in creating
prejudices toward the others. To show historical evidences proving
the negative implications of that concept, Singgih points to the expe-
rience of the people of South Africa. According to him, South Africa’s
apartheid system is a fruit of the idea of the chosen people which was
developed among the white ethnic group, the Boer. That idea was gen-
erated by this Dutch descendant group who called themselves
reformed Christians, but also enhanced by their unhappy encounters
with the indigenous ethnic groups and the British in their attempt to
control the rich natural resources.2

Singgih notes that the concept of the chosen people in the Old Tes-
tament reflects a paradox in the way Israel defined its identity. On the
one hand, the concept indeed shows exclusivity as an expression of
the feeling of being loved by God. The chosen people is thus meant as
a subjective language of love, to be understood in terms of the rela-
tionship between the people and God. The reason of being the chosen
people has nothing to do with either the moral quality of Israel or
their spirituality. God’s unconditional love is the only reason. There
is therefore no reason for being superior. However, since a loving rela-
tionship can be exclusive, its expression in practice includes rejection
and intolerance against other peoples. On the other hand, it is obvi-
ous that the status of the ‘chosen people’ is not to be taken for granted.
Rather, it works only when Israel lives a faithful life, showing good
conducts and responsible morality. There is also a notion that the
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election of the people is not for the honour of that people, but for their
service. Referring to Isaiah’s picture of the Suffering Servant of God,
which suggests the suffering experience of Israel as a model for other
nations, Singgih contends that there was a stream of spirituality in the
Old Testament that challenges the emphasis of the dominant tradition
on exclusivity and superiority of Israel. 

From an exploration of the Old Testament’s idea of the chosen
people, Singgih goes on to investigate the concept of ecclesia (church,
community of Christians) in the New Testament. According to him,
the concept of ecclesia is parallel to the Old Testament’s chosen
people, in the sense that it points to a group of people who claim to be
elected because of the love of God. Yet, ecclesia is far from the notion
of exclusivity, superiority or intolerance, since it is related to the
major themes of justice and service to the poorest in Matthew’s
Sermon on the Mount. However, later as recorded in Revelation, this
service-oriented ecclesia was reinterpreted, under the experience of
persecution, to reflect the desire of the people to gain justice and ulti-
mate victory at the expense of punishment of the persecutors. For
Singgih, this shift should be carefully recognised in order that the orig-
inal idea of ecclesia is not left behind. 

Reinterpretation of the concept of the chosen people has also been
suggested by Wesley Ariarajah, a Sri Lankan Methodist theologian,
whose work The Bible and People of Other Faiths 3 has been translated
into Indonesian by a well-known Indonesian theologian and ecu-
menical leader, Eka Darmaputera. 4 Ariarajah argues that the ‘chosen
people’ idea should not be understood apart from a theology of cre-
ation, in which God is the God of all creatures. This implies that
there is no history, culture or spirituality which is isolated from the
creation and providence of God. As with Singgih, Ariarajah points
to several biblical stories that, he believes, correct the exclusive con-
cept of Israel’s God as a God with no relationship with people of
other nations. 

Ariarajah goes even further by discussing ‘sensitive issues’ such as
the concept of Jesus as the only way of salvation. He contends that the
claim of the uniqueness of Jesus in terms of salvation should be
understood as a language of faith rather than as a social statement.
That language of faith is originally meant as a defence of the Christ-
ian community against the pressure to prove the authenticity of their
faith. That claim, according to Ariarajah, also indicates a shift in the
community’s centre of faith from God to Christ, which is parallel to
the Buddhists’ adoration of Gautama. For Ariarajah the claim of the
uniqueness of Jesus thus is not relevant in the context of dealing with
other religions. The real call for Christians, he believes, is not to make
exclusive claims, but to show a clear commitment to open their lives
to other people. 
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Another reinterpretation of the concept of Jesus as the only way
of salvation is suggested by Iones Rakhmat, a minister of the Indone-
sian Christian Church and former lecturer in New Testament at
Jakarta Theological Seminary. 5 Rakhmat suggests an ‘interrelation
approach’ which joins the uniqueness claim with the Christian belief
that the One God works with God’s grace and speaks in all areas of
human religions. Underlining the Christian belief in the uniqueness
of Jesus as a true confession based on the Word of God, he calls Chris-
tians to realise the fact that God allows non Christian beliefs to exist.
According to Rakhmat, this means that the uniqueness of Jesus does
not imply any idea of negating other beliefs but that Jesus Christ, the
unique revelation of the Word of God, is basically the same Word who
reveals himself as the Creator God, ‘the light of humans who enlight-
ens every human being’ (John 1:4,9). 

Rakhmat goes on to argue that the Word’s revelation in the human
flesh of Jesus does not at all reduce his status as the universal God.
Indeed, after the events of the cross, resurrection and ascension, he
returns to his status as the Word with ‘the glory he had owned before
the world existed’ (John 17 :5), and with ‘all power in him both in
heaven and on earth’ (John 17:2; Matt 28:18). The Christian belief in
Jesus as the only saviour, Rakhmat suggests, does not reduce the
inclusive work of the Word in the universe before and after the age of
the New Testament.

2. Muslim Reinterpretation of Uniqueness

From the Muslim side, a group of theologians have produced an
extensive theological reinterpretation in a collaborative work, Fiqih
Lintas Agama (‘Interreligious Dogma’), published by Paramadina
Foundation in cooperation with the Asia Foundation.6 Paramadina is
a scholarly Islamic organisation led by a prominent Muslim figure,
Nurcholis Madjid. Fiqih Lintas Agama (FLA) challenges uncritical
uses of traditional Islamic dogmas that overlook their relatedness to
particular social and cultural contexts. According to the authors, such
non contextual dogmas lead to narrow-minded social and political
concepts. The attempt to return to the Jakarta Charter (which
requires Indonesian Muslims to practice Shariah as positive law) is an
example of such narrow-mindedness.

According to FLA, Islam assumes that the core of all religions is
the same, and all prophets are like children of one father but different
mothers. The differences between religions are part of the nature of
God’s creative work, which dislikes total sameness. The authors
argue that the Koran celebrates plurality as an opportunity to compete
in doing goodness, living peaceful coexistence, struggling for justice
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and working for fairness. The Koran, thus, is unique in the sense that
it contains ‘all inclusive’ teachings respecting other religious beliefs
and their prophets. 

FLA suggests an understanding of the terms ‘Islam’ and ‘muslim’
as first of all in their generic meanings, not in the spirit of sectarian-
ism or communalism. In this sense, Islam means total submission to
the One God, and muslim means the attitude of total submission to
the purity, holiness and truth of God. Such an attitude is basically in
accord with natural law, and therefore is not necessarily related to a
particular religious institution. The terms Islam and muslim thus
cover all people, who show total submission to God, regardless of reli-
gion. The origin of the terms, according to the authors, should be
traced back to the story about the debate regarding the religion of
Abraham. In that story, the Koran asserts that Abraham is neither
Jewish nor Christian. The Koran employs the terms ‘hanif’ and
‘Muslim’ for Abraham in their generic sense, precisely to reject sec-
tarian and exclusivist claims raised by some Jews and Christians
regarding Abraham. In this generic interpretation, the term ‘Islam’
refers not to a particular religious institution, but to all religions, since
the call to submission and obedience to God is at the heart of religions.
FLA’s authors thus argue that the Koran’s claim that Islam is the only
true religion must be understood in this generic sense. 

In Indonesia, Christians use the term ‘Allah’ for God. Some groups
of Muslims as well as a particular group of Christians have raised their
objections, arguing that the term refers exclusively to the Muslim
God. They ask (some even warn) the Indonesian Bible Society and
Christian leaders to stop using the term ‘Allah’ and find instead
another term consistent with the biblical accounts. The term
‘Yahweh’, for instance, is suggested. FLA, however, rejects such a sec-
tarian interpretation of the term ‘Allah’. The authors assert that the
term ‘Allah’ is nothing but the Arabic word referring to the idea of the
true God, namely the Only One God, on whom all religions centre
their worships and praises. The core meaning of that term is a rejec-
tion to the worship of false idols, not necessarily a rejection of a par-
ticular religion. 

FLA challenges many rules (fatwa) issued by the Indonesian
Council of Clerics, such as that of 1980 which leads Muslims to a dif-
ficult situation when encountering followers of other religions.
According to the Council’s fatwa, it is forbidden for a Muslim to greet
Christians with the Islamic greeting Assalamu’alaiku, let alone to say
‘Happy Christmas’ or to come to a Christmas party. That fatwa is
based on a sacred story (hadith) by Abu Hurairah, a friend of the
prophet Mohammad, in which the prophet urged his followers not to
start greeting Jews or Christians, but rather to push them aside when
they meet these people on their ways. Similar stories are found in
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some other hadiths told by Bukhari, another friend of the prophet.
FLA explains that the reliability of Abu Hurairah’s hadiths are
doubtful since he is known not only for his carelessness, but also his
laziness. 

Hurairah’s hadiths also contradict many hadiths told by other
friends of the prophet, including those by his most beloved wife,
Aisyah. FLA contends that Hurairah’s hadiths do not fit well with the
basic character of Islam, which emphasises peace, hospitality and ten-
derness. In the case of Bukhari’s hadiths, FLA explains that those
hadiths reflect the situation when several Jewish people tried to
humiliate the prophet by manipulating greeting words. There are
many other hadiths, reflecting more principle characters of Islam,
which advise Muslims to greet other people nicely, and treat them
with hospitality and respect. FLA’s authors thus believe that to greet
‘people of the book’ (meaning Jews and Christians) is not only
allowed but also suggested and could even be compulsory.

3. Political Consensus: Indonesia’s Pancasila

One of the most fundamental questions faced by the concept
makers of the modern nation of Indonesia was : ‘On what ideology
would the new nation be based ?’ Two major options were sug-
gested : Islam or Western-like secularism. Each was supported by a
significantly strong camp. The debate on that issue in the Commit-
tee set up for preparing the independence of Indonesia had lasted
for 3 days, when Soekarno offered a compromising draft in his
speech on 1 June 1945. The draft offered was called Pancasila (The
Five Principles) as the foundation of the nation. Pancasila covers
both democratic principles implied in Western-like secularism and
the most basic religious interest, which is belief in God. Soekarno
therefore suggested that with Pancasila as the ideological founda-
tion, Indonesia would be neither a secular country nor an Islamic
one. Soekarno’s draft was accepted to be followed up by an
appointed committee, which then produced the second draft. This
committee’s draft, named as the ‘Jakarta Charter’, not only made the
principle of Belief in God the first in order, but also added a phrase
to that principle, namely ‘with the compulsory to implement the
Islamic Syariah [Shariah] for its adherents’. 

The addition was obviously made to accommodate the aspiration
of the Islamic camp, who was not satisfied with the first draft’s neu-
tral description of religious belief. However, non Muslim groups
raised their objection, arguing that such a principle of the national
ideology should have not contained a reference to a particular reli-
gion, be it the majority one or else. The final draft, therefore, dropped

122 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



the reference to the implementation of the Syariah [Shariah], and the
formula of the religious principle became: Belief in the Most One God. 7

The formula, together with the other four principles (a just and
civilised humanity, the unity of Indonesia, democracy led by the wisdom
of consensus and representation, and social welfare for all people of
Indonesia), was widely accepted. Since then Pancasila has been made
the basic reference for maintaining the unity and accepting the plu-
rality of the nation. 

Since the consensus to accept Pancasila has been crucial in pre-
venting the state from being formed as an Islamic one, Christians face
no problem at all in following that consensus. For the Christian
minority, an idea of a more Christian-coloured state is obviously unre-
alistic. It is therefore not difficult for them to understand Pancasila,
which implies a notion that religious freedom is guaranteed, as the
best available option. Many Christian leaders even emphasise the
importance of Pancasila, not particularly for the protection of the
Christian community, but for the continuing existence of the modern
nation of Indonesia. T.B. Simatupang, a former army general turned
church leader, urged Christians to subscribe to Pancasila whole-
heartedly, since there is no contradiction between Pancasila and the
Christian faith. Rather, the relations between the two could be syn-
ergetic : Christians should be inspired and motivated by their faith to
participate in the life of the nation according to the norms embedded
in Pancasila. 8

Simatupang’s insistence has been reasserted by Eka Darmaputera,
who wrote his PhD dissertation in Boston College on Pancasila.
Referring to Simatupang, Darmaputera believes that Pancasila is the
only option for Indonesia to maintain its unity and plurality. 9 Despite
the fact that Islam is the religion of the majority in Indonesia, he
argues, any attempt to replace Pancasila with a concept of an Islamic
state would put the existence of the nation at stake. The same can be
said about the idea of replacing Pancasila with a concept of a secular
state, as has been attempted by the Indonesian Communist Party. 10

The belief that maintaining Pancasila is crucial for the existence
of the nation is also common among Muslims, despite the attempt to
establish an Islamic state of Indonesia by certain groups of Muslims.
Azyumardi Azra, professor of history and the rector of Syarif Hiday-
atulah State Islamic University in Jakarta, observes that ‘overwhelm-
ing Muslims have accepted Pancasila as the final ideological basis of
the Indonesian state’. 11 Considering the groups proposing the Islamic
state as ‘either splinters or fringes’, Azra shows historical evidence
proving that such groups have never been supported by the dominant
Muslim community. According to him, the reasons of the Indonesian
Muslims for not supporting the idea of an Islamic state are not merely
political, but first of all related to the nature of Indonesian Islam itself,
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which ‘has a number of distinctive characters vis-à-vis Middle East-
ern Islam’.12 What Azra means is the tendency of Indonesian Islam to
moderation and embrace, as a result of its mixture and amalgamation
with elements of the indigenous religious traditions in the early his-
tory of Islam in Indonesia. 

Rejection of the idea of an Islamic state has also been asserted by
Abdurrahman Wahid, a prominent leader of the largest Islamic organ-
isation, Nadhlatul Ulama (NU), and former president of Indonesia.
Wahid’s rejection is based on his analysis of the broader Islamic tra-
dition, in which he does not find strong evidence that Islam provides
a blue print of an Islamic state. 13 Wahid argues that the place of Islam,
and religion in general, in relation to the state should be in the area
of social ethics. For Wahid, the idea of an Islamic state degrades the
dignity of religion. Relying on the power of the state in achieving reli-
gious aims, he argues, is a real process of secularism, which implies
permission for the state to become more powerful than religion.14

Wahid sees two trajectories in recent development of Islam in
Indonesia. The first is the exclusivist trajectory, which offers Islam as
a total life system covering a uniquely Islamic civil law, economic
system and institutions, and other elements of social and personal
lives. According to Wahid, this trajectory is not originated in the early
history of Indonesian Islam. Instead, it emerges as a reaction to the
challenge of modernisation promoted by the West to the whole world.
It is such a trajectory which leads to the formation of Islamic states in
countries like Iran, Sudan, Libya and Pakistan.15 Among the advocates
of this trajectory in Indonesia are the Association of Indonesian
Muslim Intellectuals (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia :
ICMI),16 and a number of Islamic mass and youth organisations that
Imdadun Rahmat and Khamami Zada call ‘new Islamic movement’,
namely those having characteristics of ‘militant, radical, scripturalist,
conservative, exclusive, hardliner and making politics part of religious
faith’. It is important to note that a new Islamic party, Partai Keadilan
Sejahtera (PKS), which gained a dramatic increase of votes in the
recent General Election, is rooted in that movement. Rahmat and Zada
suspect that despite its campaign for humanitarian issues, the PKS is
the political channel for the groups committed to that movement. 17

The second trajectory is that of the pluralist. The pluralist trajec-
tory emphasises universal values of humanity and recognises the
rights of minority groups to a treatment and status equal to those of
the majority. Consequently, the advocates of this trajectory see a
uniquely Islamic social system, such as formalised Syariah [Shariah],
irrelevant for a plural society like Indonesia. 18 It is obvious that
Wahid himself represents the advocates of the pluralist trajectory.
Indeed, his leadership in Nadhlatul Ulama contributes much to the
development of this organisation into an enhanced tolerant and
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inclusive position. Another prominent figure of the pluralist group
is Nurcholis Madjid, the founder of the Paramadina Foundation.
Madjid, who received his PhD from the University of Chicago under
the supervision of a well-known Muslim scholar, Fazlur Rahman,
provokes a strong reaction from the exclusivist camp when deliver-
ing his speech in 1970, in which he states his disagreement with the
existence of Islamic parties. In that speech, he asserts his political
motto : ‘Islam yes, Islamic party no.’ 19

The pluralist trajectory can also be seen in the emergence of ‘a
new generation of pluralist Muslims’, working particularly in various
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 20 One of those organisa-
tions is Jaringan Islam Liberal (the Liberal Islam Network), which
promotes its mission through the media. Jaringan Islam Liberal (JIL)
is led by young Muslim scholars, including Ulil Abshar Abdalla and
Luthfi Assyaukani, and focuses its mission on four major agendas :
political maturity for determining an appropriate state system; theo-
logical development appreciating plurality and equal rights for all
human beings; women emancipation; and freedom of opinion.21

Despite the fact that the attempt to establish an Islamic state of In-
donesia has failed to attract enough support from Indonesian society,
the exclusivist groups are far from dying. As has been stated above,
one of the Islamic party representing those groups, PKS, has gained
significant votes in the 2004 General Election, an achievement that
led to the instalment of the president of PKS, Hidayat Nurwahid, as
the chairperson of the People’s Consultative Assembly, the highest
legislative body. Yet, such an achievement would have not been made
without a shift in the themes promoted by that party. The success of
PKS has depended heavily on its policy to leave behind the mission to
return to the Jakarta Charter, and to emphasise instead moral issues
such as clean governance and simplicity. As such, PKS appears at least
an exterior form similar to that of the pluralist. Many observers are,
however, afraid that PKS just changes the strategy, not the ideology
or the core mission, which is to establish an Islamic state.22

4. Interreligious Dialogue and Practical Relationships

Although personal and social relationships between people of dif-
ferent religions have long been a daily experience in the level of the
common people, systematic interreligious dialogue in Indonesia had
not been developed before the 1960s. It was the New Order (Suharto’s
regime) government which initiated the first formal dialogue between
leaders of different religions in 1967, after a series of conflicts broke
out between Muslim and Christian groups as a result of their enthu-
siasm in doing their proselytising missions.23 The government’s moti-
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vation was obviously political, namely to establish political stability
needed for economic development of the country. Although that gov-
ernment-initiated programme failed to reach an agreement on the
issue of religious mission, it sparked the spirit to carry out a further,
more developed dialogue. Leaders of different religions, particularly
those of Islam and Christianity, started to explore more fundamental
basis for dialogue, realising that political reasons are not strong
enough for establishing a constructive dialogue. Whilst the govern-
ment continued its programme for reinforcing interreligious harmony
in a more institutionalised form, e.g. by founding the interreligious
Consultative Forum24 in 1980, various civil society forums on inter-
religious dialogue and relationships are set up by religious scholars
and leaders. An institution specifically dedicated to interreligious dia-
logue is the Institute of Interfidei, which has not only conducted sem-
inars and conferences on interreligious themes, but also produced a
series of publications on such themes. 

The spirit of dialogue also drives churches and Islamic communi-
ties to review their concepts and practices of mission. This meets the
ongoing passion within the Christian community to develop a
contextual, post-colonial theology. Although the evangelical wing of
Indonesian Christianity is still unaffected, the Communion of
Churches in Indonesia (CCI), the umbrella of more than 80 percent
of the Protestant denominations, gives a clear sign of shifting the
traditional, proselytising concept of mission into a more plurality-
sensitive one. The annual Seminar on Religions conducted by
CCI provides rich resources for churches to practice new forms of
mission. 

Better relationships between Muslims and Christians are also
attempted at the level of local communities. Although local conflicts
between groups of Muslims and Christians do sometime happen, par-
ticularly in certain areas of Indonesia, their solutions involve mutual
support between religious groups of both religions. It is not rare that
a group of young Muslims, particularly those belonging to the youth
organisation of Nadhlatul Ulama, do voluntary work to protect
churches against the physical threat from Muslim extremists. A
recent case (2004) happened in a suburb of Jakarta, where a group of
people, claiming to represent the local community, built a wall to
block the entrance access to ‘Sang Timur’, a Roman Catholic school
campus. The group objected to the use of a building in that campus
for Sunday mass service. Asserting the right of the Catholic commu-
nity to do the worship, Abdurrahman Wahid came to the location and
warned the government to demolish the wall, or he would bring the
case to the court. After the local government cleared the access, a
Muslim youth group, on Wahid’s order, guarded the Catholic campus
for several days. 
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Islamic and Christian theological institutions make important con-
tributions to the progress of interreligious dialogue and relationships
in Indonesia. The practice of exchanging lecturers and sharing
resources between Islamic and Christian academic institutions have
become quite common. For instance, the Faculty of Theology at Duta
Wacana Christian University and Sunan Kalijaga State Islamic Uni-
versity, both in Yogyakarta/Java, have established a long-term formal
cooperation in both teaching and research activities. It can be said
that the reputation of the study of religions in those institutions
depends heavily on the maintenance of their mutually constructive
cooperation. Indeed their cooperation has attracted several universi-
ties abroad, not only to learn from them, but also to participate in the
relationships. 

Relationships between Muslim and Christian academic institu-
tions have also transformed the approach of the study of religions
employed in those institutions. Sunan Kalijaga State Islamic Univer-
sity, for instance, has been a pioneer in introducing the critical textual
study of the Koran and the phenomenological study of religions. Fig-
ures such as Prof. Mukti Ali, a former rector of that institution, and
Prof. Amin Abdullah, the present rector, contribute much to the
development of such approaches within the Islamic academic circle.
In the case of Duta Wacana Christian University, its Centre for the
Study of Religions not only conducts collaborative research projects
involving Muslim partners, but also the annual ‘Studi Institut Ten-
tang Islam’ SITI (Institute of Studies on Islam), aiming at equipping
Christian leaders with fresh knowledge on Islam learnt directly from
Muslim scholars and leaders. In 1996, the centre conducted a semi-
nar, inviting other Christian theological schools in Indonesia, in
which curricula regarding religious studies in Christian theological
seminaries were reviewed, with a perspective on interreligious dia-
logue in mind.25

Conclusion

Leadership in the context of Muslim-Christian encounters should
take account of the need to reinterpret theological resources of both
religions, since the early constructions of those resources contem-
plated a situation with a lesser degree of plurality than that of today.
Theological reinterpretation is not only necessary to make those
resources meaningful for the present communities, but it is also cru-
cial for the different religious communities to reach political consen-
sus. Although a moderate, tolerant attitude may have been rooted in
the traditional culture of the people, political consensus is still
needed to prevent political interests from contaminating the culture.
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Theological reinterpretation and political consensus should not be
merely matters of the elite, but rather be practised on the level of local
communities. 

In an age badly affected by terrorism and the rise of religious fun-
damentalism, genuine dialogue and relationships between communi-
ties of different religions, based on a thoughtful theological reinter-
pretation and fair political consensus, would be an alternative to
prejudice and self-centred mission practices.
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RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP 
OF A MAJORITY CHURCH.

THE CASE OF THE ORTHODOX CHURCH
OF GREECE

Nikos Dimitriadis, Greece

Introduction

A religious leadership can take place in two aspects of life : (a) in
spiritual ; and (b) in non-spiritual matters (secular), the latter being
in relation with the State, administrative matters within the church,
and so on. Inevitably they are both on a parallel road, but as in math-
ematics where parallel lines intersect in infinity, by the same token
spiritual matters and non-spiritual matters need to be seen as con-
nected. When I was first given the theme of this presentation ‘Respon-
sible leadership’ and the sub-theme ‘Responsible Religious Leader-
ship’, the latter sounded strange, not to say paradoxical, to me. My
first thought was ‘How can religious leadership not be responsible?’
Anything spiritual certainly implies the sense of responsibility. Reli-
gious leadership is by definition responsible! There are no prerequi-
sites for a religious leadership. Simply we recognise its principles. A
religious leader’s nomination is a result of the intervention of Divine
Grace. Or at least this is how things should be…

Due to the diversity of societies and variety of beliefs, I believe that
there is no one single model of responsible religious leadership appli-
cable to all. Rather, what is ideally beneficial is an exchange of infor-
mation, an analysis of the existing benchmarks and lastly, a mutual
understanding. Therefore, I have decided to approach the subject of
the ethical criteria of religious leadership from a specific perspective;
that of my denomination, i.e. from the Greek Orthodox perspective,
making special reference to the situation I live in (Greece), a case of
a majority church, where approximately 97% of 10.2 million inhabi-
tants are Orthodox Christians. 

My paper is divided into three parts. In the first part I briefly
sketch a picture of the structure of the Orthodox Church, with due
reference to the synodical system of the Greek Orthodox Church. In
the second part I concentrate on three issues: the relation between the
Church and its liturgical life and religious leadership ; the relation



between religious leadership with the State and politics ; and the rela-
tion between religious leadership and society. The third part focuses
on interreligious and ecumenical relations, which ought to be primary
concerns of any religious leader in a pluralistic society.

1. The Structure of the Orthodox Church

The Greek Orthodox Church is built on the synodical system
which is also the foundation of its administrative structure. 1 The
synod of the bishops is ‘the ultimate criterion of ecclesiastical affairs’.2

This demands the obligatory participation of all diocesan bishops in
the administration of the Church for the joint handling of its daily
problems as well as the proportional allocation of responsibility to all
participants.

Nevertheless, the synodical system in the Orthodox Church
demands conciliarity (and/or synodality) to extend not only to the
synods of bishops but also to all levels of the ecclesiastical life, from
local parishes to diocesan councils and further on to regional and uni-
versal ones. In all these levels – according to the 34th Apostolic Canon
– the ‘one’ should always cooperate with the ‘many’ (and vice versa).
Unfortunately, this is still a desideratum in most autocephali churches
in the Orthodox world. 

2. Religious Leadership in the Church’s Life

a) Church Hierarchy, the Church and its Liturgical Life

The ordination of a new bishop and his placement by the Church
at the helm of a diocese constitutes a historical ecclesiastical act, not
only because it ensures apostolicity in succession, but primarily
because it is the continuation of an important ecclesiastical service
(diakonia). For the new bishop, the concept of service and sacrifice
are identical, as are the elevation of a bishop in his throne and his con-
nection with the local church. 

The elevation to any rank of the Church does not constitute an
occupation of privilege or power, but an undertaking of service
(diakonia) and sacrifice. The hierarchy that constitutes the ecclesias-
tical ranks has not the meaning of handing-over authority and rights,
but distribution of ministries and services.

The picture of an ‘upside down’ pyramid represents clearly the ele-
vation to the top in the hierarchy of the Church. Therefore, this ele-
vation in the ecclesiastical pyramid has a ‘self-emptying’ (kenotic)
character. The clergy, and especially the bishops, exist in the Church,
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not only in persona Christi (eis topon Christou), but also in imitation,
i.e. as a ‘type of Christ’ (eis typon Christou) ; they are called to ‘empty’
themselves in order to carry the burden of others and render visible
the presence of Christ among the faithful. 3

Christ is at the top of the pyramid. Those who choose to follow
him must aim to reach this top. Christ is the High priest 4 and even
though in the liturgical life of the Orthodox Church priesthood he is
sometimes erroneously identified only with the ordained clergy, all
the baptised faithful are understood as priests (the so-called royal
priesthood).5 Of course the higher orders (bishops, presbyters, deacons,
to be distinguished from a great number of lower orders) 6 existed
from the very beginning, but their duty was to preside, not to exercise
a priestly function.7 The priestly function is exercised by Jesus Christ,
and the priest (or bishop), when celebrating the Eucharist, is not a
mediator between God and humanity, but acts in persona Christi. So
the primate in the Church is a primate of service and sacrifice. 

‘If any human being wants to be first, he shall be last of all and ser-
vant of all.’ (Mark 9:35) This action of unselfish love stands in oppo-
sition to any secular understanding of order, power and authority :
‘You know that the rulers of the nations exercise power over them,
and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall not be so
among you, but whoever desires to become great among you shall be
your servant. Whoever desires to be first among you shall be your
bondservant, as the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ (Matt 20:25-28)

The hierarchical structure of the Orthodox administration is
rooted in the trinitarian theology, 8 which George Florovsky, John
Meyendorff and Alexander Schmemann have so beautifully illus-
trated. And so, the hierarchy in the Church of Greece is justified by
the order of the trinitarian structure, shown by the role of the Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit in the economy of salvation. This is par-
ticularly apparent in the eucharistic celebration and secondly in the
collegial Synod of the Bishops.

In the eucharistic ecclesiology, 9 firstly developed by N. Afanassieff,
emphasis is placed on the role of every local church – the expression
of the whole (catholic) Church. That ecclesiology contrasts with uni-
versal ecclesiology, which favours the supremacy of the bishop and has
until very recently been the dominant ecclesiological theory in the tra-
ditional churches. This has been the source of great debate. Afanassi-
eff declared that ‘where there is a Eucharistic gathering, there lives
Christ ; there lives also the Church of God in Christ.’ 10

In contrast to eucharistic ecclesiology, 11 universal ecclesiology exclu-
sively attributes the catholicity of all local communities in the world
to the one universal Church (and by extension to the first ecclesiastical
see, Rome) and not from the individual local eucharistic community.
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This way of addressing ecclesiology supports the sovereignty of
‘bishop centralism’. The theory of universal ecclesiology is based on the
well-known position of Saint Cyprian of Carthage, according to whom
‘The bishop is in the Church and the Church is in the bishop and who
is not with the bishop does not belong to the Church’. 12

In eucharistic ecclesiology the priority is given to the Eucharist,
which is the only expression of unity in the Church, and in addition
the eschatological (in opposition to the historical) dimension of the
Church is emphasised. What is very important in this respect is that
all clergy are understood as images of the authentic eschatological
Kingdom of God, and not as higher offices within the Church (in a
secular hierarchical perspective). 13

This eucharistic understanding of the Church leads also to a two-fold
understanding of the liturgy: as a gathering of the people of God, and
their mission as a meta-liturgy, i.e. as an authentic witness to the world. 

b) Religious Leadership, State and Politics

Even though religion and politics are two entirely different mat-
ters, this does not mean that religious people should disassociate
themselves from political matters. Politics are a major aspect of every-
day life, and for that reason religious authorities, the Church in our
case, should not remain voiceless. Of course the Church should not
act as an institution which tries to offer solutions and find formulas
for political debates, but it can help in a different way. It could help
politics to be more thoughtful and less confident. 14

In Greece the recognition of the Church as a social institution con-
siderably influences the integration and keeping of people in her body.
The Church is considered not only as an ark where the faithful
receive the Grace of God and collaborate for their salvation and
restoration, but also as an element of society. However, we cannot
transform faith into political action.

The quotation from Matthew: ‘Give therefore to Caesar the things
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’, 15 certainly
separates religion from politics. But those are regulations with a deon-
tological character and that means that they cannot form the social
reality since actions by religious leaders sometimes have political con-
sequences. Even dialogue between religion and the State can have
positive or negative results, depending on the nature of their inten-
tions.16 Similarly, as with the aforementioned eucharistic ecclesiology,
when a religiously committed person realises the ecclesiological
dimension of the Church connected with eschaton, namely in its
eucharistic approach, then safe political solutions to social problems
can be provided.
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In conclusion I will draw on the accurate observation by Prof. Vas-
siliadis that specifies the relation between church and State as fol-
lows : ‘The Church as a religious institution does not counter act
against the secular State, because it is not actually a secular authority,
but the eschatological and charismatic people of God that is peacefully
integrated in its social environment, aiming at sanctifying and trans-
forming it’. 17

c) Religious Leadership and its Public Role in Society at Large

In civil society, religion in its social dimension indicates how
people should relate to each other. However, one of religion’s main
characteristics is that it is a private affair. Some of its principles are
private and some are generalised cultural principles. But both should
play an important role in achieving common and personal good. The
link between those two aspects is inextricably linked to how religion
connects private and public life. And this connection is only possible if
its role can be understood and if it relates to the field of a religious leader. 

As I have previously mentioned, a religious leader should not dic-
tate resolutions on certain political issues. What he can do is to guide
and to arm the faithful with the principles of love and concern for the
other and to realise the transformative power of the Church that
empowers their lives in history.18

To summarise, the Church should dare to address the multitude of
critical and controversial issues of everyday life in a fast-changing
world. This is a great challenge. And the witness of the Church to
society is testified in two aspects : moral and social. The Church
should find solutions to connect those two aspects. Many scholars19

suggest that one possible way could be a synthesis of Eastern and
Western spiritualities. Let us explain this a little further.

The Orthodox Church raises awareness about the ecclesial iden-
tity of Christianity focused on an eschatological dimension. On the
other hand, Western theology reminds the world of the responsibility
of the church, stressing the historical element in ecclesiology, theol-
ogy and ethics. I fully agree that a synthesis between the two dimen-
sions, historical and eschatological, cannot only enrich Eastern and
Western traditions, but is also essential and can prevent serious dan-
gers facing Christianity nowadays like religious isolationism and the
desacralisation of the Gospel.

3. Religious Leadership and the ‘Neighbour’

The great issue to which a religious leader is confronted is that of
negotiation of diversities. 20 In a multireligious and multicultural soci-
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ety people of different historical and national backgrounds live with
concrete cultural identities that everybody has to respect. This diver-
sity is increasing. This raises the question : ‘How can one face this
diversity?’ 

As I previously mentioned, Greek religious reality does not have
to face different faiths and different religious backgrounds. But nowa-
days under the light of universalism, the fact that we are also citizens
of one world cannot be ignored. So, it is not a question of majority
and minority in an Orthodox dominated society. It is a question of
facing the other as God’s creation. This ‘chosen people’ idea that Prof.
Yahya Wijaya refers to in his article21 quoting Wesley Ariarajah, can
be a start of fundamentalist and nationalistic behaviours. The church
(ecclesia) is not identified with the Kingdom of God, but is directed to
it. And the church institutions do not constitute the utmost point of
the faithful, but they are symbols of the Kingdom of God in the world
that is offered to all as a result of their free will.

That great opening of the church to the world is based on freedom.
And the reference to the eschaton, which is the essence of the liturgi-
cal life22 of the church, is a characteristic of religious freedom. We see
it clearly in the last verse of the Bible: ‘He who testifies these things
says, ‘Yes, I come quickly’. Amen! Yes, come, Lord Jesus.’ (Rev 22:20)

However, religious freedom should not be confused with religious
tolerance, which some times can serve as a mask for unjust behaviour
and promote social inequality. There is also a need for a more active
leadership that will raise awareness that diakonia is not an optional
action, but a duty. It is the praxis of the Church that authenticates its
message, not vice versa.23 An example of such a life in community is
presented clearly in the trinitarian theology. The same hypostasis of the
divinity is a paradigm of life in community and the intervention of
God in history aims to lead humanity and all creation to be one with
the very existence of God.

Also, the concept of the liturgy after the liturgy 24 that was first
introduced by Ion Bria offers the opening of Christian life for public
and political realm in a unique way. As Bria notes, ‘The church has
to struggle for the fulfilment of that justice and freedom which was
promised by God to all men. It has constantly to give account of how
the kingdom of heaven is or is not within it. It has to ask itself if by
the conservativism of its worship it may appear to support the viola-
tion of human rights inside and outside the Christian community.’ 25

The struggle to comprehend the relation between Christianity and
other religious traditions has engaged the church since the early cen-
turies of Christianity. Christian mission has already passed through
many phases. I shall refrain from referring to the historical develop-
ment of the church’s understanding of mission26 because this is not
the focus of my presentation. I simply maintain that Christian theol-

134 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



ogy nowadays has a more holistic view of the oekoumene and should
continue like this, abandoning old paradigms of proselytism which
were detrimental not only to people of other religions but also to
Christians of other denominations.

In Orthodox Christianity, mission does not aim primarily at prop-
agating or dictating truths, doctrines, moral commands and so on,
but rather at making life in community inherent in the trinitarian
divinity visible and active. The ‘sending’ (pempein) of mission
(John14:26)27 is the mission of the Holy Spirit that constitutes sub-
stantially the revelation of life of God as koinonia. And this life in
community is characterised by the values of God’s Kingdom that can
be seen to all people of good will, 28 even the non religious!

Conclusion

In modernity, despite the challenge of post-modernism, a person’s
life in religion is a private affair. That means it is optional and based
on one’s own free will. Leadership, all over the world, should promote
the idea that the witness (martyria) of the church is mainly directly
related to the internal individual local churches. It is a matter of iden-
tity of each concrete ecclesiastical community: ‘For even as we have
many members in one body, and all the members do not have the
same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and indi-
vidually members one of another’ (Rom 12:4-5).

When we address issues of personal identity and cohesion of soci-
ety, religion, as part of a cultural system,29 plays an important role. No
one can talk about probable models of a multicultural society without
taking religion into consideration. 

The academic analysis of the religious phenomenon has shown
that the study of religious data is not only useful but also essential to
social matters. 30 The history of religions and academic interreligious
dialogue aids the effort to achieve mutual understanding and the
exchange of religious knowledge. Both mutual understanding and the
exchange of religious knowledge are vital devices necessary to
approach the world religious experience.

The formulation of the structure of an ecclesiastical community31

is related with the face of the leader and how this had gradually devel-
oped in the political systems and the cultural regulations that emerged
in the long-lasting course of various Christian communities.

Nowadays, the pressing issue that arises in a continuously trans-
forming society is how religious leadership can respond to the new
demands and face the new challenges. 32 In the words of Saint Paul :
‘Don’t be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renew-
ing of your mind, so that you may prove what is the good, well-pleas-
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ing, and perfect will of God.’ (Rom 12:2), transforming then seems to
be the key rather than conforming.

It is a widely accepted historical fact that in the past religion pro-
vided a motive for bloody conflicts and animosity between people. At
the same time, it is also acknowledged that religion has the internal
dynamics to heal the traumas and tensions caused by errors of the
past. Religion cannot remain indifferent to the anxieties and needs of
people today. 

Of course, many people believe that the church is betrayed by its
leaders every time they abuse their leadership role and position, and
every time they show an arrogant conviction that they are the only
bearers of God’s grace. They have to keep in mind that it is God who
reconciles, and human beings actually participate in God’s Mission.
We are living in the new era of globalisation which has brought people
together and at the same time pointed to the diversities of the several
pluralistic environments. It is our duty to create safe places and rec-
onciling (and reconciled) communities. Our vision must be to form
such communities, in other words to make again the church what it
really is.
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14

GENDER RESPONSIBILITY 
IN RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Heike Walz, Germany/Argentina

1. Leadership in Argentina 

Leadership is in crisis in Argentina. It is not only about politicians,
who have been criticised for showing lack of moral authority and
integrity in recent times, but also about religious leaders, mainly from
the Roman Catholic Church, which traditionally has had a significant
impact on religious life in Argentina.1 On the one hand, trust in politi-
cians, political organisations and the State is lacking, and the credi-
bility of institutions such as political parties, members of the judicial
system, trade unions, educational institutions and religious institu-
tions is in crisis. On the other hand, human rights organisations of
civil society such as the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo or the ecumenical
movement for human rights (MEDH) are still active and publicly
respected. Argentina is going through a transformation process from
a ‘defective democracy’ to a ‘consolidated democracy’, to use cate-
gories of political science. A lack of confidence in democracy as a
political system as well as in representatives of democracy is part of
the crisis of leadership. 

However, as we have noted, there are also actors of civil society
such as neighbourhood organisations, NGOs, social and church net-
works, which, in many cases, are experimenting with participative
and horizontal democratic structures themselves, or are accompany-
ing those developing them, with the aim of enabling and fostering cit-
izenship participation. Diaconal projects against poverty see enabling
participation as a key goal because almost half of the population is suf-
fering from some kind of non-participation, especially with respect to
basic needs and citizenship. One of the most urgent problems all lead-
ers of the country are facing is the high rate of poverty and of pau-
perisation.2 A sort of social ecumenism already exists between mem-
bers of different denominations, sometimes extending to other
religions, together with NGOs and social movements, e.g. in empow-
erment projects to help women and men develop basic competencies
in citizenship (e.g. in the so-called escuelas de ciudadanía, schools of
citizenship), and projects focused on education and literacy.

Those working in such projects are observing gender differences
in terms of participation. Women and men are participating or not



participating in economy and society in different manners. They are
also participating differently in the struggle for citizenship. Gener-
ally speaking, groups of women are often the first to organise for
social change in contrast to the many men who leave their family,
become addicts or violent. The concept of masculinity is at stake here
since without a job and money men lose self-esteem. There is little
evidence of men finding constructive solutions to their problems.
Generally, women are those left alone with the responsibility to care
for the children. As they have to struggle for their own survival and
the survival of their children, many women have been taken to shar-
ing their crisis, often creating neighbourhood organisations. While
women also feel shame, depression and loss of self-esteem, they seem
to have to loose less than men, so that many of them are able to share
their crisis with others and to mobilise themselves. The concept of
femininity is also a factor here. Though the economical crisis has
increased, and in spite of their vulnerability (e.g. women earn 48%
of the wages of men in the informal economic sector), women have
been organising themselves and developing leadership qualities
within these participation projects. 

A specific gendering in churches and in society can either enable
women or men to participate in the struggle for a better life, or prevent
and negate their participation. The question is how religious leader-
ship can contribute to solve this problem of lack of participation. What
I would like to suggest in this paper is that leadership implies enabling
participation of everybody in church and society; and therefore that
religious leadership should include gender responsibility.

With regard to this, I will (1) explain the idea of religious leader-
ship as enabling participation; demonstrate (2) the need for gender
responsibility and (3) the necessity of developing gendered ethics of
religious leadership; (4) explore the idea of how body vulnerability as
a ‘material principle’ (Enrique Dussel) serves as a critical principle;
(5) argue that the model of leadership as enabling participation is
based on Christian understandings of God’s Trinitarian participation
in the world that enables the church’s mission in the world, before (6)
ending with some conclusions.

2. Religious Leadership as Enabling Participation in Life

In this paper I will focus on religious leadership from a Christian
perspective. I will refer to internal church leadership, clergywomen
and clergymen and lay leaders as well as to the public and prophetic
mandate of churches within society, noting that Christians are called
to be like salt of the earth (Matt 5:13). It is a diaconal perspective of
leadership, as it puts emphasis on serving the community, as a testi-
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mony that God’s Kingdom is already present on earth. This christo-
logical concept of leadership is based on Mark 10:35-45 where Jesus
presents himself as deacon of all human beings. Leadership as service
means here that leadership is understood as enabling women and men
participating in life. 3

Some people on the margins of Argentina criticise the idea of ‘par-
ticipation’ as utopian. In the Province of Buenos Aires new genera-
tions of children are growing up without schooling, a stable family life
or job prospects and in a context of violence and crime. Participation
in civil life seems to be a utopian vision.4 At the same time leadership
as a public and prophetic mandate of the churches deals with respon-
sibility. Generally speaking, responsibility can be understood as the
will or obligation to deal with the consequences of one’s actions. 5

Applying this on the proposed concept of leadership, gender-con-
scious ethical reflection is a result. Naivety or ignorance with regard
to gender must be transformed. 

3. Gender Responsibility in Ethical Discourses 

Gender neutrality is not possible, because everybody is dealing
with social constructs of gender and accompanying prejudices in per-
sonal relationships and the wider society. This becomes clearer when
we look at the history of philosophical and theological ethical dis-
courses. There have been various hermeneutics with which the dis-
courses have faced the question that human beings are considered
either female or male. The gender question is either explicitly or
implicitly dealt with, and the relation between women and men is val-
orised in a specific way. 

The first hermeneutic presents itself as gender neutral, since it fails
to talk about men and women explicitly. Most of the historical protes-
tant theologians kept silent about gender. Perhaps some considered
women and men as equal and thought that there was nothing more to
say, yet working with a concept of abstract humanity that ignores con-
crete reality that all human beings are declared either female or male
in the first seconds of their life. Taking a closer look at this type of dis-
course, it becomes clear that it is operating implicitly with gender con-
structions that are also asymmetrical in many cases. 

The second method is talking about women and men explicitly
and in an asymmetrical way, as it had been present in much philo-
sophical history. The female is viewed in comparison to the ‘general
human’, which is considered as male. As a consequence of the femi-
nist movements, Women Studies, and Gender Studies this discourse
has been criticised, but – depending on the context – has not com-
pletely disappeared. 
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The third hermeneutic is the concept of complementarities of
women and men, which is very common (explicitly or implicitly) in
theological discourses and church life as well as in many cultural con-
texts. In many cases this discourse puts emphasis on the different
‘nature’ and social position of women and men, but states that this
difference means equality. It argues that women and men have dif-
ferent destinies in the world. Looking at the lived reality it becomes
clear that this discourse is instrumentalising the concept of difference
in order to hide inequality. This discourse confuses two concepts: it
is not difference that should be eliminated in favour of a more equal
society, but inequality. All people are different from each other (by
age, nationality, sex, ethnicity, etc.) and this difference is part of the
interdependency of identity and alterity in humanity, but differences
do not have to result in inequalities. The discourse of complementar-
ities mixes up the antinomy of equal/unequal and identical/different. 

This brief overview on gender hermeneutics in philosophy and
theology shows that in most cases implicit and explicit gendering of
ethical discourses does not manage to overcome gender asymmetries.
As a result, ethical discourses tend to be accomplices in devaluing
women while failing to meet the needs of men, too. Gender responsi-
bility in ethical discourses about religious leadership needs gender
reflection, which deals with the concrete realities of women and men,
instead of operating with an abstract concept of humanity that is sup-
posed to talk about ‘man’.

4. Gender Ethics as Responsibility for the Concrete ‘Other’ 6

Gender ethics are not just another theory of ethics, but offer a spe-
cific perspective on ethics intending to transform ethical theories and
moral practices. In the same way as feminist ethics are considered to
be a specific form of political ethics, 7 gender ethics can be understood
as a form of critical theory that questions the very concept of politics
(including the conceptualisation of the private and the public) and of
democracy, arguments legitimating power, the concept of subjectivity,
autonomy, etc. In addition to this, I want to suggest that the moral
subject should not be conceptualised as an abstract subject without
body and without relationships, because this tends to result in a white
male moral subject with property and social status. Gender ethics is
dealing with a situated person living in a concrete historical situation,
with a body and emotions. 

At this stage it is helpful to consider Seyla Benhabib’s ethical
theory. In her concept of the ethics of the concrete Other, 8 she proposes
a way of dealing with the concrete reality of women and men. She
makes a distinction between the standpoint of the generalised Other
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and the standpoint of the concrete Other. Moral theories based on
autonomy in a universalistic perspective normally deal with the
standpoint of the generalised, but in order to attempt to understand
one’s own subjectivity, as well as others’ points of views, people need
to interact with specific others. Benhabib states : ‘Neither the con-
creteness nor the otherness of the “concrete other” can be known in
the absence of the voice of the other. The viewpoint of the concrete
other emerges as a distinct one only as a result of self-definition. It is
the other who makes us aware both of her concreteness and her oth-
erness’. 9 She proposes an interactive universalism in which the gen-
eralised Other always is a concrete Other. The difference between the
generalised and the concrete Other is not meant in a prescriptive way,
but in a critical perspective: the intention is to respect the dignity of
the generalised Other in order to accept the moral identity of the con-
crete Other. 10 Benhabib developed this idea by discussing the con-
troversy between Carol Gilligan and Lawrence Kohlberg.11 It is obvi-
ous that she does not want to give up entirely universal and general
perspectives in ethics, but she wants to include the standpoints of the
concrete subjects of moral decisions. 

Benhabib’s concept is very close to the ethics of responsibility devel-
oped by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 12 Hans Jonas, 13 Hans-Eduard Tödt, 14

and others. In this article I want to refer to the ethics of responsibil-
ity developed in Latin America and the Caribbean. Since the 1970s,
during the Cold War, responsibility has become a central topic in
Latin American moral reflection. ‘Neoliberal’ economic politics
excluding wide sectors of the population, corruption in politics, eco-
logical problems, marginalisation and discrimination led to an ethic
which began with historical realities. 15 Enrique Dussel underlines
that responsibility includes three aspects : responsibility for some-
thing or somebody; responsibility for action; and responsibility for
consequences. His ethics of responsibility from the Latin-American
context is individual and social at the same time, as persons and social
structures are concerned. 

Benhabib’s concept of the concrete Other and an ethics of individ-
ual and social responsibility in Latin America lead to an ethics of gender
responsibility for the concrete Other and the social structures of the soci-
ety and the churches. Therefore it is important to make a shift from
feminist ethics16 to gender ethics17 in the sense that the gender prob-
lem has to engage both women and men to transform the stereotypes
of masculinity and femininity and in order to change the established
gender order with its asymmetries. 18 Creating equal opportunities for
women and men in all institutions (in law, politics, churches, etc.) will
always be the base of gender ethics. I call this an ethic of equality. The
struggle for equality should not assimilate women to men, this is an
ethic of equality in differences, but it should also not repeat the classical

Gender Responsibility in Religious Leadership 143



gender order, in which women have to care for everybody and men
have to exercise power. Hence, I prefer to combine an ethic of care
with an ethic of justice, as various feminist ethicians are arguing. 19

Often women and men seem to use different strategies to cope with
economical and life crisis. If we do not reduce this ‘female’ and ‘male’
ethics on biological reasons, the ethic of care and the ethic of justice
are a result of gendered social practices and not a result of biological
essence. Consequently we can suggest changing gender behaviour, and
if we have a closer look at the concrete life of men, we observe that not
every man is able to make profit of the ‘patriarchal dividend’. 20 There
are also specific gender barriers that sometimes prevent men from con-
tributing to life, especially from caring for life. Still other barriers (eth-
nicity, class, age, etc.) interfere with gender. 

Hence, what I am proposing here is a constructivist perspective on
gender ethics. Gender does not automatically refer only to women, as
women and men are constructors of their gender and of the gender of
others. Furthermore the constructivist perspective includes critical
men’s studies on gender. One of the main protagonists of the critical
men’s studies, Robert W. Connell from Australia, shows how the
‘hegemonic concept of masculinity’ creates hierarchies between
men. 21 Concepts of hegemonic masculinity and also classical femi-
ninity are interrelated. In the long run, changes in gender construc-
tions will only be put in practice, if not only women are changing
themselves and transforming the society, but if men are actively work-
ing on changing the gendered society as well. In most places, men who
question the established masculinity are considered as ‘dangerous’
and meet a lot of resistance. Gender ethics including critical men’s
perspectives has to start with a theological dialogue about gender
between women and men who are taking over gender responsibility. A
sort of ethical code for this dialogue has to be worked out.22

This constructivist perspective on gender ethics takes into account
differences between women and between men. The impact of gender
on the life of persons and institutions can differ from one context to
the other, as there are also other categories building up inequalities
(class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, age, etc.). The interdependency of
these categories should be taken in account by gender ethics. There-
fore a constructivist perspective questions whether we can really talk
about one female or one male moral behaviour; and we also have to
ask if there is one female ethic and one male ethic. If we radicalise this
position, the consequence is the deconstruction of the binary con-
struction of female and male gender. This is the so-called deconstruc-
tivist perspective which says that social gender and biological sex are
historically, socially, and culturally constructed. By questioning the
established gender order and the very concept of gender itself, this
position is causing gender trouble. 23
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There is an ongoing debate on the question whether it is a better
strategy to claim ‘female’ values and a specific ‘female morale’ (as e.g.
care ethic is doing it) or to put in question the category of female and
male in itself (as deconstructivism is doing it) to overcome asymme-
tries. I think the only way to change the gender order is to question
its very construction. It is not sufficient to value femininity, if the
whole gender order is not challenged. Clear notions of what is female
and what is male gives provides stability. But women pay a high price
for this stability and, as highlighted above, men do, too, but in a dif-
ferent way. The idea is to accept and motivate more fluid gender con-
ceptions, which enable women and men to enter in zones that have
been closed for them. Therefore I suggest combining a gender differ-
entiated analysis and a creative way of gender troubling.

Before concluding this section, I would like to make a critical
observation. Deconstructivism tends to concentrate on symbolical
and verbal recognition of different gendering. It risks forgetting the
material, embodied, and institutional dimensions of gender. This
leads to two consequences. Gender responsible ethics have to work
both on the transformation of socio-economic and political gender
barriers as well as on the transformation of symbolical gender con-
structions. This is the reason why I will introduce a critical principle
in the next section – that of ‘body vulnerability’.

5. Body Vulnerability as Critical Principle

There are two reasons for choosing body vulnerability as critical
principle for gender ethics. The first has to do with the Latin Ameri-
can context. It is not accidental that in recent years the body has been
central to Latin American liberation theologies and feminist dis-
courses in general. 24 Vulneration of bodies prevents women and men
in difficult conditions of life from real participation in life. Liberation
theology has always considered the suffering of the people as the start-
ing point of theology. 25 Therefore various body theologies have been
developed; some concepts by male theologians, others within ecofem-
inist body theology. This focus on the body is related to the politics of
violating bodies and making bodies disappear during the dictatorships
of recent Latin America26 having rigid reproduction laws, irresponsi-
ble sexual ethics and polluted body of the environment, which dis-
proportionally impact on the bodies of poor people. Body theologies
emerge in a context of pauperisation and male violence against
women as well as in the context of violence of men against men. 27

Thus, bodies have been vulnerated by political powers, by conse-
quences of rigid reproduction moral, by sexual moral teaching, by lack
of ecological responsibility, and by violence. Caring for the body and
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the bodies of the concrete Other, responsibility for my body and the
bodies of the concrete Other (individual perspective) should be com-
bined with social ethics of justice for all embodied selves (social per-
spective) and with caring for the body of the earth (ecological per-
spective). Vulnerability is a fundamental of all life on earth. All
human beings are facing body vulnerability, be they poor or the rich. 

The second reason has to do with anthropological aspects of theol-
ogy. The concrete gendered human being leads to the perception of
human beings as gendered embodied selves. Thus gender discourse has
focused on body discourses during recent years. Since reflecting on
gender, questions about corporeality are automatically part of the
problem. Body politics concern private and intimate aspects of life
and yet are present in public, political and theological discourses.
Including body discourses in ethical reflections changes the percep-
tion of the subjects of doing ethics. It becomes clear that these sub-
jects are not abstract, but embodied selves.28

What I am suggesting here is a gender-differentiated perspective
on the concrete body vulnerability of women and men. The intention
is to overcome gender stereotypes in order to be responsible women
and men. Thus care, responsibility, and justice for embodied selves do
not picture care as female and justice as male, but gives value to such
concerns as vulnerability, care giving, nurturing, mothering – not in
the biological sense, but as a social activity – while disconnecting
them from biological femininity, so that they are not exclusively
female. The aim of this deconstructive position is to overcome these
limitations in order to build up a society who takes over responsibil-
ity as a whole. 

6. Theology of the Triune God’s Participation in Life

Responsibility for gender and the body in religious leadership is
based on a Trinitarian participation theology. God’s wisdom partici-
pates in the life of creation, as it says in Wisdom 7:27: ‘Although she
is but one, she can do all things. And while remaining in herself, she
renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and
makes them friends of God, and prophets.’ 29 This participation can be
seen in the history of salvation: the Triune God is the giver of life, cre-
ating the world as vulnerable. God incarnate in the body of Jesus
Christ participates in the vulnerability and suffering of humanity, but
overcomes suffering in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Spirit of
God has been present since the creation of the world and is a gift to
the world, participating in the lives of embodied selves of women and
men. The community of women and men in the Church is nurtured
by this participation of God in the community. This concept of par-
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ticipation in Christ is part of Paul’s theology, particularly through the
metaphor of the mystical union with Christ (‘to be in Christ’, ‘Body
of Christ’, see in 1 Cor 12:14, Rom 12:4-8, 1 Cor 6:15-15). This has
consequences for ecclesiology and church leadership. The community
of women and men celebrate and preach God’s participation in bodily
selves in the Church and in the world. The body of Christ as commu-
nity of real embodied selves has received the mandate to be responsi-
ble to enable participation in God’s life for every woman or man,
within the Church and within the political community. It is obvious
that there would be a more equal Church.30

7. Final Remarks

God’s participation in the world in salvation history enables
women and men to see themselves as enablers of participation in life.
Leadership means to engage oneself in enabling of participation. Reli-
gious leaders have to take over gender responsibility, as gender con-
structions can either facilitate or prevent women and men’s partici-
pation in life. Responsible leadership needs to develop gender ethics,
which have been described above as ethics of gender responsibility for
the concrete Other and the social structures of communities. Starting
point of gender ethics is the concrete reality of women and men are
living as gendered and embodied selves. In comparison to feminist
ethics, gender ethics considers women and men as responsible for
changing the established gender order. This change includes the
transformation of socio-economic and political gender barriers as well
as the transformation of symbolical gender constructions. The ethical
subjects are gendered and embodied selves. Body vulnerability serves
as critical principle, gender and body issues are interrelated. Care,
responsibility and justice for all embodied selves are the aim of gender
responsibility in religious leadership. Religious leaders can count on
God’s presence and action through the Spirit and Christ.

NOTES
1 The majority of the people in Argentina say they are Catholics. Empirical statistics about Protes-

tants (historical churches and Pentecostals) give a varying number of 5% and 10% (see
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indigenous communities. Protestant historical churches (Lutheran, Reformed, United,
Methodist, Anglican tradition, etc.) are small in number and therefore rarely visible in public.
Thus, their impact on politics and society is quite limited. The Jewish population represents
about 2% of the total population, and other religions, including Muslims, about 4%. Argentina
has engaged in interreligious dialogue in recent years. Two significant events took place in
August 2005: Catholics, Jews and Muslims signed a declaration against terrorism and funda-
mentalism; and an interreligious conference (with Jews, Muslims, Catholics and Protestants)
about the integration of differently abled persons was held in Buenos Aires.
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uating the Self. Gender, Community and Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics, Cambridge :
Polity Press, 1992, p. 148.
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gender ethics. See Kuhlmann, Helga, ‘Ethik der Geschlechterdifferenz?’, in: Und drinnen waltet
die züchtige Hausfrau. Zur Ethik der Geschlechterdifferenz, Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus,
1995, pp. 7-15.
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sozialethischen Theorie der Fürsorge, Freiburg im Brisgau: Herder, 2005.
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21 Op. cit., p. 102.
22 Together with one women (Tania Oldenhage) and two men (Christoph Walser, Andreas Borter)
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26 Proaño-Gómez, Lola, Poética, política y ruptura, Argentina 1966-1973 : Teatro e identidad,
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27 The Forum on Gender and Theology at the Instituto Superior Evangélico de Estudios Teológi-
cos (ISEDET) had also been studying body discourses in the year 2005.

28 Unfortunately I cannot develop the body concept here. One has to make the distinction between
Leib and Körper as the Leibphänomenologie is doing it.

29 In reference to this Trinitarian participation theology, see Johnson, Elizabeth A., Friends of God
and Prophets. A Feminist Theological Reading of the Communion of Saints, New York: Contin-
uum, 1998. This biblical verse is central for Johnson, see p. 2.

30 In reference to the debate about gender deconstruction and feminist theology, church leader-
ship with regard to body and gender discourses in ecclesiology, etc. see my doctoral thesis : Walz,
Heike, ‘Nicht mehr männlich und weiblich?’ Ekklesiologie und Geschlecht in ökumenischem Hori-
zont, Frankfurt am Mainz (in print).
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THE EQUALITY OF WOMEN 
IN LEADING POSITIONS 

OF THE PROTESTANT CHURCHES. 
A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

Hella Hoppe / Anne Walder, Switzerland

Introduction and Methodology

‘Where there is power, there are no women. Whether in governments,
in international organisations, in private economy or in NGOs, although
women are on the advance and are increasingly assuming the most dif-
ferent tasks they only rarely make it to the top positions.’ (Micheline
Calmy-Rey, Federal Councillor of Foreign Affairs of the Swiss Confedera-
tion at the Open Forum Davos 2006)

‘More Women in Top Positions!’ 1 – this is a claim put forward by
women – and occasionally also by men – not only to the address of
politics and economy, but also to church institutions. In many coun-
tries, the reason for this demand is the gap between the political and
legal rights of women to be equally represented in all areas of life and
work, and the reality of women to be able to get to positions of power
and even more rarely to get to top leadership positions. 

The present paper intends to use selected examples to highlight
the situation of women in senior positions of power in Protestant
churches at the international level. As sources were weak, we pro-
ceeded to send out our questions to selected experts in various coun-
tries, and upon return of their answers we analysed the findings.2 We
collected the data of those countries that had information available.
Yet, other countries provided us with more general assessments. At
any rate, the feedback to our questionnaire sent out to all parts of the
world clearly shows that in view of this question there is still an enor-
mous need for research and even more for action. 3 At this point, it
needs to be pointed out that the present analysis has an exclusive
socio-scientific orientation.



1. Women in Church Leadership Positions in Various Regions
of the World

1.1. Africa

The issue of women in church leadership positions in the Protes-
tant churches of Africa is closely linked to the ecclesiastical legacy of
each denomination. Hence, both the executive and the legislative lead-
ership positions of many denominations in Africa and in other parts
of the world are held by ordained clergy. The result is that the question
of equality of women in church leadership positions is closely linked
with the question of women’s ordination (see also section 2 below).4

Another aspect that needs to be taken into account is that ‘leader-
ship’ or ‘guidance’ in traditional churches in Africa is understood less
in structural and hierarchical terms than in West European and North
American churches.5 Women’s sphere of influence does therefore not
exclusively depend on their presence in the upper hierarchies.6

According to our research, there are no established figures on
women’s equality in leadership positions in Africa. As in many other
countries, this shows clearly how much research is needed as to the
issue of women in leadership positions. 

For further analysis it would make sense to differentiate between
three types of churches, namely between the following: 

a) churches exported from Europe and North-America via the
modern missionary enterprise; 

b) African Instituted Churches (AICs) which are in reaction against
the above-mentioned missionary churches; and 

c) charismatic and Pentecostal churches formed particularly in the
1980s and 1990s (and till this day) by younger African evangelists.

According to the director of the Programme for Ethics in Eastern
Africa (PEEA) in Nairobi, there are almost no women in church lead-
ership positions in category a) churches because of the patriarchal
legacy and moral concepts of these denominations that originate from
the North Atlantic region. This statement corresponds to the experi-
ences for example in the Philippines where missionary churches have
also exacerbated the existing inequalities (see section 1.2 below). 

Churches in the category b), e.g. the Aladura churches in Nigeria,
were partially founded by women and are often managed equally by
women and men. Yet, it is contested whether women have more ‘lead-
ership’ in the African Instituted Churches than in the churches from
the West. 6

It is interesting to note that category c) churches have compara-
tively many women on various decision-making levels. For example
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in Kenya, three of the most popular churches are founded and led by
women – namely the churches of Akatsa, Wanjiru and Wairimu.

As to the question of how women theologians could increase their
influence on church matters in African churches, the Programme
Executive for Mission and Ecumenical Formation at the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC) refers to the ‘Circle of Concerned African
Women Theologians’. This circle has as its goal to offer a platform for
African women theologians to discuss, write, research, and publish
their findings on theology. The communal character of this network
and its results in the area of feminist theology create an important
basis for African female theologians to exert greater influence in par-
ticular at the level of leadership positions : ‘We in the Circle must
hammer the fact that we cannot be effective, empowering, and respon-
sible leaders without the right skills, tools, and resources.’ 8

1.2. Asia

Asia features selected comparative data and statistics. Hence,
according to the indications of the Executive Secretary for Ecumeni-
cal Formation, Gender Justice and Youth Empowerment of the Chris-
tian Conference of Asia (CCA), out of the 50 CCA member churches
in South East Asia, only one woman is on the list of full-time execu-
tive posts (see Table 1). She is the chairwoman of the Pasundan Chris-
tian Church in Bandung, Indonesia.

Table 1: Number of women in top executive positions in CCA
member churches

Country Number Number  Position Name 
of CCA of women of church
member  in top and woman 
churches in executive in leadership
South East position position
Asia

1. Indonesia 30 1 Ketua Pasundan 
(full-time post) Christian 
(‘Chairman’/ Church 
Chairperson) in Bandung

Rev. Chita 
R. Bain

2. Laos 1 – – –

3. Malaysia 3 – – –
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4. Myanmar 7 – – –

5. Philippines 7 – – –

6. Thailand 1 – – –

7. Timor Leste 1 – – –

Total 50 1

Source: CCA Directory 2006

With regard to the CCA National Church and member councils,
the situation of women’s equality in leadership positions is equally
insufficient. Only one woman has the post of General Secretary out
of the total of 15 member councils in South East Asia (see Table 2).

Table 2: Number of women in the position of General Secre-
tary in CCA Member Councils

Number Number Number Position Name 
of CCA of member of woman of country
member councils in in top and woman
councils 9 South East executive 

Asia position

15 5 1 General Philippines
Secretary Ms. Sharon

Rose Joy
Ruiz-
Duremdes

Source: CCA Directory 2006

Within the CCA organisational structure the number of women
leaders is much higher : 10 out of 25 members of the General Com-
mittee and 5 out of the 11 members of the Executive Committee are
women (see Table 3). Here, it stands out however that very often
young women are elected into these bodies. This accumulation can
possibly be explained by the fact that women are attributed with a
double function, and that they cover both the factor ‘age’ and ‘gender’
in these bodies. 
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Table 3: Women in the CCA organisational structure

CCA No. of No. of South East
structure members women Asia women

General 25 10 3
Committee* (5 young (1 young 

women) woman)

Executive 11 5 1
Committee* (2 young

women)

3 Programme 37 17 9
Area (4 young (4 young 
Committees* women) women)

Executive 8 3 2
Staff

Total 81 35 15

* 2005-2010
Source: CCA Directory 2006

Remarks : CCA Constitution provides for policy on equal participation of women and men in CCA
structures and programmes

To complete the picture, it is noteworthy to say that the Executive
Director of the Association for Theological Education in South East
Asia (ATESEA) is a woman.

There is a general assessment that women are still excluded from
leadership positions in the churches of Asia and in particular of South
East Asia, despite the Ecumenical Decade of ‘Churches in Solidarity
with Women’. Rather, there are numerous examples that show how
women despite high qualification and proofs of commitment to the
Church are denied ordination and/or leadership positions. In Myan-
mar for example, the Myanmar Baptist Convention refused to ordain
a renowned feminist theologian and lecturer at the Myanmar Insti-
tute of Theology.

The CCA Secretariat mentions the following aspects as the main
reasons for the lack of women in leadership positions of South East
Asian church institutions: 

• Patriarchal value concepts and gender-specific understanding of
roles are essential elements of socialisation and culture in many
regions of Asia, in particular in South East Asia. This is reflected
in the church structures. Studies show that a patriarchal under-
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standing of one’s role in the family is very often directly trans-
ferred to structures related to society as a whole.10

• In the churches themselves, very often readings, sermons, liturgies,
hymns with a patriarchal orientation dominate and strengthen
existing value concepts. The same is true for the church structures
that are marked by hierarchies dominated by men and that mar-
ginalise women. In addition, the responsibility to lead very often
is executed by men according to patriarchal patterns of behaviour. 

• There is lack of resources for the formation and further education
of women especially in preparation for leadership positions. 

• The increasing poverty and human insecurity in South East Asia
caused by globalisation have had serious negative effects on
women. Equality of these women is much more difficult to obtain
due to these socio-economic developments. 

Churches in Asia have launched several programmes and instru-
ments to facilitate women’s access to leadership positions. Many of
these programmes focus on the struggle against violence. 

The coordinator of the Women’s Desk of the National Council of
Churches in the Philippines estimates that violence against women is
the biggest stumbling block to equality. Only when they can lead a
safe and self-determined life and no patriarchal value concepts under-
mine a supposedly Christian theology will women have the opportu-
nity to assume leadership positions in society and in the churches. To
increase women’s necessary empowerment and to promote their
equality in all areas of life and work, the National Council of
Churches in the Philippines has initiated a special ecumenical pro-
gramme for women in churches. In substantiating this project it was
stated that in the Philippines there is a long tradition of various soci-
etal discriminations against women and of their political, economic
and social exclusion, but that the many colonial, respectively occupa-
tional, powers have clearly exacerbated this tradition. 

According to the evaluation of the General Secretary of the
National Council of Churches in the Philippines, a feminist leadership
is specifically characterised by five basic elements: a spirit of integra-
tion caring about human relationships ; a spirit of sharing and con-
sensus-based decision-making; a spirit of mutuality not based on hier-
archies; a spirit of subjectivity also allowing emotions and compassion;
and a spirit of creativity constantly looking for new ways of doing and
thinking. 

In analogy to the CCA-Secretariat, the General Secretary also
defines the deeply entrenched patriarchy in the Philippines to be the
biggest barrier to women’s equality in church leadership positions.
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Even if there is a rather superficial comprehension of feminism, struc-
tures and contents have not changed much. Hence, in the name of
feminism women are elected into bodies who do not represent the
best choices available to strengthen the position of women. And, in
her eyes the disunity between the secular and the church women’s
movement represents an additional obstacle in the Philippines. 

The development of the Protestant churches in South Korea has to
be assessed in close connection to the influence of colonial powers
and missionary activities. The split into numerous denominations is
the result of Western missionaries, in particular Presbyterians,
Methodists and Baptists, who flocked into the country since 1884.
The majority of these missionaries were characterised by their fun-
damentalist view of Christianity which, together with the wide-
spread Confucianism – which has long been the national philosophy
in Korea – caused women’s oppression and discrimination to be
rather reinforced.11

Despite their oppression women played a central role in early
Christianity and in founding Protestant churches in Korea. In this
regard, the devotion of Korean Christian women – the so-called ‘Bible-
Women’12 – has been exemplary. At the same time, women’s self-con-
fidence and self-determination was strengthened through the Gospel
and selected Bible readings. 

However, in church structures women were still marginalised and
men took on leadership positions. To this day, women have not
reached equality in leadership positions, despite a general strength-
ening of women’s organisations such as the large and influential
National Organisation of the Korea Presbyterian Women. The theolog-
ical faculties show a similar situation; only a few women can be found
there and often these women do not represent feminist approaches.13

In South Korea as in other countries, the absence of women’s ordi-
nation plays an essential role when it comes to women’s equality in
church institutions.14 Only when feminist theologians come into play
is it possible to break through patriarchal structures. Amongst others
women have been ordained in the largest Presbyterian church since
1995 (Presbyterian Church of Korea, PCK, Tonghap), and this is also
true for the Anglican church since 2001. The position of minister was
already accessible to women in more progressive smaller Protestant
churches and in the Methodist Church since 1955. And the Presby-
terian Church in the Republic of Korea (PROK, Kijang) has ordained
women for many decades. 15 As of May 2006, the Presbyterian
Church of Korea lists 560 women ministers and 260 women elders,
whereas the Presbyterian Church in the Republic of Korea numbers
169 women ministers and 252 women elders. 

In India, women are sometimes very prominently represented.
Out of the total of 28 states three are governed by women. However,
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if we compare India to international women’s equality indicators,
then the picture looks unfavourable for this country. 16 There exists
for example still considerable discrimination against young women
and their access to education. Seen from the overall societal perspec-
tive, there is hence a contradictory situation for women in India.

In the Protestant churches in India, 17 almost no women assume
leadership positions. 18 If asked to give names of women in church
leadership positions, people often mention two names : on the one
hand it is the general secretary of the Synod of the Church of South
India, Pauline Sathiamurthy, and on the other it is the (recently
deceased) president of the National Council of Churches in India,
Prasanna Kumari Samuel. Apart from these individual cases, the
wives of bishops usually chair the different women’s groups
(‘women’s fellowships’) in the dioceses and regional councils. But
even here, exceptions are common, as the leadership of the women’s
group in the ‘Mar Thoma’ Church is assumed by a man.

1.3. Europe

Looking at the available statistics, the women’s share in the Eglise
réformée de France (ERF) can be called considerable. At the national
level, 7 out of the 20 members of the national council (conseil
national) are women, as are 54 out of the 150 members of the
national synod (‘synode national’). Women hold half the positions of
national coordinators of the ERF (coordinations nationales). The
Commission des ministères is responsible for the high share of women
as well as for raising the issue of women in leadership positions in
general. This commission has indeed essential decision-making
powers on the selection of future officers of the ERF. Here, 4 out of
the 10 commission members are women. But out of the 8 chairper-
sons of the regional councils (conseils régionaux) in the ERF regions,
only one is a woman. These présidents des régions exert a great influ-
ence on the staffing in parishes and regions. 

On the regional level, two ERF regions are herewith presented as
examples. The region Provence-Côte d’Azur-Corse is known for
tourism, the settlement of new companies and research facilities as
well as for its relatively high share of well-off and educated senior
citizens. In the Reformed Church of the Region Provence-Côte d’Azur-
Corse, 12 out of the 26 church parishes have women presidents (asso-
ciations culturelles). In addition, 146 out of a total of 275 chairpersons
of the parish councils are women (président-e or vice-président-e de con-
seils presbytéraux). The top body of the region, the conseil régional,
numbers 14 people, out of which four are women.

The Reformed Church of the region Centre-Alpes-Rhône is the
biggest ERF region and represents the overall situation in France in a
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nutshell. The region Centre-Alpes-Rhône includes both territories
that are traditionally reformed and those where Protestants live in a
minority, such as in the metropolitan agglomerations of Lyon and
Grenoble. The president of the regional council (conseil regional) is a
man and one of his deputies is a woman. Three out of the nine mem-
bers of the regional council are women. Out of the 108 chairpersons
of the parish councils – the presbyteries – 44 are women (président-e
or vice-président-e de conseils presbytéraux). 19

To answer the question of women’s equality in leadership posi-
tions of the German Protestant churches, we can resort to the May
2004 statistics of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) referring
to the years 2002 and 2003.20 Here, three levels of church leadership
positions are being differentiated: the synod; the bodies of the church
councils of the particular territories (the Länder); and the governing
bodies of church management. 

As to the level of the synods, we need to identify that the propor-
tion of women among the members of the synod of the national
Protestant churches accounts to an average of 35%, i.e. to a total of
885 out of the 2508 members of the synod. The differences are even
bigger depending on the relevant member church of the EKD.21 In the
case of church councils and spiritual offices the average proportion of
women is lower – amounting to 27%. However, there has been an
increase since 1993, when the share accounted for only 19%. Also,
the regional differences are rather important. Here, we need to men-
tion that there are three female Lutheran bishops in Germany. Today,
the Council of the EKD includes 15 members, out of which seven are
women.22 The proportion of women is most unfavourable in the man-
agement of church administrations. Although the proportion of women
was raised from a low 8,3% in the year 1993, it remained at a low
level in 2003, with 19,5%.23

Another important aspect that the statistics do not highlight is the
distribution of the areas of responsibility within the church leader-
ship. Here, women may be represented in the leadership, but very
often ‘powerful’ responsibilities such as finances or the judiciary are
assumed by men, whereas ecumenism, Christian social service or edu-
cation are left to women. Even if a numerical equality can be achieved
in the church leadership, it does not necessarily reflect women’s
equality on the level of decision-making competences. 

Using the illustrative example of Germany, the relevance of
women’s equality within church associations can also be shown.
Hence, diaconal institutions for example have traditionally served as
large targets for criticism from the advocates of women’s equality. It
has been a long tradition that such church-based social service insti-
tutions are typically male-dominated in the upper hierarchies. This is
manifested in the fact that approximately three-quarters of the full-
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time and of the voluntary staff working in the diaconal institutions
are women. But these women are part of low wage groups and are
almost non-existent in the leadership positions.24 Yet, there are excep-
tions. For example, the executive director of the campaign of the
church-based development cooperation Bread for the World and exec-
utive of the head office of the Social Service Agency of the Protestant
Church in Germany is a woman.

Also in response to the Ecumenical Decade, Churches in Solidar-
ity with Women, an agreement on the principles of equality was
adopted in the head office of the Social Service Agency of the EKD in
1991. This increased commitment for women’s issues was based on
the understanding that women’s equality will not automatically mate-
rialise but needs deliberate decision and planning strategies. 

1.4. North America

Due to the waves of immigration during the 19th and 20th cen-
tury, religious diversity is a distinct feature of the United States of
America (USA). Religious pluralism has led to a few positive effects
on women’s equality in church institutions. In the USA, the first
women were ordained as early as in the 19th century, amongst others
Antoinette Brown in 1853. In the early 20th century, women then
founded their first denominations, and the number of churches that
implemented the ordination of women grew considerably after the
Second World War. Afro-American churches formed the backbone of
the civil rights movement in the 1920s, in which women also played
an important role. 

Without going into details of the religious complexity,25 the USA
serves as an appropriate example to discuss another central aspect of
the issue of women in church leadership positions. Here, we talk
about the connection of the categories of gender and race. In the
United Methodist Church for example, the proportion of women in
the group of active bishops is on the increase, but the proportion of
women among the ‘racial ethnic’ bishops continues to be very low
(see Table 4). In the South-East region of the United Methodist
Church, three out of the 13 bishops are staffed with ‘white’ women
and two with ‘racial ethnic’ men. ‘Racial ethnic’ women are not
represented.

The programme The Black Women in Ministerial Leadership, for
example, starts with the problem outlined above. This programme was
formed by the Interdenominational Theological Centre in 2005, and
because of a donation of the Lilly Endowment Foundation amount-
ing to USD 1,4 million it could immediately start to be operational. Its
goal is to facilitate Afro-American women’s access to church leader-
ship positions.26
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Table 4: Proportion of women in the U.S. Colleges of Bishops
of the United Methodist Church

2005-2008 Make-Up of the U.S. Colleges of Bishops 
of the United Methodist Church

Jurisdiction Total  ‘White’ ‘Racial Total 
active ethnic’ women

bishops

Men Women Men Women

North Central 10 3 3 3 1 4

North-Eastern 11 3 2 5 1 3

South Central 11 6 2 3 0 2

South-Eastern 13 8 3 2 0 3

Western 6 1 1 2 2 3

2001-2004 Make-Up of the U.S. Colleges of Bishops 
of the United Methodist Church

Jurisdiction Total  ‘White’ ‘Racial Total 
active ethnic’ women

bishops

Men Women Men Women

North Central 10 4 2 3 1 3

North-Eastern 11 3 2 5 1 3

South Central 11 6 2 3 0 2

South-Eastern 13 9 1 3 0 1

Western 6 2 1 2 1 2

Source: The General Commission on the Status and Role of Women (2006) Make-up of the U.S.
Colleges of Bishops (http://www.gcsrw.org/research/COB.htm).

The Presbyterian Church in Canada has c. 125,000 members.27 Its
highest decision-making body is the Annual General Meeting, in
which usually men and female Elders as well as ministers can partic-
ipate. The percentage of women in the eldership amounts to about
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40% (as per 2006). On request of the committee ‘Women in Ministry
Committee,’ the Presbyterian Church collected and published the pro-
portion of women in the eldership of the individual congregations of
the presbyteries in 2002. Hence, out of the 974 congregations, 872 did
send back statistical data differentiating between man and women.
These statistics show that overall in this category of ‘eldership’
6181 men and 4178 women are represented. This corresponds to a
proportion of women of c. 40%. 

1.5. Latin America

Even if there is no systematic overview on women’s equality in
Protestant churches and institutions in Latin America, it can be
assumed that on the basis of the available material women’s equality
in church leadership positions suffers from great deficits in Latin
America.28 However, there are some positive examples, such as Nelida
Ritchie, a Methodist bishop in Argentina, Gabriela Mulder, vice-pres-
ident of the Reformed Church of Argentina and Gloria Rojas, presi-
dent of the Evangelical-Lutheran Church in Chile. Also, a few Pente-
costal churches are led by women in Latin America, amongst others
the Iglesia Misión Apostólica Universal in Chile. Theological insti-
tutes are mostly governed by men, one of the rare exceptions being the
president of the Comunidad Teológica Evangélica in Chile. Presently,
two of the 16 Lutheran World Federation (LWF) member churches in
Latin America and in the Caribbean are led by women. 

Yet, the overall impression brings us back to reality again. In view
of the existing deficits of women’s equality in church leadership posi-
tions it is of special relevance that on the April 2006 Latin American
Church Leader Conference (Conferencia de Liderazgo – COL) in Costa
Rica it was decided that a working group on the issue of women in
church leadership positions in Latin America should be established.
Judith Van Osdol was nominated as the person in charge of the work-
ing group and became the coordinator of the Continental Programme
for Women and Gender Issues of the Latin American Council of
Churches (CLAI). She was to analyse a study that was submitted to
the COL in April on ‘Ministry and Power from a Gender-Perspective.
Searching a Common Road,’29 of which she intended to submit a revised
version by September 2006. The working group’s primary task is ‘to
elaborate further proposals for an intensive and broad dialogue as to
the issue of women and gender questions on the bases of the revised doc-
ument and of a dialogue that includes all the churches of the region.’30

The goal of such consultations is to identify concrete recommendations
to be discussed and adopted on the occasion of the COL 2007.

According to the estimation of the Area Secretary for Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean at the LWF, the COL document reminds us of
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the recommendation the LWF already adopted, which clearly states a
need for action at the level of the Latin American LWF member
churches. This is especially true for the recommendation to work out
a Plan of Action emphasising the equality of men and women in
church, and to work out concrete measures to pave the way for
women to assume ordained ministries (in accordance with the 8th
LWF Assembly in Curitiba, 1990). The indication in the COL docu-
ment that there is a comprehensive need for action is an essential con-
sensus and precondition for strengthening women’s equality in
church leadership positions. Furthermore, the document refers to the
fact that some progress has been achieved in the church-related
gender and women’s issues, but that overall this progress needs to be
analysed in more details. Similarly, the General Secretary of the
National Council of Churches in the Philippines states that despite
the regular use of a corresponding ‘gender’ terminology, there has
been no sign of transformation of structures, contents and behaviour
of the decision-making circles.

There are complex reasons for the lack of equality between men
and women in church leadership positions in Latin America, and cer-
tainly both cultural aspects and also theological justifications play a
role. With regard to the cultural barriers, patriarchal value and behav-
iour concepts, we need to state that they are still distinctive within
society despite some improvements. Hence, the whole development
must be questioned in as much as certain churches and theologies
respond to these progressive transformation processes by tenaciously
sticking to old traditions.

Apart from the COL process, let us mention a second example of
positive developments: the activities of Con-Spirando, a women’s col-
lective that was created in Chile out of a common interest in spiritu-
ality, theology and ethics from a feminist perspective in 1991. The
collective contributes a great deal to the feminist debate in Latin
America by publishing, creating educational programmes, organising
seminars and workshops, and in particular by celebrating seasonal
and women-specific rituals. Within these activities, a panel discus-
sion was staged in September 2005, putting nine women in leader-
ship positions from churches, academy, politics and culture into the
limelight. They were asked to talk about the barriers they had to
overcome on their way to power, their experiences, and how to
strengthen women’s equality in leading positions. As it is, the pat-
terns of experience that were shared at this panel looked similar to
those of other countries. At different occasions, the burden of isola-
tion felt by women in top positions of power was expressed by very
different women such as Gloria Rojas, the president of the Evangel-
ical-Lutheran Church in Chile, who stated that ‘to be a leader means
to live alone’ (‘un liderazgo es vivir sola’) and Micheline Calmy-Rey,
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the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Switzerland, who said that
‘Women taking over leadership positions are perceived as women
who are leaving their innermost sphere and are forming a new, third
category: […] They remain strangers in the community of women
and strangers in the community of men.’ 31 Another controversial
issue is the question whether women foster another style of leader-
ship and to what extent is this leadership style marked by women-
specific experiences and values. As to the question of which precon-
ditions need to be fulfilled in order to have women assume leadership
positions in a sustainable way, it was mentioned that for women it is
especially important to have strong solidarity links and to be able to
rely on a supportive network. 

2. Women’s Ordination

The World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) conducted a
survey on the issue of women’s ordination for the years 1993 to 1999.
The results showed that about 64% of WARC member churches have
approved of, and implemented, the ordination of women, whereas in
27% of the member churches, no women were ordained. No figures
have been indicated for about 8% of the WARC member churches. 

The WARC study was updated in 2003. Hence, 153 churches
ordained women ministers (71%), 48 did not allow women’s
ordination (22%), and no information was available for 16 member
churches (7%). 

However, these figures are only trends. Detailed statistics would
for example be required to analyse the statements together with the
number of members of the individual WARC member churches.32

In the many denominations where women are excluded from ordi-
nation, it is impossible for them to access leadership positions. Apart
from patriarchal moral concepts that dominate the overall society (see
section 1.2), the denial of women’s ordination is one of the central
obstacles for women to access church leadership positions. To combat
this trend, WARC initiated in 1992 the Programme to Affirm, Chal-
lenge and Transform. Women and Men in Partnership in Church and
Society (PACT). Among others, this programme conducted regional
consultations, in particular on the issue of ‘Women and Men in
Church Leadership’. 

The results of these consultations are quite similar despite different
societal contexts. In Kenya, it was pointed out that there are consider-
able country-specific differences even within one region when it comes
to women’s ordination for example. In Edinburgh, it was pointed out
that the comprehensive equality of women in the church, in particu-
lar in leadership positions, represented a processus confessionis. In India,
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women’s equality in church leadership positions was discussed in the
context of religious and cultural diversity. In the USA, the consulta-
tion showed that the opportunity to be ordained has not automatically
led to women’s equality in leadership positions. The consultation in
the Netherlands questioned the extent to which the ordination of
women had actually resulted in reforms in terms of content. 33

3. Outlook

Women carry the Protestant churches of the world, men lead them
– this theme seems to still be valid. However, not only the example of
the church councillors of the Protestant churches in Switzerland but
also the processes, programmes, initiatives and consultations on the
way to women’s equality in church leadership positions clearly show
that there are some encouraging examples. 

At the 9th Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC), the
union of Orthodox churches, churches from the historic tradition of
the Protestant reformation, as well as united and independent
churches came together. In the new Central Committee, 42% out of
the 150 delegates are women. However, it has to be underlined that
similarly to the Christian Conference of Asia, women delegates were
often young women delegates and therefore cover two criteria. In
addition, out of the eight WCC presidents three as well as one vice-
moderator of the executive committee are women. 

Despite many success stories there are also clear backlashes. As
examples we refer to the Protestant churches of the Ukraine, the
Lutherans in Poland and Latvia or even to the Old Reformed of the
Netherlands. Hence, in the Ukraine, a decision taken by the synod
ruled that the ‘ordination of women to a spiritual ministry, their eli-
gibility to become pastors of congregations and their authorisation to
administer the sacraments’ was repealed again in 2006. Among
others, the protection of women from the hardships of difficult work-
ing conditions in unheated churches was mentioned to be a reason for
the repeal. 34 We need to observe such steps backwards within the
Protestant churches with great attention and to name all involved. 

Furthermore, the incomplete analysis and open questions of the
present article show that on the whole there is an enormous need for
research on the question of discussing the lack of women in leadership
positions in international and systematic terms. To do so, the church
institutions would be required to undertake comprehensive efforts to
collect differentiated statistics on the situation of women and men at
the local, national, regional and international levels. In order to
strengthen women for leadership positions such statistics must then
be translated into political strategies to be implemented by the churches.
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THEOLOGY AND PLURALISTIC ETHICS.
AN INDONESIAN MUSLIM PERSPECTIVE

Muhammad Machasin, Indonesia

Introduction

Religion has been coming to the fore in the debate of how Indone-
sia should be built so that each of its citizens give the best place to live.
For Muslims it is really a problem of theology since they are told from
time to time that there is no separation between what is religious and
what is secular. For them the reality of a religiously pluralistic state is
something new, about which they do not have any reference in their
religious tradition. Islamic systems of government have been so far
established on the basis of a single faith whereby no competitor was
allowed to share the making. Thus, the Indonesian experience in
which people of different religious backgrounds share the same rights
and duties in front of the state challenges Muslims’ religious attitude.

The success of the nationalistic view in making Pancasila the basis
of the state – that means the failure of the Islamic model – does not
mean the end of the struggle. Many Muslims take as their religious
duty to implement the Shariah in the management of public life,
although the acceptance of Pancasila (the five basic principles of
Indonesia)1 is still growing in the Islamic communities. There is noth-
ing wrong with this attitude among Muslims, as long as its defenders
take legal way in their efforts to make their dreams come true. In a
democratic state, any group aspiration can be struggled for through
constitutional ways. What is dangerous is that religion can be – and
has been – misused to reach any objective, be it religious or not. It is,
thus, the duty of religious leaders, especially theologians, to give reli-
gious perspectives to the believers in the struggle of fulfilling their
obligations in the public domain. Religious leaders can do many
things, especially provide theological leadership. 

This paper will discuss some aspects of the debate, focusing on the
religious struggle. It will deal with the following concerns: the very
meaning of theological leadership as key concept, the theology of plu-
ralism that has been condemned as un-Islamic by the Council of
Indonesian Ulamas (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) together with secular-
ism and liberalism, the concept of chosen people, Pancasila as frame for
nurturing co-existence of people of different faiths and the emergence
of less tolerant religious groups in the scene of present Indonesia.



1. The Concept of Theological Leadership 

The Rev. Dr. Yahya Wijaya did not give a definition of this term,
but an allusion to it as follows: ‘Leadership in the context of Muslim-
Christian encounters should take into account the need to reinterpret
theological resources of both religions, since the early constructions
of those resources contemplated a situation with a lesser degree of
plurality than that of today.’ 2 It seems from this quotation that the
leadership of Muslims and Christians who are engaged in the encoun-
ters perceive no problem, while the reality is that there are many other
kinds of ‘leaders’ who may engage in such encounters, such as polit-
ical leaders, communal leaders and family/clan leaders. The gravity
of this problem is even bigger at a time when many kinds of ‘imper-
sonal leaders’ such as advertisements, campaigns and provocations
take over the leadership.

The very term ‘theological leadership’ may pertain, at least, to two
different things: (1) the function of leaders in a theological way; and
(2) using theology to lead the people. To the second belong the leader-
ship of religious groups where theology is very important, and in his
paper the Rev. Dr. Wijaya deals primarily with matters relating to it.
One important question is how we – people who are responsible for
theology – disseminate the result of theological inquiries and innova-
tions amidst congregations where leaders show exclusivist tendencies.

Concerning the first, it is very important to present theological
messages of leadership to the leaders – the personal and the imper-
sonal ones – in a language that can be understood easily as giving ben-
efit to them, while giving room for the betterment of human life. The
long history of the existence of religion has proved that religious
advice can never have significant effect on leaders who fear losing or
reducing their own authority by following the advice.

2. A Theology of Pluralism

Accepting the reality of plurality is not a problem, but it is by
accepting and appreciating pluralism as a belief that peoples of vari-
ous faiths can be saved by their own faith. The majority of Muslims
in Indonesia – as indicated by the existence of strong reactions to the
opposite opinion – are of the opinion that there is only one true reli-
gion of Allah, namely Islam, and that it is theirs. Accordingly, they
will never accept the possibility of truth for any other religion, since
otherwise they would compromise their own belief. In 2005, the
Council of Indonesian Ulamas issued a fatwa condemning pluralism,
liberalism and secularism. Their belief of single truth was the most
important basis for claiming that pluralism may lead to relativism, lib-
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eralism and secularism. Under such influences one may question the
essential principles of religion, while secularism will only push faith
away from the life of humankind.

There is actually a strong need to speak of such concepts from
within the tradition of religion. However, since some terms have pro-
voked bitter reactions already from the Ulamas, other tactics should
be created that will give understanding instead of creating pretexts for
targeted attack.

3. The Concept of Chosen People

There are at least two terms in the Koran denoting the concept of
chosen people for Muslims, i.e. ummatan wasatan (middle commu-
nity), 3 and khayr umma (the best community). 4 However, when read
carefully, the context of both passages will give the notion that these
two attributes give Muslims more responsibility than privilege and
emphasise more on obligation than on right. The first verse describes
the challenge to be witness to all peoples as the proper mission for
those who are in the middle, as has been done by the Prophet Muham-
mad who lived in the middle of the first Islamic community. The
second verse gives as obligation for the best community to enjoin right
conduct and to forbid indecency. 

However, both verses can be understood as stating that ‘being the
best’ is more an ideal state that must be pursued than a given fact for
belonging to a certain congregation or religious group. It is only by
shouldering the duty that you are called the best community or you
are in good position that you can perform what you are obliged to do.

There is no monopoly of God’s love. Those who cherish the claim
of being the chosen people are like a child thinking that the mother’s
love to him/her is greater than it is for his/her brothers and sisters.
Then, it turns to be the same for all and accordingly the idea is only
true in the mind of the child and not in reality (internal faith). Such a
claim is fruitful, to some extent, for nurturing one’s own religious zeal.
However, it may hinder the bearer from recognising the truth outside
his faith enclosure. The failure to recognise and appreciate the truth is
indeed a failure to know the encompassing love of God.

4. Acceptance of Pancasila

The acceptance of Pancasila is really a blessing for the pluralistic
nation of Indonesia, by which the citizens with various backgrounds
of cultures, religions and languages can live together as one nation. It
was a fortune, too, that the New Order regime forced mass organisa-
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tions to accept it as the sole basic philosophy since the 1980s. This
top-down action means the weakening of resistance from Islamic
groups to Pancasila. When the regime collapsed in 1998 and there was
the possibility of basic philosophies other than Pancasila, some
activists tried to bring Islam to the front. Nevertheless, the majority
of the people did not accept this line of action. It is true that this reluc-
tance to have another basic philosophy does not mean their total
acceptance of Pancasila, but it gives an opportunity to elaborate this
formally accepted philosophy of State in order to maintain the very
existence of the nation. Pancasila is the best choice for this nation,
since it gives everybody equal rights and duties before the state. 

However, one should not forget the fragility of the acceptance of
Pancasila. Many Muslims are reluctant to agree that it is ‘the source
of all sources’ (sumber dari segala sumber) for all laws and regulations,
since they have strong belief that it is the Shariah that is really so.
They would not, and even could not, differentiate between the reli-
gious instances of life – comprising the personal and congregational
– and the public ones. 

One important cause for this reluctance is that there is no place
for discussion of Pancasila and many other civic issues in theological
education, at least in the Islamic institutions and systems. Some reli-
gious leaders even got their education outside Indonesia and accord-
ingly sometimes do not have enough understanding of what should
be done for the pluralistic nation of Indonesia.

There is also a lack of the cultivation of pluralism in religious edu-
cation, leadership training in a pluralistic way. The plurality of the
Indonesian nation has not yet created a commonly accepted aware-
ness that in order to live together in a peaceful way the people should
have a kind of pluralism that is not a substitute for religion, but a phi-
losophy of handling diversities.

5. The Forthcoming of an Exclusive, Less Tolerant Islam

The peaceful living together of Indonesia people was disturbed in
the 1990s by religion-coloured conflicts and since the fall of the Old
Regime people have been witnessing anxiously the irruption of exclu-
sive Muslim groups manifesting a less tolerant brand of Islam. There
are some reasons usually mentioned to explain the situation. First,
the longing for the lost majesty where Muslims were people of the
most powerful class and the feeling that the loss of clout resulted
from the unfairness of others, now considered as enemies. Second,
the gravity of the hardliners’ theology is so strong that teachings of
peaceful co-existence seem to be indications of weakness. Third,
Muslims’ feeling of being treated unfairly, especially by foreign poli-
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cies of the USA pertaining to Islamic countries. Fourth, the fact that
some Muslims live in ‘un-Islamic ways’ and that there is much dis-
obedience in public life without any significant action from the gov-
ernment to correct the trend. 

The only cure – some say – is to strengthen Islamic identity and
to take action by using force. A famous saying of the prophet Muham-
mad is usually quoted here : ‘If any of you knows an atrocity, he
should change it by his hand. If he cannot do that by his hand then by
his mouth and if he cannot do by his mouth, then by his heart.
Anyhow, this last is a sign of the weakest faith.’ Some choose the first
for it is really the best, sometimes without realising that their action
may create other atrocities. Sometimes they do not also understand
that to change an atrocity does not mean to beat or destroy the doer
or the place.

Conclusion

To conclude I suggest that there be interfaith encounters in the
form of dialogues or through studying together different theologies in
the framework of building a peaceful, pluralistic nation and
humankind. Then, it is not only imperative to maintain the moderate
theology by education but also to integrate civic values within the
study of theologies. The pluralistic perspective is achieved and formed
through cultivation. It is fragile, and risks being influenced by many
kinds of insinuation. Accordingly, the supporters of moderate theol-
ogy have to be patient and alert in maintaining, cultivating as well as
spreading pluralistic ideas.

NOTES
1 This philosophy constitutes of : (1) believing in the sole God, (2) just and civilised humanity,

(3) Indonesian unity, (4) democracy guided by wisdom in consensus and/or representation, and
(5) social justice.

2 Wijaya, Yahya, ‘Theological Leadership in Christian Muslim Encounters. An Indonesian Per-
spective’, in: Stückelberger, Christoph/ Mugambi, J.N.K. (eds), Responsible Leadership. Global
Perspectives, Nairobi : Acton Publishers, 2005, p. 83. See also Chapter 12 in this volume.

3 The Koran, Sura 2 (The Cow), verse 143.
4 The Koran, Sura 3 (The Family of ‘Imrân), verse 110.
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CHURCH LEADERSHIP IS CHALLENGED. 
A PERSPECTIVE ON CHRISTIAN 

AND AFRICAN VALUES
Samuel M. Kobia, Kenya/Switzerland

1. Moral Crisis as a Challenge to the Church 1

Moral leadership is by far the most critical area where the church
is expected to play a specific role. My contention is that even more
than the political and economic crises, the moral crisis represents the
greatest challenge in Africa – and indeed in the world in general.
There are serious ethical questions both at the African and world
level that we must be prepared to give leadership in addressing. 

The so-called new international economic order, which is being
expressed through globalisation, is but a global economic apartheid.
Basically, it is a moral question even before it becomes an economic
and a social question. The moral leadership of churches should also
be discerned in the area of debt and structural adjustment programs.
These are fertile grounds for breeding corruption. Debt cancellation
alone is not enough. Alongside with the campaign for debt cancella-
tion, the church must raise ethical questions about borrowing, lend-
ing, and spending. How responsible have we been in those three
areas? The church must unmistakably state that structural adjust-
ment policies and programs as well as debt servicing and repaying are
unethical as long as they result in massive suffering of the people. 

The moral leadership of the church is critical in fighting corrup-
tion. As noted above, corruption and graft exist in all countries of the
world. In some countries of Europe procedures get through as so-
called commissions, in others they may be considered as corruption.
So, we cannot say that corruption only exists in the South. However,
a society in which corruption and graft are institutionalised and gen-
erally accepted as a standard behaviour will hardly progress in any-
thing. In many African and non-African countries the churches have
an enormous responsibility. This is even more so, as many of the
countries heavily infected by corruption boast of very high percent-
ages of Christianity. There is no doubt that a drastic change in the eth-
ical and moral climate in Africa is necessary for the continent to be
in a position to utilise and allocate its resources justly and efficiently.
I insist on the role of the churches in fighting corruption not only



because it is simply Christian to do so. It is also African. From the tra-
ditional African point of view to talk of a corrupt leader was a con-
tradiction in terms. A leader was a person whose moral integrity was
unquestionable. FECCIWA, the Fellowship of Christian Councils and
Churches in Western Africa, which organised this consultation to
overcome corruption, should pioneer in promoting an ethical code of
leadership in Western Africa.

2. Traditional African Rulers Were Held Accountable

The second area in which FECCIWA should feel challenged to pro-
vide leadership is in promoting a culture of dignity and integrity in
public life. How can FECCIWA help West Africans to truly become
custodians of African heritage? Part of that heritage, as we have
already demonstrated, is a continuous demand for impeccable
integrity of the leaders. As Prof. George Avittey reminds us, ‘tradi-
tional African rulers were held accountable at all times’. 2 He goes on
to cite the example of Mantse Obli Taki who was dethroned in 1918.
Obli Taki was accused of a number of offences but the most serious
of all was ‘the selling of Ga land in the name of the Ga people with-
out consulting the owners of the land and pledging the stool throne
itself as security on a loan’. 3

Here, it is worth mentioning another example, one that happened
in the last century. In 1883, the Asante people dethroned their king
Mensa Bensu for excessively taxing the people and the failure to
account for the taxes collected. 

In more recent times, ‘Chief Barima Adu-Baah Kyere of Ghana
and his supporters fled following assassination attempts on them.
The dispute concerned accountability regarding the village’s rev-
enue.’ 4 Also, we should not forget that when Jerry Rawlings came
into power in 1983, he had people executed that were found guilty of
major acts of corruption. 

Each community in Africa had its own traditional way of dealing
with corrupt leaders. Almost without exception the punishment was
severe. In Senegal, the king had to resign and this was signaled by a
distinct drumbeat. Following an elaborate and exhaustive public trial
a Yoruba king was required to go into the inner corner of his palace
and commit suicide. This shows how serious the issue of corruption
was taken in the African indigenous governance. 

In conclusion, I suggest we ask ourselves crucial questions :
‘Where are the sites in which Africans buried the truths that made it
possible for the leaders to live such dignified lives? Where is the cru-
cible of the spirit that enabled our people to name and deal ruthlessly
with “the intolerable” in our community – thereby sustaining hope
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for all the people? Whatever happened to the generosity of the spirit
that characterised the qualities of an African leader?’ It is by answer-
ing such questions that we will begin to deal in earnest with the issue
of spirituality as a foundation of society. 

While it is possible to find cases of how to deal with corrupt lead-
ers in all parts of Africa, few places (if any) would rival Ghana in doc-
umented instances of dethronement of chiefs/kings on accounts of
corruption. It would therefore come as no surprise that I make a
strong proposal that FECCIWA take the lead in exploring ways of ecu-
menical responses to corruption in this region and beyond. You have
a lot to build on. 

My emphasis would be to facilitate the rebirth of the African
values that girded the ethical dimensions of leadership and gover-
nance. Those, coupled with Christian principles and values that gen-
uinely promote justice and ethical conduct in public life could provide
a solid basis and ecumenical agenda for building a culture of life in
dignity and integrity in Africa.

NOTES
1 The text is an extract of a speech of Samuel Kobia (at that time Director for Africa and now

General Secretary of the World Council of Churches): ‘A Crisis of Conscience. The Roots and
Route of Corruption in Africa’. FECCIWA-Sub-regional Conference on ‘Corruption, Peace and
Development’, Accra/Ghana November 2000. Also published in: Stückelberger, Christoph, Con-
tinue Fighting Corruption. Experiences and Tasks of Churches and Development Agencies, Berne:
2003, p. 38-41.

2 Ayittey, George, Africa in Chaos, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998, p. 199.
3 Ibidem.
4 Ghana Drum, June 1994, p. 12.
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CORRUPTION AND INTEGRITY. 
A CALL TO CHURCHES IN MALAYSIA

Margaret Chen, Malaysia

Ordinary people in the country find themselves unable to do busi-
ness or other things in the ordinary ways. They are compelled to pay
‘incentives’ to get people to do the things they want. They are told
extraordinary things about corruption in the high echelons of busi-
ness and politics, especially where the two people meet. The thought
of people being comfortable with the concept of being corrupt is
frightening, especially since the systems – both in public service and
on the free market – are actually workable. But more alarming
than the corruption level is the acceptance level. More and more
Malaysians are living with it as if it were a natural part of life. In the
past and today, everyone is giving, everyone is taking, and that is how
things move in this country. 1 Corruption has become an issue of
national importance. 

1. The Promotion of Ethical Values and Integrity 

Ever since Malaysia elected its new Prime Minister, Dato Seri
Abdullah Badawi, we have heard about war on corruption and inef-
ficiency. Prime Minister Badawi has promoted good governance and
ethical values, as well as the fight against corruption2 as central pil-
lars of the country and his administration. This promotion was based
on: a) awareness and understanding of the current drives of global
economic, political and social systems ; and b) the desire of the
Malaysian government that the cabinet be accountable to the parlia-
ment, and be trusted, reliable and with integrity. 

The global economy needs to maintain a good system of gover-
nance in the public and private sectors, and a greater accountability
and transparency to fight corruption. The government sees corruption
as a practice which enables someone to obtain remuneration through
illegitimate means, giving something to someone with power so that
s/he abuses his/her power and acts in favour of the giver.3 A country
that offers a stable, efficient and cost-efficient business environment
is able to attract more overseas investors to invest in the country.
Acting against corruption helps increase confidence among investors. 



If a country with high levels of corruption runs the risk to lose cur-
rent and future investments, the harmful effects are especially severe
on the poor, who are strongly hit by economic decline, most reliant on
the provision of good economy to get jobs and a decent living, and least
capable of paying the extra costs associated with bribery, fraud, and
the misappropriation of economic privileges.4 The desire to have a reli-
able and honest cabinet comes from the fact that money is wasted on
unproductive projects whereas funds could have been channelled into
healthcare, public transport, environmental protection, education, sci-
entific research and development. The considerable resources at dis-
posal could have been used to promote genuine human development,
greater food security and a more independent economy. 

Actually, a person’s sense of right and wrong alone may not be suf-
ficient to fight corruption. In order to eradicate corruption on a large
scale, a system-wide approach has to be considered, especially in the
area of good governance. Anti-corruption should not only be aimed at
installing the right values and attitudes, but should go beyond that
and strengthen processes and institutions as well as punitive meas-
ures. The Malaysian Integrity Institute has been launched to promote
ethics and enhance integrity in the country, and to support anti-cor-
ruption measures. The police and other security forces will continue
to be strengthened and upgraded to ensure peace and security in the
country. Prime Minister Badawi’s goal is to build a society of indi-
viduals showing high degrees of integrity, character and the fortitude
to work towards a state of ‘zero corruption’.

2. What Role Can Christians Play? 

2.1. Religious Leaders With Unbending Integrity

What kind of religious leadership does help building strong Chris-
tian communities with integrity? Integrity is the most important
attribute of a religious leader: ‘The saying is sure: whoever aspires to
the office of bishop desires a noble task. Now a bishop must be above
reproach, married only once, temperate, sensible, respectable, hos-
pitable, an apt teacher, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not
quarrelsome, and not a lover of money. He must manage his own
household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in
every way for if someone does not know how to manage his own
household, how can he take care of God’s church? […] For those who
serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and great
boldness in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.’ (1 Tim 3:1-5:13)5 Church
leadership is a responsibility, not a right. It is extended to those who
come under the authority of the church’s teachings as expounded in
the Bible and church traditions. It has always been a demanding call-
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ing. To live with integrity is captive to Christian conviction and
biblical priorities. They are firmly convinced to the highest ethical
standards in both personal and professional conduct. 

Let me share an experience with you. It is common to bribe the
policemen who catch you committing a traffic offence. I have been
naughty, when stopped. My answer to the policeman was ‘Sorry, I am
wrong.’ I was prepared to pay the fine (RM 100-300) instead of a
smaller amount as bribe and asked for the ticket. Today, the gap
between Christian and societal values makes this particularly chal-
lenging. As we serve Christ in leadership, we model what we really
believe about our faith. Both our beliefs and our lifestyles are critical
to the way we serve Christ and project Christian leadership. 

Religious leaders teach others that they can hold firm to moral
integrity without compromising themselves and without asking
others to. Good religious leaders model the preservation of one’s
integrity for the rest of the believers in a way to encourage them to be
honest and to refuse to give bribes to get what they want. God calls
for men and women of heart, of mind, and of moral integrity, whom
He can make the depositories of His truth, and who will correctly rep-
resent its sacred principles in their daily life. ‘He [Christ] has given us
his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may
participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the
world caused by evil desires.’ (2 Pet 1:4)6

A religious leader, according to Christ’s measurement, is one who
will manifest unbending integrity. Deceitful weights and false bal-
ances, with which many seek the easy way, are dishonest in the sight
of God. Yet many who profess to keep the commandments of God are
dealing with false weights and false balances. When a man is indeed
connected with God, and is keeping His word in truth, his life will
mirror his inner condition; for all his actions will be in harmony with
the teachings of Christ. He will not sell his honour for gain. His prin-
ciples are built upon steady foundations, and his conduct in worldly
matters is a transcript of his principles. 

Building a church where one can worship is a right of the Chris-
tians in this country. Asking  bribes against permission or approval to
build a church is to force to bribe in order to deliver one’s due. And
unfortunately, the great majority of the government officials are cor-
ruptible. If a pastor/church leader is forced to pay unjustly to obtain
what is due to him/her, s/he must continue to fight against corrup-
tion to get what is just. 

2.2. Religious Leaders Are Committed to Serious Bible Study 

The churches need to ask : ‘How many of our “successful” Chris-
tians, both in church and on the market place, have been able to main-
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tain a life of integrity that fully reflects the values of our faith in Jesus
Christ?’ Indeed, many Christians struggling with integrity find insuf-
ficient pastoral help from our churches to resist further corruption.
The church needs to encourage the moral transformation of Christ-
ian communities through: a) living according to the right values and
commit the right actions as Christians; and b) respond to the needs
and challenges of the country as the duty of Christians towards moral
transformation.

Therefore, religious leaders are committed to undertake serious
Bible study and help church communities to educate themselves.
They need to have a clear understanding of Christian moral princi-
ples, appropriately interpreted and applied to our context and situa-
tion. The Old Testament is very clear on the prohibition of the use of
a bribe to pervert justice: ‘Do not pervert justice or show partiality.
Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists
the words of the righteous.’ (Deut 16:19) 

But in the Asian culture, the line between a bribe and a gift is not
always clear. What is the appropriate manner or action, then? If a gift
is huge compared to what has been given (for example RM 20,000 for
the approval of a church building plan), then it is unethical. What
about giving a hamper of RM 200 to express one’s appreciation? Is it
unethical to oil somebody’s palm to get a tender over another or
others who deserve it more, thus causing injustice? It appears neces-
sary to encourage serious Bible study to bring out in-depth theologi-
cal reflection and to combine it with serious study on the Chinese or
Indian cultures and customs. It will help Christians to gain the inner
spiritual strength necessary to handle their work or business without
having recourse to bribing. 

2.3. Christians’ Role and Task

As a full-time minister in the Malaysian Church (i.e. as a Dea-
coness and a lecturer in the Seminary), I see that the task faced by our
Prime Minister is immense. We, the Christians in this country, should
show our support with concrete actions and not mere lip service.
What role must we play, as religious leaders and Malaysians, in our
church and teachings? Here are a few responses:

• Live godly lives transformed by the daily work of the Holy Spirit.

• Practice what we teach.

• Hold fast with our integrity, and whatever the situation, give no
bribe.

• Be keen to join hands and seek to collaborate with other Christian
organisations or NGOs working towards a better Malaysian society.
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• Encourage our members to live godly lives transformed by the
daily work of the Holy Spirit, seek integration in every area of
their lives, including in the area of their involvement in the mar-
ketplace and to take the mantle of exemplary leadership to be
agents for change.

Changing the image of people by promoting a value-based society
with a clear sense of morals will need the unfailing support of the
Christian churches and religious leaders. 

NOTES
1 Adapted from articles by Theresa Manavalan in New Straits Times, Kuala Lumpur Muslimedia,

1-15 May 1997.
2 Corruption represents a major leakage of funds in the country and will only aggravate the

already significant budget deficit.
3 Speech given by the Prime Minister on the ‘The World Ethics and Integrity Forum 2005’ in

Kuala Lumpur.
4 ‘Malaysia to Sign Anti-Corruption Convention,’ see www.dailyexpress.com.my/print.cfm

?newsID =23311.
5 See the Holy Bible : New Revised Standard Version.
6 Ibid.
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FIGHTING CORRUPTION 
IN AND BY CHURCHES. 

AN IMPORTANT TASK OF CHURCH 
LEADERS

Christoph Stückelberger, Switzerland

No, it is not because I was personally confronted with cases of cor-
ruption or because I have been tempted, and it is not because I have
lost my job as a whistleblower (an informant who reports cases of cor-
ruption), that I have dealt with the issue of fighting corruption for the
last twelve years. Economic and ethical analyses have much rather
opened my eyes to the fact that corruption can enormously obstruct
development and moral credibility. This insight inspired me to found
in 1995 the Swiss chapter of Transparency International (TI), the
worldwide known NGO against corruption that has chapters in
90 countries. 1 And, during my twelve years of church development
cooperation as director of Bread for all, I heard many examples of cor-
ruption in churches and by church representatives on all levels. I have
become a Wailing Wall for young professionals and church staff in
developing countries who wanted to fight corruption but are not sup-
ported or are blocked by church leaders. It was them who showed me
how much churches are also involved in these mechanisms. Churches
are part of the problem, but also part of the solution. Together with
church-related partners we therefore launched and supported projects
in Africa and Asia for corruption-free schools and churches,
described in various publications.2

Responsible leadership must include transparent leadership. Trans-
parency is the opposite of corruption which conducts financial trans-
actions in darkness, ‘under the table’ and not on the table. To become
corruption-free, churches have to ensure they have corruption-free church
leaders. The Mutirão (panel discussion) on ‘How to become a cor-
ruption-free church?’ at the 9th Assembly of the World Council of
Churches (WCC) in Porto Alegre in February 2006 proposed as first
step to elaborate a Code of Leadership which should be signed by
church leaders as their personal commitment and underlining their
credibility.



1. Not All Evils Are Based on Corruption

Today, the term ‘corruption’ is used excessively. Some are likely to
apply this term to all the evils in the world. A few theologians refer to
the Latin term corruptio, describing apart from corruption also
bribery and generally including also the distance from God and the
malice of the world from the Fall of Man to the New Testament. But
in so doing, the term assumes such a broad meaning that it is no
longer of any use and disguises the facts instead of making them
transparent. Therefore, I plead for a restricted and simple definition,
in the way it is widely used in political and economic contexts: Cor-
ruption is the abuse of public or private power for personal interests. 

There are different kinds of corruption: the corruption of poverty
(petty corruption) has its roots in poverty ; the corruption of power
(grand corruption) is rooted in the greed for more power, influence
and wealth or in the safeguarding of the existing power and economic
position; the corruption of procurement and the corruption of accelera-
tion serve the purpose of obtaining goods and services that otherwise
would not be available or delivered on time, or only with much greater
administrative expenses; the grey corruption is the grey zone between
corruption, nepotism, favouritism and collusion. This article refers to
these limited and internationally acknowledged definitions and
avoids calling all evils ‘corruption’!3

2. Many Forms of Corruption from Bribes to Sex

Corruption has diverse forms. In the private economic and state
sector, many studies have been undertaken.4 Here, we limit ourselves
to the church sector. Two areas have to be distinguished: corruption
within an institution and corruption in the interaction between the
institution and society. In societies in which all sectors are affected
by corruption (as in many developing countries), it is evident that –
unfortunately – churches as part of society are also concerned. Here,
we are talking about services ranging from paying kickbacks to
obtain state services such as travel documents or legal papers such as
land right titles or building permits to construct a church, up to influ-
encing criminal law proceedings, ransoming drugs at customs for
hospitals, etc. 

More distressful is corruption within the churches themselves,
because it could be avoided more easily than when it occurs in the
interaction with other parts of society – at least, this is what one could
assume. Examples of this kind of corruption are found or heard of in
many countries, especially in Africa and Asia. They include signing
over church property to private property (e.g. land or rectory), buying
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documents by means of bribes, buying electoral votes in cases of
church leadership elections, allocating scholarship to one’s own chil-
dren according to non-transparent criteria or by circumventing the
approved criteria, deviating ear-marked funds (e.g. from mission and
development cooperation) for other purposes than those agreed upon
(this action is often not tied to personal advantage, but simply shows
that there is an overall lack of money or liquidity or that it is a conse-
quence of inadequate management and planning of finances). Even
admitting students into theological seminaries or church schools, or
transferring project applications may here and there be corrupted by
paying out bribes. 

The sexual abuse of students as a condition to be admitted to a
school or to pass an exam is a widespread practice in non-church
schools – this has been clearly stated in the Program for Corruption-
Free Schools in West Africa – but cannot be completely excluded in
church-run schools. A study in East Africa estimated that it is even
higher than in public schools. Sexual abuse is a direct form of cor-
ruption because it is an abuse of public power (e.g. as a teacher) for
the benefit of personal interests. 

Grey corruption in the form of clan nepotism or ethnical affilia-
tion can be observed in particular when accessing church offices and
positions. Yet, this occurs in another form not only in developing
countries but also in industrialised countries. The necessity of larger
church development organisations to have a substantial outflow of
means with too scarce project staff or a cutback of job positions can
foster corrupt practices, as too many funds always flow through the
same channels and individuals. In the case of emergency aid, there are
particular difficulties tied to it, namely, that one should be able to help
as fast as possible and that one depends on material, permits or trans-
port opportunities that are for example controlled by rebel groups that
impose their own conditions.5

In the field of microcredits, the relevance of which has been right-
fully promoted now,6 corruption may arise for example in hidden and
not easily recognisable forms of writing off credits. A credit officer
grants a credit via two different detours to a relative who seemingly
cannot pay the credit back, and the credit officer writes it off upon
apparently comprehensive reasons (e.g. AIDS-incurred death of the
first borrower). As president of ECLOF International (i.e. the Ecu-
menical Church Loan Fund), having its head office in Geneva, I was
confronted with several such cases. They clearly lead to the dismissal
of the involved staff members as such cases can not be tolerated.7 The
donors of church development agencies and missionary societies have
a special co-responsibility not to support fallible partners but to
openly call them to account. Here, I have identified – and it has been
clearly confirmed at two conferences with German missionary soci-
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eties – that often staff members of these agencies and societies are
willing to apply the necessary standards including sanctions, but the
church leadership of the Northern partner church recoils from it and
protects the church leader from the South, because they are friends
and he fears negative headlines. In contrast to that, it is my experi-
ence that donors react very positively when they learn that church
agencies have courageously and outspokenly fought corruption, in
particular among their own ranks.8 So much can be heard and read
about corruption, that it can only be beneficial to adopt a pro-active,
forward-looking strategy. With such a communication strategy dona-
tions can even increase and must not be affected.

3. Carcinogenic Effects

As many studies show, corruption has disastrous effects on all sec-
tors of society. These effects concern financial, political, ecological,
cultural, moral and religious aspects : misdirection of development 9

(wrong allocation of resources); increased indebtedness; lack of tax
and state income; tax evasion; reduction of quality in the provision
of services, increased risks (safety, health, environment) ; negative
economic effects 10 such as distortion of competition/market ; eco-
nomic inefficiency; obstruction to investments; increase of the gap of
affluence and of non-transparency; extortion; loss of confidence in
state and economy; weakening of the moral integrity of individuals
and institutions; loss of democracy (corruption at elections) ; viola-
tion of human rights ;11 violation of the principle of gender justice ;
weakening of the law system; support of dictatorships and rebel
groups (which partially finance themselves and their activities with
money from corruption); risking the reputation of development coop-
eration and church credibility. It is particularly serious if the four sec-
tors of society that should offer orientation are involved in corrupt
practices : courts of justice, religious communities, media and schools ! 

In some countries, the corruption payments to and from state and
private bodies amount to the country’s overall indebtedness, as has
been shown by several studies. Hence, its relevance as to the implica-
tions on development cooperation is huge. At the same time, develop-
ment organisations and churches invest a surprisingly small amount
of manpower and funds in the fight against corruption, compared to
the important efforts for debt relief! It is also correct and important
that the global fight against HIV/AIDS has received major support
and that churches now run big programs against HIV/AIDS. AIDS
kills, but if we consider the negative effects that were just enumer-
ated, corruption also kills – directly and indirectly – hundred thou-
sands of people annually. Corruption is to society what cancer or drug
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dependence is to a body: it infiltrates all segments and destroys from
within the organs of life until the body (or a society) collapses. I will
come back to this analogy below.

4. The Bible: in Unconditional Manner Against Corruption

Corruption not only has political and economic effects ; it also
undermines values that are vital for the coexistence within a society:
injustice instead of justice; inequality instead of equal rights also for
the poor; lies instead of the truth; extortion instead of freedom; theft
instead of performance ; unpredictability instead of rationality and
efficiency; non-transparency instead of co-determination and partic-
ipation; manipulation instead of human dignity; self-interest instead
of general welfare; irresponsible use of power instead of power used
with responsibility. 

Corruption is almost as old as humanity, at least it is known to have
ocurred since the beginnings of jurisdiction. When looking for ethical
criteria to judge corruption, biblical insights may be illuminating. Var-
ious comprehensive theological-ethical studies are dealing with it. 12

The oldest reference to corruption in the Old Testament seems to
be found in the book of Exodus, only three chapters after the Ten
Commandments. ‘Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe makes people
blind to what is right and ruins the cause of those who are innocent.’
(Ex 23 :8) This prohibition of corruption dates back to the times
before the kings and is not accidentally addressed to judges not to
accept bribes. An unbiased jurisdiction is vital for every legal system.
Also, in the environment of the Old Testament, in Egypt and
Mesopotamia, the phenomenon of corruption was known, but here in
the book of Exodus a law against corruption has already been drawn
up! It is also important to note that the ethical justification used to
prohibit corruption is truth and justice, in particular the legal protec-
tion of the poor, as is shown in other verses. ‘Ah, you who acquit the
guilty for a bribe, and deprive the innocent of their rights!’ (Isa5:23)
The goal of fighting corruption is to protect the poor and the weaker
from the corrupt practices of the powerful. But at the same time cor-
rupt practices of poor people are condemned and not justified. ‘You
shall not side with the majority so as to pervert justice; nor shall you
be partial to the poor in a lawsuit’ (Ex 23:3). One cannot justify cor-
ruption because it is a result of poverty. 

Even before the time of the kings the sons of Samuel are said to
have accepted bribes for their own benefit (1 Sam 8:3). In the Book
of Kings it becomes clear that corruption was also used in external
affairs and in military matters : allies of the adversary were offered
bribes to use military actions against him (1 Kings 15:19; 2 Kings 16:8). 
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The prophets are also very clear about the effects of corruption.
Corruption kills. Corruption destroys life. ‘In you, they take bribes to
shed blood; you take both advance interest and accrued interest, and
make gain of your neighbours by extortion.’ (Ezek 22:12) Similar in
Psalm 15:1 and 5 : ‘O Lord, who may abide in your tent? … Those
who do not lend money at interest and do not take a bribe against the
innocent.’ The prophet and the psalm mention in the same verse cor-
ruption and usury! The effect is the same: exploitation; reduction of
life expectancy and violation of just distribution. Wealth must be
rooted in good performance and not based on exploitation, therefore
‘better is a little with righteousness than great revenues with injus-
tice’ (Prov 16:8).

The theological justification of refusing corruption becomes clear
in particular with the prophets. God Yahweh is incorruptible, as he is
the right and justice himself. This is why he is not trying to bribe King
Kyros when he repatriates his people from exile to their land (as some
individuals among the people may have proposed and hoped). Cor-
ruption destroys communities. Whoever uses the evil of bribery is called
pagan and is thus called as being excluded from the community with
God (Prov 17:23). Devout is he who does not take bribes (Ps 26:10).

Cases of bribery are also mentioned in the New Testament. And
again, bribery is always condemned. In connection with the events
around Passion and Easter, it is reported that Judas was bribed by
high priests (Mark 14:10f). The elites of the Roman Empire under
Pontius Pilate have been heavily corrupt. And Pilate in cooperation
with the Jewish authorities (Synhedrium) killed Jesus. Corruption
kills, in a double sense: it killed Jesus of Nazareth and Judas hanged
himself (Matt 27:5) because he lost all self-respect through corrup-
tion. High priests and elders also bribed the soldiers to spread the lie
that the body of Christ was not resurrected but stolen (whether these
passages are historical is controversial). The Acts of the Apostles
report on how judges were bribed, the governor Felix wanted some
money from Paul, to sentence him less severely (Acts 24 :26f). It is
also documented that customs – controlled by the Romans – was cor-
rupt at the time of Jesus; this fact is also shown by the story of chief
tax collector Zacchaeus who illegally acquired goods and who later
gave half of his belongings to the poor (Luke 19:1-10). The corrupt-
ibility of the spirit is probably the most dangerous form of corruption
: Simon the magician offered money to the apostles Peter and John,
thus trying to buy the power so that anyone he places his hands on
would receive the Holy Spirit (Acts 8 :8-24). To draw a moral from
this story, it shows that what is an inalienable power of God cannot
be acquired with underhand dealings.

The relevance of these biblical insights – mostly conveyed in nar-
rative stories – for the ethics of fighting corruption lies in the fact that
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the stories reflect images of successful life and of a society that knows
no corruption. There is no single verse in the Bible which justifies
corruption! But many verses offer a very clear analysis of the effects
of corruption and very clear values of a corruption-free society, which
can be summarised as follows:

• Corruption kills and destroys life God wants life

• Corruption oppresses the rights 
of the poor God wants justice

• Corruption hinders 
economic performance God wants honest wealth

• Corruption destroys trust 
and confidence God wants community

• Corruption strengthens violence 
and military forces God wants peace

• Corruption destroys integrity 
and credibility God wants dignity

5. The Course of a Disease and the Healing Process

Let us take up the analogy of corruption as a disease like cancer or
rather as an addiction, in order to describe six therapy stages towards
overcoming corruption. How do we overcome an addiction?

Stage 1 : minimisation and justification. Corruption is justified as a
culture of giving presents. The language hushes up facts (in business:
‘useful additional expenses’ instead of ‘bribes’), talks about corrup-
tion only in private.

Stage 2 : the problem starts exerting pressure. The economic and
political pressure on individuals and companies increases. The pay-
ments of bribes reach the limit of tolerability in economic terms.

Stage 3 : acknowledgement of the addiction. ‘Yes, I am sick, our insti-
tution or our society is sick. Measures are required.’

Stage 4 : decision of zero tolerance. In the same way as an alcoholic
recognises that he can only get away from his addiction if he com-
pletely renounces alcohol and not only a little; the zero tolerance deci-
sion as to corruption is taken. And subsequently, programs to combat
corruption as well as codes of conduct are introduced, etc.

Stage 5 : accept support. ‘We need support as we are unable to get
out of our addiction ourselves.’ National laws and international con-
ventions with inherent sanctions are important support mechanisms. 

Stage 6 : healing. A corruption-free life is developing. Yet, it is neces-
sary to remain vigilant as corruption can come back at any time. Zero
tolerance must be maintained even if corruption decreases.
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6. Therapy Measures Undertaken by Churches

I witnessed and observed these stages of fighting corruption in
particular as founder and president of the Swiss chapter of Trans-
parency International in the years 1994-2004. Today, in the interna-
tional debate and efforts we have reached stage 3-5 in the political and
economic field. As to the churches, we have only reached stage 3 in
many countries, sometimes even not this public acknowledgement. In
order to move the healing process forward to stage 4-6 also in churches,
we finally need concrete steps by implementing binding programs and
agreements, initiated or at least led by the church leaders. 

The beginning has been encouraging: in many places churches or
parts of them start raising their voice against corruption, mostly
against corruption within state and society, and increasingly against
corruption within the churches. Public statements in Cameroon and
Nigeria, codes of conduct connected to a plan of action in India, cam-
paigns for corruption-free schools in Western Africa, publication in
China, training courses for the church finance officers in Eastern
Africa, self-commitment and anti-corruption clauses in agreements of
missionary societies and aid agencies, publications about biblical
reflections in Madagascar, a church campaign for corruption-free
schools in Western Africa, a letter from the Argentinian churches
from the South to the churches in the North on the connection of
indebtedness and corruption, an anti-corruption plan of the All
African Church Conference (AACC) in Nairobi – all these are just a
few encouraging examples.13

Often these initiatives emerge from stress-induced suffering. Wher-
ever it is about corruption in the state system, the church leadership
publish relevant declarations. Yet, when we talk about corruption
within the church structures, we often find courageous individuals in
church-related special institutions or even staff members of church
parishes who are very often called back or even sanctioned by their
church leadership. When a church governing board has lost the trust
of its members due to corruption, then the new church leadership feels
often motivated and forced to introduce measures to fight corruption.

Women in churches have an important role to play in fighting cor-
ruption. Since they often are more affected by corrupt practices than
men and since they often are still less involved in power structures of
churches, they are more independent to speak and act against cor-
ruption. But women and men together have to undertake the efforts.
Otherwise the addiction cannot be stopped. 14 The whistleblowers
should not be punished but protected as it is more and more the case
with anonymous call centres for whistleblowers in companies and
governmental administration.15 A doctor who tells a patient that he
is sick should not be sanctioned, but taken seriously.
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As examples of encouraging measures, I would like to mention
two global church statements aimed at fighting corruption. The 8th
General Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Harare in
1998 called its member churches – in the declaration ‘The Debt Issue:
A Jubilee Call to End the Stranglehold of Debt on Impoverished Peo-
ples’ – ‘to work for an ethical governance in all countries and legisla-
tive action against all forms of corruption and misuse of loans.’ 16

The World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) approved a
plan of action for economic justice and environmental questions at its
24th General Assembly in Accra in August 2004. Upon the proposal
of the author of this text it states in the ‘Report of the Public Issues
Committee’ in the section on ‘Economic and Environmental Justice’
as recommendations to the churches that they should ‘…5. Commit
themselves to eradicating corruption within the churches by imple-
menting existing and new plans (e.g. AACC General Assembly and
NCC India).’ 17

However, the encouraging measures taken by the churches so far
are not enough. This is why the WARC proposal has now to be taken
up and put into concrete steps.

7. ‘Program to Overcome Corruption in Church and Society’
(POC)

I hence propose an ecumenical international ‘Program to Overcome
Corruption in Church and Society’ (POC). In the same way as there
was the famous WCC ‘Program to Combat Raciscm’ (PCR) and now
there is the WCC ‘Decade to Overcome Violence’ (DOV), we now
need extensive joint efforts to overcome the cancerous evil of corrup-
tion – undertaken within and by the churches. The program should
set the following two goals :

• the WCC member churches are corruption-free churches – at the
latest by the 10th General Assembly of the WCC; and

• the WCC member churches support the various sectors of their
societies in order for them to abolish corruption. 

The program can be implemented on local, regional, national, con-
tinental and international level. It should include four activities :

• biblical-theological reflections on corruption and its overcoming;

• analyses of mechanisms that foster corruption;

• exchange of information among member churches, regional ecu-
menical organisations and special services such as aid agencies
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and mission societies on existing and planned measures to fight
corruption as a sign of hope; and

• development, implementation and regular evaluation of instru-
ments such as plans of action, codes of conduct, administrative
guidelines and sanctions. 

The role of the WCC in these programs could be that of motivator,
animator and networker. The WCC should motivate its member
churches to increase, to interlink and to continuously implement
their efforts. Yet, each of the member churches can also start with
such a program on its own. The program could be turned into a part
of the WCC Program to Overcome Violence – as corruption is an open
form of violence against the weaker members of the church and soci-
ety. It could also be turned into a part of programs for economic jus-
tice. How can churches fight for economic justice in society if they
handle their own meagre resources in an unjust way? Either anti-cor-
ruption programs of governments, international organisations or
Transparency International can support such programs for corrup-
tion-free churches.

As to the credibility of the churches in the future, the relevance of
the program should not be underestimated, because the churches have
not played a prophetic role so far. But, this is what they urgently have
to comprehend, and do what others have already started to do – in
order to credibly play their proclaiming and prophetic role of pastoral
care within society. 
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CODE OF LEADERSHIP ADOPTED BY THE
NATIONAL COUNCIL OF CHURCHES 

IN INDIA, 2004

TRUTH AND PEACE THROUGH CORRUPTION-FREE
CHURCHES: PLAN OF ACTION UNANIMOUSLY

APPROVED BY THE NCCI QUADRENNIAL ASSEMBLY 
9-13 FEBRUARY 2004

We, the delegates and fraternal delegates to the 25th Quadrennial
Assembly, who participated in the Pre-Assembly Meeting on ‘Life of
the Church’ that was held from 6-8 February 2004 at Tirunelveli
(South India)

• strongly affirm that the Church embodies ethical and Christian
values of truth, peace and justice that ensures equal opportunities
to all, to enjoy the fullness of life ;

• We also strongly affirm the heritage of eminent Church leaders
and religious personalities who have been and are excellent stew-
ards in the service of the Lord and society;

• However, we recognize that corruption which is rampant in society
has penetrated the life of the Churches undermining truth, justice
and peace, dividing the community and destroying the credibility of
the institutions and of the life and mission of the Churches;

• We also recognize that the root cause of corruption lies in the
misuse and abuse of power or privilege and therefore is an unethi-
cal act leading to moral crisis and conflicts.

Therefore, we recommend the following plan of action for
approval by the NCCI Assembly.



NCCI, the member Churches, Regional Christian Councils,
Related Agencies, All India Christian Organizations:

1. make anti-corruption a high priority in their mission and activi-
ties between now and the next assembly;

2. add anti-corruption clauses and mechanisms in the different reg-
ulations on Church-related free and fair elections of the respec-
tive bodies at all levels ;

3. adopt and implement the ‘Code of Leadership’ (Appendix 1);

4. recommend that all candidates for elections of the respective
bodies sign the code;

5. take immediate action to declare all church related institutions
like schools, clinics, hospitals, offices etc. ‘corruption-free zone’
and conduct their business on transparent basis. The institutions
should establish a mechanism of monitoring and control ;

6. support efforts for sufficient and fair salaries for leaders of
Churches and staff of Christian institutions in order to meet the
basic needs and to overcome the temptation to increase income
and allowances by corrupt practices;

7. promote an annual anti-corruption week including biblical reflec-
tion, practical action and publication;

8. encourage networking with Churches and NCC’s in other coun-
tries and continents (e.g. All Africa Conference of Churches’ pro-
gram against corruption), other religious communities, civic soci-
ety groups and governments committed to expose and end
corruption;

9. improve mutual transparency and accountability between donors
and the churches;

10. campaign effectively to eradicate corruption;

11. share annually with the NCCI information on their activities and
action against corruption. NCCI secretariat will synthesize, coor-
dinate and disseminate this information and provide an annual
progress report to the members for their study and consideration.
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PROCESS OF IMPLEMENTATION

The Assembly requests the NCCI, the member Churches, Regional
Christian Councils, Related Agencies, All India Christian Organiza-
tions to implement these recommendations in order to eradicate cor-
ruption.

APPENDIX 1 
CODE OF LEADERSHIP FOR LEADERS OF CHURCHES,

CHURCH-RELATED ORGANIZATIONS 
AND CHRISTIAN INSTITUTIONS IN INDIA

Realizing that responsible leadership is a central part of the strategy
to fight corruption, we urge on the NCCI, the member Churches,
Regional Christian Councils, Related Agencies and the All India
Christian Organizations to impress on the leadership that the adop-
tion of the following code will be a crucial contribution towards over-
coming corruption:

1. to give precedence to public interest over personal interest ;

2. to refuse to accept money or gifts which can be construed as
bribes;

3. to maintain and update inventories that list out the properties of
the institution and to ensure that properties are registered on
behalf of the institution;

4. to avoid leasing and selling of Church properties (both movable
and immovable) on the plea that current liabilities have to be met;

5. to declare the personal assets (movable or immovable) to the gov-
erning body while taking charge and relinquishing the office;

6. to decentralize powers and duties to allow proper control and
management of responsibilities ;

7. to refrain from engaging in long term litigations and pending cases
and to establish an ‘Ecumenical Adjudicating Authority’ to arbi-
trate between conflicting parties ;

8. to encourage and support people who are working against corrup-
tion as well as to protect the whistleblowers who expose corrupt
practices;

9. to avoid attempts to close institutions which are reputed centres
of education and empowerment;
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10. to strictly utilize the finance that is earmarked for specific pro-
grams and purposes without mismanagement;

11. to adhere to minimum labour standards with fair appointments
and selection procedures, issuing of employment contract letters,
medical and pension benefits to church employees and their
families ;

12. to avoid involvement of family members in the decision making
as well as administrative bodies of the respective institution.

This code was designed and approved by the 25th Quadrennial
Assembly of the National Council of Churches of India 9-13th
February 2004.

The organ that plays the role of governing body, represented by
its president, shall ratify this code.
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AFRICAN CHURCH LEADERSHIP.
BETWEEN CHRIST, 

CULTURES AND CONFLICTS
J. N. K. Mugambi, Kenya

1. Christianity and Culture

The question of the relationship between Christianity and culture
is a perennial problem that has endured since the beginning of Chris-
tianity. It is a challenge for all churches and a specific challenge for
church leadership in Africa. 

In his book Christ and Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr 1 suggests at
least five different ways in which this relationship might be
expressed. Niebuhr’s analysis is helpful for anyone interested in dis-
cerning how Christianity has been appropriated for social change in
the contemporary world, especially in Africa. It is worthwhile to sum-
marise that analysis.

1.1. Christ Against Culture 

When Christianity is presented as an alternative superior to the
existing culture, the prospective convert is placed in a dilemma, to
follow Christ or remain in ‘paganism’. This particular relationship has
been presupposed by most missionaries from the North Atlantic to
Africa. By ‘Christ’ they have meant their own cultural and religious
heritage, which is supposedly ‘Christian’. Since Christianity cannot
exist in a cultural vacuum, any claim to preach ‘pure gospel’ becomes
pretentious. A Christian, no matter how puritanical, is a product of
his culture. When he goes out to win converts, he does so from his
own cultural background, using the cultural tools which he has accu-
mulated through the process of socialisation and education. The por-
trayal of Christ as being against culture, in practice becomes a decla-
ration of conflict between the culture of the missionary and that of
the prospective converts. This produces a serious social crisis. The
proliferation of independent churches in Africa is a manifestation of
that crisis. Ngugi wa Thiong’o in his novel The River Between 2 por-
trays this crisis in the conflict between Joshua, the staunch Christian,
and Muthoni, his daughter, who seeks wholeness in the traditional
African way of life. Okot p’Bitek also portrays the same crisis in his



two long poems, Song of Lawino and Song of Ocol. 3 Kosuke Koyama4

described a similar crisis in Thailand, where local people could iden-
tify themselves with Christ, while the missionaries portrayed Chris-
tianity as a movement against the Buddhist tradition.

1.2. The Christ of Culture

On the opposite end of the spectrum, some Christians consider
Christ to be the ‘Son of God’ and ‘Son of Man’ who comes to affirm
the cultural and religious heritage of peoples. The Gospel is then
viewed as the fulfilment of culture, not a threat to it. The Sermon on
the Mount (Matt 5-7) is interpreted as an endorsement of this per-
spective. Christ is then portrayed as the ‘Man for All Cultures’, who
helps people to discern and live according to God’s will in the context
of their respective cultural and religious traditions. Under this per-
spective, Christianity cannot be culturally uniform. The churches of
the apostolic period presupposed this perspective of the relationship
between Christ and culture. Though they were in communion with
each other, they retained each its uniqueness and cultural particularity.

1.3. Christ Above Culture

Between these two extremes of affirmation and negation of cul-
ture, some Christians evade conflict by presenting a Christ who is
‘above’ culture. Under this perspective, Christianity becomes tran-
scendentalist, concentrating on ‘salvation’ in heaven and in future. In
practice, such religiosity becomes irrelevant to the needs and demands
of the present.

1.4. Christ and Culture in Paradox 

Other Christians avoid the conflict by suggesting a paradox, in
which Christ is at the same time identified with culture and con-
trasted with it. The Church is in the world, though it is not of the
world. The problem of this perspective is the lack of clarity with
regard to the circumstances under which Christ is portrayed in sup-
port of culture and those when culture is negated. Who has the
authority to decide on such questions? In the context of the modern
Christian missionary enterprise, this authority has been vested in
missionaries, who in general have been biased in favour of their own
cultures and against the cultures where they are guests.

1.5. Christ the Transformer of Culture

The fifth perspective portrays Christ as the transformer of cul-
ture, who makes all things new (Rev 21:5). Conversion is viewed as
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a challenge for the convert to change his ways and become a new
being. St. Paul’s conversion is often cited as an example. He was
transformed from a ‘persecutor’ of Christians to a ‘perfector’ of
Christianity. The notion of transformation, however, presupposes
that the earlier way of life is not abandoned ; it is transformed
through adoption of new insights and commitments. If the ingredi-
ents of transformation are taken from the invading culture, the
resulting change becomes comparable with any other process of
acculturation. In Africa, most cultural change under colonial rule
and missionary tutelage has been of this kind. It is for this reason that
many of the African elites have blamed the modern Christian mis-
sionary enterprise for the cultural alienation which Africans have
suffered under the pretext of modernisation.

These five perspectives on the relationship between Christianity
and culture have all been applicable in Africa. In one African coun-
try, and in one particular denomination, all the perspectives might be
present, causing tensions and confusions and factions. Part of the cul-
tural crisis in the continent arises from the lack of consensus amongst
Christians and churches, on the most relevant and constructive
approach to reconcile Christianity and culture.

2. Piety and Politics

A second severe challenge for African church leaders is the
instrumentalisation of religion in politics. Alan Geyer, in his book
Piety and Politics, 5 outlines six approaches through which religion
can be used in political mobilisation. In each of those approaches,
religion becomes a means to an end – as a source of loyalty, a sanc-
tion for loyalty, a sanction for conflict, a source of conflict, a sanctu-
ary from conflict, and a reconciler of conflict. This section explores
each of these appropriations of religion, with particular reference to
contemporary Africa.

2.1. Religion as a Source of Loyalty

When religion is used as a source of loyalty, the leaders try to
wrench social cohesion by appealing to a common faith. The Old Tes-
tament and the Koran have often been interpreted as scriptures which
portray religion as a source of loyalty. This approach is used both by
regimes in power and by groups struggling for liberation. In Africa,
the apartheid regime used the Dutch Reformed Church as a source of
loyalty among the Afrikaners, until apartheid was declared a heresy
by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) in 1983. Islam
is sometimes used as a source of loyalty. Such is the case in the countries
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of the Arabian Peninsula. Secular states avoid this approach to reli-
gion by constitutionally detaching religious affiliation from citizen-
ship. National cohesion is impossible to achieve when religious affil-
iation becomes entangled with citizenship. Former Yugoslavia, which
seemed united during the cold war, disintegrated when various
nationalities claimed their sovereignty on the basis of cultural, reli-
gious and historical identity. The civil strife in Sudan revolves around
the question of religious, cultural, racial and ideological identity.

2.2. Religion as a Sanction for Loyalty 

Geyer illustrates this approach by describing the influence of
Calvinism on the development of national consciousness in the USA.
He shows that the separation of powers between church and state,
which has become a dominant feature in that country, produced not
a secularist nation, but one in which both civil religion and national
patriotism flourished. Citing a book published by Lord Bryce in 1889
under the title American Commonwealth, Geyer highlights the fea-
tures which have characterised American identity:6

• Christianity is, in fact if not in name, the national religion;
• the world view of average Americans is shaped by the Bible and

Christian theology;
• Americans attribute progress and prosperity to Divine favour;
• political thought is deeply influenced by such Puritan emphases as

the doctrine of original sin; 
• American constitutional government is peculiarly legalistic ;
• American religion is marked by emotional fervour; and 
• the social activities of American religion are singularly developed.

In contemporary Africa, the use of religion as a sanction for loy-
alty can be illustrated in such countries as Ethiopia under Haile
Selassie, and in Zaire under Mobutu. In the former, the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church was the symbol of Ethiopian sovereignty, even
though there are adherents to other religions. In Zaire, an attempt was
made to bring all Protestant churches under one umbrella organisa-
tion, as a means of control. This attempt did not succeed, particularly
because the denominational missionary links with Europe and North
America could not be severed.

2.3. Religion as a Sanction for Conflict 

Throughout history religion has been used to justify conflict and
war, especially in the context of imperial expansion. From the 8th
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century onwards, Islam was used to justify Arab expansion across
North Africa and into Europe. Europeans used the Crusades to jus-
tify invasion and plunder of foreign peoples. The missionary enter-
prise was fuelled by a similar crusading spirit, in which non Chris-
tians were considered enemies of Christ if they resisted conversion to
Christianity. Geyer cites Psalm 18:34, 39-40, as an example of Chris-
tian-Judaic scriptural references which portray religion as a sanction
for conflict :

He trains my hands for war,
So that my arms can bend a bow of bronze.
For thou didst gird me with strength for the battle ;
Thou didst make my assailants sink under me.
Thou didst make my enemies turn their backs to me,
And those who hated me I destroyed.

In contemporary Africa, many civil conflicts are often portrayed
in such adversarial terms. It is in Sudan, perhaps more than in any
other part of the continent, that religion is portrayed as sanction for
conflict. The civil war in Sudan, which has been raging since 1956, is
generally portrayed by the mass media as a conflict between ‘the “Ara-
bised” and “Islamised” North against the “Christianised” and “Ani-
mist” South’. This adversarial caricature of a very complex problem,
tends to oversimplify the dynamics of the conflict, which has histori-
cal, political, economic, ideological and cultural dimensions. The
media image of the conflict overlooks the fact that there are Muslims
and Christians on both sides of the conflict.

2.4. Religion as a Source of Conflict

The religious conflicts in Palestine-Israel, India (Punjab and
Kashmir), and Sri Lanka are examples where religion is a source of
conflict. In Africa, the declaration of Shariah in Northern Nigeria is
another example. The civil strife in Algeria can also be cited in this
context. One important question is whether in the 21st century it
will make political sense to organise nations and states on the basis
of religious identity. While religion is important as a pillar of culture,
it ought not to divide peoples whose survival can be sustained only
through interdependence.

2.5. Religion as a Sanctuary from Conflict 

This approach to religion can have at least two meanings. First, it
can mean the retreat of religious leadership and laity from involve-
ment in social controversies, on the ground that religious commit-
ment does not permit social engagement. Second, it can mean that in
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times of conflict the victims caught in crossfire will find refuge and
sanctuary in places of worship. With regard to the first meaning, there
is a long tradition in Euro-American Protestantism, in which Chris-
tianity is used as a justification for withdrawal from social action. The
Puritan emigration from Europe to the Americas was thus justified.
Those who refused to conform to the norms of the political estab-
lishment took sanctuary in their religion, and fled to the Americas
where they established their own social system based on the separa-
tion of church and state. Within the same country, religious individ-
uals and communities can withdraw from engagement in social
affairs and retreat into individualistic pursuits. William Lee Miller
observed such a tendency in North American Protestantism. Such
withdrawal and retreat leads to political alienation. Geyer explains
the withdrawal and retreat as follows: in part, he suggests, the Protes-
tant withdrawal from politics is a function of the Protestant with-
drawal from the city. That withdrawal reinforces the Puritan image
of the city politics as corrupt, machine-ridden and Catholic-con-
trolled. The retreat into suburbia leads to the following liabilities :

• the escape from the invasion of racial and religious minorities
removes Protestant leadership from the stage of those domestic
conflicts for which there is now a worldwide audience, while actu-
ally intensifying those conflicts within American society;

• the abandoning of urban centres weakens Protestant identifica-
tion with those unsolved economic and welfare problems which
threaten the country with domestic stagnation; 

• Protestants become more vulnerable to the artificial compartmen-
talisation between domestic and international issues, leaving them
increasingly with the paradoxical combination of a sentimental
internationalism and a socioeconomic conservatism;

• the retreat from the city is a retreat from exposure to the cosmo-
politan and intercultural influences of the city; and

• Protestant participation is increasingly withdrawn from such
national and international centres of foreign policy discussion as
New York, Boston, Baltimore, and Chicago.

Geyer’s analysis of North American Protestant withdrawal and
retreat from politics is helpful in explaining the social aloofness of
African Christianity. The withdrawal and retreat from public life has
been exported to Africa through the modern missionary enterprise,
with all the liabilities highlighted above, especially in the post-colonial
period. In view of the fact that the African elite has been trained
mainly in institutions owned or sponsored by missionary agencies
where these principles of withdrawal and aloofness have been incul-
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cated, it is understandable that campaigns for political transition in
Africa have been lukewarm, if not dormant. Where political activism
has been vigorous, the activists will either have been trained out of
such missionary establishments, or rebels alumni critical of those
principles.

2.6. Religion as a Reconciler of Conflict

It is ironic that although peace on earth and goodwill amongst
humankind are key principles in the doctrines of most religions
which claim universal appeal, in practice all the promoters of these
religions have generated conflict whenever they have come into con-
tact with peoples of other cultures and religions. Part of the reason
for this tragedy is that universalistic religions have almost always
become tools for use by expansionist principalities and powers. In
response to this paradox, the World Council of Churches (WCC) in
1954 formulated nine guidelines 7 to facilitate peaceful coexistence
between and amongst nations. Considering that these guidelines
were formulated at the beginning of the cold war, they were quite
progressive. If they had been followed, many international conflicts
could have been avoided:
1. All power carries responsibility and all nations are trustees of

power which should be used for the common good.
2. All nations are subject to moral law, and should strive to abide by

the accepted principles of international law to develop this law and
to enforce it through common actions.

3. All nations should honour their pledged word and international
agreements into which they have entered.

4. No nation in an international dispute has the right to be sole judge
in its own cause or to resort to war in order to advance its policies,
but should seek to settle disputes by direct negotiation or by sub-
mitting them to reconciliation, arbitration, or judicial settlement.

5. All nations have an obligation to insure universal security and to
this end should support measures designed to deny victory to a
declared aggressor.

6. All nations should recognise and safeguard the inherent dignity,
worth and essential rights of the human person, without distinc-
tion as to race, sex, language or religion.

7. Each nation should recognise the rights of every other nation,
which observes such standards, to live by and proclaim its own
political and social beliefs, provided that it does not seek by coercion,
threat, infiltration or deception to impose these on other nations.

8. All nations should recognise an obligation to share their scientific
and technical skills with peoples in less developed regions, and to
help the victims of disaster in other lands.
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9. All nations should strive to develop cordial relations with their
neighbours, encourage friendly cultural and commercial dealings,
and join in creative international efforts for human welfare.

The United Nations system was designed to promote peaceful
coexistence. However, it appears that the powerful nations can always
impose their will and power on the weaker ones, even when the
former are in the wrong. We can only hope that the future will give
birth to a New Order in which the strong nations will restrain them-
selves and protect the weak rather than dominate and exploit them,
while the weak in their turn will have the courage to assert them-
selves in order to share their intellectual and cultural resources for the
good of posterity and all humanity.

3. The Future of Religion in Africa

During the 1980s and 1990s many books were published in
Europe and North America on the present features and future
prospects of religion in Africa. Some sociologists of religion have pre-
dicted that Africa will become increasingly ‘Christianised’. As evi-
dence of this trend, they have alluded to the dynamism of African
Christianity, especially in tropical Africa. Most of these predictions
were made by foreign observers using macro-statistical indicators and
variables. African scholars have been much more cautious in their
predictions, taking into consideration their acquaintance with actual
situations and contexts. For example, they have expressed concern
that the numerical growth of Christianity in tropical Africa is not
matched with corresponding theological growth and institutional
development. There is too little African theological literature written
by Africans for consumption by Africans. How could a religion grow
without its own theologians? Portuguese priests baptised thousands
of African Christians in Angola during the 16th and 17th centuries.
They must have boasted the number of converts that they had made.
However, that early Angolan Christianity did not last, because it
lacked internalisation and theological originality. How long will this
dynamic African Christianity last? 

Roland Oliver warned in 1950 8 that Christianity in Africa risks
expanding at the circumference while disintegrating at the centre. He
was referring to the rapid numerical growth which was not matched
by a corresponding growth in theological and institutional develop-
ment. Half a century later, this caution is still valid. African Islam
faces the same risk. The construction of mosques in African cities and
rural areas does not necessarily suggest numerical expansion of Islam.
In the end, both these religions will survive in Africa, in the long
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term, only if they produce African theologians who can appropri-
ate the African cultural and religious heritage in such a way as to
make African Christianity and African Islam at home amongst
Africa’s peoples. 

If both succeed, African Christianity and African Islam will have
two things in common: the African cultural and religious foundations
on the one hand, and the Abrahamic tradition on the other. The chal-
lenges of urbanisation, industrialisation and secularisation will take
their toll on religious propaganda, unless the promoters of religions in
Africa will communicate in terms with which the African youth and
students can identify. Liberal capitalism has brought advertising to
the doorstep of even the remotest homestead in Africa. Religious cler-
ics and laity can hardly match that record. This is the challenge that
expansionist religions have to face in coming decades and centuries
in Africa.

It is clear that religion is given a very high public profile in Africa.
Religious leaders are invited in conflicts between political factions.
Religious agencies have become dispensers of relief goods and serv-
ices, including food, clothes and medicines. Social services such as
schooling and medical care are provided largely by religious agencies.
Under these circumstances, is it possible to envisage the secularisa-
tion of religion in Africa? If Asia and the Arab zone are instructive,
we may expect that Africa will not follow the North Atlantic model.
Rather, religion will continue to have a central role for many decades,
perhaps for centuries to come.
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RELIGIOUS STATISTICS IN RUSSIA.
A CHALLENGE 

FOR RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP
Roman Silantyev, Russia

1. Conflicting Interests for Counting Religious Groups in
Russia 

The first national census to be conducted since 1989 took place in
October 2002. Unfortunately, it was not compulsory and provoked a
great deal of scandals ; still it allowed for the production of a body of
officially recognised data that, if processed, can give answers to many
questions concerning the nature of Russian society today. One impor-
tant question however has remained unanswered. As early as the ini-
tial stages in preparations for the census, many authoritative scien-
tists insisted that the census questionnaire should include a question
about the religious affiliation of respondents and proposed to omit
instead the questions about their living conditions as such data are
easily obtained from housing and communal services. They heard in
response that this replacement was difficult to make technically and
that, generally, religious leaders strongly disapproved of such ques-
tions, allegedly afraid to face the truth when they saw how low in fact
the numbers of their followers were. To be sure, it was just a lame
excuse because major religious organisations in Russia were con-
cerned in the first place with obtaining such data and never objected
to having the questionnaires corrected accordingly. As a result, the
request of scientists was rejected, thus depriving them of an opportu-
nity to handle official statistics as to the religious convictions of Russ-
ian citizens for at least ten more years, while engaged specialists
retained the carte blanche to continue speculating on the subject. Fol-
lowers of scientific atheism will thus continue arguing that it is they
who make up the majority of the population, while supporters of the
interests of religious minorities will continue insisting on having as
many as 35 million Russian Muslims, 5 million Protestants and
1.5 million Catholics. It is much easier to refute such claims than to
substantiate them. However, a natural question arises here: ‘What is
it in fact that the Russians believe in?’ In order to answer, let us
undertake an analysis of the four principal sources of information
concerning the religious composition of the Russian population. 



2. First Source: The 2002 National Census 

The latest census remains the main official source of information
about the ethnic make-up of the Russian population. At first glance,
the ethnic make-up has no direct correlation with the religious pref-
erences of the population. However it helps identify the upper limit
in the number of followers of some religious traditions, such as
Orthodox Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Catholicism,
Lutheranism, Mennonism and Heathenism. To this end the assump-
tion is made that, for instance, all the Poles, Lithuanians, Czechs, Slo-
vaks, French, one third of the Germans and one twentieth of the
Ukrainians confess Catholicism, while the number of Catholics
among the Russians and other peoples is negligible. Then the total
number of the so-called ‘ethnic Catholics’ is calculated and the figure
thus obtained is considered to be the upper limit of the number of
Catholics in Russia. Certainly, any qualified scholar of religions or
ethnographer will raise an objection that there are considerably fewer
real Catholics among the Russian Germans than one third, just as
many Poles and Lithuanians actually confess Orthodox Christianity.
The procedure described above however does not claim at all any high
accuracy, but it makes it possible to show vividly that the number of
Catholics living in our country is no more than 460 thousand, that is,
0.3% of the population. Out of the 145 million Russians covered by
the census, 1.5 million did not indicate their ethnic origin, or rather
considered themselves among some exotic peoples, with the Elves,
Hobbits and Goblins occupying an honorary place among them.
There is every reason to believe that the general ratio of major eth-
nicities in Russia can apply to this group just as well, though this
hypothesis needs to be proved. Therefore, the upper limits of the
strength of major religious groups in our country appear as follows: 

Orthodox Christians 86.5% (app. 126 million) 
Muslims 10% (app. 14.5 million) 
Armenian Gregorians 0.8% (app. 1.1 million) 
Heathens 0.5% (app. 670 thousand) 
Catholics 0.35% (app. 480 thousand) 
Lutherans and Mennonites 0.3% (app. 430 thousand) 
Buddhists 0.25% (app. 380 thousand) 
Judaists 0.15% (230 thousand) 
No mention of ethnic origin 1.15% (app. 1.5 million) 

It is necessary to make some additional clarifications at this point.
All those who claimed to be Jews are considered to be Judaists. Half
the Buryats, half the Tuvins, two thirds of the Kalmyks and all the
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Mongols are assumed to be Buddhists ; all the Armenians, Armenian
Gregorians; half the Finns and Latvians, Lutherans; two thirds of the
Germans, Lutherans and all the German Mennonites, Mennonites
proper; one fourth of the Buryats, the Mary and the Altaians, half the
Tuvins and up to 20% of the minor peoples of the North, Heathens.
The proportion of Muslims among the Ossetians is assumed to be
25%, while the Tatars are all Muslims except for 26 thousand Ortho-
dox Kryashens. The Estonians are considered to be Orthodox, while
the Kurdian Jesides are followers of Jesidism rather than Islam. 

All these calculations can be challenged, but they look most plau-
sible in the author’s view. 

3. Second Source: Polls and Field Ethnic and Confessional
Studies 

The very rough ‘upper limit’ procedure can be corrected by two
other methods, namely polls and appropriate field studies. As the
most authoritative polls sample today from 2000 to 2500 people and
are fairly accurate in establishing the rating of politicians and in pre-
dicting returns, they can be used to clarify the religious picture. In this
case, it is sufficient to include into a questionnaire only one additional
question: ‘What religious tradition do you belong to (believe to belong
to)?’ A more detailed questionnaire designed to unveil also whether
believers are aware of the basic doctrines of their religious tradition
and how far they are religiously active is certainly helpful, but it
cannot give grounds for alleging that there are only 2 or 3% of gen-
uine believers in our country, because in most religions the actual
strength of one’s faith is defined only by one’s life after death – in par-
adise or hell. Notably, nobody anywhere would test non-believers or
atheists for the strength of their non-belief. Otherwise it would turn
out indeed that there are few classical representatives of this kind of
people in our country, while Heathens and occultists are far too many.
The correct polls have produced on average the following religious
picture of Russia today: 

Orthodox Christians 60-70%
(baptised in Orthodoxy: 75%)

Non-believers and atheists 10-15%
Muslims 4-5%
Protestants & followers 
of new religious movements (NRMs) 1-2%
Buddhists < 1%
The rest of the religious groups falling under the limits of
admissible errors. 
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Thus, the polls have made it possible to identify a new group of
believers who do not belong either to the Lutherans or Mennonite
Protestants or NRMs and who are greater in number than the fol-
lowers of many traditional religions. The principal shortcoming of all
these polls is that their sample is rather small and not quite represen-
tative, covering mainly the population of large cities. This peculiarity
leads to an underestimation of the proportion of the Orthodox, Mus-
lims and Heathens and to an overestimation of the number of Bud-
dhists (at the expense of non-traditional Buddhists), Protestants,
NRMs and non-believers. Because they are contradictory and not
quite reliable, these polls have on the whole been seldom used as a
principal source of information about the religious picture, and are
called mainly to illustrate the tendencies of religious processes. Ethnic
and religious field studies are aimed predominantly at identifying
small religious groups, such as Old Believers, Catacomb Church mem-
bers, traditional Heathens, covert NRM groups, who do not come into
the field of vision when other methods are used, but can help solve
other important problems. It was only a field study that could estab-
lish that Tatarstan is a predominantly Orthodox republic, that in
Tuva, shamanism has crowded out Buddhism, while Burhanism,
which used to be so popular in the Mountainous Altai, has become
almost extinct. 

4. Third Source: Statistics of the Russian Federation Ministry
of Justice 

Nearly 75% of the religious groups and organisations active in
Russia now enjoy the status of ‘legal identity’ and are registered with
the Ministry of Justice. The Ministry of Justice register represents one
of the most important resources for mapping the religious picture. Its
only shortcoming is its failure to give the size of each particular com-
munity, and this prevents it from becoming universal. A simple analy-
sis shows that even within the same religious organisation, commu-
nities may differ in size by dozens or even hundreds times, and in
order to realise it, it is sufficient to compare an Orthodox parish in a
‘sleeping’ district in Moscow with a parish in a largely depopulated
village. If this important point is neglected, the Ministry of Justice reg-
ister can become seriously misleading, since, if judged by the number
of communities registered in it, the Protestants leave the Muslims far
behind, while the Judaists outnumber the Buddhists. Besides, it
should be taken into account that in some religious organisations the
number of registered communities exceeds by far that of truly active
ones, such as most of the NRMs and some alternative Orthodox and
Muslim organisations, while in other religious organisations, such as
traditional Heathens and some trends of the Old Belief, the status of
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legal identity is enjoyed by fewer than half the communities. In total,
21,664 religious organisations were registered as of the beginning of
2002. They break down as follows: 

Russian Orthodox 11,525 (53.2%) 
Protestants 4097 (19%) 
Muslims 3537 (16.3%) 
New religious movements (NRMs) 1040 (4.8%) 
Old Believers 284 (1.3%) 
Judaists 267 (1.3%) 
Roman Catholics 253 (1.2%) 
Buddhists (including non-traditional) 192 (0.9%) 
Non-canonical Orthodox jurisdictions 137 (0.6%) 
Heathens 25 (0.1%) 
Others 274 (1.3%)

5. Fourth Source: Assessments by Religious Leaders 

This source is actually only good for defining the strength of small
religious groups whose leaders can count their parishioners precisely.
Certainly, in larger religious organisations, the leaders of some com-
munities do have an idea of how many people come every day or hol-
iday to pray in their church, mosque or synagogue, but it is technically
difficult to compile these data even for a hundred places. As a result,
the religious leaders of large organisations, in assessing the number of
their followers, have to use only the data produced by the first three
sources. At the same time, one should bear in mind that representa-
tives of religious minorities often tend to overstate their strength,
while the proportion of Orthodox Christians can be overstated by
10% at the most, otherwise it will exceed 100%, indeed. A researcher
can also be confused by an apparent dissension of opinions within the
same religious tradition. Thus, in a poll conducted by a Jewish news-
paper among representatives of the Judaist establishment the number
of Jews in Russia varied from 250 thousand to 10 million. 

A special place in this review should be given to the question of
how many Muslims there are in Russia. This subject has long been a
stumbling stone for Muslim leaders as well as state officials and
researchers, whose assessments sometimes radically differ. As was
already mentioned, the 2002 census reported the total number of
ethnic Muslims in Russia as being at least 14.5 million. Most of the
Muslim leaders would insist on the figure of 20 million, which was
voiced by the Russian president in August 2003. More politicised
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muftis give numbers as high as 25 to 50 million, while many Islamic
studies scholars argue that the actual number of real followers of
Islam do not exceed 8 to 10 million. In assessing the views cited above,
one can observe that the author of each is right in his own way. Those
who bring the number of Muslims into proportion with the total
strength of Muslim peoples are right. Those who proceed from socio-
logical polls and establish the number of Muslims somewhere
between 8 and 10 millions are also right. Moreover, the authority of
the Russian president does not allow any doubt as to his assessment,
but at the same time the figure of 35 to 50 million Muslims is mani-
festly overstated. The only way to smooth away the existing contra-
dictions is to propose a figure between 17 and 19 million people (the
round-off figure will be 20 million) staying in Russia at a time. In spite
of the State Statistics Committee leaders’ assurances of otherwise, the
census could not really embrace all these people, as many of them are
evidently not Russian citizens, but those who came in search of a job
from Central Asia and the Transcaucasus. 

In assessing the strength of the Russian Muslim community, one
should bear in mind that there is a great number of non-believers and
followers of other religions among these ethnic Muslims. Thus, the
recent census in Estonia, which included a question about one’s reli-
gious affiliation, has shown that nearly one fourth of the ethnic Tatar
believers there actually confess various forms of Christianity. Similar
figures were produced when processing the data of the census
conducted in Lithuania. Therefore, it can be presumed that up to
10 to15% of the ethnic Muslims in Russia really confess not Islam,
but Christianity. This figure is indirectly confirmed by the data of
sociological polls and the sampling of the ethnic make-up of Orthodox
and Protestant communities. Muslim leaders themselves do not deny
either that thousands of Tatars, Bashkirs, Kazakhs, Adygs and Kabar-
dinians have embraced Christianity, while the total number of the
newly-converted Muslims does not exceed 3,000. The Christianisa-
tion of ethnic Muslims is not so much due to some purposeful mis-
sionary work conducted among them only by Protestants as it is to
the influence of Russian culture in the expression of Christian roots.
The assimilation of ethnic and religious minorities is an inevitable
process in any society, and in Russia it goes even faster because of the
negative image of Islam created by the mass media. The percentage of
non-believers among the ethnic Muslims is definitely lower then
among peoples belonging to the Christian culture due to the deeply
religious nature of the peoples in the Caucasus and Central Asia, but
here too it can hardly be lower than 10%. In total, between 20 and
30 percent of the people of Muslim culture do not really consider
themselves as Muslims – and this is the figure to be reckoned with in
assessing the strength of the Islamic community in Russia. 
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6. Basic Tendencies in Russia’s Religious Life Today 

a) The proportion of believers in the Russian population is gradually
increasing, while that of people indifferent to belief and of non-
believers is, accordingly, decreasing. An increasing number of
people are returning to the fold of traditional religions, on one
hand, and the number of materialists is decreasing due to the
intensive propaganda of esotericism and mysticism, on the other.
The number of committed atheists, with the most active of them
united in sect-like associations, is negligibly small today.

b) The high birth rate among the North Caucasian Muslims and the
intensive immigration of Muslims from Central Asia and the
Transcaucasus is offset in many ways by the ‘russification’ and
Christianisation of most children born in mixed marriages, and
also by mass conversion of Tatars, Bashkirs, Kazakhs, Adygs and
many other people to Christianity. Therefore, any considerable
increase in the proportion of genuine Muslims can hardly be
expected in the nearest future, though the proportion of ethnic
Muslims will surely grow. 

c) Compared to what it was in 1989, the number of Catholics,
Lutherans and Mennonites has decreased and continue to
decrease due to, first of all, intensive emigration of Germans and
continued russification of Poles and Lithuanians. The mission of
Russian Catholics proselytes, called as it is to preserve their posi-
tion if only partly, has not been met with a noticeable success, and
the community of ‘Russian Catholics’ can hardly amount to more
than 10 thousand now. 

d) The growth in the number of Baptists, Adventists, Evangelical
Christians and other non-charismatic Protestants has stopped. The
outflow of their parishioners to charismatic groups has become
ever more visible; many Protestants are returning to the fold of the
Russian Orthodox Church. The Mormons, Moonies, scientologists
and most of the other new religious groups have almost exhausted
their reserves for growth, their target groups being worked out,
their missionary methods being out of date, their ill fame prevent-
ing them from using effectively the riches they have accumulated.
Only Jehovah’s Witnesses and neo-charismatics have maintained a
relatively rapid rate of growth, but their ranks have been replen-
ished mostly by non-believers and Baptists and Adventists. 

e) The proportion of the Judaists and traditional Buddhists is declin-
ing. A radical decrease in the number of Judaists is accounted for,
in the first place, by the continued emigration and assimilation of
the Jews, while peoples of Buddhist culture are experiencing
intensive Christianisation (mostly through the efforts of marginal
Protestants) and expansion of shamanism. 
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f) The proportion of traditional Heathens is slowly growing, while
the Old Believers, the True Orthodox Christians and adherents of
the non-canonical Orthodox jurisdictions are gradually losing
their positions.
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BUSINESS LEADERSHIP 
AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT. 

A PERSPECTIVE OF CORPORATE SOCIAL
RESPONSIBILITY

Jeffrey D. Sachs, USA

Introduction

Why are we talking at all about corporate social responsibility?1

The topic has been around for decades, but there is something, if not
new, at least pertinent for us to be talking about. Not only are we in
the aftermath of the biggest financial bubble collapse in modern times,
but corporate corruption has been rampant in the United States and
in other countries. We know that many major corporations engage in
abusive behaviour, writing several trillion dollars of wealth off the bal-
ance sheets. Business ethics are being held up to scrutiny, especially
by the anti-globalisation movement, which is notably really an anti-
corporate movement. Whether or not it is completely misdirected or,
as I believe, mainly misdirected, it is nevertheless directed at the busi-
ness sector. 

‘Corporate ethics’ refers to the set of rules we would like to see the
business community adhere to that would have some good sense and
good performance for our societies more generally; not only for the
individual business, not only for the individual manager in the short
term, but for the long-term functioning of our societies. There is basi-
cally a market theory that says : ‘Don’t worry too much about this.’
It says : ‘Let business maximise its profits ; it will worry about
that. Others can worry about ethics, business will worry about busi-
ness.’ And, in the end, as Adam Smith told us 227 years ago at the
Wealth of Nations, ‘things will more or less work out alright.’ If you
ask what lies behind that theory, there are two elements that are
crucial. One is that managers of businesses maximise shareholder
value, that is what they do for a living. Second, shareholder value
maximisation leads to social value maximisation – the Milton
Freedman view. In summary, managers maximise market value,
and market value maximises social value, and so let managers be
managers.



1. When Managers Steal

I have to say there is a lot of truth in that, but unfortunately it is
not completely true. There is a lot of slippage in both parts of the
proposition, and it is in that slippage where we find most of the meat
of the subject that we are talking about today. One part of the slippage
is that there is a big difference between what managers do and maxi-
mising shareholder value. Why? Well, one good reason is that man-
agers sometimes steal from shareholders and therefore do not neces-
sarily operate in the interest of shareholders. They commit outright
fraud frequently, as has become quite apparent. Some of the largest
businesses in the United States (Enron, most famously) went down
in a flame of fraud because the managers were wildly stealing from
the shareholders by misrepresenting the balance sheets. 

Managerial governance, in general, is very hard to align with the
interest of the shareholders. For example, maximising shareholder
value does not necessarily mean maximising the value of minority
shareholder rights, which brings us to another kind of abuse: man-
agers steal from minorities to give to majorities. There are all sorts of
factional interests within companies and protecting minority share-
holder rights is not an automatic proposition. We know that maxi-
mising shareholder rights does not mean maximising short-run profits
to grab every moment of opportunity; reputation matters, the long-term
good will of the community matters, and the brand name matters.
Here is where individual ethics might directly translate into better
shareholder value, but unfortunately managers also have all sorts of
incentives to go after the short-term offer and not consider the long-
term. These problems create a gap between what the manager does
and what shareholders get that often results in scandalous headlines.

2. When Managers Buy Politicians

There is a second distinction that is even more important than the
first : the gap between the shareholder value and the social value.
Nobody with even the remotest knowledge of a modern economy
could any longer believe that profits, per se, are signals of social value.
However, that is the whole theory of capitalist free-market organisa-
tion: prices send the right signals, and a high price or high return dic-
tate where capital should go. In reality, there are huge gaps between
the private signals and the social values, and some are absolutely obvi-
ous. Among the most well-known is pollution like the emission of
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, which leads to climate change,
including perhaps a drying of northern Italy’s climate. These so-called
‘externalities’ – gaps between private value and social value – are not
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captured in the private market values of companies. There are innu-
merable social goods that do not have a private market value, the most
important of which is the production of knowledge of various kinds,
especially scientific knowledge. If we left science purely to the mar-
ketplace, we would be nowhere. Fortunately, governments figured out
hundreds of years ago to serve as patrons of science because private
market returns could not do this. So, closing that second gap is also
absolutely essential.

Now where do corporate ethics come into this? It is true that if we
could narrow the gaps between private and social value, we would be
doing a much better job for our societies. Self-regulation is a delusion.
We need rigorous law and we need business people going to jail when
they engage in corporate abuse. We need to close the gap between
managerial responsibility and shareholder values more effectively
than we do. 

Public policy, not private action, must lead the effort to close the
gaps between social and private value. Free-market ideology will fail
unless, for example, it acknowledges that carbon emissions must be
taxed in order to stabilise the climate in a sensible way, since private
business has no reason to voluntarily cut back its emissions. There
must be regulation one way or another, through taxes or quantity
limits on emissions of toxins. If we could do all those things, we would
surely have a much better functioning society, closing the managerial
abuses and closing the gaps of private and shareholder value. 

So why do we not regulate well? Part of the reason is that we keep
finding new risks needing regulation. Nobody knew about carbon
dioxide twenty years ago, it is a relatively new scientific insight,
which is why policy is trying to catch up. In the financial arena, trans-
actions are more and more complicated to monitor. Derivatives and
off-balance sheet transactions have become more complex and are
therefore new instruments of evasion. But I do think that there is
another risk : abusive corporate power can translate into political
power, which is then used to create more corporate power. The politi-
cal economy of capitalism depends on the private sector maximising
shareholder value subject to proper regulation provided by the public
sector. But what happens when the private sector takes over the
public sector? It can create, as we have in the United States now, an
abusive system in which corporate power is translated into massive
campaign donations, which elects governments to enact laws to
improve corporate profits and not social value, further increasing cor-
porate power and potentially putting us on an explosive spiral. The
United States might really be on that spiral right now. 

The United States has never had larger inequalities in recent his-
tory and has never had the political system attended to the rich as it
does today. Despite massive budget deficits, the present administration
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chooses to vote new tax relief for the super rich. The real losers are
the social programs of the United States, like social security and
Medicare. What the public does not understand is that this adminis-
tration’s policies will starve those programs to death. What happens
in the United States is that the poor are told, ‘Well, it’s true that the
rich are going to get a hundred thousand dollars in tax relief, but
you’re still going to get fifty dollars,’ and the poor happily accept the
fifty dollars without realising that the hundred thousand dollars was
going to pay for their health insurance in five years. Massive corpo-
rate power is wielding too much political influence and controlling
the media with increasing concentration. This is, I think, the biggest
risk of corporate irresponsibility: campaign finance from the corpo-
rate sector, media monopolisation, lobbying and conflict of interest,
cronyism, perhaps even outright bribery. Halliburton, Vice President
Cheney’s business, has received five hundred million dollars of con-
tracts in the last two years in Afghanistan and Iraq for post-war
reconstruction. That is not healthy for American politics.

3. When Managers Distort the Truth

A third distortion is when business lacks transparency and dis-
torts the truth (for example, when the tobacco industry claimed for
years that its products pose no risks to the American people). Beyond
stopping internal abuse and closing the gap between private and social
value, a third requirement for corporate responsibility is having business
leadership keep its hands off public policy. Lobbying and cronyism are
turning the public sector into a vehicle for private sector maximisa-
tion, which drives the gaps between the public and private vastly
wider than they would be otherwise. Restraint of the powerful busi-
ness sector in the political arena is absolutely essential, and if it is not
self-restraint, then there must be mechanisms of restraint, such as
campaign financing laws. Other elements of corporate responsibility
in addition to not stealing from the shareholders, honesty in report-
ing, recognising social value and responsibility in the political sphere
include the following six aspects.

4. When Managers Promote Poverty Reduction, Justice and
Philanthropy

First, government policing can never work alone in enforcing the
laws, so industry groups need to have self-policing mechanisms along-
side like industry associations that are committed to ostracising, pub-
licising, heaping scorn on those who commit corporate abuse. 
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Second is the special set of responsibilities for multinational com-
panies that operate in poor countries. In general, foreign direct invest-
ment is one of the ways that poor countries can hope to get a little less
poor, so the anti-globalisers are completely wrong to say we should
stop foreign direct investment. However, when a business goes to a
poor country, it is almost certainly going to a weak government as
well, one that will probably ask for bribes and will almost certainly be
susceptible to them. The government will perhaps not care to regu-
late, but will almost surely not know how to regulate. When busi-
nesses go to a poor country, they cannot ethically pollute or dump
toxics simply because there is no law there. When you are dealing
with the poorest countries, governance is very fragile and therefore
self-restraint in business becomes more important. 

A third area is when businesses have monopoly privilege or
monopoly position, then the Milton Freedman theory cannot apply
and managing appropriately becomes imperative. One important
example is when companies operate under patent law and receive a
government grant of a twenty-year monopoly; that patent law system
works reasonably well to produce a lot of incentives for research and
development. However, at the same time it is keeping vital medicines
out of the hands of the poorest people in the world, who are dying
because they cannot afford to pay the patent-protected prices. The
pharmaceutical industry in the United States and Europe has not
been socially responsible in finding ways to combine the incentive
structure with the need to get medicines to poor countries. It is
indeed a lack of corporate social responsibility to continue caring
only about making temporary monopoly profits without recognising
the deaths that come inadvertently from that system. People are
being killed inadvertently by an industry failing to face up to new
and effective solutions to this problem in a timely fashion. Some com-
panies have done more than others, but the industry as a whole has
not done enough. 

A fourth area is private philanthropy. One of the great things
about giant American business in the last century is that some of the
biggest business leaders became great private philanthropists that
made a big difference in the world. The Rockefeller Foundation,
which John D. Rockefeller established in 1913, was truly one of the
most important, positive forces for scientific and social change in the
20th century. They discovered the vaccine for yellow fever, they
helped rid Brazil of malaria, and they helped introduce the ‘green’ rev-
olution to Asia, all through one foundation. These days Bill and
Melinda Gates donated 25 billion dollars of their own money to the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, which is now the leading force in
global public health in the world, often spending much more than the
United States government or even the G8, which is both a shame on
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the G8, but also a great tribute to Bill and Melinda Gates. As part of
corporate social responsibility, albeit private social responsibility, is
that billionaires should give a significant amount towards social
purposes. 

A fifth area involves responsibility when government rules of the
game are complete. Milton Freedman is completely wrong, for exam-
ple, in the situation of a business that figures out that all the animals
in the lake where it produces are dying due to a compound that, in
our country, the Environmental Protection Agency does not know
exists. You are not breaking the law necessarily. Is there a social
responsibility to address that? Absolutely. It must be that when a
business executive sees a huge gap between private and social value
and a lack of regulation, then transparency and ethics and concern for
long-term value of the company dictate a response to the social values
and make the concerns known. The tobacco industry did exactly the
opposite. A large part of the asbestos industry did exactly the oppo-
site. Business must help close the private value and social value gap,
because it will never be closed on time by governance alone. Compa-
nies must stop claiming innocence in the face of insufficient legal
restraints. 

The sixth area is corporate philanthropy. Corporate philanthropy
is by definition limited in comparison to private philanthropy because
companies are not philanthropies and we should not remake them as
philanthropies. However, every company needs to have some limited,
well-defined philanthropic arm. It will improve its value in the short
term by improving reputation and relations with the community it
works in. In addition, it also is appropriate because it fills the
inevitable gaps between its performance and its social contributions. 

Finally, corporate responsibility involves public leadership by the
business community. It is not good enough only to not cheat on the
books, and it is not good enough to abstain from lobbying for abusive
privileges. It would actually be wonderfully helpful if leading business
executives who are icons in the world, are featured on covers of mag-
azines and who are on radio and television, also talked about social
values, talked about the needs to attend to the poor, talked about the
risks of globalisation, and talked about the needs to close the gap
between public and private values. The business community has lots
of credibility ; when Bill Gates speaks about public health (besides
spending money on it), you would be amazed how many others listen
because if Bill Gates is talking about children dying of malaria in
Burkina Faso, he probably is onto something. So the business com-
munity has to be a leader, also, in promoting values. Social values are
created by society – besides business leaders, we need baseball
players, artists and rock stars and others to be talking about social
values also.
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5. The Business Community Can Show the Way

Let me conclude with a couple of words about globalisation. There
are a billion people on the planet that are so poor that they can die any
day of their poverty. Even though we live with greater riches and
splendor than at any time in human history, the amount of desperate
poverty in the world is somehow considered normal. Three million
children will die this year of malaria, while it only requires USD 0.2 to
0.5 a dose to cure a bout of malaria. Three million children will die
because they do not have the necessary medicines. The communities
are too impoverished; the households cannot buy them; the govern-
ments are too poor to buy the medicines. Three million people will die
of AIDS. The treatment is more expensive, but it is only a dollar a day.
We are letting millions of people die and millions of children become
orphans because of a lack of a dollar a day. These people know that
people in our countries are living with the disease, and they wonder
why they will die without getting any help at all. People will die of
lack of food and inadequate nutrition. The point is not to say: ‘How
sad…’ The point is to ask what we are doing. 

At a minimum, ethics requires us to ask, ‘Is this necessary? Is that
the way of the world? Are the poor always with us?’ Or maybe, ‘Is
there something that can be done?’ When you look at it in this case,
there are actually solutions to these problems and they are not very
expensive. For much less than 1% of the income of the rich countries,
people would not have to die of poverty in the world. They will still
die and they will still be poor, but they will not be dying because they
cannot get a dose of quinine or because they cannot get treated for
their AIDS or they do not have enough food to eat. 

So for less than 1% of the income of the rich world, we could end
the scourge of poverty that is so extreme that it kills millions of people
every year. That is where I would like to see the business community
also stand up. It is not just the business community that is going to
spend the money. They cannot do it. It has to be all of us. But the busi-
ness community is working in these countries, seeing people dying
and taking it for granted and not coming back to tell us, ‘We’ve got to
do more.’ If we do more, by the way, for the poor in those countries,
maybe we will also be led to do more for the poor in our midst. And
maybe we will also be led to do more for our own good performance
and good behaviour. In other words, it will strengthen our hearts
while strengthening the world and keeping people alive. That indeed
would be a good thing.

NOTES
1 This text was delivered as a speech at the Accenture Foundation, Palazzo Clerici in Milan, Italy,

on 12 June 2003.
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CAN BUSINESS ETHICS BE 
INTERRELIGIOUS?

AN INDONESIAN PERSPECTIVE
Yahya Wijaya, Indonesia

Max Weber’s provocative thesis regarding the influence of religion
on work ethic has stimulated further investigations by theologians as
well as sociologists and other social scientists searching for more roles
played by religion in economic life. Peter W. F. Davies, an expert in
management, admits that Christian perspectives have made a signifi-
cant contribution to the development of the Western business philos-
ophy. 1 Princeton theologian Max Stackhouse even believes that
‘Protestant thought nurtured the growth of the corporation in the first
place’ and that referring to it for ethical works in the new global busi-
ness context still is worthwhile. 2 Similarly, David Krueger sees Chris-
tian faith as a resource for ‘a transformative ethic of responsibility’
needed in making business corporations contribute to the develop-
ment of a good society.3

1. The Influence of Religious Traditions on Business

Dennis McCann observes how Asian religious traditions, includ-
ing Hinduism and Confucianism, have a significant influence on the
economic performance of people in several Asian countries. He thus
argues with Stackhouse that ‘real progress toward economic and social
justice in the twenty-first century depends upon a constructive reli-
gious engagement with capitalism, its institutions, their histories, and
the transformative praxis of business management’. 4 The role of Islam
in the global economy is also worth observing. Robert Hefner, who
studies Indonesian Islam, points to stories in the Koran and the Hadith
tradition that depict trade and commerce as respectable activities. He
thus concludes that ‘Islam is not only compatible with capitalism, but
positively supportive of it’. 5 Indeed Islam offers not merely philosoph-
ical references for a moral economic life, but also a practical economic
system operated alongside the existing (Western) capitalism. The
Shariah banking and stock exchange play an increasingly significant
role in the economy of countries like Malaysia and Indonesia. 6

Although the relation between business and religion on the philo-
sophical level is quite obvious, it is not always so on the practical level,



apart from what would be attempted by Islam with the Shariah system.
The development of modern economy tends to go in a direction where
religion is considered to be irrelevant. In terms of Western economy,
there is what Richard Higginson calls ‘the marginalisation of Chris-
tianity by business,’ which ends the ‘several centuries of positive
interaction between business and Christianity.’7 This marginalisation,
according to Higginson, is the result of a series of factors, including
the rise of the discipline of economics which is utilitarian in nature,
and the influence of Marxism strongly suspicious of the impact of
Christianity on economic life. 8 In fact, from the side of religion, par-
ticularly Christianity, there is a reciprocal affinity. Borrowing H.R.
Niebuhr’s typology, Krueger mentions two theological positions,
which tend to alienate business from constructive theological reflec-
tion. The first is the ‘prophetic/perfectionist’ position, which radi-
cally opposes capitalism and its institutions. The second is the ‘accom-
modative’ position, which either confuses Christian ethical norms
with norms practised in the existing economic life, or recognises no
connection between the two.9 In many poor countries like Indonesia,
the prophetic/perfectionist position tends to be popular among the-
ologians working in academic institutions and non-governmental
organisations. Their voice is most often referred to in traditional
Protestant churches’ documents and statements concerning economic
life, although it does not automatically reflect the aspiration of ordi-
nary members of the churches. The accommodative position is nor-
mally taken by fundamentalist groups and by communities that refer
to a theology of prosperity, which record a dramatic growth resulted
from both ‘fresh’ conversion and exodus from traditional churches. 

2. The Challenge of a Single Religious Approach

The challenge for religion in relation to business ethics is first of
all to reclaim its appropriate role in economic life. This means to con-
struct approaches which would be effective in helping business to
work ethically as well as economically and inspiring for those
involved in day-to-day business life. As Hans Küng argues, it is not
enough to ‘appear to be economically naïve enthusiasts who in a reli-
gious way gloss over poverty and sweepingly discredit riches.’ 10

Krueger, who relegates the ‘perfectionist’ and ‘accommodative’ posi-
tions, considers three other positions prospective, namely those of
‘incarnational/synthetist’, ‘dualist/paradoxal’, and ‘transformative/
conversionist’. Whilst the synthetist position is represented by the
modern Roman Catholic social teaching, and the paradoxal position
is demonstrated by many Evangelical groups, the transformative posi-
tion is close to the characteristics of the Reformed tradition. These
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three positions obviously differ in their degree of optimism, but they
share an appreciative yet critical attitude toward the market economy
and business life. 11

Krueger offers an interesting outlook. Yet, he seems to assume that
an approach based on a single religion would be adequate. A single reli-
gious approach may be effective as long as it addresses that religion’s
own adherents. However, the marketplace and the internal bodies of
most modern corporations have the characteristics of a religiously
plural community. In such a context, a single religious approach works
more likely on an individual-pastoral level, such as in the forms of
individual character building and counselling assistance. In many
cases, that kind of approach is obviously useful. Yet it offers little help
when the virtues it promotes bring the individuals into a confronta-
tion against the values operated in the workplace. Massive unemploy-
ment and tight competition, which mark the situation in poor coun-
tries, make the workplace strong enough to force the individuals give
up their moral preference. An individual-pastoral approach, hence, is
not enough to respond to the corporate moral challenge. 

A single religious approach may also play an institutional-political
role, such as the role of a chaplain to the business community. Such a
role, however, is only realistic if that religion, or an organisation of it,
has a strong political or cultural position, such as the Orthodox
Church in Russia, as Pavel Shashkin depicts. 12 In the case of Indone-
sia, despite its majority position, Islam has a limited opportunity to
play a chaplaincy role to the business community, since a significant
number of business people precisely belong to minority religions.

3. The Challenge of an Interreligious Approach

In the context of a religiously plural society, a religious approach
to business ethics should be developed with a perspective on interre-
ligious encounters. In constructing an interreligious approach to busi-
ness ethics, it may be helpful to learn from the experience of Indonesian
Christian-Muslim encounters, which shows that an interreligious
project requires theological reinterpretation, political consensus and
practical cooperation.13 Theological reinterpretation does not neces-
sarily mean to leave behind each religion’s unique ethical resources.
On the contrary, it includes an attempt to broaden the effectiveness
of religious messages transcending the border of a particular religious
community. Theological reinterpretation thus is intended to make
resources of a particular religion accountable in different religious
communities. A political consensus is needed to focus the ethical proj-
ect on particular economic or business issues, and to ensure that the
aim of the project is to contribute to the common good of the people,
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so as to avoid a sectarian interest. Theological reinterpretation and
political consensus would provide a strong foundation for religious
bodies to develop interreligious moral actions which would be worth
considering in both political and business contexts.

4. Bank Interest and Corruption as Examples

One theological topic worth reinterpreting concerns the issue of
bank interest. Opposition to usury is found in both Judeo-Christian
and Islamic scriptures. The Shariah banking system is a form of lit-
eral faithfulness to that anti-usury theology. Yet, such an interpreta-
tion is controversial within the Islamic community itself. In fact, more
Muslims are consciously involved in ordinary, interest-applying
financial systems than others who strictly confine themselves to the
Shariah banking system. Christianity does not accommodate the anti-
usury theology in the form of a particular financial system. Christians
tend to take the interest-applying financial system for granted. Few
Christian theologians refer to the biblical account on usury in con-
structing a contemporary economic theology. There is a notion in
Christian theological discourses that the anti-usury theology is totally
irrelevant in the context of modern economy. However, the problems
related to that theology are still prevalent or even more crucial today
than in biblical times. For instance, the repayment of foreign debt and
its interest is a real problem affecting multi-dimensional areas of life
in poor countries. Such a problem cannot be faced only with eco-
nomic consideration. An ethical contemplation is needed, and for this
purpose the anti-usury narratives would be useful. If the literal inter-
pretation on those narratives is no longer relevant, then a reinterpre-
tation is needed. Since several religions share the anti-usury narra-
tives and have attempted to apply them in different ways, an
interreligious reinterpretation would benefit not only each religious
community, but also the whole society. 

There are big issues in business ethics, which need a political
response from religious communities. In Indonesia, one of such issues
is corruption. Indonesia is always ranked among the most corrupt
countries in the world. The problem of corruption in Indonesia is
related to the political realm where democracy does not work well.
Large-scale corruption normally includes collusion involving govern-
ment officials and business people. The collusion is basically a patron-
client relationship, in which business people have to buy the political
protection from the government officials. In Indonesia, this comes
from the business community’s weak political position; most Indone-
sian business people belong indeed to an ethnic minority group that
has been the victim of discriminatory policies since the colonial
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times.14 One root-cause of corruption, hence, is political, namely the
non-democratic policy of minority-majority relationships. Many
believe that a strong structure of civil society would be powerful
enough to challenge such a non-democratic practice. A strong civil
society would counterbalance both the power of the state and that of
the business community, so as to prevent them from forming a collu-
sion, which endangers the common good. Yet the idea of civil society
in countries like Indonesia would not be realistic without including
religious communities as a vital element. Therefore, a political con-
sensus of different religious communities to play a role of civil soci-
ety would be a real contribution to the anti-corruption movement.
The two largest Islamic organisations in Indonesia, Nadhlatul Ulama
and Muhammadiyah, have come to such a consensus. To make their
attempt more effective, the consensus should include other religious
groups, particularly those whose adherents make up a significant por-
tion of the business community.
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BUSINESS RESPONSIBILITY. 
AN AMERICAN CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE

Heidi Hadsell, USA

One widely shared approach in North America to business ethics
in recent decades has often envisioned some combination of a three-
fold responsibility that corporations have in society: the responsibil-
ity to the shareholders, to the consumer, and to the wider society. It
is generally assumed for those who use this rough notion of corporate
responsibility, that when big business manages to balance its respon-
sibility to these three stakeholders and thus to negotiate their separate
and often competing interests, business is acting in an ethically
responsible way.

According to this common logic, when a given business engaging
in economic activity of some kind, thinks not only of the profits that
go to the owners or shareholders of the business, but also about the
consumer, and therefore about things like the reliability of the object
or service being provided, about honesty in advertising, about quality
and durability, and when a business thinks not only of profits and
customers or consumers, but also about the wider society, and thus
about the role of the business in the community, and more largely
about the use of the resources of the community, and the people in the
community not directly connected to the business – then business
may be said to be acting in a responsible manner.

1. Primary Responsibility: Profits

On the whole, I think that this recognition of the various ‘stake-
holders’, and the need to create some kind of balance among them, is
a formula that in a capitalist economy can be used to promote and to
assess business responsibility. But there are of course problems with
this formula. Who is to define the interests of each of these stake-
holders for example? More importantly, what about the many times
when the interests of the stakeholders collide? What of the many
actual or potential moments for example, in which business respon-
sibility to the stockholder which is centrally to maximise profit, com-
petes with the often very nebulous (and difficult to define) responsi-
bility to the consumer or to the wider society? 



Although business ethics is not my area of expertise in ethics, it
seems that in recent years, the various problems of this formula for
business responsibility – perhaps especially the potential brake on the
drive for maximising profits that it represents – have led many in the
business community to abandon it, and to retreat to the notion that
business’s only primary responsibility is to its stockholders or owners.
In other words, although it is still widely recognised that at least these
three categories of primary stakeholders are related in a variety of
ways to business ethics, there is something of a consensus, at least in
the United States, that the primary stakeholder – the owners – will
(and should) receive primary attention. This is to say that the notion
of business being about ‘the bottom line’ is not widely questioned, and
it is presumed that attending to the ‘bottom line’ is the way in which
business contributes to customers and to the wider society.1

In this way the drive for profits remains the major, and practically
the sole, responsibility that businesses recognise as theirs. Everything
else – all moral responsibilities, beyond the very narrow rules of busi-
ness ethics, and also concerns like the quality of the products, the way
the work force is treated, wages, etc. – is sacrificed to this goal. And
of course, top managers are theoretically remunerated accordingly,
although many studies show that at least in the United States currently,
salaries of top management have actually little to do with performance.2

This unbridled drive for profit clearly leads many businesses into
ways of thinking and acting that are less than morally responsible,
even though they very well may be run by people who are highly
morally responsible in their individual lives. While many in the cor-
porate world focus on the primary responsibility for business, which
as they define it is making profits, there are those in the business
world who continue to insist that business ethics is far more complex
than this, especially in an age where corporations are primary global
actors, where destruction of the environment is accelerating, where
the gap between rich and poor within and between countries is grow-
ing, and so forth.

2. The Price of the Environment

In the last several decades, environmentalists and some economists
have carried out empirical and theoretical studies on the many ques-
tions posed by the intersection of big businesses and the natural world.
Together they point at what often seems to be fundamental problems
in the way business is taught to think about the natural world, in rela-
tion to the economics of making a product and running a business. 

One primary problem is that economics does not traditionally
include in its calculations of economic behaviour the elements of the
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natural world that inevitably go into making products of almost any
kind, or go into providing services. The air, the water, the land used
in the production process have traditionally been left out of the eco-
nomic calculus, as have the many costs that go into cleaning up air
and water and other parts of nature, once they have been fouled in the
process of making products. These natural elements used in the
production process are called ‘externalities’. As the name indicates,
traditionally they have been considered as external to the production
process, and therefore presented little interest to the discipline of eco-
nomics, which for some time did not known how to think about them
and how to attribute costs to them.3

For example a logging company may establish itself on a river and
use that river for energy, for transportation, and also as a way to dis-
pose of the toxic by-products of the production processes, such as those
created in the making of paper. The river in traditional capitalist eco-
nomics is not part of the economic calculus, and business is not taught
to think about it, in terms of trying to price it, either as an element of
production – transportation, energy etc – or as an economic loss, in
terms of the many costs of spoiling the river in the short and long term.
It is hardly surprising that as a consequence, business does not think
about its responsibility to maintain the quality of the water in the river,
or about the costs associated with doing so, and, when it is finished with
the river, often the business simply moves or closes, and never takes eco-
nomic or moral responsibility for the effect of poisoning the river.

Natural elements that go into the production process are also more
or less plentiful and more or less likely to be exhaustible or finite.
Since economics has not really known how to think about natural
resources, it does not know either how to think about finite natural
resources and about larger issues such as sustainability. 4 Thus for
example, oil is a finite resource. Automobile companies continue to
make cars which rely on oil, and they have little economic incentive
to think about alternative forms of automobiles which are not
dependent on this finite resource. Recently they have begun to look
for alternatives, since the price of oil is high, and the outside pressure
is mounting both because of prices and because of the pollution oil
produces. Public pressure and finite resources are blunt instruments
for change in the automobile industry, and come late in the day.
Greater attention to the wider society and to the consumer would
have motivated change much earlier, and perhaps the creation of a
greater range of options as well. While perhaps unintentionally so,
this ignorance (and egoism) induced by the sole drive for profit, ends
up creating behaviour that is morally irresponsible in relation to the
natural environment. 

This irresponsibility is compounded by the inability of the economic
calculus to think in the long term.5 Since profits are measured in the
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short term, businesses which think little about anything but profits,
have little incentive to think beyond the short term. This short term
thinking adds of course to the moral irresponsibility of much of the
business community around the world, who in planning and evalu-
ating success and failure think little about a foreseeable future, and
much less about the next generation or the ones to come. In the long
run, future generations will tragically be confronted with toxic waste,
ruined water supplies, air pollution, vanishing animal species and
the like. This is a prime example of inter-generational inequity and
irresponsibility.

3. ‘Savage’ Capitalism

Most of us have heard the expression ‘savage capitalism’. Part of
what ‘savage’ capitalism denotes is capitalist activity that roams the
world looking for quick profits, in the form of cheap labour and nat-
ural resources, or investment opportunities, along with few govern-
ment laws and regulations, and is not tied to, or controlled by, local
or national communities and loyalties. ‘Savage capitalism’ sees itself
as having few or no civic responsibilities. It is in a given place only to
make profits and leave. One of the things that makes this economic
behaviour ‘savage’ is that it is the opposite of truly human behaviour,
which takes place in, and through, responsible relationships.

I can see these global dynamics at work in Hartford, Connecticut
where I live. Until the last decade or two, our city was at the centre of
the United States’ insurance industry. As that industry has been
transformed by global capitalism, thus making Hartford just one part
of global insurance strategies, the local insurance companies have
become, as long-time citizens of Hartford observe, much less engaged
in the community, much less interested in Hartford itself, and thus
much less helpful to the wider community. Since the decisions are
made elsewhere, and since time lines are so short, there is little incen-
tive for the insurance companies to be responsive to, or care about,
the local community.

This situation is of course multiplied many times over in places in
the world where people are economically more vulnerable, and have
little or no political power to exert. It is clear that businesses in gen-
eral will not self-regulate. The only thing likely to change this situa-
tion and encourage responsible business behaviour is political pres-
sure as well as national and international regulation. Popular
movements like labour movements and environmental movements
can also help by adding to political awareness and pressure.6
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4. The Role of Religious Groups

Religious groups from many religions can be advocates for regula-
tions that motivate, and if necessary force, businesses into responsi-
ble behaviour. They can use their abilities to convey alternative eco-
nomic values through life in religious congregations and through
reading and reflection on sacred scripture. They can also use their
resources towards investments in businesses that are socially and
environmentally responsible. Socially responsible investment (SRI)
sends a market-oriented message to businesses that religious groups
care about values besides the profit motive, and that they are willing
to put those values into operation in the market place. Many church
related initiatives and organisations are now working for SRI. One of
the first such initiatives was the Interfaith Center on Corporate
Responsibility (ICCR) in New York, a ‘coalition of faith-based insti-
tutional investors’ founded in 1970. 7 Churches and church-related
organisations in Europe developed a platform for SRI8 and the Inter-
national Association of Investors in the Social Economy (INAISE)
was created.9

The movement to divest church stock portfolios of stock in South
Africa as a protest against apartheid, was for example an excellent
teaching tool for members of those denominations who were
involved, and it was also a way to send a powerful message to the com-
panies involved, and to show public and concrete solidarity with
black South Africans. Although perhaps more controversial, the
movement to divest stock in those companies involved in the violence
against Palestinians similarly raises the visibility of the issue and
sends a strong message.10 In each of these cases, one of the messages
being communicated is that human beings, including religious groups,
but including many others, care for much more than for their own
economic self-interest.

Christians and those from other religions will and should debate
these questions among themselves and with others. For many reli-
gions one of the biggest obstacles to overcome is the tendency to sep-
arate faith from economic activity, and thus to assume that faith has
little or nothing to say to the powerful economic actors or about the
dominant issues in the world. In fact, faith is economically relevant
and Christian scripture, like that of other religions, is full of moral
reflection on issues that are essentially economic. The question of
business responsibility is also a question of faith.

NOTES
1 In a 1981 statement the Business Roundtable of the CEOs of the 150 largest public corporations

in the USA said: ‘The shareholder must receive a good return but the legitimate concerns of
other constituencies (customers, employees, communities, suppliers, and society at large) also
must have the appropriate attention … (Corporate leaders) believe that by giving enlightened
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consideration to balancing the legitimate claims of all of its constituents, a corporation will best
serve the interests of its shareholders.’ In 1997 they changed this statement to: ‘The notion that
the Board must somehow balance the interests of stockholders against the interest of other
stakeholders fundamentally misconstrues the role of directors. It is, moreover, an unworkable
notion because it would leave the Board with no criteria for resolving conflicts between the
interests of stockholders and of other stakeholders.’

2 This issue is currently much discussed in the USA, since there seems to be little if any correla-
tion between a company’s performance and the remuneration of its top executives.

3 See for example the work of Herman Daly, a former Senior Economist of the World Bank, which
critiques this economic logic.

4 See for examples : Daly, Herman E., Steady-State Economics, Washington, D.C. : Island Press,
1991 (2nd edition); and Daly, Herman E., Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Devel-
opment, Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1996.

5 White, Allen, ‘The Grasshoppers and the Ants. Why CSR Needs Patient Capital’, in: Business
for Social Responsibility, Summer 2006.

6 The 2000 international Jubilee campaign is an example where religious people, many in the
business community, NGOs and other international organisations came together to work to alle-
viate Third World debt.

7 www.iccr.org.
8 Transparency in Investments and Socially Responsible Investing, Amersfoort 2005. The text can

be ordered at www.oikocredit.org
9 www.inaise.org.
10 The Presbyterian Church in the United States for example as well as some other denominations

around the world, has voted in the last several years for, and then reconsidered, divestment in
companies making products used by the Israelis to harm the Palestinians.
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BUSINESS LEADERSHIP 
AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
IN A TRANSITION COUNTRY.

A RUSSIAN ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE
Pavel Shashkin, Russia

1. From Socialism to Consumerism

Nowadays the moral evaluation of economic processes and the fair
distribution of material welfare have become enormously actual
topics in Russia. The Russian Orthodox Church has always testified
about two religiously justifiable labour motivations. The first of them
is to work for creating adequate living conditions for oneself and
one’s family. The second is the labour for the benefit of the needy.

Unfortunately, the contemporary system of economic values,
making people do their best to increase consumption to the detriment
of spiritual development, is considered to be sinful by the Russian
Orthodox Church. The Church reminds the business society that any
economic activity can be morally justifiable only if a person works not
only for himself but also to help the needy. This labour motivation can
be called a moral dimension of economy. Its sense is that any
employee, and particularly any employer, must work so effectively to
make as much profit as possible from his/her activity to be able to
transfer the surplus to those who cannot earn their crust or to those
who do not produce material values by profession. The effectiveness
and fairness are the principal requirements of the orthodox ethics
to economy. 

Only such an economy can be viable as its aim is not to satisfy
egoistic interests of an individual corrupted by sins, but the interests
and needs of the whole society and nation. Such a model might seem
illusive. According to the position of the Russian Orthodox Church
it is not. And it is quite well proved by the experience of orthodox
business that existed in the Russian Empire at the beginning of the
twentieth century. It is a mistake to believe that the only possible
stimulus for the development of economy is the desire to get more
material goods. The successful merchants were not only the promot-
ers of business activity in pre-Revolutionary Russia, but also pedan-
tically followed the norms of traditions and customs, sincerely and
actively participating in the life of the Orthodox Church. Such a



moral attitude to welfare is a convincing alternative to the principles
of the consumption society. The businessmen who are willing to
work productively are supported by the Orthodox Church, as long as
the results of such work are used for social initiatives, for the main-
tenance of social peace and stability. 

Unfortunately, the old socialist economic system used to create a
gap between a person and the results of his/her work. Therefore,
employees were not personally interested in making more profit.
Labour was not beneficial and any business activity constituted a
crime under the criminal law. Such a system could not exist for a long
time. The lingering crisis of both Soviet and Russian economy was
caused by the absence of personal interest in the results of the work. 

However the economic and political reforms of the 1990s did not
have the desired effect. The collapsed state-planned economy was
replaced by an even more awful idol – the cult of consumption, greed
and unfair distribution of public income. Finally, the vast majority of
Russians were deprived of the opportunity to earn enough money for
an adequate level of life. Many highly-qualified and professional spe-
cialists were among them as their knowledge and skills were no
longer needed under the new circumstances. In the new conditions of
‘wild capitalism’ some high-tech branches of industry were destroyed
(the decrease in some branches was up to 40-50% compared with
1990). Meanwhile, the raw material and trade sectors, which were
flourishing, left people in the position of slave-like servants of the new
owners of the principal capital goods. The profit from such an indus-
try was and is distributed among 2 percent of the population, whereas
98 percent are deprived of the opportunity to provide a normal level
of life for themselves and their families in a legal way. As a result,
Russian society is in the situation of permanent instability and social
mistrust. How can the current situation be changed?

2. Orthodox Labour Ethics, Charity and Justice

It is up to the state to change the unfair system of distribution of
public income. Not interfering in governmental functions, the Ortho-
dox Church supports the idea to create a socially responsible eco-
nomic regime. The first step here is to draw the attention of the Russ-
ian business society to the fact that only moral understanding of
economy by the business leaders of the country can create conditions
for economic growth, secure a stable position for different social
groups and can provide a respectful attitude to labour and property.
The most important element of the process is the creation of a moral
attitude to the participants in public life. The propaganda of the ideals
of orthodox labour ethics is also very helpful. 
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What are the real mechanisms for social responsibility of the busi-
ness sector in modern Russia? Charity plays an important role in the
redistribution of surplus material means. History shows the impor-
tance of charity in the country’s social life. However we should keep
in mind that charity cannot be the only means of fair public income
distribution for the benefit of the needy, conduction of social initia-
tives, payments to those who create spiritual and intellectual goods.
The state has to play the main role. It must be the state that is respon-
sible for the fair public distribution of income, i.e. for the spiritual
dimension of the economy. The instruments of the state are reason-
able tax and budget policies aimed at fair profits of the few and its
redistribution for the benefit of the whole society, including for the
help of the needy and for the support of necessary institutions such
as armed forces, scientific and educational organisations, medical cen-
ters, governmental structures, etc. Unfortunately, modern Russian
legislation  predominantly based on neo-liberal values in the economy,
is incapable of solving this task. Moreover, today’s legislation is often
to blame for the bankruptcy of small business entities as it creates var-
ious preferences for the big business such as monopolies in the raw
material and banking sectors. To abide all prohibitions, to pay all
taxes and duties together with corruption, means to put your small or
medium business in danger. 

In this situation, the Orthodox Church urges the state to work out
an effective and fair legislation that is not only an economic but a
moral and even a religious task. Society realises step by step that
morality is a means of survival of the Russian people and a warranty
of stable and secure development in the 21st century. However  the
process is only at a primal stage. The current situation does not stim-
ulate the formation of business ethics and economic ethics. The prob-
lems of tax evasion, outflow of capital and corruption are still
unsolved.

3. New Beginning of Business Ethics

The following should be done to change the situation. First, to
work out legal mechanisms that will strengthen the system of collec-
tion and distribution of means. And, second, to give the business
sector an opportunity to work for the benefit of society. History
proves that involuntary welfare redistribution never leads to the
creation of a fair society. It is possible to build an effective and fair
economy without revolutions and coups, by means of permanent and
reasonable dialogue between the state, business, trade unions and
employees. Only in such a way will it be possible to deal with the
social strain in Russia. All the organisations of the civil society must
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participate in the creation of the fundament for a fair and socially
responsible economy. Among them are organisations of businessmen,
trade unions and, certainly, religious organisations. 

At the moment the Russian Orthodox Church, fully realising its
mission in the post-soviet space, develops and supports many social
activities. The core of this activity is to strengthen dynamic and effec-
tive business based on moral traditions and business ethics. In their
numerous statements, orthodox hierarchs (among whom His Holi-
ness Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia Alexy II and His Eminence
Metropolitan of Smolensk and Kaliningrad Kirill) stressed that the
problems of economy and social fairness, of taking care of the poor
and the oppressed are important elements of the mission of the
Church. This is particularly important in today’s transition period of
Russia. The consciousness of the Orthodox Church has never escaped
from economic problems. The ideas of economic regress and stagna-
tion are alien to it. The Orthodox Church is ready to be a moral arbiter
and pastor of the Russian businessmen. 

It is pleasant to note that recently some positive tendencies are vis-
ible in the area of business ethics. Many documents, stating the prin-
cipals of internal corporative responsibility of business are adopted.
An example is The Charter of Corporative and Business Ethics
adopted by the Russian Union of Manufacturers and Businessmen.
The Chamber of Industry and Commerce of the Russian Federation
actively realises a ‘Russian business culture’ program. Within the
scope of the program the principals of the business code of conduct
and a program to introduce business ethics in organisations are
worked out. Some big Russian companies such as SUAL-holding,
Norilsk nikel, Ruskij aluminij showed interest in working out the
principals of business ethics. 

The rebirth of the business culture of contemporary Russian busi-
nessmen is based on the traditions of tsarist Russia. There existed a
well organised system of the merchant’s guilds with its code of
honour, rules of work and rank system. In 1912 Russian merchants
worked out seven principals of business in Russia, which are actual,
even today. The content of them is below.

4. Seven Principals of Business in Russia

1. Have respect for the authorities. The authorities are a necessary
condition for effective business. Keep order everywhere. In this
context demonstrate your respect to the officials who are in power.

2. Be honest and truthful. Honesty and truth are the fundament for
business, prerequisite for normal income and harmonic business
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relations. A Russian businessman must be a stainless example of
the virtues of honesty and truth.

3. Have respect for property. Free business is a key to the welfare of
state. A Russian businessman must work for the benefit of his
Fatherland and give all his best. Such efforts are only possible on
the basis of property.

4. Have love and respect for each person. Such love and respect for a
worker from the side of a businessman, stimulates love and respect
in response. Harmony of interests appears in such circumstances.
In such an atmosphere, people develop different talents and express
themselves in the best way.

5. Keep your word. A businessman must keep his word: ‘If you tell a
lie once, who will trust you?’ Success in business depends on the
extent of trust others have for you.

6. Live in accordance with your income. Do not show off. Choose
such a business you can cope with. Act in accordance with your
means. 

7. Be purposeful. Always have a determined aim. A businessman
needs an aim as air. Do not be distracted with other aims. It is
unnatural to work for two masters. On the way to the desired aim,
do not break moral rules. No aim can be above moral values.

The adoption of the law on ‘Self-governed Organisation’ by the
Russian Federal Assembly, in 2004, is considered to be an important
event. The law prescribes imperative abidance of rules and standards
of business and professional activity, of business ethics and trade
usages by all non-governmental structures. But the Russian commu-
nity, including the Russian Orthodox Church, emphasised that the
implementation of the standards must be done in a transparent way,
only in accordance with the law. That must not be turned into a strict
state control over business. The business ethics of the business sector
and its social responsibility can be initiated only by businessmen, and
not imposed from somewhere. 

The Russian Orthodox Church realises that contemporary Russian
businessmen bear a great responsibility. As businessmen are the most
active and prosperous part of the population, they are obliged to coop-
erate with the state in taking care of the needy. The state and the
unions of businessmen in Russia come to the conclusion that social
responsibility is the only way to decrease social strain and to support
the authority of the state power and business. 

At the same time, there is an ideological and spiritual vacuum in
the Russian business society. The old socialist economy collapsed but
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the new economy is built on principles which are far from Christian.
In this situation the Russian Orthodox Church, the most impor-
tant and influential structure of Russian civil society, puts forward
an initiative to organise a dialogue between society and the state on
the aims and principals of economic development of the country. 

The Church suggested to evaluate modern economic realities from
religious points of view (in a broad sense, not only from the point of
view of Christian values) and working out basic moral principles and
business rules that can be used by private businessmen, trade unions,
employees and state entities in their everyday work. Society should
be united to build a fair and competitive economy. The result of the
work is the ‘Code of Moral Principles and Rules of Economic Activity’
(see below Chapter 28). 

The World Russian People’s Council, an influential forum of dif-
ferent Russian and foreign non-governmental organisations united by
Orthodoxy, initiated to work out the Code. In December 2002 the
Council, devoted to the topic ‘Faith and labour. Spiritual and Cultural
traditions and economic future of Russia’ decided to work out the
document. The final version of the draft was adopted on the 4th of
February 2004 by the VIII World Russian People’s Council. The rep-
resentatives of all traditional religions of Russia, including Islamic,
Buddhists and Jewish leaders, participated in the work of the Coun-
cil and support the Code. 

The document, prepared by a working group which included well-
known Russian economists, gives a clear moral evaluation of objec-
tive economic realities of today’s Russia and simultaneously helps the
representatives of power, business and employees to undertake effec-
tive economic activities not only for the benefit of oneself and one’s
family, but also for the benefit of society as a whole. 

The draft of the Code was discussed by all main representatives of
business and trade unions, leaders of the Chamber of Industry and
Commerce of the Russian Federation, the Russian Union of Manu-
facturers and Businessmen, organisations of small and medium busi-
ness ‘Support of Russia’ and the Federation of Independent Trade
Unions. All of them supported the Code without reservations, what
can be considered to be a first step in opening a reasonable dialogue
between all social groups about the role of moral values in economy. 

The appeal of the Russian Orthodox Church to businessmen to
follow the ancient Orthodox business traditions voluntarily was
heard. So, during the Economic Forum held in May 2004 in Tver, a
contract giving a binding force to the Code was ceremonially signed.
The Tver Union of Manufacturers and Businessmen, the Adminis-
tration of the Tver region and the Tverskaja and Kashinskaja diocese
of the Moscow Patriarchate consented the Code to be bound in their
relations. 
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The Code reflects the values which are common to all traditional
Russian religions : effective and fair economy, free and responsible
business, protection of the weak and poor, respect to the state-power,
fair labour. We hope that comprehensive discussion of the Code and
its use in everyday life will help the Russian business society to see its
place in the future of the country in a more responsible way.
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THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH 
AND ECONOMIC ETHICS. EFFORTS 

AT THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM
Pavel Shashkin, Russia

In the 1990s and 2000s, the state of the economy and the social
sphere in the post-Soviet states have become objects of close attention
by the Russian Orthodox Church in the persons of her Supreme
Authority, clergy and laity, including those united in church public
organisations. It is small wonder, considering the stormy economic and
social changes that have affected literally every citizen in Russia and in
other countries of the Commonwealth of the Independent States in the
post-totalitarian period. Called to be concerned with the spiritual and
material welfare of every person, the Church has responded to these
developments by seeking to answer numerous questions asked by her
spiritual children. While in the early 1990s the Church’s response in
the economic and social sphere focused primarily on particular press-
ing problems, by the end of this decade and especially in the beginning
of the 21st century, the Orthodox socio-economic thought has
addressed the profound ethical issues involved in this field. 

1. The Shock of the Early 1990s. Economic Transformations
and Moral Crisis

The collapse of the Soviet economy at the end of the 1980s, fol-
lowed by the disintegration of the political system, forced the state
authority and society to undertake the difficult task of reforming the
economy of this vast superpower as it was focused on heavy industry,
mainly armaments. This task had no precedent in world history. Most
of the Orthodox Christians were enthusiastic about the end of the
Soviet political regime not only because of the state atheism it
implanted but also because of the extremely ideologically-oriented
economic policy that had been imposed on society against its will and
that had destroyed by force of repression the Russian traditional order
of economic life. At the beginning of the 20th century’s last decade,
the post-Soviet societies came to a consensus that the unsustainable
Soviet economy should be reformed according to the market patterns
adopted in other countries. 



Such were the patterns adopted as the basis of the radical changes
introduced at the beginning of the 1990s: the Soviet economic control
structures were abolished; market mechanisms were activated ; the
state property was privatised en masse. The reformers sincerely
believed in the power and truth of Western neoliberal economic doc-
trines. Their favourite term was ‘shock therapy,’ that was to bring
Russia to prosperity in a matter of a few years. They relied on ‘the
invisible hand of the market’ (Adam Smith). 

The Russian liberal reformers are comparable to their chronologi-
cal predecessors (the communists) in that they view economy as deter-
mining the entire life of a society, including its spirituality, morality
and policy. Both accorded little value to non-economic factors in the
life of a country or a state. As a result, the reliance on market as ‘put-
ting everything in order’ led to a disastrous crisis of public morality
both in politics and in the economy. In the first half of the 1990s, the
slogan of enrichment by all means prevailed in Russia and other post-
Soviet states. The vast opportunities opened up for private initiative
were not seized first of all by honest workers, who found it difficult to
adjust in no time to the rapidly and repeatedly changing ‘rules of the
game,’ but by people not overburdened with conscience or any princi-
ples whatsoever. The privatisation carried out by dubious methods
enriched those who were only recently the Soviet economic bureau-
crats as well as apt manipulators and criminals. Multi-million fortunes
were built thanks to one’s closeness to high state leaders or to the ille-
gal use of force. The ‘rules’ adopted in the criminal world sometimes
proved to be the only regulators of local economic relations. 

The economic transformations were accompanied by a tremen-
dous social tragedy. While a handful achieved a rapid and blatant
enrichment, dozens of millions were slipping into poverty. Most
people’s pensions and salaries were only enough to buy food and even
these means were paid out casually or not at all. The savings accu-
mulated under the Soviet rule depreciated completely. Those who
worked at gigantic defence plants became legally or practically jobless.
The system of free education and medical care began to weaken and
rapidly disintegrated. 

The rapid departure from a stable social state, to which the people
of the Soviet Union were accustomed, generated mass disillusionment
in the reform policy and utter demoralisation of society. It cannot be
denied that the architects of the economic reforms have managed to
accomplish the impossible as the radical reconstruction they carried
out has laid a legal and political foundation for market economy in a
country that lacked the proper adjustments. In doing so, they man-
aged to avoid a disintegration of the country, civil war and mass social
outbreak. The changes however proved to be not as easy as the liberal
politicians of the early 1990s imagined them to be.
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However, it is the moral decay of society that appears to be the
most negative result of the early post-perestroika decade. The ruin of
the social justice ideal, personal tragedies of most citizens, spite and
social apathy, helplessness in face of tycoons and criminals – all this,
like a heavy burden, lay on the people’s conscience and therefore
could not but trouble the Church. 

2. A Russian ‘Code of Moral Principles’

A certain tension between the ideal of ‘poverty in Christ’ as radi-
cal contempt for earthly blessings, on the one hand, and desire for
Christian influence upon the pragmatic order of the earthly world, on
the other, continues and will probably continue to prevail in the Russ-
ian-speaking Orthodox discussion on socio-economic themes. This
tension, which appeared in the Russian Orthodox thinking as far
back as the dispute between ‘the Non-Seekers’ and ‘the Josephites’ in
the 16th century, needed and still needs to be harmonised. 

The 7th World Russian People’s Council, a public forum chaired
by His Holiness Patriarch Alexy II, head of the Russian Orthodox
Church, and uniting clergy, politicians, leaders of public organisa-
tions, representatives of the scientific community and world of arts,
took place in December 2002 in Moscow. This time the Council was
devoted to the theme ‘Faith and Labour: Religious and Cultural Tra-
ditions and Russia’s Economic Future.’

Among the speakers at the Council were representatives of vari-
ous political forces and adherents to various views on the ways in
which Russian economy should develop. Among them were also rep-
resentatives of the economic committees of the Russian Federal
Assembly and leaders of major trade unions and business associations. 

The Council’s Word, the final document of the forum, stated in
particular, ‘Today the governmental authorities, scientists, business-
men, public organisations are seeking for ways to overcome the neg-
ative developments in the economy. This search cannot be limited
only to the field of figures and market laws. National economic prob-
lems cannot be solved without taking notice of the moral and spiri-
tual state of society. Indeed, many reasons for the present difficulties
are concealed in the human hearts and minds. Scientific recipes and
governmental decisions will not make people happy unless the moral
foundation of human activity is restored and the rules of behaviour
for the businessman, worker, public servant and any other participant
in economic processes are established and really observed. 

‘We have to learn to resolutely reject criminal amorality in econ-
omy and refuse to cooperate with dishonest and unscrupulous people.
Those who do not pay wages in good time, humiliate the worker and
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stifle business through red tape deserve persistent and staunch public
condemnation. … Economy should be not only effective, but also
equitable and merciful, addressed to the human being, not only
money and goods. We should realize that the goal of economic activ-
ity is first of all the welfare of people, young and old, strong and weak,
those living now and those who will come to replace them… 

‘The determination of the fate of national economy however
should not become an ‘apanage’ of officials, businessmen and econo-
mists. We all, the people, state, Church, trade unions, business asso-
ciations, scientific community and civil society should see in Russia’s
economy a field for our care and creative efforts. The country needs
an open and comprehensive dialogue on economic and social prob-
lems that will influence important decision-making.’ 1

The Council decided to develop a code of economic activity. The
document with the title a ‘Code of Moral Principles and Rules in Eco-
nomic Activity’2 was published in 2004. It deals with a diversity of
aspects of economic and social life. It was formulated on the basis of
the ten commandments of the Mosaic Law (the structure of the Code
represents a kind of Decalogue) and the experience of their assimi-
lation by Christianity and other religions traditionally confessed in
Russia.

3. Prospects for Orthodox Moral Influence on Economic Ethics

It can be hoped that economic thought only begins to develop in
the Russian Orthodox Church and will flourish in a way unprece-
dented in the history of our Church even in the pre-revolutionary
time, particularly, during ‘the Solver Age’ of Russian religious philos-
ophy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This development is
expected to go in several directions.

Firstly, the voice of church hierarchy will continue to be heard
both on the level of the Church’s profound documents reflecting her
world outlook and on the level of responses to various developments
in economic and social life. Thus, the 2005 and 2006 actions in Russia
in protest against replacing social benefits with monetary payments
have prompted His Holiness Patriarch Alexy II to make the following
statement: ‘The Church does not intend to point out to the state what
economic mechanisms it should use in pursuing its social policy.
What is important for us is that this policy should be fair and effec-
tive and understandable to the people. The recent developments have
shown that these principles have not been realised in proper measure…
Changes by no means should deprive people of a real opportunity to
use transportation and communication, to keep their housing, to have
access to medical aid and medicines. Otherwise a tragedy will become
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inevitable for millions of our fellow-citizens – those who worked for
the good of the Motherland all their lives and today need care and
protection.’ 3

This statement was widely covered in the mass media, arousing a
largely positive reaction, though some politicians and journalists has-
tened to appeal against the participation of the Church in the discus-
sion on urgent economic and social problems. Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s
fellow-fighter, State Duma deputy Alexey Mitrofanov, who said that
‘the Church’s interference in real politics is a dangerous process,’
made the most conspicuous statement. 4 Not only representatives of
the Church and some journalists, but also Mr. Mitrofanov’s colleagues
in the Russian Parliament, challenged this attitude. The State Duma
Vice-Speaker Sergey Baburin stated during the same session: ‘I would
like only to welcome the fact that church ministers identify with their
parishioners, with the people, and it is immoral and anti-state to pro-
hibit them from stating their own point of view.’ 5

Secondly, various church research centres and Orthodox lay public
organisations will continue producing scientific works and public
statements concerning socio-economic issues. New studies, papers,
analytical reviews and proposals devoted to the Orthodox economic
ethics and analysis of economic problems from the Orthodox per-
spective are expected to appear. Orthodox public lay organisations
will apparently give special attention to the economic globalisation
and international economic relations in general. Already now these
themes are actively discussed at religious public conferences, where
participants call for a greater justice in the world economic order and
protest against the growing control of the ‘gold billion’ countries and
their financial elites over the global market and the economic order in
other countries. Criticism levelled against international economic
organisations will certainly have an effect on the attitude of Orthodox
public organisations towards the economic policy pursued by govern-
ments in Russia and other post-Soviet countries. This criticism has
not always been and will not always be competent and professional.
It has been dominated by protective emotions. However, it cannot be
disregarded by either church hierarchy or the state. 

The thinking on economic subjects will develop in other religious
communities as well. For instance, the leaders of Protestant churches,
the Old Believers and the Jews have expressed their views on econ-
omy. In case of the Protestants and Muslims, conceptual documents
are also being discussed now to be addressed to public at large. 

Thirdly and finally, the state of the economy will be influenced by
the gradual growth in faith of a considerable number of businessmen
and workers. If in the early 1990s the outburst of religion as a fash-
ion was still accompanied with crying religious ignorance, and old
women made up an overwhelming majority in churches of all reli-
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gions and confessions, at the turn of the century the situation has rad-
ically changed. Most parishioners now, at least in cities, are families
with children and middle-aged individuals. Many of them are well
versed in doctrine, take an active part in church life and observe reli-
gious rites practically forgotten in the Soviet period even by many
believers. Thus, various sociological polls showed that about 20% of
the Russians observed Lent in the early 2000s.6

A fasting menu has become a usual diet in the canteens of state
institutions and large corporations. There are more and more icons in
offices of businessmen and at working places of ordinary workers.
Finally, many companies give considerable aid to the Church, declar-
ing Christian morality as their motivation for charity. A considerable
number of enterprises have based their entire corporate culture on
Orthodoxy. It should be noted that there are also companies in Russia
who observe Protestant and Muslim ethics. 

In short, the influence of Orthodoxy and religion in general on the
economic and political life of post-Soviet countries is growing, con-
trary to allegations by Communists and liberals about ‘a near end of
the religious renaissance.’ We hope that this tendency will continue,
helping those patriots who are still experiencing a moral crisis to fulfil
moral values and standards and to build a free, fair and effective econ-
omy aimed at people’s welfare – something unthinkable without a
solid moral foundation. 

NOTES
1 http ://www.russian-orthodox-church.org.ru/nr212173.htm. English version : http ://www.

russian-orthodox-church.org.ru/ne212173.htm. The text is also published in Stückelberger,
Christoph/Mugambi, J.N.K. (eds), Responsible Leadership. Global Perspectives, Nairobi : Acton
Publishers, 2005, pp. 141-153. See also Chapter 28 in this volume.

2 http://www.mospat.ru/text/news/id/6353.html;
English version: http://www.mospat.ru/text/e_messages/id/6682.html.

3 http://www.mospat.ru/text/news/id/8397.html.
4 http://www.religare.ru/news13579.htm.
5 http://www.religare.ru/news13579.htm.
6 According to ROMIR Monitoring, they made up 22% in 2004; see the Blagovest-Info report of

11 March, 2004.
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CODE OF MORAL PRINCIPLES AND RULES
OF ECONOMIC ACTIVITY ADOPTED 

BY THE 8TH WORLD RUSSIAN PEOPLE’S
COUNCIL IN MOSCOW, 2004

The World Russian People’s Council, an influential forum of different
Russian and foreign nongovernmental organisations united by Ortho-
doxy, initiated to work out the Code. In December 2002 the Council,
devoted to the topic ‘Faith and labour. Spiritual and cultural traditions
and economic future of Russia’ decided to work out the document. The
final version of the draft was adopted on 4 February 2004 by the
8th World Russian People’s Council. The representatives of all traditional
religions of Russia, including Islamic, Buddhists and Jewish leaders, par-
ticipated in the work of the Council and support the Code. 1

Moscow, 4 February 2004

This Code of Moral Principles and Rules is offered for voluntary
reception by leaders of enterprises and commercial structures, busi-
nessmen and their communities, workers, trade unions and all other
participants in the economic processes including state bodies and
public associations involved in economic activity. 

This document does not repeat legal provisions. Nor does it touch
upon any conventional specificity of economic relations regulated by
decrees of state and professional communities. 

The ethical principles and rules formulated below are based on the
Ten Commandments given by God and on the experience of their
implementation by Christianity and other religions confessed tradi-
tionally in Russia. These principles and rules should not be taken
however for a literal interpretation of the Biblical text. They are
rather provisions stemming from God’s commandments in their
broad sense and from the age-old religious and moral heritage, includ-
ing that of Russia. The Code of Moral Principles and Rules describes
an ideal model of economic activity, which does not exist today but
the implementation of which can and must be sought every day. Per-
haps, reality will not conform to this document for yet longer time.
However, one cannot say beforehand that the aim of observing it is



unattainable, for a person seeking good faith and life in dignity can
cover, with God’s help, the hardest possible ways even in such com-
plex area of human life as economy.

I. Without forgetting about one’s daily bread, one should keep in mind
the spiritual meaning of life. Without forgetting about one’s own good,
one should show concern for the good of one’s neighbour, the good of
society and the Fatherland.

In the history of Russia, there have been various approaches to the
issue of what takes priority – the material over the spiritual, or pri-
vate over public interests. Many times the spiritual ideal has been
sacrificed to utilitarian interests and vice versa. In some periods,
things public were preferred to private things, while in other peri-
ods, the opposite was the case.

This problem became a subject of discussions between ‘Josephites’
and ‘Non-seekers’, Westernisers and Slavophils, and among public
leaders in the post-Soviet period. However, the very fact of such
discussions shows that the individual and the common good, the
spiritual and the material are equally integral parts of the human
existence.

That is why neither the spiritual ideal, nor the search for the mate-
rial benefit, nor one’s vital interests, nor the good of one’s neigh-
bour and society can be neglected.

Historically, the Russian spiritual and moral tradition has been
inclined predominantly to give priority to the spiritual over the
material, the ideal of personal selflessness for the sake of the good
of the people. However, the extremes of this option would lead to
terrible tragedies.

Remembering this, we should establish such an economic order as
to help realise in a harmonious way both spiritual aspirations and
the material interests of both the individual and society. This har-
monisation, as the historical experience has shown, is promoted
by rules based on biblical principles.

II. Wealth is not an aim in itself. It should serve the building of a worthy
life for the person and the people

The worship of wealth and morality are incompatible in the
human being. The attitude to wealth as idol will inevitably destroy
the economic and legal culture, generate injustice in distributing
the fruits of labour and cause a social war ‘of all against all’.
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The accumulation of wealth for the sake of wealth will lead the
individual and his business and the national economy to an
impasse.

Wealth in itself is neither a blessing nor a punishment.

For a moral person, property is not only a means of profit, but also
a means of service for the ideals of good and justice.

Property brings return only if it is used effectively, while the fruits
of its use are distributed equitably and responsibly and invested in
social stability. Those who produce material goods exclusively for
themselves, for their own families or social groups, while ignoring
the interests of others, violate the moral law and loose much eco-
nomically.

The greater one’s property is, the more powerful one is over
others. Therefore, the use of property in an economy should not
be of narrow egoistic nature and should not contradict the
common interest.

Honest economic activity excludes any enrichment at the expense
of society. The welfare of conscientious businessmen and workers
should correspond to their working contribution and result from
their diligence in creating, utilising and augmenting universally
beneficial goods.

It is a duty of a wealthy person to do good to people without
expecting public recognition. Both the businessman and the state
should proceed from the principle of justice in making economic
decisions.

The level of consumption and the living standards should be rea-
sonable and moderate and should take into account the state of the
environment.

Money is only a means of achieving a stated goal. It should always
be in movement and turnover. It is a business, real and engrossing,
that is a businessman’s richness. Rejection of the cult of money
emancipates a person, making him internally free.

One’s poverty or richness in themselves does not speak of one’s
morality or immorality. A poor person who wastes his abilities or
uses them only for selfish purposes is no less immoral than a rich
one who refuses to donate some of his income to public needs.

Poverty, just as richness, is a test. A poor person is obliged to
behave in a dignified way, to seek to make his work effective, to
raise his professional skills so that he may come out of his misery.
State, society and business should help him in this endeavor.
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III. The culture of business relations and fidelity to given promises help
both the individual and economy to become better.

Business relations should be built on respect for the rights and
legitimate interests of their participants. In an economy, the prin-
ciples of justice and affectivity should be combined.
Having power over material resources and people, the employer
including the state should be responsible for his economic deci-
sions, for the actions of his employees and for the consequences
of these actions.
Honesty and professionalism in one’s relations with customers
and business partners would win confidence and strengthen the
economic condition of one’s enterprise, while unfair play would
doom one to inevitable collapse.
Observance of verbal and written agreements is a foundation of
harmonious relations in an economy, whereas the failure to meet
one’s engagements will undermine the authority of both the busi-
ness community and that of the country as a whole.
Such conduct should be put to public censure. The forms of this
censure are manifold, including denial of personal contacts,
public boycott, expulsion from professional communities, etc.
The same rules are applicable to unscrupulous workers who fail
to fulfil the labour contract. An enterprise can be successful only
if internal obligations are mutually fulfilled.
The state is called to adopt laws which support and develop the
culture of fulfilling obligations. At the same time, the state itself
gives an example of such culture, especially in the fields of econ-
omy and administration and in fulfilling political promises. The
most important function of the state is to ensure effective control
over the fulfilment of obligations.
Such vices as foul language, sexual harassment, assault and bat-
tery, debauchery, familiarities are inadmissible at work and in
business relations.
The good name of one’s company cannot be used for private pur-
poses and private profit at the expense of the common cause.
Commercial fraud and service fraud lead to the loss of confidence
and often to bankruptcy. Bourishness, laziness, negligence,
untidiness of a worker dealing with a customer – all this antago-
nises him and does damage to the business.
Moral participation in economic activity is expressed, among
other things, in politeness and propriety, self-control in critical sit-
uations, respect for others’ opinion even if it is considered wrong.
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It was not accidental that the principal motto of the Russian mer-
chants was this : ‘Profit is above all, but honour is above profit’.
One’s fair business reputation is one’s long-term asset. It takes a
long time to build up, but it is easy to lose.

IV. A human being is not a ‘perpetual machine’. A person needs time for
rest, spiritual life and creative development.

Continued monotonous work, even if intellectual, depletes the
personality, leading to its degradation. Nothing can justify the
renunciation of one’s legitimate time for rest, days off and whole-
some holidays. In addition, one should have an opportunity for
changing one’s sphere and type of work.

It is necessary that businessmen, authorities and society should
be concerned about the intellectual, spiritual and physical devel-
opment of every person. The material and financial capital can
be neither built up nor held today without the intellectual capital
– the voluntary use of individual capabilities, skills and knowl-
edge. The individual must have access to the knowledge and the
depository of culture and an opportunity for self-fulfilment
through education and scientific and creative work. A part of
one’s working time spent on this will be repaid a hundredfold. A
far-sighted employer will take care of the self-improving leisure
of his employees.

Indeed, the individual whose potential and talents are fully
unfolded will be of maximum benefit to society as a whole and to
a particular business.

V. State, society and business should be together concerned for a digni-
fied life for workers, especially those who cannot earn their living.
Economic activity is a socially responsible type of work.

A national economy will destroy itself if it does not take effec-
tive measures to offer social protection. A worker who has no
prospects for earning an appropriate pension and is deprived of
access to education, healthcare and social security will never
work with joy and satisfaction. The lack of social support forces
a person to look for additional opportunities for earnings on the
side, which affect his or her professional level. The aim of such
a worker is social survival, rather than conscientious, construc-
tive and purposeful endeavour. Disability for such a person is
tantamount to the loss of everything.
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On the contrary, a person’s confidence in the future creates a nec-
essary condition for professional growth and makes it possible to
draw up a long-term strategy for the development of an enterprise.

The employees of an enterprise should have opportunities for
responsible participation in its management in accordance with
their professional level and education, so that they could feel
themselves partners and co-participants in a common cause.

An employer, including the state, should bear public responsibility
for their participation in social and retirement insurance programs.

The state bears responsibility for the protection of the life, health
and human dignity of old people, the disabled and destitute chil-
dren. It should not only support the disabled, but also create con-
ditions for developing works of charity undertaken by enter-
prises, religious and public organisations and individuals.

The degree of society’s welfare depends directly on its attitude to
the disabled and the old. Allocation of a part of income for the
support of the old and the sick, the disabled and deprived children
should become a norm for any profitable enterprise as well as any
well-off working person, including an employee.

An enterprise is called to give special attention to the retired and
the disabled who contributed their own labour to its welfare. An
employer who acknowledges the past and present working services
of his or her employees reconciles the past and the future and
increases the strength of his or her business.

VI. Work should not kill or cripple a person

Creating adequate work conditions and observing safety meas-
ures at work is an area in which an employer including the state
bears a heightened responsibility.

However, an employee should take seriously the safety require-
ments by excluding carelessness or drunkenness, especially in
operating dangerous machinery. An employee should remember
that his or her irresponsible attitude may threaten the life and
health of other people.

Work for an employee is the principal bread-winner. Therefore,
ungrounded dismissal, low salary, delayed or partial wage
payment put him or her on the verge of survival, while an
employer’s careful attitude to the work, health of life of his neigh-
bour is beneficial for both him and his employees.
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Enterprisers should reject the unlawful methods of doing busi-
ness with the use of force or threat of force.

A desire of success by all means and disregard for the life and
health of others is a crime and a vice.

VII. Political power and economic power should be separated. The par-
ticipation of business in politics and its impact on public opinion
should be open and transparent.

The entire financial support given by business to political par-
ties, public organisations and the mass media should be made
public and verifiable. Any secret support is to be condemned
publicly as immoral. Private mass media should declare openly
the sources, amounts and use of their funds.

Production and entrepreneurial structures, which belong to the
state fully or partly, should not show any political preferences.

In the economy, there is no place for corruption and other crimes.

It is inadmissible for the state authorities to be involved in any
competitive activity and in settling economic disputes. The
assertion of its interests by a business before the authorities
should be lawful and open for public control.

Individuals and structures guilty of grievous crimes, especially
those involved in corruption, should be unacceptable as business
partners or participants in the business community.

A morally responsible business cannot have anything in
common with such things as traffic of people, prostitution,
pornography, medical and spiritual charlatanism, illegitimate
trade in arms and drugs, and political and religious extremism.

VIII. Appropriating others’ property, neglecting a common property,
refusing to reward a worker for his labour, deceiving a partner, a
person violates the moral law and does damage to both society and
himself.

The state, an entrepreneur, an employee and any citizen should
treat common and any other property with care. The habit of
stealing from the state, a neighbour or a work collective and of
damaging their property should be condemned and driven away
from our life. Those who take what does not belong to them
from the common or other people’s pocket are to be held up to
public shame.
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Stealing from a business partner and depriving him of his nego-
tiated part of the common profit should become generally
known and should necessarily lead to sanctions from the busi-
ness community.

One of the forms of misappropriation is inequitable distribution
of the fruits of labour among partners and employees. Society
should not be divided into the super-rich and the super-poor.

Production and all other forms of economic activity should not
do irreparable harm to nature which is the property of not only
those who live on the Earth today but also the future genera-
tions. The natural resources, which are necessary to people
today but which cannot be restored tomorrow, should be used
counting on many centuries ahead and be replaced, if possible,
by renewable resources. The ecological aspect of the activity of
all economic subjects should be transparent for society and open
for control by it. Participation in projects aimed to protect the
environment and the introduction of resource-saving and zero-
discharge technologies is an essential task for the business
community.

A businessman should remember that the failure to pay taxes
prescribed by the law is a theft from orphans, the elderly, the dis-
abled and other unprotected people. The transfer of some of
one’s income in the form of tax for the needs of society should
become not a painful obligation discharged involuntarily and
sometimes not discharged at all, but an honorary cause deserv-
ing the gratitude of society.

Concealing profits and carrying them off to other countries are
tantamount to the robbery of one’s own compatriots.

Robbing their employees are also those who do not pay them ade-
quate salaries, dooming them to poverty and bitterness and
depriving them of the joy of labour. In determining the amount
of payment for labour and the share of income to be paid out in
salaries, an employer should be guided by the principle of justice,
not looking back at the standards of the hard past or at the exam-
ples of the poorest countries. The despair of those who agree to
a low salary just to earn their daily bread must not be abused.

The remuneration of labour cannot be below the subsistence
wage. It should allow an employee not only to eat well, but also
to buy goods necessary for everyday life, for raising children and
securing accommodation.



Those who fail to pay salaries, who delay them systematically
and allow them to stay below the subsistence wage are to be cen-
sured by society.

The state existing on public funds should assess its share in the
common wealth proportionally. Unburdensome taxes are one of
the foundations of effective and moral economic activity in which
citizens can cover public expenses without unreasonable burdens.

IX. In competitive struggle, one must not lie or insult, nor exploit vices
or instincts.

Competition is one of the motors of economy. Monopolism is
tantamount to mothballing and backwardness.

Results of conscientious competition serve the interests of soci-
ety; competition puts its members in equal conditions and gives
them the right to choose.

Competition is appropriate and morally justified if it does not
destroy business relations.

The most reliable partner in concluding a bargain is he who is
confident of the decency of his colleague. The more credible your
business is, the faster it grows in profitableness. Honesty is an
investment in the future.

In competitive struggle, morally abject methods must not be
used. Thus, a businessman should not hurl public insults at his
competitors or spread wittingly any false or unverified informa-
tion about his business partners.

Advertisements containing blunt deception, exploiting the
sexual instinct, encouraging people to drinking and smoking,
using the spiritual immaturity of children and teenagers should
be viewed as immoral and should not be supported by the busi-
ness community. Advertising must not insult people’s religious
and ethnic sentiments.

X. The institution of ownership and the right to own and dispose of
property must be respected. It is immoral to envy the welfare of a
neighbour and to encroach on his property.

Ungrounded requisition of property undermines economic sta-
bility and ruins people’s faith in justice.

The nationalisation of private property is morally justified only
if the way it is used obviously contradicts the security and life of
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people. In any case, property may be requisited strictly by law
and with an appropriate compensation.

This equally applies to the alienation of state and public prop-
erty. Its usurpation is almost always accompanied with the
destruction of the national economy and the suffering of mil-
lions of people.

Privatisation is not an aim in itself. Legal transfer of public prop-
erty to private hands is morally justified. This should result in a
real improvement of goods and services, lower prices, stronger
economy and the building of a dynamic and harmoniously devel-
oping society with justice.

Any unlawful re-distribution of property is always a crime
against society and a violation of the moral law. A private person
who has come into possession of a property through deceit has
neither moral nor legal right to be called its owner. In such a
case, the state is called to restore justice, observing the law and
the moral duty.

The state of an economy stands in direct dependence on the spir-
itual and moral condition of the personality. Only a person with
a good heart and lucid mind, spiritually mature, industrious and
responsible, can support himself, while being of benefit to his
neighbours and his people. May it be so in Russia as she has
entered the 21st century.

NOTES
1 See more above in the article by Pavel Shashkin, Chapter 27.
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STRENGTHENING THE COMMON GOOD.
THE RESPONSIBILITY OF STATES, 

INVESTORS AND INTERNATIONAL
ORGANISATIONS

Richard Ondji’i Toung, Cameroon

Introduction

The international trend to liberalisation and privatisation seems
to favour individual and private interests about the Common Good.
The growing gap between the poor and the rich increases social ten-
sions and conflicts in many societies. Business ethics with its empha-
sis on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) looks for ways to recon-
cile private interests with the responsibility for the interests of the
different stakeholders and therefore the Common Good. What is the
responsibility of states, the private sector, especially the finance
sector, and international organisations to strengthen and to protect
the Common Good? This is the question of this article.

From the reading of Pavel Shashkin’s article on ‘Business Lead-
ership and Social Responsibility in a Transition Country’ in Russia,1

and from the article of Jeffrey D. Sachs on ‘Business Leadership and
Sustainable Development’, 2 both in this volume, it appears that – as
in contemporary Cameroon 3 and in international economic rela-
tions4 – the main concept they tackle in their studies is the Common
Good as a challenge, a stake or an objective to achieve. Shashkin, for
instance, asserts that the fair distribution of material welfare is an
actual topic in Russia and that ‘a socially responsible economic
regime’5 is to be created, while Sachs speaks about the necessity of
‘managerial governance’, about the ‘need of rigorous law’ and about
the ‘business community’.

Both authors speak about the social responsibility6 of states, gov-
ernments or corporations, and both worry about the solidarity in soci-
ety. They understand solidarity as an historical, social and anthropo-
logical link between people based in a unifying experience or tradition.

1. The Common Good as an Ethical Principle

What I call the theory of the Common Good in this essay is the
combination, the compilation and the organisation of ideas around



the notion of the Common Good. The Common Good is a principle of
political and social ethics. 7 As a general principle of decision in the
area of the realisation of justice, the Common Good must help indi-
rectly to satisfy the aspirations of individuals and society. According
to Plato and Aristotle, the public order is considered as reasonable
when the private and the collective material needs, and the individ-
ual pursuit of happiness, are reasonably held together. Thus, all ethi-
cal prescriptions on both the individual and social levels derive from
the concept of the Common Good which is to be seen as the supreme
good of the community (or, in Aquinas’ terms, the bonum commune),
to which these ethical precepts are subordinated, as they are subordi-
nated – in a teleological account – to the higher finality of the action.
The Common Good is justified in various ways as a rational superior
or divine interest.

As an ethical imperative of politics, the Common Good requires
both the distinction between private and general interests and their
mediation. The general interest is not the sum of the particular inter-
ests (as Vilfredo Pareto thinks8), but the juridical and political equi-
librium between the interests of the individuals and the social groups.
Such an equilibrium in states’ decisions ensures, I argue, just and
stable social conditions. 

The Common Good is therefore perceived as a general criterion for
the equilibrium of public interests, but it does not define its concrete
contents: the equilibrium of public interests must be reasonably legit-
imated as creating conditions which advance the quality of human
life. In sum, the Common Good presents the advantage of represent-
ing a general socio-political and ethical criterion from which we can
search the legitimacy of the equilibrium of public interests, which in
turn warrants a good human life. Therefore, the Common Good must
be the object of a social, political and economic consensus.

In the financial perspective, and according to the quarterly
Finance & The Common Good, the notion of Common Good ‘embraces
two separate concerns: the social concern where the question is what
the financial sector brings to the community; and the personal con-
cern where the question is how finance contributes to the growth and
self-realisation of each and every member of society’. 9

To examine the relationship between the present financial system
and the Common Good, the authors of this quarterly propose four
main avenues of research, which can provide a basic structure for
assessing how finance contributes to the Common Good:

The first concerns the changing relationship between politics and
finance and its impact on the Common Good. The second concerns
the way theorists approach finance and the role of the financial
sector. The third examines how finance, spurred on by theory, is
endeavouring to create a risk-free society. The fourth concerns the
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contribution of finance to other economic activities and its impact on
the Common Good. 

The ways in which decisions are made and in which individuals
and institutions approach and assume their responsibilities, are the
common thread in the above four avenues of research. Hence Finance
& Common Good analyses the relationship between finance and
common good in the perspective of responsibility. 

2. The Responsibility of States, Investors and International
Organisations

According to Claude Rochet, 10 economic performance and social
cohesion can only be reconciled if society is thought and construed
from the overall aim of enhancing the Common Good. In my sense,
thinking and governing society is the shared responsibility of states,
investors or managers, international organisations (therefore the
individuals in these institutions) at certain levels. 

3.1. States

In general, one of the main socio-economic responsibilities of the
state is to promote and defend social justice. In particular, at the
national and the international level, states have the responsibility of
regulating the market. For Philippe Quéau of UNESCO, the market
cannot regulate all. Issues like education, health, or social peace
belong to the political domain.11

3.2. Investors

In the second section of the above-mentioned issue of the quar-
terly Finance & The Common Good, 12 entitled ‘Using Investment and
Capital Remuneration as Instruments to Serve the Common Good’,
Luca Pattaroni wrote an article on the topic of ‘Responsabilités des
investisseurs: Fondements, limites et formes’. 13 As most authors, Pat-
taroni mentions that responsibility includes legal and moral aspects.
From this double reference he deducts two ways to conceptualise
responsibility in the fields of investment: first what he calls ‘negative
screening’, which is a rather limited way of assuming responsibility,
in which being responsible means refraining from committing illegal
or strikingly immoral acts, and second, responsibility based on con-
cern for the vulnerable, through which it is acknowledged that the
consequences of one’s power require more sustained forms of com-
mitment. This conception of responsibility presupposes constant
supervision and vigilance, and it attempts to influence businesses’
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strategies and is based on a genuine concern for the weaker rather
than on the mere quest for compromise between the motive of
enhancing profit and the wish not to break the rules. 

3.3. International Organisations

The international society as such is a virtual reality, nevertheless
one cannot analyse national phenomena without taking into account
the international environment and its actors. In the case of interna-
tional financial institutions such as the IMF, Jacques Généreux rightly
points out that, in order to foster international financial stability,
coercive intervention with regard to the distribution of losses result-
ing from financial crises (e.g. measures to ensure that national gov-
ernments comply with the rules) will only be possible if the interna-
tional financial institutions enjoy a high degree of authority and
political legitimacy.14 For him, the international financial institutions
will only enjoy political legitimacy if they have political executives
who guide and supervise their technical executives. Correspondingly,
Généreux’s political argument can also be applied to other interna-
tional organisations in their respective competencies (such as trade or
labour organisations). What we can underline here is the importance
of the political role and the responsibility of international organisa-
tions with regard to the realisation of the Common Good. In our opin-
ion, NGOs bear the same responsibility, though they do not have the
same power as intergovernmental organisations. 

3. Value-Based Business for the Common Good

The Common Good is both a socio-political and an economic
objective. In order to achieve this objective, business must be based on
values. Progress should be measured not by ‘whether we add more to
the abundance of those who have much [but by] whether we provide
enough for those who have too little.’ 15 In the present mixed economy,
moving towards this vision ‘requires hard-headed examination of
values and a careful assessment of the way in which processes such as
supply and demand are actually working’. Values such as trans-
parency, cooperative efforts, sustainability, freedom and equality can
help to lead to a greater Common Good.

According to the values mentioned above, Herman E. Daly, 16

through his book For the Common Good, gives some fundaments on
which these values are rooted and toward which economy has to be
redirected. The challenge is to put together these values which seem
to be sometimes contradictory or at least in tension with each other.
The fact that the current epoch is characterised by ‘opened economies’
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(Claude Rochet) and the development of technologies, notably com-
munication, raises hopes that it is possible to achieve a ‘reconciled per-
formance’, i.e. a reconciliation between economic performance and
social cohesion. 17 Such a conception corresponds to an account of
social ethics that favours an ethics of mediation. The private and the
public interests, the personal and the common good has to be recon-
ciled for a life in dignity and the survival of the planet. In the Fang cul-
ture, my own culture in Cameroon, the concept of anyôs 18 is a concept
of mediation which reconciles conflicts and community life. It has its
roots in family life, especially the resolution of conflicts among chil-
dren of the same family. The question is how to make this concept
fruitful for economic and political relations in society, beyond families.
The society as the family can be considered as a body like the body of
a human being (as Paul, the Apostle, did it in the New Testament for
the Christian parish). The body is only healthy if it integrates the plu-
rality of the different parts of the body to a harmonious unity. This is
the meaning of the Common Good as the benchmark for individuals,
states, the private sector and the international community.
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RESPONSIBLE POLITICAL LEADERSHIP
Jephthah K. Gathaka, Kenya

Introduction

In this paper we intend to look at what constitutes responsible
political leadership. We first explore the definitions so that we may be
able to clearly state our conceptual perspective and reduce misunder-
standing, considering that words mean different things and connote
different ideas in different times and different contexts. What do we
understand to be the meaning of politics, leadership and responsibil-
ity? It is my intention, after looking at the definitions, to discuss what
I consider to be the essential virtues and values in political leadership
for it to be regarded as responsible. It should be noted from the begin-
ning that this is an issue of ethics, in which a diversity of perspectives
and opinions is possible. In applied ethics, what some people may con-
sider to be moral may not be accepted as such by others.

1. What is Politics?

According to Max Weber, ‘politics is striving for a share of power
or for influence on the distribution of power, whether it be between
states or between the groups of people contained within a single
state.’ 1 Thus politics has to do with interests in the distribution,
preservation or transfer of power as the decisive role in determining
the decision defining the sphere of activity; anyone engaged in poli-
tics is striving for power, either power as means to attain other goals
(which may be ideal or selfish), or power for its own sake, which is to
say, in order to enjoy the feeling of prestige by power.’

In this discussion therefore, we will explore how leaders are
expected to behave to demonstrate that they are responsibly striv-
ing not only in the distribution of power among the citizens and
other leaders, but also in distributing resources equitably among
the electorate.

2. What is Leadership?

In his book Kenya African Nationalism, Daniel Arap Moi (the
former president of the Republic of Kenya), writes:



… leadership is the dynamic and catalytic ability of an individual or a
group to liberate, engage and direct the constructive endeavours of a
people for the betterment of individuals and/or whole communities, for
their material prosperity and for their socio-cultural uplift, spiritual peace
and mental productivity.2

He however warns that leadership can either be bought or sold,
and emphasises that ‘Responsive leadership must evolve from the
people, by the people and for the people.’ 3 Weber also warns rightly
that leadership could be attained violently. For this reason we directly
plunge to our subject and suggest that responsible leadership must
live for the concern and the welfare of those being led. Leadership
which is not mindful of the welfare of others is fake and mercenary.
We will come back to this point later. At this juncture I wish to add a
less complicated definition as we use it in civic education.

Leadership refers to being in a position of responsibility. Leadership
plays roles in terms of advice and decision making. It is about torch-bear-
ing. Leadership involves being at the forefront and taking charge of events
and issues arising from and touching on the leaders’ area of jurisdiction.
Most fundamentally, leadership is about service to the people. Leaders
worth their salt consider themselves to be servants of the people they lead.
Many leaders fail to realize this crucial fact. This failure has resulted in
dictatorial leadership, with all its attendant misrule. The need for leader-
ship arises from the fact that we need to be organised both as groups or
societies for smooth interaction. Viewed within this context, leadership
presupposes the existence of formal and informal rules which govern our
interactions. In this case, leadership acts as the custodian of these rules as
well as of common property. Leadership becomes the custodian of public
good.4

3. What Do We Mean by ‘Responsible’?

The Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary defines ‘responsible’
as:

… having the job or duty of doing something or taking care of some-
body or something so that you may be blamed if something goes wrong…
being able to be blamed for something… being the cause of something …
have to report to somebody/something with authority in a higher posi-
tion and explain to them what you have done… (usually before noun)
needing somebody who can be trusted and relied on involving important
duties.

We shall therefore discuss along these lines as far as political lead-
ership is concerned. However I have found another philosophical
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defiition which we cannot afford to dismiss. In a discussion paper
entitled ‘Existential Responsibility’ – The Civic Virtue’, Helmut
Danner makes a distinction between ‘juridical’ ‘and ‘existential’
responsibility. Though he is discussing this in the realm of education,
he concludes: ‘Depending on which kind of society we are referring
to, responsibility will serve society best as “juridical responsibility”
when it is a “closed society” and as “existential responsibility” when
it is an “open, democratic society”.’ 5 In juridical responsibility, he
argues, there is somebody who is judged by somebody else as having
done right or wrong. Such a person is expected to act in a certain way.
In this case Danner observes: ‘A rule, a law, is the measure for judge-
ment. Accordingly, the judgement will be : He/she fulfilled his/her
responsibility or he/she failed.’ He also calls this kind of responsibil-
ity ‘accountability.’ In what he calls ‘existential responsibility’ Danner
explains that ‘imputation does not function in the same way as in
juridical responsibility’ because it does not follow a certain pattern
and one has to dig deeper to place the blame (or praise).

4. What Responsible Political Leadership Entails

Having dealt with the definitions we may now proceed to explain
what responsible political leadership entails. Since norms and values
may differ from place to place we will limit ourselves to what is com-
monly agreed and current in Kenya today.

a) Legitimacy : Any politically responsible leadership must be
drawing its legitimacy from the people. Leadership that has come in
power through violence for example, through a coup d’etat, will not
bother to be responsible to anyone except itself while serving its own
interests. An elected leadership is expected to be accountable and
responsible to the electorate. Such leadership will always look at the
promises it made to the voters during its election campaign and strive
to fulfil those promises. This is because such leadership knows that
after the set period, in our case after every five years, there will be
another election and the leaders may be re-elected or rejected. It suf-
fices to say that responsible political leadership can only succeed in a
democratic environment. Since politics is about distribution of power
and resources, responsible leadership will strive to ensure that this
distribution is done equitably. The leadership which derives its legit-
imacy from the people, is organised through political parties. Unfor-
tunately, as Professor Jesse Mugambi suggests, political parties have
stolen leadership from the people. In many countries, he observes,
democracy has evolved as government of political parties, for political
parties and by political parties. 6 Thus political party leaders have
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organised their parties not as mass movements but as clubs controlled
by the elite, without the mandate and legitimacy from the people they
claim to represent.

b) Justice: The expectation of the Kenyan people as enshrined in
the National Anthem is that ‘Justice be our Shield and Defender’. This
is what St. Paul had in mind when he was writing those verses in
Romans chapter 13, which have been used to support oppressors
when they invoke biblical authority. This passage, Romans 13 :1-7,
should be titled ‘responsibilities of leaders and citizens in a state’.
Verses 3 and 4 suggest that the responsibility of the rulers is to punish
those who commit crime and to praise those who do good. This is
what is called ‘justice’. The quest for justice is what made St. Augus-
tine retort :

Remove justice, and what are kingdoms but gangs of criminals on a
large scale? What are criminal gangs but petty kingdoms? A gang is a
group of men under the command of a leader, bound by compact of asso-
ciation, in which the plunder is divided according to an agreed convention.7

I have quoted St. Augustine so that we can link his advice to what
we have observed above in regard to political parties as far as equi-
table distribution of resources is concerned. The just distribution of
resources is what we may call ‘economic justice’. If the leadership will
not exercise justice, then it has no business in being in power, and
should be removed during the next elections. We do not have the time
and space to explain fully what we would want the leadership to do
in order to demonstrate that it has provided justice. However when
the people see that those who are involved in corruption are not
punished, they wonder what has happened with their rulers. When
they witness leaders amassing wealth while the gap between the
rich and the poor is widening, they cannot be convinced that there
is justice.

c) Integrity : The Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary defines
‘integrity’ as ‘the quality of being honest and having strong moral
principles’. Former president Moi insists that ‘Leaders will never
win the confidence and co-operation of the masses, unless they live
an upright life and unless the people see them to be leading that
upright life’. 8 In this case, although this is not what many Kenyans
would believe, he argues to have striven persistently and relent-
lessly to cleanse the country of corruption, moral turpitude, intel-
lectual delinquency and cultural decay’. 9 He terms these as ‘… accu-
rate symptoms of loveless greed and avarice’. He describes leaders
who practise them as no more than hypocritical exhibitionists’. 10
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We fully agree with this statement, despite the manifest outcomes
of his leadership of this country for 24 years when he was presi-
dent. Leaders without integrity would not act responsibly and
cannot lead any country to prosperity, as they will always be con-
cerned about themselves.

d) Visionary Insight: Visionary leaders will be able to foresee the
needs of the people they lead. They will then plan and mobilise
resources in order to meet those needs. The Sessional Paper No.10 of
1965 on African Socialism and its Application to Planning in Kenya
articulated a very clear vision for this country. The leaders spelt out
what they envisaged for the Republic of Kenya, especially in the fight
to eradicate the three problems facing this country up to now —
poverty, disease and ignorance. After more than forty years of
national sovereignty, the country is still plagued by those problems.
The main reason is that we have never had visionary leaders. Such
leaders would be like Nehemiah, that leader in the Old Testament
who had a vision for reconstruction of the walls of Jerusalem. Pro-
fessor Jesse Mugambi graphically summarises Nehemiah’s visionary
action thus : ‘Nehemiah’s approach is useful to the extent that he
helps us to appreciate the relationship between prayer and planning;
between work and worship; between despair and hope; between the
elite and the ordinary people; between the priesthood and the laity.’ 11

Leaders who are visionary will in no doubt be as responsible just as
Nehemiah was.

e) Role Models : Responsible leaders would wish to be role
models not only for the adults they are leading but also for the youth
who are soon to take over from them. They must therefore set good
examples. The responsibility of being role models goes hand in hand
with moral probity. The conduct of leaders will greatly influence the
behaviour of their followers and their youth. Since this is a matter of
ethics we have to formulate the moral code that will guide us. Max
Weber extensively discusses this point and outlines the core values
that may be found in religion – whether it be Christianity or other
religions of the world – which he calls, ‘Ethics of Conviction’. 12 He
further describes the ‘Ethics of Responsibility,’ which theologians
could argue is provided for in ‘general revelation’. Weber rightly con-
cludes : ‘… the ethics of conviction and the ethics of responsibility
are not absolute opposites. They are complementary to one another,
and only in combination do they produce the true human being’. 13 It
is important for us to appreciate the fact that in practice, we shall be
guided by the virtues presupposed in our cultural and religious tra-
ditions and in the teachings of the missionary religions that we
adhere to.
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The values in these religions and in our cultural traditions do not
differ much as far as political responsibility is concerned. For exam-
ple, we know well that according to our traditions, our lives revolve
around living as a community and therefore most of the resources
should be distributed among and within the community. Though tra-
ditionally there were rich and poor people, the survival burden was
shouldered by the community as a whole. The abnormal gap between
the rich and the poor came with colonial domination and imperial
rule. The insatiable greed among the leaders can never be a model to
be followed. The conduct of some leaders in public has been far below
the expectations of ordinary people. Some leaders are not ashamed to
be captured by television cameras while quarrelling and fighting.

f) Stewardship: Responsible political leaders are expected to exer-
cise proper stewardship or good management of resources. In this case
we are concerned in matters of the environment. Responsible leaders
should be in the forefront of protecting the forests and the wetlands
of this country. Such a focus would be an indication that they are
thinking about the future of the country. There seems not to be a
policy on water harvesting. When the rains come all the waters flow
to the lakes and the Indian Ocean. Yet later on we cry that there is no
water. Stewardship and being visionary go hand in hand. Industries
and infrastructure in this country are dilapidated because of bad man-
agement and lack of responsible political leadership, which could pro-
vide proper supervision in preservation and conservation of
resources. Politics of patronage and nepotism have destroyed work
ethics. The policy of merit and competence is no longer respected.
Jobs and promotions tend to be given through patronage rather than
on professional merit and competence. There are many qualified
young people who cannot get employment because of tribalism, nepo-
tism and corruption.

g) Succession : Political leadership that is responsible will train
other leaders who will take over on expiry of mandatory and con-
tractual terms. Moses prepared people like Joshua and Caleb. He
involved them in leadership roles to prepare them for future respon-
sibilities. It is only visionary leadership that would undertake such
preparatory training. The youth of this country have been taken for
granted for long. This is not consistent with our cultural and religious
traditions, which always provided for succession in leadership.

h) Rewards and Awards : It is important to recognise those who
are achievers in the country (heroes and heroines). However that has
not been the case. We have many Kenyans who have excelled in vari-
ous fields, in athletics and sports as well as in business. There are also
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those who fought for the national independence of the country. There
are also those who struggled for political liberalisation. During the
presidential awards and Head of State Commendations one finds that
the high achievers are hardly ever recognised, while many are deco-
rated whose integrity is doubted by ordinary citizens. Loyalty seems
to be rated as more important than integrity, diligence and procuctivity.

i) Human Rights and Human Dignity : The protection, respect
and promotion of human rights is an important responsibility for any
political leadership that has been democratically elected. A country
will be peaceful and prosperous whenever and wherever there is no
discrimination. When the citizens are aware that their rights are
respected they will also exercise their responsibilities such as paying
taxes and obeying the just laws. It is therefore very important to incul-
cate an ethos of human rights among the people at all social levels.
Institutions to enforce human rights should be developed and allowed
to do their duties without any hindrance. The citizens should also be
encouraged to form groups that will ensure that human rights are not
violated. With commitment to human dignity, institutions of correc-
tion and remand should be subjected to strict scrutiny on how they
treat the inmates. Where political leadership respects human rights
there should be no discrimination of any kind. The rights of the
minorities should be respected in order for democracy to thrive. Peace
is guaranteed when all people consider each other as equal partners
in national endeavours. Ethnicity that has destroyed the unity of our
country will not have room where human rights are respected.
Responsible leadership should respect the international conventions
and protocols on human rights. In these ways political leaders can
win the confidence of the electorate to whom they are accountable.

5. The Future of Responsible Political Leadership

Here we need to discuss how to guarantee responsible political
leadership in Kenya. What are those things that we need to do as citi-
zens and as leaders? First, we need to advocate for discussions in var-
ious fora where people thrush out what they expect from their lead-
ers. Second, we also advocate for seminars for leaders of all cadres.
When people have been elected to various positions it is important to
have seminars to discuss their role in the positions to which they have
been elected. Many councillors, for example, do not understand their
work. Many are semi-illiterate. Third, there should be programs to
train the youth for leadership. Responsibilities should be delegated to
them. The current constitution has contributed to the election of irre-
sponsible leadership in this country. Wherever the constitution makes
provision for elective leadership, it demands qualifications and not
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qualities. It is gratifying to note that the proposed Draft Constitution
has provided two chapters on responsibility, one for the citizens
(chapter 4 section 23), and the for leaders (chapter 9). In these sec-
tions there are provisions for what are considered to be responsibili-
ties for citizens and leaders.

The responsibilities of a citizen include : 

‘23(1) In order to fulfil the national values, principles and goals,
all citizens have the responsibility to:
a) acquire basic understanding of the provisions of this constitution

and promote its ideas and objectives 
b) uphold and defend this constitution and the law 
c) vote and become involved in other forms of political participation
d) engage in work, including home making, for the support and wel-

fare of themselves and their families, for the common good and to
contribute to national development 

e) develop the ability to the greatest possible extent through acqui-
sition of knowledge, continuous learning and the development of
skills 

f) contribute to the welfare and advancement of the community
where they live 

g) contribute to the welfare and advancement of the nation by
paying all taxes lawfully due

h) strive to foster national unity and live in harmony with others 
i) promote democracy, good governance and the rule of law 
j) promote family life and act responsibly in the context of the

family 
k) protect and safeguard public property from waste and misuse 
l) protect the environment and conserve natural resources 
m) co-operate with law enforcement agencies for the maintenance of

law and order 
n) desist from acts of corruption and 
o) understand and enhance the Republic’s place in the international

community’

Responsibilities of leadership include : 

‘94(1) Any sovereign authority of the people assigned to a State
office – 
a) is a public trust to be exercised in a manner that – 
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iii. is consistent with the purpose and objects of this Constitution; 
iii. demonstrates respect for the people;
iii. brings honour to the nation and dignity to the office; and 
iv. promotes public confidence in the integrity of the office; and

b) vests in that State officer the responsibility to serve the people,
rather than the power to rule them.’ 

The guiding principles of leadership and integrity include :

a) selection on the basis of integrity, competence and suitability, or
election in free and fair elections

b) objectivity and impartiality in decision making and in ensuring
that decisions are not influenced by nepotism, favouritism or
other improper motives

c) selfless service based solely on the public interest, demonstrated
by – 
ii. honesty in the execution of public duties; and
ii. the declaration of personal interest that may conflict with

public duties
d) accountability to the public for decisions and actions
e) discipline and commitment in service to the people’ 

It can therefore be seen that despite other contentious provisions
of the Draft Constitution, Kenyans already have expressed how they
can conduct themselves responsibly and what they expect from their
leaders with regard to responsibility and accountability.

Conclusion

In the foregoing discussion we have established that responsible
political leadership should be a concern not only of the leaders, but of
all citizens — both the leaders and the led. It is from the led that the
leadership gets their legitimacy and to whom they are accountable.
Responsible leadership can only be practised and checked only in a
democratic environment. It is therefore of paramount importance to
have a vibrant citizenry able to monitor the performance of their lead-
ers. The citizens should strive to zealously exercise, demand and pro-
tect their rights. At the same time, political leaders should endeavour
to know what their citizens expect from them. They should always
consider the welfare of citizens as their priority while in elective posi-
tions. We have also observed that responsibility is a moral issue and
therefore we should revisit the question of what we consider to be our
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core values. These values are to be found in our cultural traditions
and religious beliefs. National laws may not successfully inculcate a
discipline, unless they are consistent with, and reinforced by cul-
tural and religious values. As statutes, laws can only be punitive and
correctional.
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POLITICS OF RESPONSIBILITY 
AND RESPONSIBILITY OF POLITICS. 

A PERSPECTIVE OF POLITICAL ETHICS 
ON PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION IN THE USA

Heidi Hadsell, USA

Introduction

The evident influence of moral values on political decision
making, made moral values the big winners in the 2004 American
presidential election. Based both on the different styles of the two
campaigns, and on the election polls the day of the election, in which
many voters indicated that they had voted for George Bush because
of his ‘moral values’, values have rapidly become a dominant politi-
cal theme. Many political pundits are convinced that George Bush
won the election at least in part because he openly declared his own
religious beliefs and the moral values he connected to them, while
Kerry was more hesitant to do so, and when he did, he did so with
more subtlety and nuance. Conservative Christians across the coun-
try are ready to cash in on the political influence of conservative
Christian values, and thus on the power of conservative Christian
leaders, and to translate them into political power to help shape
public policy. 

So prevalent is the theme of moral values in this post election
analysis, it tends to eclipse the fact that whether they be self-inter-
ested or altruistic, foolish or wise, straight forward or hidden, values
have always been at the heart of the political process. Similarly
eclipsed is the fact that not just conservative Christians voted their
values, but so too did Jews, Muslims, atheists, people of other reli-
gions, and more liberal Christians. Once one recognises that every-
one votes his or her values in one way or another, one can see that
this election among many other things, demonstrates a genuine
divide within the Christian community. There is in fact, a struggle
about the meaning of Christianity going on inside Christianity. It is
a struggle which often finds political liberals and Christian liberals
on one side and political conservatives and Christian conservatives
on the other. It is a dynamic that can be seen not simply in public life,
but inside many Christian denominations, in the United States and
around the world.



1. Ethics of Conviction against Ethics of Responsibility

A lot can be and had been said about this struggle. Both sides view
themselves as authentic carriers and interpreters of the core of Chris-
tianity, and both can point to scripture and tradition to legitimate
their moral positions. My purpose here in not to explore this question.
Rather I intend to explore another division within Christianity, and
indeed within many religions, which has already been, and promises
to continue to be at least as decisive and important in the formation
of American public policy and foreign policy as that between conser-
vative and liberal Christians. This is a division that was also in evi-
dence in this presidential campaign, and which also divided votes. To
put it in the words of the 19th century sociologist Max Weber, this is
the division between an ethics of conviction (Gesinnungsethik) and
an ethics of responsibility (Verantwortungsethik). Julian Freund
described Weber’s two ethical types in a helpful summary:

Let us take the famous distinction which Weber made between the
ethic of conviction and the ethic of responsibility. One who acts according
to the former wants the absolute victory of a cause, without concern for
the circumstances and the situation or for the consequences. This is the
case of one who applies rigorously the receipts of the Sermon on the
Mount, who offers the left cheek when struck on the right one, and who,
consequently, refuses to resist even that which he considers evil. Inversely,
one who acts according to the ethic of responsibility evaluates the avail-
able means, takes the situation into account, makes calculations with
inevitable human failings, and considers the possible consequences. Thus,
he assumes responsibility for the means, the shortcomings, and the fore-
seeable consequences, baneful or not. 1

The ethics of conviction is often greatly admired. Groups, nations,
peoples, celebrate especially those of their heroes who take a stand
according to their moral convictions. Heroes who, acting regardless of
the circumstances and regardless of the consequences, are often
greatly revered and remembered, as attested to through song, poetry,
holidays and the like, perhaps especially when their convictions lead
them to pay the ultimate price. In contrast, an ethic of responsibility,
with its awareness of and its careful calculation not just of the moral
principles at stake, but of the consequences their application may or
may not have in the world, is less immediately or easily viewed as
admirable. Indeed an ethics of responsibility often fails to ignite the
moral imagination, since it often seems too mushy, too shaded with
gray, too morally ambiguous. 

Those voters who identified moral values as the primary motiva-
tion for the way they voted in the presidential elections, are people
who are attempting to do the right moral thing, often according to an
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ethic of conviction. Who can blame them – we live in an age in which
moral certainty is a welcome relief from constant change, fear, con-
flict and war, and a helpful guide to people who genuinely seek to do
the right thing. These voters who follow or advocate for an ethic of
conviction do so not spontaneously or accidentally, but because they
have learned to do so. They listen to and learn from the articulation
of such an ethic of conviction put forth by religious leaders who per-
suade them that this ethic is the morally correct path to follow.
Inevitably, political leaders, who share their moral values, draw upon
and appeal to a shared ethic. In doing so the political leaders implici-
tly or explicitly promise to lead according to this ethic of conviction
once they are elected. They promise, in other words, to make political
and policy decisions not just on the moral values shared, but also
according to an ethics which as described above, gives little thought
to consequences or to the complexities of the political world.

2. Dangerous, Simplistic, Inadequate

However admirable such an ethic of conviction may seem, and
however psychologically satisfying it may feel, an ethic of conviction
– regardless of who articulates it (left or right) and what its content
is – is unsuited to the political leadership of nations, particularly the
most powerful nation on earth. It is unsuited for political decision
making because it is quite literally irresponsible – it does not take the
consequences of its acts into consideration, or as part of its calculation. 

The nature of contemporary life and politics demonstrates why an
ethics of conviction is inappropriate and even dangerous for political
leadership. Complexity and plurality characterise societies like the
United States. An ethic of conviction, whether it be centered on oppo-
sition to abortion, stem cell research, or gay marriage to name several
moral issues that generate considerable heat, is simply not adequate
to deal with these issues as they are played out in a very complex and
plural society. 

An ethics of conviction, again however satisfying it may feel to its
adherents, is woefully inadequate to a world grown ever more inter-
dependent. In this world leadership such as that held by the United
States by virtue of its vast military and economic power, requires the
political ability to do something more than simply declare and follow
an ethic of conviction, letting the chips fall where they may. Leader-
ship requires the ability to listen, to compromise, to adjust competing
interests, to think through and understand the many consequences of
possible actions. One cannot assert effective and fair leadership by
simple conviction, leading others to pick up the pieces, in areas such
as international trade, environmental questions, economic develop-
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ment, immigration, terrorism, nuclear proliferation, and the like. All
such issues require multi-lateral cooperation and decision making.
The lopsided power held by the United States today makes leadership
according to an ethic of responsibility an urgent necessity. This is of
course what European allies and others have sought to make the
United States understand in recent years. 

Perhaps the most disturbing and dangerous, and also one of the
most attractive attributes that accompanies an ethic of conviction in
public life is the certainty that moral conviction imparts. At a dinner
table such conviction may simply be unpleasant company. At a nego-
tiating table it may do lasting and serious damage. If one is simply sure
that one is right, one need not think about consequences, complexity
or the position of others. Worse yet, one need not question whether
or not one’s own convictions are morally correct or practically ten-
able. An ethic of conviction is therefore especially vulnerable to
hypocrisy, since the strength of one’s convictions leads one towards
blindness regarding the possible equivocation of one’s own position,
while at the same time encouraging one to attribute all error and evil
to one’s adversaries. This dynamic is all too familiar in the post 9/11
world in which each side demands an ethic of responsibility from its
enemy while it itself embodies an irresponsible and dangerous ethic
of conviction.

The Christian theological ethicist Reinhold Niebuhr was a careful
observer of the political world. His moral and political analysis gave
him a healthy respect for the power of hypocrisy in politics. He there-
fore viewed political ethics as necessarily quite distinct from personal
ethics, just as Weber viewed an ethics of conviction as distinct from
an ethics of responsibility. Because of the difference between the per-
sonal and the political arenas, and because of the propensity of groups
to fool themselves as to the nobility of their cause through self-serv-
ing hypocrisy, Niebuhr strongly criticised what he viewed as the ide-
alistic attempt to transport personal ethics into the political arena :
‘What is lacking among all these moralists, whether religious or
rational, is an understanding of the brutal character of the behaviour
of all human collectives, and the power of self-interest and collective
egoism in all intergroup relations’. 2

3. Moral Obligations of Citizens

It is not surprising but disturbing that a party and a president
imbued with the fire and the power of their own ethic of conviction,
find and build on the echoes and the energy of such an ethic in the
American population. It is disturbing because what the American
citizen requires from its political leadership, Republican or Democrat,

278 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



left, right, or center, is not the uncritical confirmation of an ethic of
conviction applied in the political arena, but rather careful explana-
tion, education, and debate, which encourage citizens to see the fun-
damental differences between a private ethic of conviction and a
public ethic of responsibility ; which enable citizens to comprehend
and to evaluate an ethic intended for the political arena, adequate
both to the political questions internal to the United States, and to its
position of leadership in the world. An ethic of responsibility requires
not that our politicians confirm and amplify our prejudices and pri-
vate moral convictions, but that they challenge us to think and act
beyond them. 

The absence of this kind of challenge to the voters, and the
absence of the exercise of this kind of pedagogical role in relation to
the voters, on the part of many contemporary American politicians
amounts to the abdication of one of the most important roles of
responsible political leadership. One result is a relatively passive, self-
satisfied, and often ignorant population which allows its leaders to
engage the country internally and externally in actions which have
grave consequences no one has thought carefully about and for which,
when disaster and tragedy is evident, no one takes responsibility. 

In this context one helpful role of Christian religious leadership
would be, along the lines of Reinhold Niebuhr, the education of Chris-
tian individuals and congregations regarding the complexities and
ambiguities of morality in the political arena. The effort should be not
to confirm certainties nor to scare people away from the public arena,
but rather to soberly educate as to the global as well as national
responsibilities of the United States, and thus the moral obligation of
citizens to engage the issues, to think about the consequences of any
position and to demand from political leadership that it do likewise.

NOTES
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POLITICAL LEADERSHIP IN LATIN AMERICA.
A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE

Paulo Fernando Carneiro de Andrade, Brazil

1. Faith and Politics 1

Throughout history men and women have built different societies
by means of a broad range of actions, collective and individual, public
and private, with a specific intentionality or not. Among these actions
is political action, which is the group of human acts that have a public
dimension and that relate to society’s power structures. It must be
observed, however, that political actions are not all the same. Mili-
tancy in syndical and neighbourhood movements as well as move-
ments of citizenship action, voting or taking part in a political party
and running for elective offices are all political actions. In this last
case, there is party politics, which is a specific kind of political action
in which people and social groups, articulated in political parties,
create and try to implement projects for administrating the State and
organising society, and also offer to represent the interests of various
social sectors and classes, running for elective legislative and execu-
tive functions.2

Today the political-party dimension of political action is, in West-
ern democratic societies, indispensable, although it has clearly defined
limits. The strengthening of other dimensions of political action also
becomes necessary to express the needs of the various social groups
and to allow these groups to intervene in the administration of public
matter, without having either a global project for the organisation of
the State, or even the direct responsibility for its administration. In
this sense, so-called popular movements, non-governmental organisa-
tions, non-party citizenship movements and campaigns are of great
importance. However, these other dimensions of political action
cannot, in the present model of State and society, replace party polit-
ical action. Even though we can criticise the limitations of political
parties’ representation and underline the defects of contemporary
party politics, present democracies have as their basis party political
action, such that its suppression would imply today, inevitably, the
imposition of authoritarianism or totalitarianism. 

Nevertheless, it must be observed that we cannot exclude the pos-
sibility of, in the future, perfecting the democratic processes leading



to other kinds of State constitution, in which party politics as we
know it today is overcome (Aufhebung). 3

Although it may seem strange, it was only recently in the history
of Christianity, that is, just less than a hundred years ago, that the
legitimacy of the articulation between faith and politics was ques-
tioned. For centuries it seemed so natural for Christians that their
faith had a social and political dimension that nobody questioned the
pertinence of this relationship, but only the way in which this artic-
ulation should take place. It was rationalism and liberalism that
decreed the radical separation of the two spheres, reducing religion to
the private sphere and disarticulating what should always be articu-
lated. Thus, this created either a faith without efficacy, restricted to
the level of private practices, or an ingenuous faith, used so many
times for political purposes and subordinated to them. This same way,
a politics disconnected from the Transcendent and from ethical
values was also created, many times making power only something to
be conquered and to be used in one’s own benefit or in  the benefit of
a small group and not for the common good. It must be observed that
in a politics detached from ethical values the very notion of Common
Good becomes ambiguous. If we affirm, in the one hand, the legiti-
macy of the articulation between faith and politics, on the other hand
we must recognise that in the last decades, however, a new and alarm-
ing phenomenon has taken place in the relationship between faith
and politics. That phenomenon is the relationship between a specific
way of experiencing faith, which has been referred to as religious fun-
damentalism, and the politics which has taken place not only among
Christians, but also among Muslims and Jews, crossing different
nations and continents, has also been referred to as religious funda-
mentalism.4

2. Fundamentalism and Perversion in Politics

Here it becomes necessary to make an interpretive analysis of the
contemporary fundamentalism phenomenon. In order to do that, we
will use some concepts from Lacanian analysis applied to culture as
approached by Slavoj Zizek.5 We try to understand fundamentalism
from the point of view of the different structural positions that the
subject can occupy in the Symbolic Order and in face of it. The first
position, called hysterical, 6 is characterised by the question the sub-
ject asks the Big Other (the Symbolic Order): ‘What am I in the eyes
of the Other? What does the Other want from me?’ The subject struc-
turally takes the position of a question; there is a distance and a dis-
placement, a background uncertainty that asks the Other the follow-
ing question over and over again : ‘Che Vuoi ?’ This question never
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finds a definitive answer and allows the subject to become, in his
autonomy and his otherness, an incomplete and craving subject,
always searching for something that is missing; a being made not of
certainty, but of doubt. 7 The second position, called psychotic, can be
characterised by the vanishing of the question : an answer appears
where the question is not even made. The subject is subsumed,
invaded by the Big Other. The Other speaks in him, the distance dis-
appears, as does the distinction between him and the Other, and con-
sequently the subject looses his autonomy. The Big Other acquires a
consistency and a density that inscribes him in the sphere of the Real.
In this case, the symbolic efficiency gives place to the material and
direct efficiency of the word.8 The third structural position is the one
that corresponds to perversion. In it, the question is displaced to the
Other. The subject has the answer to the question he imposes on the
Other. He does not recognise himself as being summoned by the Sym-
bolic Order, nor summons it with a question, but with an answer that
creates the question in the Other. The subject puts himself ambiva-
lently in two places : in the position of being an instrument for the
enjoyment (jouissance) of the Other, that is, he recognises the Sym-
bolic Law, putting himself in an instrumental position in face of it,
and simultaneously refuses to recognise the Symbolic Law, denying
its symbolic efficiency and putting himself in the position of the Law.9

In the religious sphere, when the subject puts himself structurally
in face of the Sacred in one of the two last positions, we have what we
call fundamentalism. The second position, called psychotic, gives
place to a kind of fundamentalism usually labelled, in an accusatory
and disqualifying tone, as fanaticism. In it, the subject looses distance
from the Sacred and is absorbed by it. The Word makes him a pris-
oner, he is the Word itself; message and messenger become one.
Maybe we can say that this position was more common in Pre-Moder-
nity. In the third position, called perverse, and maybe the one that best
qualifies what has been called today as fundamentalism, the subject
puts himself simultaneously as the one who should give the Other
what he knows that the Other needs and as the founder of the very
Sacred. In F. Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov the parable of the
Grand Inquisitor, the story within the story, exemplifies this type of
fundamentalism.10 The scene takes place in sixteenth-century Seville.
In the morning following a spectacular public religious ceremony in
which a hundred heretics were burnt alive, a smooth walking man
appears without making himself noticed, until he is suddenly recog-
nised by everyone. He silently blesses the crowd that surrounds him.
When asked, he cures a blind man, resuscitates a child. In that
moment, the Grand Inquisitor passes by, observes what is happening,
and demands the soldiers to arrest that man who was, in that
moment, the centre of attention. At night the old inquisitor visits the
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prisoner in jail. He summons and censors him: ‘Is it Thou? Thou?’
but receiving no answer, he adds at once. ‘Don’t answer, be silent.
What canst Thou say, indeed? I know too well what Thou wouldst
say. And Thou hast no right to add anything to what Thou hadst said
of old. Why, then, art Thou come to hinder us? For Thou hast come
to hinder us, and Thou knowest that. But dost thou know what will
be to-morrow? I know not who Thou art and care not to know
whether it is Thou or only a semblance of Him, but to-morrow I shall
condemn Thee and burn Thee at the stake as the worst of heretics.
And the very people who have to-day kissed Thy feet, to-morrow at
the faintest sign from me will rush to heap up the embers of Thy
fire…’11 In face of the prisoner’s silence he prides himself on making
men happy taking away their freedom. He condemns the prisoner for,
during the temptation in the desert, to not deprive men and women
of their freedom, having refused to give humanity what it truly longs
for: the bread, the safeness of material wealth, and the governing from
someone who decides for his subjects, freeing them from the burden
of choice. Men are ‘weak and vile’. What they need and long for is not
freedom. Thus, he argues : ‘We have corrected Thy work and have
founded it upon miracle, mystery and authority. And men rejoiced
that they were again led like sheep, and that the terrible gift that had
brought them such suffering, was, at last, lifted from their hearts.
Were we right teaching them this? Speak! Did we not love mankind,
so meekly acknowledging their feebleness, lovingly lightening their
burden, and permitting their weak nature even sin with our sanction?
Why hast Thou come now to hinder us?’12

Osama Bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda offers a contemporary Islamic ver-
sion of this fundamentalist position. Its terrorist acts apparently do
not have a purpose nor demand anything. The same way, its inter-
pretation of Islam does not follow explicitly any of the great schools
or traditional spiritual masters. Bin Laden is moved by a superegoic
categorical imperative : he must give the Other what the Other
searches but does not have, and will not be able to have, except by
means of this one subject who has, and only he has, the power to sat-
isfy him. Death, pain and terror inflicted to the Other are, even more
than punishment, an answer to what the subject in this structural
position ‘knows’ that the Other desires, needs, craves. The answer is
what raises the question.

We can perceive this same structural position in some neo-pente-
costalist manifestations and in certain Christian groups that give polit-
ical support to the Republican Party in the United States. 13 The claim
made by Tom DeLay, former Republican majority leader in the Amer-
ican House of Representatives, being himself considered a fundamen-
talist in North America, expresses this position : ‘Only Christianity
offers a lifestyle that relates to the realities we find in the world – only
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Christianity !’ 14 In this speech there is no place for any kind of
difference, nor for dialogue, nor for the recognition of the Other in a
perspective of otherness. Only Christianity, as interpreted by the one
who gives the speech, can respond to the needs of the Other. It is an
answer given before the question. The subject knows something about
the Other, even if the Other does know it yet, and this subject must
give something to the Other, for his own happiness. When this kind of
fundamentalist faith is related to politics, this last one becomes a mere
instrument for the imposition of the truth about the Other on the
Other, this truth being carried by the fundamentalist subject. 

In a secular manner, we have the same kind of structure when a
political party, even without any religious inspiration, judges itself the
only interpreter of the people or of popular aspirations. Or yet, when
political leaders put themselves in the position of being the only carri-
ers of a knowledge and of a competence that makes them the only ones
capable of deciding wisely and justly the matters of public interest. No
critiques can be made, no dissonant voices can arise or, even worse, be
accepted. The only sentence, repeated as a mantra, is : ‘Trust me’.

In contrast to these two structural positions that represent two
possible forms of fundamentalism, there is the first one, in which the
subject recognises the Symbolic Order without being neither sub-
sumed by it nor becoming an instrument. In religious terms it is this
position that allows us to keep creatural distance, maintaining, may it
be the absolute and totally Other character of the Sacred, or human
autonomy founded in the free and gratuitous gift of freedom. This
position unfolds in a spirituality which we recognise as being authen-
tically Christian, and which includes a continuous search to perceive
the will of the Creator in each moment of history. The question about
what God wants from us (Che Vuoi?) in this given moment, a ques-
tion which we always pose and to which we return unceasingly,
always demands from us a double look: one on the Revelation and one
on the reality in which we want to perceive the answer to be given to
God’s questioning.

If we want to articulate faith and political action it becomes nec-
essary, in this perspective, to maintain this double look. On the one
hand the theological look on the Scriptures and on Tradition, in
which and through which the Word of the Living God is passed on to
us. On the other hand, the look from Social and Human Sciences,
which allow us to understand the world more deeply.

3. Political Leadership in a Christian Perspective

Thus, in a non-fundamentalist Christian perspective, an appro-
priate Christian formation for political action should not only look at
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the Scriptures and Tradition, but also at the sociological, histori-
cal, and philosophical studies as well as the political and juridical
sciences that allow a more profound approach to the reality in which
one acts.

As for the theological aspects, throughout its history Christianity
established a long social teaching tradition, through which it tried to
perceive the Gospel’s values and principles that have social occurrence.
The central nucleus of Christian Social Ethics lies in the evangelical
preference for the poor. This is the basic criterion from which the
other criteria and values present in the great Christian social tradition
shall be ordained. Far from being discriminatory in relation to other
social groups, it makes us see Christ in the poor and clamours us all to
take on the cause of the poor as if it was our own, making it real in the
promotion of justice (Matt 25:31-46; Luke 10:29-37; Luke 12:33-34).

God’s preferential love for the poor does not base itself upon a
merit of the poor, but it obeys the logic of gratuity and necessity.
According to the Scriptures, God loves them preferentially because
they are needy (Luke 15:1-24). In the 1960s various ecclesiastical sec-
tors, especially religious men and women, created a movement for
coming closer to the poor all over Latin America. Many times, this
movement demanded that they shared the same living and working
conditions of the poor, leading them to search for theoretical instru-
ments that could explain the causes of poverty in our continent. The
contact experience with the real poor, experiencing their real living
conditions, coming close to them, as did the Samaritan who came
close to the man who had been a victim of outlaws on the road and
was injured and exhausted (Luke 10 :29-37), made the more tradi-
tional explanations about the cause of poverty (backwardness, igno-
rance, indolence) become unreasonable. 

In contrast, the critical interpretations of Latin American poverty,
proposed either by the Dependency theories or by Marxist sociology,
started to be more accepted as being more plausible in face of what
was experienced. The poor began to be understood as marginalised
and, above all, exploited and oppressed. Theology and pastoral prac-
tice now have as their central matter how to spread and live the
Gospel in a continent where men and women are exploited and
despoiled. When we reject the traditional explanations about the
cause of poverty we also change our relation with the poor, who are
not understood as ignorant or indolent anymore and go from being
the object of social action to being the subject of political transforma-
tion. In this context it became clear that economic oppression main-
tained by political domination was the causer of poverty, which
demanded solidarity and engagement in liberation practices. The
effort for development was not enough; it was necessary to overcome
the unjust structures that oppress the poor.
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If on the one hand we can claim that the preference for the poor
is a constant in Christian tradition, 15 on the other hand we should
underline how peculiarly this preference was updated in Latin Amer-
ica. The new point was, as we have already stressed, the change in
perspective that transforms the poor into the subject of the story and
proposes another look: to see the world with the eyes of the poor. It
should be observed that, in a first moment, in the Latin American pas-
toral context the poor were identified originally with low income
rural and urban workers. This concept was enriched over the years,
either by a more complex analysis of the oppression mechanisms, or
by the recognition of other forms of domination, such as the sexist
and the ethnic-racial, causers of other realities in need of liberation. 

A new sensibility in relation to the so-called ‘marginalised’ was also
created. This originates a broader concept of ‘poor’, which includes
various groups with their different necessities and demands. Because
of that, it becomes more complex to think of an alternative to the pres-
ent society, making simplified images of an ideal society fall flat. In
part, this need for making the matter more complex, together with the
crisis of the real socialism, provoked a rupture in utopian thinking,
leading many agents to enter profound subjectivity crises. The recon-
struction of the utopian horizon presents itself as a great challenge: is
it still plausible to think of a global alternative society project? In what
terms? In this new society, what would be the role of market and prop-
erty? How will this change from our society to an alternative one take
place? Today we have fewer answers to all these questions than we did
yesterday, which does not mean, however, that the past fights have
been pointless nor that we are still not convinced that it is possible to
organise a society in a more just and fraternal way.

We must understand the Christian social tradition from this fun-
damental hermeneutic-theological point of view, characterised by the
evangelical preference for the poor. In this social tradition we must
identify dynamic aspects and a nucleus of constant, irradiating teach-
ings. Among the more constant teachings we can underline the fol-
lowing ones:

• the dignity of the human being;

• human rights;

• the relationship person-society, in which society is seen as some-
thing that exists only in socially united people and for their service;

• the Common Good;

• solidarity and subsidising as regulating principles of social life ;

• conceiving social life as organic;

• the right and the obligation of responsible participation in social life;
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• the right to freedom; and
• universal destination for the goods of the earth.

The permanent values present in this Tradition are : truth, free-
dom, justice, solidarity, peace, and charity or Christian love. We must
observe that this nucleus of principles and values is considered per-
manent, especially because of its greater centrality in Christian Social
Teaching. However, it also presents a not-always linear historic devel-
opment. We can analogically apply to this nucleus the same
hermeneutic method proposed by J. Alfaro, in a Catholic scope, for the
interpretation of dogma. 16 According to the model proposed by
J. Alfaro, 17 we should try to understand this central nucleus in a
retrospective perspective – to search for the signification and the
delimitation of the proclaimed truths since their pre-history –, in an
introspective one – insertion of the affirmations, criteria and values
presented in the hierarchy of the revealed truths bearing in mind the
salvation of men and women and of all the Creation – and in a
prospective one – an always renewed comprehension of this content,
so that it can be vitally and constantly assimilated in a given moment
and in a given culture.

In political and social grounds, the task of perceiving the correct
Christian action in a precise historical context (prospective perspec-
tive) can only be achieved if the double look is maintained: one on the
Scriptures and Tradition, and one on reality. Revealed texts give us a
set of criteria and values that, however, can only be historically effi-
cient as long as they highlight concrete options and practices among
the possible ones in a given historical context. Thus, the political for-
mation of Christian militants must include theological aspects but also
technical ones, which allow the political agents to recognise the possi-
ble options and practices in their context, as well as the presumable con-
sequences of their actions. In this way only can we make real political
action that, being Christian, is a true contribution to the construction of
a more fraternal world, in accordance with God’s love for His creation.

A political pastoral formation must count on a wide variety of
actions and instruments. It must be locally organised but regionally
and internationally articulated. The creation of local schools of polit-
ical formation can prove to be an important experience that permits
the formation of a specialised group that can produce documents and
processes of permanent formation and instruments of pastoral action
for the strong moments of electoral times. The capillarity of the com-
munities allows us to think of a process of permanent formation that
having the poor as a subject is not a formation for the other, but a for-
mation with the other. Latin American Christian churches’ decades
of experience in popular education originated many methods and a
vast capital of knowledge of how to proceed to a formational process
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that permits the person to be the subject of his own formation and
that the formational process takes place in strong articulation with
the subject’s practice.

If on the one hand we can underline the need for permanent and
systematic formation aimed at everyone, it is not less important, at
these schools, to think about the formation of a body of popular pas-
toral agents who can assume leadership positions in the political for-
mation process and in political action itself. However, together with
political formation, it is necessary to create an Assistance Pastoral for
the ones who are engaged in the party political process. In not a few
cases Christian militants complain that they feel abandoned by their
communities and their pastors.

Permanent political formation is, by means of an appropriate
ecclesial action that includes assistance to militants directly engaged
in the political process, the best contribution that the Christian
churches can give, be it for the overcoming of neo-fundamentalism,
which can cause so much damage to society, be it to contribute for the
construction of a more just society that is more in accordance with
evangelical values, which are not exclusive of the Christian, but are
values that correspond to what is most central and intimate in the
human being and in all Creation.
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5 Of the vast work of Slavoj Žižek we make reference here especially to the books: The Metastases
of Enjoyment. Six Essays on Woman and Causality, New York: Verso, 1994; The Ticklist Subject.
The Absent Centre of Political Ontology, New York: Verso, 1999; Il Grande Altro. Nazionalismo,
godimento, cultura di massa (M. Senaldi (ed.)), Milan: Feltrinelli, 1999; The Fragile Absolute. Or,
Why is the Christian Legacy Worth Fighting For?, New York: Verso, 2000; Il godimento como
fattore político, Milan: Raffaello Cortina Editore, 2001; On belief, New York: Routledge, 2001;
Tredice volte Lenin. Per sovvertire il fallimento del presente, Milan: Feltrinelli, 2003. Bem vindo ao
Deserto do Real, São Paulo: Boitempo, 2003.

6 It is important here to distinguish between the structural position of the subject in face of the
Symbolic Order and the ‘personality’ of concrete individuals. This distinction must be under-
stood in a way similar to the widely known distinction between person and individual in the
Social Anthropology field (see Mauss, M., ‘Uma categoria do Espírito Humano: a noção de
pessoa e a de “eu”’, in: Mauss, M., Sociologia e Antropologia, São Paulo: Cosac & Naify, 2003,

288 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



pp. 369-397). What is claimed in these pages about the possible structural positions of the sub-
ject in face of the Symbolic Order and the discourses and practices that are created when one
occupies such positions does not allow us, without any more information, to characterise the
concrete individuals who, in a given moment and in a certain situation, make use of these dis-
courses and practices, as pathological personalities, accusing them of being hysterical, perverse
or psychotic, and making a kind of false pseudo-psychologic diagnosis which may be condemned
in all aspects. See Dejours, C., A banalização da injustiça social, Rio de Janeiro: Fundação
Getúlio Vargas Editora, 1999, pp. 77-81, especially note 12 in pp. 78-79. 
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8 Žižek, S., The Ticklist Subject, op. cit., pp. 322-323.
9 Ibidem, pp. 322-334; Lacan, J., ‘Kant com Sade’, in: Escritos, Rio de Janeiro: Campo Freudiano

Brasileiro /Jorge Zahar Editor, 1998, pp. 776-803; Julien, P., Psicose, perversão, neurose. A leitura
de Jacques Lacan, Rio de Janeiro: Companhia de Freud, 2004.

10 Dostoievski, F., Os irmãos Karamázovi, Rio de Janeiro: Abril Cultural, 1970, pp. 184-194.
11 Ibidem, p. 187. Our highlighting.
12 Ibid., pp. 187-192.
13 Green, J./Rozell, M./Wilcox, C. (eds), The Christian Right in American Politics. Marching to the

Millennium, Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2003.
14 See Della Cava, R., ‘A direita cristã e o Partido Republicano’, in: Religião e Sociedade 23 (1),

2003, p. 10.
15 See the doctrine of the church’s priests about the poor in Bravo, R.S., Doctrina Social y

Econômica de los Padres de la Iglesia, Madrid: Compi, 1967, and the issue of the poor in the
Middle Ages in Molat, M., Les pauvres au Moyen Age, Paris: Hachette, 1978.

16 See Alfaro, J., ‘La Teologia di fronte al Magistério’, in: Latourrelle R./O’Collins, G. (eds), Prob-
lemi e prospecttive di teologia fondamentale, Brescia: Queriniana, 1980, pp. 413-432, especially
pp. 425-432. 

17 Ibidem, pp. 425-432.

A Christian Perspective 289



33

REAFFIRMING LIFE.
POLITICAL LEADERSHIP 

IN DEFENCE OF HUMANITY

Wim Dierckxsens, The Netherlands/Costa Rica

1. Towards Political Leadership in Defence of Humanity

The economic policy of neoliberalism is fundamentalist and leads
to the methodic exclusion and threatens elimination of ‘other’ nations,
cultures and religions. The neoliberal policies of the G7, through the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) have condemned to death by starvation, in a
methodic and systematic way, great majorities in periphery nations
with ‘other’ cultures and religions. Such methodic strangulation poli-
cies of whole cultures can be considered as silent genocides and con-
stitute a crime against all humanity. As the policies of world market
acquire a military expression of ‘our’ nation, culture, race or religion
against ‘other’ nations, culture, race or religion, this silent genocide is
transformed into state terrorism. As political leaders committed to
humanity, we use religion as a force to solve conflicts, not create them.
As a social movement committed to ‘another possible world’, ecu-
menism facilitates struggles for a world where many ‘worlds’ can co-
exist, and against the use of culture or religion to save ‘our’ culture or
religion, at the expense of the ‘others’ that are a menace to ‘ours’. Lead-
ers committed to a fairer ‘alternative world’ will combat any ideologi-
cal argumentation insisting that ‘our civilisation, religion, culture, or
gender’ is superior to that of any of the ‘others’ and claiming any exclu-
sive right to be on this world at the expense of ‘others’.

Neoliberal fundamentalism that sustains the infallibility of mar-
kets supports itself in the religious fundamentalism regarding the
infallibility of the Bible. With the crisis of the myth regarding infinite
growth, capitalism has ended being a utopia, and starts the battle over
the distribution of the world, supported by the theology of prosper-
ity that legitimises the concentration of wealth in the hands of the
‘rightful’ at the expense of the ‘wrongful.’ 1 Occidental fundamental-
ism leads thus to official terrorism. This tendency foments other fun-
damentalist responses, which tend to escalate a spiral of terrorism.



The terrorist attacks in New York on September 11, 2001, may be
considered as an answer to exclusion and scorn. It is a terrorist
response against official terrorism. Official terrorism thus foments
terrorism by those excluded, in this way sowing more and more
terror and death in their own centres of power, as was demonstrated
in Madrid and London.

The spiral of terrorism reaffirms a world of exclusion where fewer
and fewer will be saved. The ‘chosen’ culture, religion or nation legit-
imises killing ever more enemies and progressively isolates itself
behind an ever more militarised wall. When the world drowns this
way, the lecture of occidental fundamentalism is that Christ will
come. It is God’s will. 2 In this ‘each for its own’, however, ever larger
majorities will take conscience that nobody will be saved unless we
show solidarity with ‘other’ cultures, religions, or nations. The polit-
ical leaders who believe in ‘another possible world’ have to move for-
ward in their solidarity ethic as an indispensable condition to achieve
the Common Good of all humanity.

While the great powers insist on keeping nuclear weapons, argu-
ing that they need them for their national security, they cannot pos-
sibly hope to prevent other nations, and even terrorist groups, to
acquire them. The double morality of nuclear weapons being good for
‘us’ but bad for the ‘others’ shows the logic of the bullies. Those that
call themselves ‘realists’ erroneously believe that they can survive
even the use of nuclear weapons. However, in reality they push the
‘others’ into using those weapons. It is time for political leaders, and
first amongst them those in the nuclear club to commit their nations
to total nuclear disarmament. Political leaders have to fight for an
open world where all nuclear weapons are verifiably destroyed. The
political leaders that believe that ‘another world is possible’ have to
promote the idea that nobody will be safe with the nuclear arms poli-
cies for ‘us’ to defend ‘ourselves’ from the ‘others’. The only doubt is
if this conscience is achieved before or after official terrorism makes
use of nuclear weapons and causes a holocaust.

The intolerance and horror of this downward spiral of terrorism
demands a strong alternative social movement and leadership in defence
of humanity. Faced with this real threat of a spiral of terror, it is nec-
essary to foster the conscience that nobody on this planet will be safe.
Political leaders committed to the defence of humanity need to work
to obtain the political will that will allow us to mutually save our-
selves. Solidarity with the ‘others’ is the necessary condition for ‘my’
salvation. To promote this type of conscience is precisely the role of
those social movements and political leaders committed to another
possible world where there would be a place for many other ‘worlds’.
Solidarity ethics allow the creation of a place for the ‘others’, without
regard to race, culture, gender or religion.
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2. Towards Political Leadership with Solidarity Ethics

The neoliberal market economy is based on totalising mercantile
relations. Since the 1970s, neoliberalism introduces a new accumula-
tion of capital, based not on economic growth as a whole, but through
the distribution of existing markets in favour of the transnational cor-
porations and the financial capital linked to them. At the end of the
1990s the division of the existing world markets was tilted in favour
of transnationals based in the industrialised countries at the expense
of the rest of the world. The accumulation of capital, through the divi-
sion of the world, however, is finite. Once the division of space is
exhausted through agreement amongst the major powers at the WTO,
the division of the world acquires a more bellicose character. This
was announced after September 11, 2001 with the invasion of
Afghanistan and Iraq. The battle for markets in favour of a ‘chosen’
culture or nation, and without regard to cost, inevitably leads sooner
or later to a world recession without precedent.

Amidst the pain from the methodic exclusion and elimination,
global resistance is generated, which not only delegitimises the system
as such, but also gives fertile ground for a solidarity ethic where the
great majorities will realise that ‘we’ have no salvation unless we do
not try to save the ‘others’. The solidarity ethic that ‘we’ cannot live
unless the ‘others’ (other people, other races, other genders, other
nations, other cultures) also can live is produced amidst the pain from
the ‘each for its own’. The Common Good, consequently, is presented
firstly as a resistance. The ethics of the Common Good rises in a con-
flictive relation with the current system. The Common Good is the
solidarity ethic that recognises that there will be no life for ‘us’ if the
‘others’ cannot live. Political leadership requires anticipating this sol-
idarity ethic in the quest of the Common Good.

3. Towards Political Leadership that Cares for Natural and
Future Human Life

Solidarity-based leadership places the economy in function of life
itself, and does not sacrifice life in the function of the market econ-
omy. From the point of view of the market, as a totalising system, the
demands of human life are perceived as distortions. Human and nat-
ural life are perceived as mere resources or as means of accumulation.
If accumulation does not include majorities, these constitute a distor-
tion for capital. From the point of view of those affected humans, how-
ever, the totalisation of the market economy appears as a grave distor-
tion for all human life. As the exclusion advances, we experience this
vulnerability in a more acute and generalised way. While 20% of the
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world population is included in the market economy that consumes
80% of resources, this contrasts with the remaining 80% of the world
population which is ever more excluded, and even considered as super-
fluous for the system. The screams from the excluded collective sub-
ject are claims for an alternative economy with a right to live without
exclusion. Alternative social movements and political leaders com-
mitted to another possible world demand the guarantee of a Basic Cit-
izenship Income at a world level, a basic income that guarantees all
persons to live as citizens without dependence on the markets.3

A responsibly led economy cares for life. Care, not accumulation,
is the purpose. Nature is seen as wealth and source of all life. The nat-
ural wealth as a conserved use value will surround us for a longer
time. Therefore, preserving the current natural wealth is increasing
the wealth stock in the present and in the future. For an ever more
accelerating totalised market economy, sacrificing ever more
resources constitutes the source of accumulation. From here derives
disparagement of nature, for the conservation of natural wealth. The
same occurs with the produced wealth. The shorter the life of the
produced goods, the bigger the profits will be. Conservation of the
natural or produced wealth increases present wealth and therefore
human welfare, but not wealth as expressed in currencies. When we
discard ever more produced wealth, nature is exploited again with an
ever increasing speed. In this way genuine wellbeing is eroded, but
capital prospers.

In the measure that natural life is reproduced at a slower rate than
capital reproduces, the collapse of nature is a question of time. With
this risk, all human life is at stake. If one starts from the permanent
accumulation of capital, which requires permanent growth, it is
impossible to talk about sustainable economies. The accumulation of
capital sacrifices ever more natural, material and human life as a func-
tion of accumulation. As the destruction of nature puts human life at
stake, resistance is developed, and the preservation of the environ-
ment as a common good or patrimony of humanity is glimpsed.
Responsible leadership stands for sustainable economy based on an
ethic of solidarity. Solidarity will be not only with nature, but also
with future generations. The loss of natural life is a decrease in wealth
not only for current generations, but also for future generations, and
thus constitutes an economy without any solidarity. This loss of
nature is not accounted for in a market economy, nor can it be
accounted for in numbers. The loss of non-renewable resources
means an incalculable loss. Responsible leaders have to ‘take care’.

Responsible leaders in an alternative economy will take care that
extraction of resources will not be greater than the rate in which
nature can replace them in the long run. In a care economy, the speed
of reproduction of materials in the economy has to decrease to adjust

Political Leadership in Defence of Humanity 293



itself to the speed of reproduction of nature itself. The consumption
of natural renewable resources, in other words, cannot go faster than
what nature is able to replace. The consumption of non-renewable
resources imposes more strict limits. Biodiversity has to be placed at
the heart of an economy oriented towards regulation of the natural
life in harmony with human life. The starting point for a sustainable
economy is the conservation and care for human, material and natu-
ral life span through time. Responsible leadership towards an econ-
omy in function of life implies a revalorisation of all life around us,
including air, water and the environment in general. The natural and
produced wealth, with care will lower contamination and so increase
the genuine wellbeing, placing less emphasis on monetary accumula-
tion and enhancing the prolongation of all life around us.

4. Towards Political Leadership that Cares for All 

Responsible leadership stands for an economy that aims towards
a society of equal and free human beings who as subjects construct
their future. It is not a mere illusion but a mobilising project from the
needs and particularities of life. The success of this mobilising project
presupposes the exhaustion of the capitalist rationale. The limit for
the capitalist rationale is found in the fact that capitalism has short-
ened the average life of even its own means of production. Since the
Second World War, the average life of the used technology in compa-
nies has been relentlessly shortened. With this, the cost of technolog-
ical innovation has risen in a geometrical rate. The incorporation of
new technologies allowed the reduction of labour costs, but at a
slower rate. Since the 1970s the cost of the labour force has fallen at
a lesser rate than the cost of technological innovation. The result was
a reduction in the rate of return. Due to this fact, capital investors had
to look for cheaper labour costs in the periphery, and principally in
China. Consequently, investment abandoned the productive sector in
the West. Investment in the West has centred more on the division of
the world as a means of accumulation of great capital at the expense
of productive investments. With this tendency, the rate of growth of
the global economy as a whole has fallen.

As the rate of economic growth falls, accumulation increasingly
depends on the distribution of the world markets and resources. As
the division becomes more aggressive, its economic cost tends to rise
above any benefit. The final result is the prolonged crisis of capital we
are going through nowadays. To save capital today, there is a tendency
to mortgage the future. As we use up more and more credit as citizens,
companies or states, demand and current consumption are reduced,
with corresponding impact on the market economy for a while. The
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whole system, however, is mortgaged. As any subject of credit, there
is a limit to credit even for the most powerful nations. This limit is
being reached nowadays. Testimony of this is the rise in the interest
rates. As interest rates rise, the debt becomes unpayable and the sys-
temic crisis of capitalism will become apparent as it cannot solve its
own self-contradiction. The return to productive investment will
become both a necessity and impossibility under the current ration-
ality. As the average life of technology decreases, it lowers the profit
rate, but as it is lengthened it will also decrease, as fewer products will
be sold.

Faced with the global crisis, responsible leadership will inevitably
have to be integrated in companies to lengthen the average life of a
product as a function of the quality of those products. Capital will try
to save profits through intellectual property rights. This artificial
monopoly on knowledge gives an unproductive rent. Responsible
leadership will stand for intellectual property as a patrimony of
humanity. Responsible leadership will stand for longer average life of
all products in the world. If its life span doubles, the most consump-
tive quintile in the world will need half the resources and products
that nowadays are generated to keep their genuine level of welfare. It
could keep on living without a loss in welfare, with half the work and
half the money. On this basis, responsible leadership will stand for a
global redistribution of income from the core to the periphery to boost
production, employment, and income. 

5. Towards a Responsible, Horizontal, Political Leadership 

As the average life of everything produced is extended at the core,
the quicker national product can grow in the periphery, the faster the
income levels are evened around the world. Responsible leadership
will stand for a combination of the ‘economy of the necessary’ and the
‘economy of the sufficient’. This combination between the necessary
in the South and the sufficient in the North will only be achieved with
a radically participative democracy. In this context, as well, it is obvi-
ous that nature can only be saved if the rhythm of growth at the
periphery is less than the rhythm of liberation of resources in the
centre. Responsible leadership will stand for life in all its dimensions
and thus try to achieve the Common Good as a joint project of all
humanity. Responsible leadership stands for a utopia in a world
where there is place for all ‘worlds’ in the highest possible equality
and in harmony with nature. Responsible leadership stands for a post-
capitalist society with a participative democracy and the inclusion of
everybody in the political decisions. Responsible leadership stands for
a more horizontal inclusive relationship. 
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CONGOLESE LEADERS FACE 
GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS

Afumba Wandja, Democratic Republic of Congo

Introduction

In regard to the global food situation, hunger is considered an
injustice and a challenge to humanity. Despite progress accomplished
these last years in terms of economic growth and increase in world
food production, hunger figures are more and more worrying: more
than 842 million people are underfed, of whom 798 million live in
underdeveloped countries, 34 million in transition countries and
11 million in developed countries. Worst, according to specialist pre-
dictions, the world population will reach 9 billion in 2050. One obvi-
ous question faced by humanity is how to cope with future food
needs, as there are no answers now.

Fighting against hunger implies fighting fiercely against the deep
causes. Many causes are pointed to, in particular the productivity of
production factors (work, soil, seeds, etc.), low accessibility to food,
and population growth. In fighting against hunger, politicians and sci-
entists try to suggest radical and lasting solutions. Biotechnologies,
precisely applied in agricultural and food domains, stand amongst the
proposed and used solutions. Biotechnologies have produced new
techniques such as the artificial transfer of genes into what we are
now referring to as ‘Genetically Modified Organisms’ (GMOs). 

Many biotechnologies, especially GMOs, are being discussed in
some circles. On the one hand, some people consider them as the
mainstay for the fight against hunger that will improve not only the
food quality and quantity, but also the quality of the environment. On
the other hand, some think that they impede food independence, bio-
diversity protection, and sustainable development.

Beyond agronomical, food, and economic considerations, another
opinion questions this issue from an ethical point of view. This is
because GMOs question certain values and principles that have
always guided humanity. In fact, at the creation, God blessed man
(male and female) by saying: ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill
the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of
the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.’
(Gen 1:28) Through this blessing, God provides human beings with



what may be called a ‘charter of privileges’, which is the basis of any
material and scientific progress realised by humankind since s/he was
created as ‘Imago Dei’ (in the image of God). God has given
humankind the privilege of subduing the universe so as to acquire the
mastery and knowledge of his/her environment. This is to serve the
human race and safeguard the whole creation for the good of humankind
and for the glory of God. As a consequence, man is called to be respon-
sible towards not only God but also the humanity by bearing in mind
this ethical question: ‘What should I do well in the search for the good
of humankind and God’s glory?’ The ethical question related to
GMOs, and to any other issue, is linked to ‘legitimising’ and
humankind’s responsibility towards any innovation. 

1. Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs): What Are They?

The evolution of molecular biology, genetic engineering, 1 and
computer science has allowed greater access to the genetic heritage of
living beings through the development of new sciences such as
biotechnology. The latter has brought about sophisticated tools that
allow modification or improvement of the genetic heritage of living
beings. The expression ‘Genetically Modified Organisms’ defines
organisms, the genetic characteristics2 of which have been modified
by a technique excluding multiplication or natural combination. In
other words, GMOs are living organisms, animals or plants, the
genetic material of which has been modified by incorporating one or
more genes3 from another living organism.4

The development of GMOs in the food processing industry net-
work present advantages, as well as risks of various kinds. This arti-
cle deals with GMOs in two respects : economic advantages and real
and/or potential risks. 

2. Advantages of GMOs

According to their advocates, GMOs offer the following economic
and agricultural advantages:5

a) Economy of inputs : the use of GMOs resisting to certain diseases
or insects permits to avoid or reduce the contribution of pesti-
cides and, hence, limits the consumption of such products in
agriculture. 

b) Economy of time and technical itinerary simplification: the use of
GMOs helps save time and simplifies technical itineraries. In fact,
GMOs possess characteristics that allow, for instance, the agricul-
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tural exploitation to drop or reduce the number of plant health
treatment per year. 

c) Possibility of launching new products for new prospects : a transgenic
plant is a plant in which one or more new characteristics have
been transferred. With the transfer of genes, new products can be
developed that would better respond to farms’ and consumers’
needs. This is the case where gene grafts were integrated in rice
and wheat plants to increase their nutritious value, or where genes
producing a precursor of vitamin A were injected in rice plants to
create ‘golden rice’. As rice feeds more than fifty percent of the
world population, GMOs could help reduce the deficiency in vita-
min A in underdeveloped countries. 

d) Potential sources of considerable agricultural progress : the yield loss
is without doubt one of the greatest problems faced by agriculture.
In spite of plant health treatments, it still remains a major problem
all over the world. According to statistics issued by the National
Institute of Agricultural Research, 38% of the production of main
cultures (rice, wheat, barley, potato, corn, cotton, coffee and soya)
is lost for the world of agriculture. Transgenic plants seem to be a
potential source of considerable agricultural progress.6

3. Risks Associated with GMOs

Not only advantages are associated with GMOs – there are also risks:

a) Dependence risk relating to sector prior to agriculture : where it has
been introduced, the cultivation of GMOs has disrupted farmers’
behaviours. These changes generate a risk of dependence in the
following areas : 7 Economic : for their treatment, a majority of
transgenic plants need plant health products elaborated by the
very company that markets the said transgenic seed. This situa-
tion is quite restricting for farmers as they are forced to buy costly
‘complete kit’ constituted of plant health seeds. Legal : the cultiva-
tion of GMOs generally goes together with relationships under
contract with partners. In fact, some suppliers of transgenic seeds
impose contracts on farmers obliging the latter to supply exclu-
sively to them during a relatively long period. Others forbid farm-
ers to use part of the harvest as seeds. Biological : biotechnological
industries have identified genes that make some harvest unpro-
ductive. This is the case of the sterilisation gene known as ‘Late
Embryogenesis Abundant’ by Delta & Pine (subsidiary of Mon-
santo). This gene sterilises seeds emerging from the previous har-
vest. This situation obliges the farmer to renew his/her seed stocks
every year, which is very costly.
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b) Prior integration risk : since their appearance, GMOs have seg-
mented the market. This segmenting presents the farmer with two
difficulties, namely, guaranteeing prospect markets that are more
and more difficult, and respecting closely rigorous specifications. As
a consequence, this may almost lead to a unique network. The
farmer will then be obliged to multiply his/her production and
delivery contracts for many years, running the risk of disappearing
from the market. 8 It is worth noticing that demands connected to
GMO exploitation will no doubt lead to more specialisation and
technicality in the production and agricultural transformation sectors. 

c) Appropriation risk and management of genes of interest : a growing
number of international texts recognise the right to issue patents
over living beings.9 Private firms that lead the production of GMOs
fear the appropriation of genes used in their production work. The
latter will become unavoidable for seeds firms and farmers.

d) Agricultural risks : agricultural risks associated with GMOs are not
objects of great debates; yet they should not be neglected. These
risks include, among others, the appearance of problematic weeds
because of cross-breeding of a GMO with a related wild plant, the
growing again of plants resisting to one or more herbicides – which
might considerably hinder the weak killing of the following culti-
vation, unexpected resistances developed by devastators exposed
permanently to toxic substances produced by GMOs.

e) Human health risks : the problem of human health is still on the
table. If some people find that GMOs present a potential danger to
human health, others see in them no real danger. They think that
the risk evaluation of consuming GMOs by human beings is still
theoretical as there is not any evidence about their recent con-
sumption. It is worth reminding scientists that the zero risk is
nearly nonexistent. In terms of potential risks, the following can be
cited. Toxic risks : the integration of a new gene into a living organ-
ism may provoke the expression of one or more ineffective genes at
the normal state. This expression caused by the transgene may both
lead to the production of new toxins, or increase the production of
toxins that were produced naturally in insignificant quantity. Some
toxins exist at a natural state and are produced in non-toxic quan-
tity. These include potato’s solanine, tomato’s tomatine, or colza’s
erucique acid. Though the risk is minimal, it may prove real and no
one knows its consequences, at least up to now. Risk of allergy :
cross-reactions may threaten people who are allergic to certain food.
In fact, a person eating a potato in which a tomato gene has been
introduced may develop an allergy to that gene and not being able
to link his/her allergy to the tomato. We have to recognise that these
risks of allergy already exist apart from GMOs. 
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At this level, it is important to notice yet unidentified secondary
risks that food from transgenic cultivation may have on consumers’
health.

4. GMOs in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Political 
Leaders’ Responsibility

Africa is probably the continent most affected by hunger and mal-
nutrition. Following the example of developing countries, African
countries face a high demographic growth and a low agricultural pro-
ductivity due, in most cases, to natural disasters, armed conflicts, bad
governance, etc.

As GMOs are advancing globally, they appear as an excellent
remedy proposed by science to Africa to fill the gap between its demo-
graphic pressure and agricultural productivity. They provide great
prospects for the growth of productivity and fight against insects and
rodents that decimate harvest, desertification and dryness, epizooties
and other plant sicknesses. It is worth noticing that most African
countries are very late in the domain of transgenic plants and have
very little access to the appropriate technology, except Senegal, Egypt
and South Africa.10

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has no concrete impli-
cation in the domain of transgenic cultivation. To begin with, there is
a serious lack of information on several levels. 11 Moreover, there is no
legal framework to handle this question. The lack of official position
by the government puts Congolese consumers, as well as state serv-
ices, in an uncomfortable and irresponsible position.

What are the responsibilities of Congolese political leaders facing
this situation? 
a) Information : emphasis needs to be put on the enormous lack of

information regarding GMOs in the DRC. Without an informed
population and international community, any attempt carried on
in this field will be affect. For instance, there are no valid and pos-
sible surveys to identify the impact of GMOs on consumers and on
agricultural and rural development in the country. 

b) Agricultural policy : for rural farmers in developing countries as in
the DRC, what is needed is not really this high and new technol-
ogy, but simply a good policy that permit an easy accessibility and
a fair distribution of the country’s wealth in order to allow them
to sell their products very well, transport them easily to centres of
great consumption, supply rapidly and easily necessity products,
and have education facilities. So, political leaders have to: 
• establish a national agricultural policy that takes into account

real farmers’ needs and that guarantees their independence; 
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• call for people to go back to the land and work so as to be inde-
pendent in order to put an end to a kind of generalised idleness; 

• take legal positions and regulations towards GMOs; and 
• provide researchers with sufficient financial means for consid-

erable specialisation.

c) Food policy : it is possible to find products on the market emerging
from this new agricultural technology, particularly as food aid
from the USA, Japan, Italy, and other countries. Hunger results
from the normal functioning of the market economy where food
goes to those who can afford it, a theory supported by the econo-
mist Nobel prize Amartya Sen. GMOs and technologies of rich
countries may on the contrary reinforce the food dependency of
poorest countries and not reduce hunger in the world. That is why
effort should be turned towards understanding the real aspirations
of people, and searching for positive answers through sustainable,
GMO-free food policy, instead of reinforcing structures that
worsen hunger by a total foreign dependence. Leaders should
therefore:
• inform the population, particularly on possible consumption

testing of these products, and already evaluate effects ; 
• take into consideration supposed or real fears formulated by

specialists ; 
• take bravely any measure, possibly including the refusal of cer-

tain doubtful food aid as allowed by the food aid guidelines
issued by the Food and Agricultural Organisation;12

• avoid the trap of consuming only from abroad because it is
better; and

• reinforce and encourage teachings that fight malnutrition and
promise a balanced diet.

Conclusion

The present survey is not designed to terrify the opinion by totally
discrediting new agricultural technologies and GMOs as products that
science proposes to the humanity. Now is the time to draw people’s
attention, bring governments to define a ‘proactive’ policy, and
become more responsible towards the realities that make up our
modern world. This is the modest call that this article wants to
launch, so that leaders (politicians, scientists and others) be more
conscious of their own responsibilities in view of the lasting develop-
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ment towards GMOs and dangers for the agricultural independence
and the food sovereignty of the DRC.
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RESPONSIBLE POLITICS IN AFRICA 
AND SOUTH AFRICA. 

A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE
Puleng LenkaBula, South Africa

Introduction

This essay sets out to discuss politics and responsible political lead-
ership. It situates the discussion in the context of Africa in general and
South Africa in particular. The essay does not purport to paint a com-
prehensive and broad representation of politics and political leader-
ship but employs an African feminist pragmatic critical methodology
in discussing responsible politics and political leadership. This
approach uses contextual case studies, stories and experiences to elu-
cidate political, ethical, and epistemological concepts and discourses. 

Feminist pragmatic critical approaches are generally premised on
the understanding that theological and ethical reflection ought to be
grounded on the commitment to justice and ‘the fullness of life’
(John 10:10) for all humanity, especially for those members of society
who are marginalised, excluded or undermined by politics and/or by
political leaders. As aptly put by Chopp, the general norm for prag-
matic critical approaches is ‘emancipatory transformation’. 1 This
approach recognises that theological and ethical reflections are histor-
ically, individually, and socially contextual. It does not purport to pro-
mote universal arguments that are valid for all people, all places and
all times. It affirms that all reflections evolve out of specific situations. 

Due to their commitment to emancipatory transformation and
commitment to justice, African feminist pragmatic critical approaches
are relevant to the constructive development of responsible ethical
leadership in specific contexts. They are also generally counter-cul-
tural to the dominant political epistemological conceptions of politi-
cal leadership, which to a large extent tend to emphasise distance and
objectivity in theological and ethical reflections. The present paper
comprises a contextual case study and social, political and gender
analysis of political leadership in South Africa. The analysis will
explore the use and abuse of political power and gender justice in pol-
itics and political leadership. This will be followed by identification
of African feminist ethical strategies that can inform responsible, life-
affirming, political leadership doing justice to gender in Africa. 



1. Contemporary Political Leadership Questions in South
Africa. A Case Study 

In June 2005, South African President Thabo Mbeki announced
before the Parliament the dismissal of South Africa Deputy President
Jacob Zuma. The former claimed that the decision was informed by a
number of considerations, including that : a) it was his constitutional
prerogative to do so as the leader of the country; b) although Zuma
had not been found guilty in a court of law, the decision was in part
influenced by the information contained in Judge Hillary Squires
judgement in the fraud and corruption case of the Durban business-
man, Schabier Shaik (in this judgement, Judge Squires had concluded
that there was a ‘generally corrupt relationship’ between the deputy
president Zuma and the businessman who was his financial advisor);
and c) the decision and the sacking of Zuma was a practical demon-
stration and commitment by the South African government and the
African National Congress (ANC) leadership to deal with corruption
in government and society, and to consolidate democratic leadership.2

A week after the dismissal of Jacob Zuma, Mbeki appointed Phu-
mizile Mlambo-Ncquka, the first ever woman in the history of South
Africa to be appointed to the office of deputy president. Before her
appointment, she had held positions as the minister of minerals and
energy. She had led a non-governmental organisation in Cape Town
during the apartheid era. She was also a member of parliament rep-
resenting the ANC party. 

The sacking of Zuma and the appointment of Mlambo-Ncquka as
the deputy president of South Africa were met with divergent politi-
cal reactions. Opposition parties commended Mbeki for doing the
morally right thing. Patricia de Lille, a party political leader and
founder of the Independent democrats, called it ‘a proud day for South
Africa’. Bantu Holomisa of the United Democratic Movement (UDM)
said that ‘the president’s decision, which although difficult, was made
in the interest of the country’. The Pan African Congress party leader
Motsoko Pheko said that this was a good pronouncement and will pro-
tect the image of the nation. (However, he also pointed out that the
former president should be given the opportunity to clear his name,
stating that the trial of Zuma by the media was ‘unfair’, and that this
had created confusion and uncertainty in the country.3) The chamber
of business stated that this was the right thing to do, and so did the
South African Council of Churches. Transparency International com-
mended the President’s commitment to uprooting corruption, affirm-
ing gender justice and the capability of women’s political leadership.4

Others, however, such as the biggest trade union in South Africa
(COSATU) and the South African communist party (which are in a
tripartite alliance with the African National Congress party) as well
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as the ANC youth league contended the decision. They claimed that
Zuma’s sacking was not solely based on his association with Shaik,
but was also due to his popularity amongst the ordinary, the poor and
majority members of the ANC and South African society, who were
weary of the dominance of pro-capital leaders promoting neoliberal
economic agenda instead of being pro-poor. Others even went on to
suggest that Zuma had been sacked because he had expressed his
apprehension with the South African government/Mbeki’s trend to
fast-tracking hyper-capitalist policies through the macro-economic
policy of Growth Employment and Redistribution, which was similar
in mode to the former structural adjustments programmes imposed to
Africa by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
through processes such as privatisation of public assets and services.
Newspapers such as Business Day carried out news articles that high-
lighted the contradictions and ethical discrepancies in appointing
Mlambo-Ncquka as the deputy president of South Africa. According
to Mde, the contradictions were that the incoming deputy president
was also indirectly embroiled in a corruption case involving a South
African petro-chemical company, which her brother benefited from
during a term when she sat on the board as the minister of energy and
minerals. 5 Three months after the appointment of the new deputy
president, who had been well received by the public in some quarters
and booed in others in September 2005, the leader of the ACDP party
Kenneth Meshoe enquired about the policy measures that were put in
place to accord proper respect she deserved. This was after calls had
been made in the gatherings of COSATU and ANC youth league for
Zuma to be reinstated, as well as the booing of Mlambo-Ncquka in
public gatherings. The president is recorded to have said she was ‘a
very grown-up girl’ and did not need any protective measures to
ensure she was respected.6

Before the analysis of this case study, it is important to point out
that corruption by political leaders has been caricatured as inextrica-
bly bound to politics and political leadership in Africa through litera-
ture on international corruption, such as the corruption indexes of
Transparency International and others. While these caricatures are
important in enabling countries to gauge the levels of corruption in
their regions, they have tended to be flawed in the sense that they
never discuss or even dismiss the activities of the bribers, whom in
many instances come from corporate sectors based in countries of the
North. This is true in the corruption scandals in the Lesotho High-
lands Water project where, for example, French companies bribed the
senior leaders in the project. It is also true in the South African
Defence scandal where Tony Yengeni received a high discount from
Daimler Chrysler leaders who had in turn benefited from the arms’
deal. The overemphasis or association of corruption with Africa as
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the popular political scandal of African politics is tantamount to
stereotyping because corruption is not only found in Africa. It would
be presumptuous therefore to assume that corruption represents the
full range of ethical challenges which African states or African polit-
ical leaders are confronted to. 

There are a number of issues that the case study above reveals
about the conception of politics and political leadership: gender jus-
tice and equality of women and men in political leadership; external
and coercive international control ; the desire by some African lead-
ers to be seen to be dealing with corruption by the world and the
images and tensions that these create in local politics as well as issues
of authority, representation versus participation in liberal democratic
politics. 

2. Politics and Political Leadership. Clarification of Concepts

My attempt in this section is to analyse the conceptions of politics
and political leadership that are in part observable in the case study,
but also in the literature or discourses on politics and political leader-
ship. Mainstream definitions of politics and African political leader-
ship tend to focus on male-stream public leadership. Politics is defined
as ‘striving for the share of power or for influence on the distribution
of power, whether it be between states or between groups of people
contained within a single state.’ 7 In agreement to this definition the
Kenyan theologian Gathaka thus suggests that ‘anyone engaged in pol-
itics is striving for power, either power as a means to attain other goals
(which may be ideal or selfish), or power for its own sake, which is to
say, in order to enjoy the feeling of prestige by power.’ 8

Nürnberger presents a somewhat similar explanation of politics. 9

He sees politics as the attempt of a society to make collective life pos-
sible and prosperous through the establishment and maintenance of
a social order that binds all its members. He puts forward 10 elements
that he asserts characterise politics. These are: 

• maintenance of security, prosperity and dignity for a small group,
a larger section of the population, or all members of the population;

• political power which he refers to as ‘the capacity to influence
one’s social environment. In economic life the means is wealth
and in social life, it is status, in political life it is power;’ 10

• the third element is that ‘the use of power must be legitimate in
the eyes of society concerned;’ 11

• the fourth idea is that politics is pervasive. It affects all parts of our
common life ; 
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• the political dimensions of life are inescapable. Human life needs
to be structured whether we like it or not. There are sections of
population that are deliberately excluded from the normal chan-
nels of political activities. These include the young, women and
certain racial groups; 

• political life is always concerned with politics as well as with insti-
tutions which determine policies and which shape institutions
such as state, economic order and organisation of social relations
and smaller institutions; 

• the presence of stable political institutions, which are however, not
immutable. He further asserts that ‘the political order is man-
made, under the control of man and meant to serve the interest of
man’12 (note the exclusive language);

• the existence of competition of views. An example he uses to
demonstrate this is that ‘the political process involves people of all
persuasions, clashes of opinions cannot be avoided… opinions
differ at 3 levels… basic convictions, interests of competing groups
in society (self-interest) and the ideological justifications of the
differing groups;’ 13

• clashes of opinion become politically potent through the use of
power with different groups struggling with each other for greater
influence; and 

• there are always two extremes of political power: a stronger and a
weaker group. The stronger group coerces the weaker group into
submission. The stronger group also expects the whole population
to subscribe to its particular sets of convictions.

These descriptions of political power tend to portray power as
something that politics is about. They also tend to portray competi-
tion as normative for politics. In order to conceive of notions of
responsible political leadership, it is important to examine discourses
on political leadership in Africa and to explore whether they merge
or differ with the definitions of politics above. In his article ‘Pan-
Africanism, Democracy and Leadership in Africa : The Continuing
Legacy for the New Millennium,’ the famous African social scientist,
Ali Mazrui, identifies at least eight types of leadership which he
observes in African politics. These are: charismatic leadership based
on drawing large support from society (e.g. Ghanaian leader Kwame
Nkrumah); mobilisation leader (e.g. Julius Nyerere) ; reconciliation
leader, in which a leader seeks compromise and consensus among dis-
parate points of views (e.g. General Abdulsalami Abubaker); house-
keeping political leader-style, in which the leader uses political power
in the minimalist sense of purposely governing without leading – it is
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more maintenance without movement (e.g. Kenyan political elite
since 1980) ; disciplinarian leader who is an austere no-nonsense
figure (e.g. Murtala Mohammad of Nigeria) ; patriarchal leader, who
is perceived as a father figure and therefore has the right to lead (e.g.
Jomo Kenyatta) ; elder and patriarch, who because of his age and
gender is perceived as a leader for all (e.g. Nelson Mandela) and
finally technocratic political leaders, who advance and shape devel-
opment (e.g. Thabo Mbeki). 14

It would seem to me that mainstream and male-stream discourses
on politics and political leadership tend to associate leadership with
men. They are also inclined to emphasising contest and competition
of power by differing and rival and/or hostile groups. They limit pol-
itics to activities taking place in the public sphere, forgetting or dis-
counting those taking place in what is called the ‘domestic’ sphere as
constituting the realm of politics. In the entire typology of political
leaders provided by Mazrui, the association is made to men. This in
my view is a distortion and promotes the myth that leadership models
are synonymous with men. Association of political leadership with
men as though they are synonymous erroneously promotes the per-
ception that women’s leadership is a gift to women. It also ‘reminds
us of how embarrassingly sexist the field [of politics and political lead-
ership] has been… with distinctively ‘masculine’ virtues as opposed
to women whose feminine features are almost inevitably include
some for sentimentality.’ 15 They also explain in part why politics has
become dispassionate to the plight of the downtrodden, the poor, and
the excluded in contemporary political discourse. 

African feminist conceptions of politics are different. Politics and
political leadership are not understood merely as matters of interest
groups competing for power within the state. They are understood as
the constant and ongoing personal and collective ‘negotiation of all
aspects of organisation, public activities and social and cultural prac-
tices.’ 16 They are under girded by the view that ‘power is inherent in
all these activities and institutions, all are open to the possibility of
political critique and action.’ 17 They are also grounded on the under-
standing that politics ought to include women and those marginalised
by party politics or institutional politics. Burdezeij expresses this view
beautifully when he says that the notions of political spheres ‘possess
much broader meaning: they embrace social spheres that cannot be
reduced to their temporary and institutional forms.’ 18

Politics and political leadership for African feminist ethicists
therefore encompass the mutual and respectful cooperation of various
individuals, communities, groups, and individuals in their different
locations, motivated by their own beliefs and acting toward some
common good (such as the fullness of life for all people, men and
women and the earth as politics). This view to some extent critiques
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the liberal distinction and/or polarisation between the public and pri-
vate. It points to the fact that such a polarisation reduces the scope,
dynamism as well as the complexity of politics and political leader-
ship. Such polarisations are distortions. This is because both the pri-
vate and public are not static ; they inform and transform each other. 

African feminist conceptions of politics and political leadership
also embrace the realm and activities of those outside formal political
institutions such as political parties and others. Politics are also
understood as collective and cooperative attempts to further common
interests or goals outside established state institutions. This implies
that political activities and leadership are characterised by collec-
tive/individual organising, deliberate work on specific political/the-
matic issues, for example, gender justice and equality or advocacy, and
not necessarily by competition and hierarchical domination of others
as suggested by mainstream conceptions of politics. Feminist politics
and leadership, whilst collective or communal, can be differentiated
from other collective behaviour such as those of gangsters, crowds,
mobs and so on. 

3. Contradictions and Ambiguities. Experiences of Feminist/
Women in Public Political Leadership

Women in general, and feminist political leaders in particular, face
several issues, challenges, obstacles and sometimes, ambiguous expe-
riences. These include patriarchy19 and the notion of female political
leaders as helpers/helpmates and liberal political notions of politics
that polarises public/private spheres as well as external indifference
to local challenges. South Africa for example, is rated as a country that
promote women’s political leadership. This is noticeable in laws, poli-
cies and institutions of government. However, the ambiguity is that
whilst legislation is progressive and some political parties endorse
women’s political leadership, there are policies that still disadvantage
women, as it is the case in the economy. There is also sometimes a
huge gap between legislation and implementation of these laws. 

Byanyima suggests that there is a subtle but obvious assumption
that women ought to participate as helpmates in political leadership.
This assumption manifests itself through what she calls the ‘deputy
factor’. Byanyima says the ‘deputy factor’ became a norm in Uganda’s
political life. In almost all levels of local government there was a male
chairperson and a female deputy. Most ministries had male heads,
and women were appointed junior minister. Parliament had a male
speaker and a female deputy speaker. Committees, independent com-
missions and other state institutions tended to follow a similar pat-
tern. ‘Researchers found that in local governments women deputies
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hardly ever chaired sessions as the substantive chairs always made
sure meetings took place when he was present.’20 The post of deputy
for Byanyima is sometimes presented as a ‘glorified ghetto for women,
a token and nothing to demonstrate their capacities and have moved
on to more powerful posts.’ 21

Women politicians in Africa struggle to be heard and to be taken
seriously by African governments on gender, social and economic jus-
tice in the conduct and policies of states. But at the same time they
have come to realise that their government has little influence on
macro-economic policies. Byanyima poignantly states this reality
when she says that ‘National agendas are not entirely shaped by
national leaders. Increasingly feminists have to engage with powerful
decision-makers at various levels, local, national, regional and inter-
national to have an impact. Neoliberal economies are driven exter-
nally. We must understand the decisions of politicians in this context
and endeavour to influence what is decided beyond our borders.’ 22

International multilateral institutions and financial institutions
externally shape many African governmental policies. Technical
advisors from international multilateral institutions such as the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, who work on eco-
nomic and political concerns such as the Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers of the World Bank, the Medium Term Expenditure Frame-
work, agriculture health, education, transport and other sectors, ‘are
even less sensitive to the questions of gender justice than our own
government officials.’ 23 These experiences therefore require political
leadership that promotes participation and includes the voices of the
poor and marginalised. 

Despite comprehensive advocacy for women leadership in politics
in Africa and South Africa, there is subtle, broad resistance in society
against women in public politics or offices. In the case study pre-
sented above, those who believed that she ought not to be the deputy
president can observe this in the booing of Mlambo-Ncguka. On the
one hand, there are those who promote solidarity with women and
assert women leadership. In such contexts, one of the ethically
responsible things to do is to promote and create political spaces, insti-
tutions, policies and processes that enable women and men to chal-
lenge patriarchal politics. 

4. How to Advance the Feminist Agenda and Political Leader-
ship in Africa?

In several ways feminist political leadership holistically promotes
the welfare of all including of those who are marginalised by contem-
porary mainstream conceptions of power, politics and leadership.
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These obstacles, in the words of Byanyima, can be overcome through
inculcating some of the strategies she suggests below: 

Being a feminist in African politics requires having a vision of an alter-
native world, a realist doable agenda of issues, a clear plan of how they can
be achieved and a good sense of the political environment. It requires forg-
ing many alliances some of them temporary and others more enduring. It
is important to understand that extent to which a party in power is ready
to prioritise gender issues and not to underestimate the patriarchal atti-
tudes of individual leaders but which can be camouflaged by politically cor-
rect feminist rhetoric. The work of an African feminist politician consists
of… taking some steps forward and painfully holding back one’s fire, as
some gains are rolled back sometimes by allies. It involves refusing to com-
promise on a matter of principle and risking being abandoned on the floor
of parliament and suffering public humiliation. It is about winning the
trust of poor women and men and other marginalised people… A feminist
politician has to be ready to pay a high price for being a voice of conscience
especially when operating in an environment where politics of defending
the status quo are dominant. But a lone voice or a few voices if honest, real-
istic, clear and consistent can be powerful and can drive change. 24

Feminist political leadership can also be drawn from women and
men political leaders who espouse those values or norms that promote
life. African leaders such as former South African President Nelson
Mandela, Chief Manthatisi of the Batlokwa in Lesotho who promoted
the exercise of just relationship between the led and the leaders and
between communities that had before not lived peacefully with each
other, are also moral leaders whose views can be tapped to promote
responsible leadership. Advocacy regarding responsible leadership
can also be encouraged through public insistence on ethical values
such as integrity, honesty, commitment to the poor and those mar-
ginalised because of their social location (class), gender, sexuality, eth-
nicity/race, and which also ‘deal with the sensitive issue of use,
misuse and abuse of power.’ 25

Furthermore, feminist political leadership ought to be focused on
the vision beyond intra-party or state politics as defined by the
notions of power and politics in liberal discourse. They ought to
always be the voice of conscience and the glue that promotes critical
solidarity with those whose lives and voices are made invisible. They
also ought to continue challenging liberal conception of power, poli-
tics and leadership which are preoccupied with party politics, control,
dominance and processes of democracy whilst undermining the con-
tent or the implications of politics on humanity and the earth. They
ought to persuade African political leaders to liberate themselves from
the captivity of seeing politics as an avenue of domination, competi-
tion, and hyper-insensitive masculinity in public and private spheres.
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Conclusion

This essay sought to demonstrate the ambiguities of political
responsibility in African politics. It has pointed out the distortion in
mainstream and liberal conceptions of politics and political leader-
ship, particularly in relation to the ideas that the content of politics
is not only political power and contest, public activity and or state
activities. The paper has demonstrated that the scope of politics and
political leadership encompasses the public and private, men and
women and both individuals and collectives. In addition, the essay
highlighted that responsible political leadership in Africa also con-
sists of models that embrace and affirm the capability, capacity and
participation of women in politics. The view that the essay promotes
is that responsible political leadership ought to engender gender,
social and economic justice. Responsible leadership in Africa will
thrive when respect, integrity and full participation by all are encour-
aged. This will require constant advocacy by women and men in
church and in society.
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36

LEADERSHIP, MORAL VALUES, 
AND DEMOCRACY. 

A GLIMPSE FROM LATIN AMERICA
Guillermo Hansen, Argentina

1. Convictions, Responsibility and Ideology. Max Weber Revisited

Some ethical analysis of the contemporary U.S. political scenario
bring into the fore Max Weber’s categories. The ethicist Heidi Had-
sell, for example, has underscored how political rhetoric – both liberal
and conservative – is mostly framed within the paradigm of an ethics
of conviction that short-circuits the necessary and responsible consid-
eration of means and ends. Voluntarism, or just acting on the basis of
one’s moral convictions in the midst of the complexity and plurality
of today’s globalised world, leads to political and moral consequences
which are dangerous and simplistic. The solution is to encourage an
ethics of responsibility implemented through a careful explanation,
education and debate which will allow citizens to perceive the fun-
damental differences between (public) responsible ethics and a (pri-
vate) ethic of conviction. The underlying belief is that in a democratic
and electoral regime, a change in the citizens’ perception would have
the leaders following suit. 1

Is this use of Weber’s categories fair? Can they be applied to
understand a radically different scenario? It should be remembered
that Weber’s arguments were forged during the tumultuous years of
the post-war Weimar Republic. It was a time of deep polarisations
where right-wing forces were savvy enough to master the necessary
means to abort democratic, liberal and popular programmes. For him
the ineffective response by left-wing parties, populists, pacifists and
trade unions were examples of inspired ethics applied in wrong cir-
cumstances. Often their convictions reflected an ‘idealistic ethics’
derived from the Sermon of the Mount, unsuitable for instrumen-
talising the necessary means in the pursuit of rightful and just ends.
In Weber’s view, conservatives seem well aware of the mechanisms
of a Verantwortungsethik, while progressives (and Christians)
seemed bogged down in the moral maze of a Gesinnungsethik.
Weber’s main point, however, is not moral, but anthropological :
those who act according to an ethics of responsibility take into
account the ‘normal flaws of people,’ and therefore do not assume that



human beings are of a good and perfect nature. 2 Politics, which
always presents the best case for its own ends, requires often dubi-
ous means – including violence. 

What does happen, mutatis mutandis, when Weber’s categories
are applied to U.S. electoral politics dominated not by the idealism of
the Sermon of the Mount, but by a neo-conservative cultural élan? Are
these voters and their leaders simply moved by an ethics of conviction
in Weber’s sense? Perhaps it would not surprise him to see how neo-
conservative shrewd confinement of Christian maxims into a ‘moral
agenda’ effectively establishes a new hierarchical political order that
disciplines ‘deviants’ at home while calling for military intervention
against ‘rogues’ abroad. But Weber would certainly be dismayed if we
were to call this a Gesinnungsethik! For neocons – and their voters –
seem to be quite aware of the means required in order to achieve a
particular world moral order. As stated in the (in)famous ideological
blueprint of Bush’s administration, Project for the New American Cen-
tury (1997), military strength and even territorial control are key in
the larger project of spreading appropriate codes of conduct upon the
rest of the world.3 Violence in the pursuit of ‘security’ combines ends
and means which are typical of conservative visions.4

Therefore while we could certainly agree with statements such as
‘everyone votes his or her values in one way or another’, 5 this can
hardly be what defines an ethics of conviction. For neo-conservative
hearts – churchly or otherwise – ends and means seem to be obvious
terms in the political equation. All too aware of the ‘perils and evils’
of the world, the ‘normal flaws of people’, they thereby legitimise the
needed disciplinary (violent) means to spread accumulation by dis-
possession through imperial order and hierarchy. Acting ‘responsibly’,
or giving thought to ‘the consequences or the complexities of the polit-
ical world’, is precisely what right-wing politics is all about. If the
notions of responsibility and complexity are not thoroughly decon-
structed, any political argument will just circle around the cogs of the neo-
conservative ideological machine. 

In brief, that people vote on the basis of convictions and values is
a truism. The fact that people feel strongly about certain moral issues
(where ‘moral’ is usually associated with sexuality and ‘cardinal’
virtues, never with economics and politics!) is not enough for calling
it an ethics of conviction. Even voting on more pragmatic reasons
such as security and one’s own wellbeing involve certain types of
moral convictions and values, both conscious and unconscious. A
critical vision, however, should address the type of (explicit) values and
(implicit) interests which guide those decisions. Just seeking to explain
the victory of neo-conservative values from the purview of Weber’s
ethics of conviction acquits the U.S. electorate from political account-
ability. We thus end up focusing the problem on the fact that the
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(Christian) electorate has not been taught correctly the difference
between a Gesinnungs and a Verantwortungsethik!6

The problem thus framed betrays the assumption of an idealistic
anthropology: people are good, subject to reform, reasonable and well
disposed once facts and information are distributed and made public.
This being the case, blame must lay upon the leaders – religious and
political – who deceive people into believing that there is a straight
line stemming from convictions to policy, from the private to the
public. But what about the core values and interests which people
themselves embrace? Values cannot be equated with ‘neutral’
convictions ; they are ideological nodes which undergird the power
configuration of a society. The dominant neo-conservative outlook
that holds sway within vast segments of the U.S. population and
churches is not just a naïve crystallisation of a sound moral core, but
a purposeful embrace of values perceived to be effective in tackling
today’s ‘evils’ through the appropriate ‘strong’ means. Violence, war,
territorial occupation, undercutting of social programs, healthcare
for the fittest, restrictions in education, increasing power distances,
patriarchalisation of the family, are not political and social fallouts of
sound moral values, but the enactment of conservative myths and
metaphors constellating discipline, authority, order, boundaries,
homogeneity and power. 

Weber’s categories certainly illuminate some of the problems of
moral and political deliberation within Christian communities. How
ethics become politics is also an acute dilemma in many countries of
Latin America where ‘popular’ political leadership stemming from
Christian circles had to face thorny issues – from revolutionary vio-
lence in the time of the Sandinistas to the debates in Brazil around
allegations of corruption in Lula’s government. But a straightforward
application of Weber’s distinction misreads a political scenario criss-
crossed by more serious contradictions – even when limited to the
Christian community. One cannot transplant Weber’s analysis in
order to understand political motivation affecting electoral politics,
for he is mostly talking about those who are actively involved in the
power struggle of (democratic) politics – not about those who dele-
gate power through electoral mechanisms. For this reason his ethic of
conviction could easily be misunderstood as a signifier of any elec-
toral exercise that involves ‘moral’ convictions. Do we have, then,
other categories for better understanding what goes on at the complex
level of moral formation? Perhaps the notion of pre-cognitive con-
structions of societal models around root metaphors – as suggested by
George Lakoff – may be of greater help. The strict father or nurturing
parent family paradigms, for example, seems to be much more useful
for grasping the complex basis of political motivations, as well as the
values and interests that guide these constructions. 
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Any ethical-political debate is not merely a matter of being aware
of the required means for implementing moral goals, or streamlining
our values through a better grasp of ethical models. It is a matter of a
larger vision able to go beyond the possible relations between ends and
means by pondering the horizon that gives direction to a political pro-
gram. In this vision an important role is played by the theoretical tool
employed in the analytical appraisal of our present socio-historical
trajectories. The intellectual gauging of the situation, making a choice
as to where we want the world to go, and seeking and negotiating the
means in order to approach these goals is simultaneously an intellec-
tual, moral and political task. 7 We cannot discuss ethics, or responsi-
ble political leadership, without a consideration of larger political
goals. This implies a full appraisal of the perverse logic of Empire,
neoliberal globalisation, and the problem of power distance in social
and political formations. 

2. A Case of Cultural and Social Shift. Power Distance and
Democracy in Post-2001 Argentina

Get rid of them all ! (¡Qué se vayan todos!). This was the slogan
chanted by thousands, if not millions of Argentineans during the
political and economic collapse of December 2001. While enraged
middle class citizens smashed bank windows and doors attempting to
rescue their frozen life savings, the jobless and excluded gathered on
roads, thoroughfares, highways and bridges demanding jobs and the
end of neo-liberal policies. Cacerolazos, the banging of pots and pans
symbolising hunger and destitution, took place within neighbourhood
assemblies and the smoke of burning tyres of the piqueteros barri-
cades. Despite their class differences they had something in common:
a rejection of politics as usual. ‘Get rid of them all’ was a slogan aimed
mostly at the political leadership of the country. While the chorus
gathered momentum several presidents were tumbled, the economy
plummeted, popular mobilisations were quelled with bloodshed, and
the whole country seemed to slip through the uncaring and oblivious
meshes of the Empire. 

Nothing will be the same in Argentina after December 2001. For
some it was another case of the recurrent fits of an unstable Latin-
American republic. But for others it signified a bold stand against the
current neo-liberal regime and its enforcing global network. Social
analysts such as Naomi Klein, Immanuel Wallerstein, Michael Hardt
and Antonio Negri saw in these events the spearhead of a cycle of
protest spreading across the very web spawn by the Empire itself, per-
haps heralding a bifurcation toward a new social order. What caught
their eye was the mushrooming of autonomous organisations and
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popular assemblies that instead of calling for law and order (a euphe-
mism for ‘military coup’) sought to deepen an invaluable political and
cultural tool : democracy. Hardt and Negri put it thus:

The response of the Argentinean population was immediate and cre-
ative: industrial workers refused to let their factories close and took over
managing the factories themselves, networks of neighbourhood and city
assemblies were formed to manage political debates and decisions, new
forms of money were invented to allow for autonomous exchange, and the
piqueteros, the movement of the unemployed… experimented with new
forms of protest in their conflicts with police and other authorities. 8

What happened in this country so used to authoritarian outcomes,
relationships of subordination rooted in clientelage and political lead-
ership based upon charisma rather than law? Has an alleged cynical
anti-political mood taken the country’s imagination captive, as some
observers fathom?9 There is no doubt that something radical has hap-
pened; but this mood has nothing to do with a cynical hang-over. The
situation has to be appraised from a cultural-anthropological angle
capable of identifying and underscoring an ongoing cultural and social
shift. Not only have people learnt to impose social sanctions on polit-
ical leaders and financial institutions, but they have moved into some-
thing deeper, namely, a radical challenge of the power distance sepa-
rating citizens and the political and economic establishment. Here we
are facing a remarkable cultural shift. As Geert Hofstede has shown,
power distance – a negotiation of equality and inequality – is a key
dimension structuring any society and culture. Its patterns, however,
do not fall from above but are constructed through dynamics learnt in
family, school and workplace. 10 Therefore when an economic and
political crisis catalyses new forms of association and affection, it
indicates that something important is happening ‘below’ at the level
of the ‘microphysics of power’ (Foucault). Deprivation and poverty
may breed anger, indignation and antagonism, but revolt arises only
on the basis of ‘wealth’ – a surplus of intelligence, vision, experience,
knowledge and desire that is generated by a shift in social practices
and cultural patterns.11

Among the different expressions of power distancing, that of
political representation has been identified as one of the main causes
leading to the revolts sweeping Argentina and other Latin American
countries. The sociologist Guillermo O’Donnell has coined the notion
of ‘delegating democracy’ to indicate an institutionalised mechanism
which widens the power distance between citizens and political lead-
ership.12 Sooner or later this form of political arrangement erupts in
extra-parliamentary strategies of political action and deliberation.
However, as in any form of representation, two sides are always
involved; electoral rituals which confirm the concentration of power
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upon a person or political cadre can only function through the
connivance of the citizenry. Uncertainty avoidance is traded by formal
democratic power through delegating it to a ‘strong leadership.’ While
Latin American countries experienced important political shifts
during the 19th and 20th centuries, a basic patriarchal, caudillista
and cliental mode has prevailed since the time of Spanish colonisa-
tion. It goes without saying that this caudillo relationship was per-
ceived as bringing long lasting ‘benefits’ – real or imagined – to the
population. We are speaking, therefore, of a shared political culture
which tolerated power distance in exchange for some benefits.

The gauge of power distance is what Max Weber employed as a cri-
terion for his typology of political representation. 13 He defined the
strongest separation as appropriated representation, where political
representatives are neither elected, nor appointed or controlled by the
represented ; they just interpret their will. This mostly patriarchal
form of representation is not a mere feudal remnant, but the way in
which dictatorships and many supranational institutions still operate
today. The free representation form stands in the middle – analogous
to O’Donnell’s ‘delegating democracy’. Typical of presidential and
parliamentary systems, the represented have some connection with
the political leadership, but their control is severely constrained or
limited between electoral cycles. Finally when the represented con-
stantly control the representatives we are facing a third form, binding
representation. Frequent elections, shorter terms, revocability of dele-
gates, and specific ways to control mandates tend to shorten power
distances between the citizenry and political leadership. 

One could say that in Argentina the crisis of free representation
or ‘delegating democracy’, the expansion of the horizontal voice, and
the strengthening of the social capital, are signalling together the pas-
sage from the second to a third form of political representation, dis-
carding once and for all the appropriated-dictatorial form. Of course,
reality is always messy and hybrid, shunning ideal types. It would also
be wishful thinking to go along all the way with Hardt and Negri’s
view that true and radical democracy abolishes any and every form of
representation in favour of ‘the rule of everyone by everyone.’ 14 For
anthropological, psychological and sociological reasons I believe this
to be impossible. But I do believe that a binding form of representation
set in tension with a free or delegating form of representation can
hybridise and catalyse democratic policies. 

For example in Argentina many popular organisations of
piqueteros, neighbourhood assemblies and autonomous local parties
are now key players in the centre-left national-popular government
presently in power. A traditional cliental and caudillista party as the
Peronist, through a ‘strong’ and free representational type of leader-
ship as President Néstor Kirchner’s, has built power by waving simi-
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lar claims and banners as those of the popular movements. Thanks to
these radical experiences of democratic demand and participation the
neo-liberal model was debilitated, allowing in turn for populist par-
ties such as the Peronist to take power. But as it builds power to legit-
imate the new neo-keynesian role of the State, it also co-opts and
divides the movements along with their most capable leaders. 15 The
political equation is simple: active and mobilised movements, added
to the constant demand for a more binding and democratic represen-
tation, relentlessly erodes and undermines a ‘delegating’ regime’s
capacity to govern. The political conundrum is that refraining from
doing so may allow stronger powers like the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank, foreign governments and multinational cor-
porations – jointly with their local kingpins – to regain clout and
power. To use a Lutheran metaphor, the government acts as a dike
against the extreme forms of evil and injustice, but does not bring in
the ‘kingdom’. On the other hand, the only guarantee for a more rad-
ical form of democracy is precisely the independence of popular move-
ments from traditional political organisations. Until the whole system
definitely bifurcates – something impossible to predict – a radical
democratic political leadership may have to learn to live within the
shadow cone cast by the old form of politics, paradoxically nourished
by the anti-systemic thrust of grass-roots movements. 

Conclusion. Towards an Ethics of Democratic Conviction and
Responsibility 

In sum, what underlines the upheaval that took over Argentina
goes beyond a mere disgust for political representatives or for the
moral virtues of business and political leaders. Rather it was and still
is a galvanisation of anti-neoliberal doléances which simultaneously
challenges an impaired form of representation, undermines the erst-
while political leadership, and expresses a political culture seeking to
reduce power distance at all levels in society – family, work places,
schools, etc. The multiplication of the ‘horizontal voice’ and a new
self-esteem through the exercise of the power of citizenship materi-
alise within the contradictory web or circuits that the Empire itself
has generated, propitiating decentralised democratic action as an effec-
tive means in a very asymmetrical confrontation. 

In a way perhaps unthinkable to Weber himself the distinction
between an ethics of conviction and an ethics of responsibility can
now be applied constructively in today’s multi-faceted political sce-
nario. A radical democracy, a binding representational form of politi-
cal organisation, requires the constant utopia of grass roots groups
and associations which, as it confronts the State and the economic
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power of the Empire, negotiates a teletopia, namely, measurable goals
advancing quality of life in different spheres. In this type of democ-
racy ‘politics’ is not tied to the State, its power, or its mechanisms, but
is built upon the autonomous free play of convictions and proposals
seeking to subvert the lame and miserly handouts given by a system
based on accumulation through dispossession. As the Zapatista revolt
exemplifies, the goal of these new movements is not to take control of
the mechanisms of State but to relentlessly proclaim their ‘gospel’ :
another world is possible. For this a staunch ethic of democratic
conviction is needed, a constant critique of arms, power and violence
analogous to the ‘usus politicus evangelii’ whose weapon is love. This
conforms the binding of those singularities (neighbourhood organi-
sations, churches, piqueteros, popular assemblies, NGOs, etc.) who
discover their common doléance, their common desire to live rather
than fear death. To the extent that this is done, an ethics of democratic
responsibility is exacted from state and supranational organisations
that must heed to the differentiated demands of a multitude of desires
for life. This ethic of responsibility is therefore something gained
through the sheer creative struggle by means of the weapons of peace
and affection. It is the result of what Hardt and Negri call biopolitics. 16

What is the meaning of responsible political leadership in this con-
text? For one, the acknowledgment that we are indeed citizens of ‘two
kingdoms,’ belonging to both/and rather than either/or dimensions.
Democracy is the only political system where both conviction and
responsibility can find expression. As Niebuhr once asserted, human
capability for justice makes of democracy something possible –
conviction. But its inclination to injustice makes of democracy some-
thing necessary – responsibility. Therefore responsible leadership will
be measured both by the capability to voice grievances pertaining to a
singular group as well as by the ability to connect different forms of
grievance: representation, poverty, human rights, education, ecology
and health. These grievances give countenance to a multitude through
whom the future of democracy is at stake. It is not a mere transfor-
mational type of leadership, but a biopolitical one which bridges ideas,
hopes and affections allowing a moving yet rational identification
with a network of differentiated democratic power. Here a capacity to
separate oneself from the immediate situation and tirelessly construct
mediations, envisioning different tactical games in the continuity of
a strategy, inviting us to live an ethics of conviction that always needs
the dimension of self-critique proper to the ethics of responsibility.
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POPULAR LEADERSHIP IN A CONTEXT 
OF OPPRESSION. A LATIN AMERICAN 

LIBERATION PERSPECTIVE

Paulo Fernando Carneiro de Andrade, Brazil

Introduction*

Growing social and political tensions at the beginning of the 1960s
divided the Catholic clergy. Although most bishops identified with the
agrarian oligarchies, which were against social transformations, many
were developmentalists or held even more deeply-rooted transforma-
tive beliefs. Faced with the threat of communism in Brazil – actually
more an issue in the imagination of then-President João Goulart than
a real threat – in the end, the Catholic clergy supported the 1964 mil-
itary coup, which installed a dictatorship in Brazil. We should note
that, in spite of support for the coup, some sectors of the clergy
expressed concern with the military government. They had been
working toward social reforms during the administration of the
deposed government, and believed that the continuation of these
reforms were indispensable for the future of Brazil. They also believed
that democracy should be restored within a short period of time.1

1. The Catholic Church in Brazil and the Military 
Dictatorship

The period of the military coup coincided with that of the Vatican
Council II and with increases in awareness on social justice and
human rights. For this reason, wide sectors of the Catholic Church
rapidly distanced themselves from the military government. In Rio de
Janeiro in 1968, many priests and religious followers participated in
the ‘March of 100,000’, a massive demonstration to end the military
government. At the end of the same year, the government responded
by hardening its authoritarian line. It declared The Institutional Act
No. 5, which modified the Brazilian Constitution to expand its dicta-
torial powers. The military shut down the congress and set off an
even greater wave of repression, widely and systematically employing
practices, such as torture, that go against the most basic legal norms. 
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Because arbitrary imprisonment and torture affected members of
the clergy, many felt they should intervene against the government
and position themselves in defence of the rule of law. These included
laymen linked to the hierarchy, family members of some bishops, and
wide sectors of the Church hierarchy itself, even those who held mod-
erate and often conservative positions. The Episcopal Conference of
Bishops of Brazil (Conferência Episcopal dos Bispos do Brasil, CNBB)
came to assume a central role in the struggle for human rights and
became a permanent focus of democratic resistance. Tensions
between the military government and the Catholic hierarchy grew to
the point of near rupture. Even some members of the highest hierarchy
in the Church that had initially supported the military coup because
it was anti-communist, became hostile to the military. They opposed
the government’s most authoritarian acts, as with D. Agnelo Rossi, at
the time the Cardinal Archbishop of São Paulo.2

Many Catholic bishops, such as D. Waldir Calheiros from Volta
Redonda and D. Helder Câmara from Recife, were faced with embar-
rassing situations. High-ranking members of the military gave
speeches and made statements accusing the Church hierarchy and the
CNBB of being at the service of international communism. Priests
were imprisoned and often tortured; some were condemned in mili-
tary tribunals and others, because they were foreign, were forced to
leave Brazil. In April 1969, an extreme-right military commander
assassinated Father Antônio Henrique Pereira Neto, assistant to D.
Helder Câmara for youth in the Diocese of Recife.3 In 1970, D. Aloísio
Lorscheider, at that time Secretary General of the CNBB, was
detained for nearly four hours at the entity’s headquarters and
impeded from meeting with the Justice Minister. 4

The Vatican supported Brazilian bishops’ actions against human
rights violations. The Vatican Radio and L’Osservatore Romano (the
official organ of the Holy See) denounced abuses committed by the
military government and published an article by the CNBB. Pope Paul
VI himself publicly supported Brazilian bishops and condemned tor-
ture.5 In spite of the growing tension there was never a total rupture
between the military and the Church. Some channels of communica-
tion were left open, such as the so-called Bipartisan Commission, cre-
ated in November 1970 in Rio de Janeiro, where the CNBB was
housed at the time. The Commission was extra-official and member-
ship was divided between the Church and the military. 

On one side, the Commission was composed of the CNBB leader-
ship, the Núncio Apostólico, the Cardinals from São Paulo (D. Paulo
Evaristo Arns) and Rio de Janeiro (D. Eugenio Salles), and the advi-
sor of the CNBB, Prof. Candido Mendes; on the other side were Gen-
eral Antonio Muricy, Ten. Cel. Roberto Pacífico, Maj. Leone da Sil-
veira Lee and Prof. Tarcisio Padilha. Although a recent study by the
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K. Serbin has given great prominence to the role of this commission,6

it is important to understand the context in which it operated as well.
It was important because of the pressure on the government, rather
than because of a respect by the military for the Church or for mem-
bers of the Catholic hierarchy. The CNBB and important members of
the hierarchy made public denouncements – both nationally and
internationally – that had the support of the Vatican. An example is
the case of D. Paulo Cardenal Arns, whose solidarity with, and uncon-
ditional support to political prisoners, human rights and the rule of
law were inestimable. The commission was interesting to the govern-
ment, mainly to its more radical sectors, as an instrument to decrease
tensions and improve Brazil’s image in the rest of the world. In this
sense, its limited effectiveness was strongly dependent on the action
of Catholic leaders who played a key role in denouncing torture and
defending civil rights and liberties internationally. 

During the most repressive years of the military dictatorship, some
documents promulgated by the hierarchy of Brazilian Catholicism
were fundamentally important. These included dozens of collective
and individual briefings, homilies read in Sunday masses in all the
parishes of a Diocese, articles published and protests carried out by
the national clergy. Particularly noteworthy was D. Cândido Padin’s
hallmark study, which critically analysed the Doctrine of National
Security in light of the Social Doctrine of the Church and was pre-
sented to the CNBB Assembly in 1968. In addition, the following doc-
uments should be highlighted: ‘I Heard the Clamoring of My People’
(Eu ouvi os Clamores do Meu Povo) by bishops from the Northeast, in
May 1973; ‘Pastoral Communication to the People of God’ (Comuni-
cação Pastoral ao Povo de Deus) by the Representative Commission of
the CNBB in 1976 ; and ‘Christian Demands of the Public Order’
(Exigências Cristãs de uma Ordem Política) in 1997. These documents
– elaborated in different moments and different contexts – were rare
examples of how the Church was able to break the censorship
imposed by the military regime, which tried to silence any voice criti-
cal of its actions and ideology.

2. Grassroots Ecclesiastical Communities

The strong positioning of the Catholic hierarchy in support of
human rights and the rule of law, then, was evident in documents and
actions, and was as much personal as collective during the military
rule. At the same time, an intense pastoral movement organised the
so called Specific Pastorals (Pastorais Específicas), such as the Work-
ers Pastoral of the Land (Pastoral dos Trabalhadores, da Terra) with
the Pastoral Land Commission (Comissão Pastoral da Terra, CPT), the
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Indigenous Peoples Pastorals, with the Indigenous Missionary Coun-
cil (Conselho Indigenista Missionário, CIMI). It also created Grassroots
Ecclesiastical Communities, beginning in the mid-1960s in some dio-
ceses, and soon spreading over all of Brazil. 7 Grassroots Ecclesiastical
Communities (GECs) are small groups of neighbouring families,
mainly residents of rural zones and peripheral areas of cities, that
meet regularly to discuss the teachings of the Bible and reflect on their
lives in light of a biblical text. Their faith led them to become involved
in transformational struggles, at local as well as national levels. GECs
were in general directed by laypeople from within the groups, and co-
ordinated by the diocese or parish. We should observe here that, at
least at the beginning, the Church thought GECs might take over tra-
ditional parishes. With the passing of time, however, we see that the
Grassroots Ecclesiastical Communities did not bring about the end of
parishes but actually revitalised them. The two structures are not
mutually exclusive and can be combined.8

In order to better understand the pastoral experience of the GECs
and the popular leadership that emerged from them, we should con-
sider that this is a consequence of the work of aggiornamento brought
to term by the Vatican Council II (1962-1965). One of the most fun-
damental points of this Council was the emphasis on a logic that
valued the local Church and plurality, as well as diversity of ministries
and vocations. This view re-situated the role of the laypeople and
their responsibilities, not only in the world but also inside the Church.
A strong outcome of the Council was a growing commitment to the
poor, assumed above all by a group of bishops who wanted to identify
with the dispossessed. In the years that followed the Council, numer-
ous religious followers left comfortable and traditional homes and
schools to work with communities in the popular context. In the same
way, many secular priests sought to live and work amongst the poor,
trading the parish houses for modest homes in the peripheries and in
rural areas.

3. Contextual Theology of Liberation

With these changes, pastoral practice began to be based on analy-
ses of local problems, and was no longer imported from other latitudes
and longitudes. This led to the creation of a more independent theol-
ogy that reflected on local questions. This brotherhood with the poor,
together with political repression by the military dictatorship begin-
ning in Brazil in 1964, placed as a central question for theology the
very significance of being Christian in a continent of poor people.
This same question presupposes a certain interpretation of the causes
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of poverty in Latin America. The experience of increased contact
with the poor, of sharing in their real-life situation, found a parallel
in the biblical passage of the good Samaritan. In this passage, the
Samaritan helps a man who is attacked and left on the road, wounded
and prostrate (Luke 10:29-37). 

This ideology made traditional explanations about the causes of
poverty (backwardness, ignorance, indolence) seem unreasonable.
On the other hand, interpretations of Latin American poverty, as
articulated in key critical reflections by development theorists or
by Marxists sociologists, were accepted as more plausible in light
of this real life experience. The poor came to be understood as a
marginalised and, above all, exploited group. The central question
for theology and for pastoral practice became how to live a Christ-
ian life in a continent of men and women who have been exploited
and plundered. 

In rejecting traditional explanations to the causes of poverty, the
relationship with the poor also changed. The poor – no longer seen
as ignorant and indolent – came to be seen as objects of social action
and subjects of political transformation. The new pastoral that
emerged in Latin America, then, was based on the so-called option for
the poor. This was not exclusive to the Catholic Church, as it was also
incorporated by other historical churches. In concrete terms, the
option for the poor means to try to see the world through their eyes
and allow them to transform themselves into ecclesiastical or
politico-social subjects. 

In 1994 the Centre for Religious Statistics and Social Research
(Centro de Estatísticas Religiosas e Investigações Sociais, CERIS) and
the Institute for Religious Studies (Instituto de Estudos da Religião,
ISER), both in Brazil, conducted a study that estimated that there
were around 100,000 communities in the country at that time.9 Later,
research carried out by Inter-ecclesiastical Meetings of GECs con-
cluded that although they were less visible in the media, these com-
munities continued to grow and maintain ecclesiastical and social
vitality.10 Another study by ISER over a ten-year period (1984-1995)
aimed to evaluate pastorals in ten dioceses in different parts of the
country. The research observed how, through Grassroots Ecclesiasti-
cal Communities, Catholics pertaining to popular groups, from the
socio-economic point of view, took part in different social struggles
and even entered into political participation, mainly in parties more
linked to social transformations, such as the Workers Party (Partido
dos Trabalhadores, PT). 11

We should also point out here that during the most repressive
years of the military government, in which for a long period nearly all
the channels of democratic participation were blocked, the GECs con-
stituted a space of participatory learning. Within these groups,
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participants developed democratic practices, reached decisions fol-
lowing exhaustive debate, and exercised their right to engage in social
criticisms.12 In this sense one can say that the GECs had an important
role in the democratic resistance to the military government and in
the democratic restructuring that happened in the country after 1996.
They provided an excellent popular framework for the social, labour
and political party movements. 13

Data gathered from the 2,395 delegates/participants in the
10th Inter-ecclesiastical Meeting of GECs in Ilhéus, Bahia in 2000
indicated that at least 84% of the 1,439 delegates/participants who
returned the questionnaire had been involved in some social struggle.
Another 76% of them had participated in some civil society organi-
sation, and at least 58% had suffered some type of persecution, such
as threats or even prison or physical violence as part of their involve-
ment in social struggles. 14 Leaders that emerged from the GECs were
fundamental in many regions to retake the labour movement in the
city and countryside, as well as to organise the popular movement,
both during the military dictatorship and in the time of reconstruc-
tion of democracy.

4. Participatory Political Leadership

In terms of political-partisan participation, we observe the same
small sample of growth in the number of those affiliated with political
parties (56% had party affiliations, versus 30% of the delegates/par-
ticipants who responded to a similar questionnaire in 1981). Of those
who are affiliated, 75% are with the PT and just 8% are with the par-
ties that made up the base that sustained the Fernando Henrique Car-
doso government (PSDB, PMDB, PFL).15 The electoral force of GECs
has been interpreted in different ways. Some authors attribute the
clear victory of PT candidates in traditionally conservative regions
such as Acre and Amazonas to the activities of these groups.16

We should mention here that at the time of the reconstruction of
Brazilian democracy, when reforms undermined the bipartisanism
imposed by the military government, some even discussed the possi-
bility of founding a Catholic party, following the example of the Ital-
ian Christian Democracy. The Catholic-Brazilian hierarchy was
mainly against this perspective, encouraging the centres to act in
accordance with the values of plurality and supra-partisan politics for
the Catholics. GECs do not constitute a centralised movement and do
not recommend political candidates. However, many different candi-
dates have come out of them, and many GECs do support specific can-
didates – most frequently candidates of the PT.
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5. Characteristics of Popular Leaders 

The main characteristics of the leaders working with GECs are the
following:

a) Popular social origin. The leadership originates from less favoured
social classes including workers, labourers, and home-makers who
have become politically active through political parties, labour
unions, or in organised social movements.

b) Commitment to progressive social causes. Within their parties, the
leadership defend social change and lead movements to support
social causes within political parties.

c) Formation in action. In general, these leaders are not well educated
in the formal sense. Their education comes from action, through
meetings, popular courses, seminars, and exchanging experiences.

d) Spirituality. These leaders have created a strong link between
action and spirituality. They read the Bible and pray together in
community gatherings, linking these with the practice of social
justice. This feeds their faith and gives sense to their actions.

e) Organic links with popular and community sectors. These leaders
maintain their link with the faith community and with popular
sectors from which they originate. They seek to share experiences
of action and take decisions on their collective actions with com-
panheiros or companions from their community, and with popular
sectors to which they are linked.

f) Respect for autonomy of the socio-political reality. Although these
leaders are Christians and understand that their social or political
commitments come about as a result of their faith, the underlying
drive for their work is a desire to promote justice and fundamen-
tal ethical values – they do not impose their religions on others.

These are the characteristics that mark the emergence of a new
political and ecclesiastical movement, capable of transforming society
through actions that are at once ethical and effective.
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LEADERSHIP IN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 
IN ASIA

Josef P. Widyatmadja, Indonesia/Hong Kong

A movement often emerges through the dreams of a vision of par-
ticular pioneers. They entertain a vision of the future, facilitated by a
radical analysis of how to change the present and their experience of
working with the people. A majority of movements were born and
grew in the enthusiasm and vision of such leaders. Even in the
absence of conditions adequate to the birth of a movement, the great
spirit they possessed enabled them to do a difficult task. We cannot
deny that some of the leaders were authoritarian, charismatic and
that they emphasised results more than relations. This is under-
standable given the situation of the past ; nevertheless, they are not
examples to be followed. 

1. Charismatic Pioneer Leaders

There are some benefits as well as major pitfalls in having a charis-
matic leader even in contexts where a visionary has been leading con-
tinuously the movement for a long time. Of course the continuity in lead-
ership provides continuity in the goals, perspectives and approaches, yet
it creates a culture similar to that of authoritarian and oligarchic rulers.
It also denies the opportunities for the emergence of new leadership.
Each new generation brings the need for a leader that suits the specific
challenges of the era. A charismatic leader often has a great vision, com-
mitment, dedication and a sense of sacrifice, and most of the time it is
hard to find a replacement. The task of the Social Movement is not to
find a charismatic leader with the same ability as his predecessors’, but
to create circumstances where everybody can develop his/her gifts and
talents to improve the life of the poor and the marginalised. A charis-
matic and visionary leadership is not to be copied or repeated.

Some social movements, church organisations and community
service institutions face difficulties in replacing their pioneers. The
older the organisation gets, the older its leaders and staff, and still
older the programmatic devices of the movement; it tends to be harder
for renewal and replacement. If the old paradigms and slogans are not
modified, they become artificial, rhetoric and dogmatic.



In many occasions there are crises of spirituality and vision strug-
gling for many years to realise their dream and vision. The spiritual
crises these movements face have the potential to destroy and com-
pletely root out their ability to provide any meaningful service to
people. In some cases, if the pioneers do not want to leave the organ-
isation, their leadership may become a curse more than a blessing. 

Working in local social movements for more than twenty-five
years has given me a valuable lesson on social movements leadership.
I learned much from the experiences of many seniors and ecumenical
leaders from various countries, and also from the wisdom contained
in books written in various national contexts about the qualities
needed by a leader, and the challenges he may face.

2. Requirements for Social Movements Leaders

Based on my experience and observation for this long period,
social movement leaders should at least meet the following four
(main) requirements:

• Heart : they should have an open and humble heart. Spiritual devo-
tion, dedication and commitment are imperative qualities as well
as a means to strengthen a pure heart. An ability to see all human
beings as equal irrespective of the religious class, or other differ-
ences is an expression of a spiritual heart. Every leader must have
commitment to the vision of the movement;

• Organising ability/brain: it includes the intellectual ability to com-
prehend the complex realities of the world as well as a systematic
knowledge allowing him/her to organise his/her work;

• Mouth: being eloquent in communicating with others, developing
an articulated style to capture the imagination of the listeners are
important qualities ; and

• Organs : the leader must possess a healthy body and strong mus-
cles to do the difficult task. Leaders must have good health.

Those four words, if abbreviated, become HOMO. Without
HOMO, it is hard to become a leader of integrity in the church and
social movements.

3. A Challenge to the Future of Leadership

In entering the 21st century, a leader must be able to keep up with
the developments and fast changes in science and technology, as well
as the changes in socio-economic, political, and cultural contexts. A
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leader is expected to be a good shepherd and to work productively and
efficiently. S/he must be able to lead the organisation in compre-
hending the changing context and shall show an ability to redefine the
programmes and strategies corresponding to such changes. 

Some of the requirements to be met are the following:
1. a leader must seek opportunities and identify the right moment for

action. These opportunities often do not come twice. Therefore, a
leader must train his/her intuition to apply properly;

2. a leader must generate new ideas and initiate programmes to
translate those ideas into reality. It is the responsibility of a leader
to make dreams come true, thus, to create change. A good quality
change is often the expression of the creative mind of a good lead-
ership. Changes in strategy and work system are crucial in facing
the changes around the movement. This means that a leader must
listen and read without any limits, and be able to filter and get the
best yield of all information creatively;

3. a leader must find ways of working more productively and effi-
ciently. ‘To kill seven flies in a clap of hands; to drink while diving’,
as the Indonesian proverbs say;

4. a leader must strengthen his/her organisation and be a good shep-
herd to his/her sheep;

5. a leader must be able to predict changes, anticipate those changes
and give appropriate responses;

6. a leader must eliminate racist practices, gender injustice, injustice
and discrimination based on religious differences. A person who
is fanatic and fundamentalist cannot be accepted as a leader;

7. a leader will spur and motivate his/her staff, and should be open
to the creative suggestions of the colleagues;

8. a leader does not dwell in her/his past successes, but continues to
create new successes.

To be a leader is not merely a matter of having a ruling position,
but of being a good shepherd and a good steward. A good shepherd
and steward is expected to inspire others, build self-confidence, fight
hopelessness and anxiety among people, overcome fear, initiate pro-
ductive and life oriented actions, provide new light, define goals and
provide a foundation for the future.

4. Born or Made?

Is a leader born or made? This is a perennial debate. Not everyone
who is educated and trained has the ability or opportunity to become
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a leader. On the other hand, there is no leader who does not have to
go through training. If a person has a natural ability for leadership,
then what is the use of leadership capacity building? Moreover, lead-
ership capacity building does not guarantee anybody to be a good
leader. Some people will become leaders; others will not. Some people
will become ‘Peter’ and some others ‘Thomas’, and still others will
become ‘Judas’ in their own history. In reality, there is a fusion of both
these factors, being born and being made a leader. 

5. Many Leaders but No Leadership

The present-day reality is one of many leaders but no relevant
leadership. A leadership that builds and sustains the capacity of a
group so that its members mutually support each other instead of let-
ting themselves being fragmented with complex interpersonal differ-
ences is far more important than the leader himself/herself. Leader-
ship is a matter of calling, devotion and process. It is not merely a
matter of money, position and authority. A good leadership is an art
that a person and movement cultivate and blossom in changing a
dream into reality; and transcends the perversions of today to a future
with full of hope. What we require is not very smart and highly edu-
cated leaders, but competent leaders. It does not mean that the qual-
ity of education is unimportant, but that education does not guaran-
tee successful leadership. Education, experience, talents and character
become factors that cohesively create leaders. Certain types of educa-
tion and skills can support a person’s resolve as a bureaucrat and a
technocrat, but it may not help him/her to become a competent leader.
Competency is the important aspect of any future leadership.

In the new century, the church and social movements are at a
crossroad. Sincere and committed effort should be made to avoid the
old pattern of leadership fertilised by power and authority in our
resolve to vivify and develop a leadership based on servant-hood spir-
ituality. Many people fight for leadership positions in the church even
though they do not have servant-hood spirituality or a life-sharing
leadership character. In order to be a true leader, a person should
make himself/herself humble and allow the others, especially the poor
and the marginalised, to acknowledge and taste his/her fruits of
wisdom and commitment. 
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RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP IN DISASTER
REDUCTION. A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

Peter Walker / Ben Wisner, USA

We would like to propose the following twelve ‘big questions’ as a
filter and run the events, statements and outcomes of the World Con-
ference on Disaster Reduction (Kobe, Japan, 18-22 January 2005)
through them. As far as we can see the formal output from Kobe will
do precious little to address good governance, the collateral damage of
globalisations, violence, climate change or urbanisation.1 It will also
not materially affect the obstacles that face innovative civil society
groups and local governments. The draft Program of Action also does
not link the Kobe outcomes to poverty eradication as laid out in the
Millennium Development Goals, 2 to date the only truly global con-
sensus framework humanity has for sustainable development. The
approach of the Kobe meeting with respect to knowledge and com-
munication is likely to be one-sided, privileging the hard ware and top
down transmission of warnings without providing resources for
increased public hazard awareness ‘from the bottom up’. 3 Certainly it
seems there will be no targets set for UN member nations to reach.
There will be lots of rhetoric but not much to be held accountable to.
That was indefensible before Christmas, but now coming directly
after the tsunami, it is nearly immoral. 

We know that over the last two decades, disaster deaths/year have
gone down by around 30%, whereas the number of people affected by
disaster has gone up by 59%. It is largely the technical fix of warning
systems better communication and cyclone shelters that has reduced
the death toll, taken the extreme worst off disasters, but it is the lack
of human rights, political, global process fixes that is allowing the
numbers affected to raise so. Fewer are killed but many more living
their lives in abject poverty and on the brink of survival. They are vul-
nerable to the extreme events to follow as the 21st Century rolls along. 

The call for a tsunami warning system in the Indian ocean is all
very well, it has been made before, but as the successful Bangladesh
cyclone warning system shows, the technology is not effective if it
cannot connect with the people and both get the warning to those
who are vulnerable (on mud flats, in small villages, in shanty towns,
in the rebel held areas) and, give them a viable option as to what to



do (get to the cyclone shelters in Bangladesh’s case). Once again
technical fix is not enough. It is a human rights and governance
issue. Therefore we encourage participants in, and observers of the
Kobe conference to ask what light is shed and what concrete
resources are provided by each public and scientific session and
each pronouncement as regards these twelve critical clusters
of questions.

1. Governance and respect for people’s rights. Good governance leads to
concern for the right to life with dignity. Is it not the basis of all
disaster mitigation? Just look at Haiti for an example of what
appalling governance can do to disaster vulnerability. With no gov-
ernment in place, Somalis are highly vulnerable to drought and, in
fact, many thousands of coastal Somalis were affected by the
tsunami. In neighboring Kenya and Tanzania the government was
able to warn most coastal dwellers.

2. Globalisation & disasters. Economic globalisation, at least with the
corporate model, seeks to externalise risk (external from the cor-
poration that is). It is not that corporations act immorally, they act
amorally, but in the process people are attracted into low wage jobs
and crowded in shanty towns and in coastal cities. Can economic
globalisation be re-thought and ‘tamed’ so that people do not suffer
increased disaster risk in the process? (See the report of the World
Commission on Social Dimension of Globalization, chaired by the
Presidents of Tanzania and Finland : http://www.ilo.org/
public/english/fairglobalization).

3. War & disasters. Where there is war there is little chance of
building against disaster using our normal models. In Aceh,
Indonesia and Sri Lanka and other places, war or at least violence
and unrest has been the norm for many people today. Internally
displaced people fleeing war in Colombia, Congo, Sudan, and else-
where live in conditions that make them vulnerable to disaster.
You cannot wait for it to end before mitigating against disaster, so
where are the models and approaches to deal with this? Does a
‘window of opportunity’ open up after a disaster that might allow
conflict such as those in Aceh and Sri Lanka to be finally resolved?
(See Disaster Diplomacy http ://www.arct.cam.ac.uk/disaster
diplomacy).

4. Climate change. Rising sea levels and more extreme events such as
cyclones and other storms mean more disasters: no way round it.
The Netherlands is going flat out to adapt to this reality, but
where else is adaptation to climate change taking place fast
enough?5
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5. Urbanisation. Most population growth today is in urban areas,
mostly in shanty towns, and most large cities are on coasts where
sea level rise effects them, and where they are exposed to storms
and possibly tsunamis. How can urbanisation be guided so that
vulnerability to such hazards is minimised? Mega city urbanisa-
tion also puts a very large number of people at risk to earth-
quakes. How can the risk be reduced rapidly in Tehran, Istanbul,
Mexico City, Addis Ababa, Manila, and other large cities facing
earthquake hazard?

Concerning possible ways forward, we think it is necessary to ask:

6. Local initiatives and innovations. What are the obstacles that face
civil society and local government in expanding important suc-
cesses in ‘bottom up’ disaster risk management? Where can the
necessary financial and other resources needed come from? How
can initiatives ‘from below’ negotiate sub-national and national
bureaucracies?

7. Meaningful and effective local participation. How can local initia-
tives and citizen participation in planning escape capture and
control by dominant political elites that have been quick to appro-
priate the language of ‘participation’ and ‘people centred’ plan-
ning while giving up no control or resources to civil society?

8. Knowledge and communication. What is the role of knowledge,
early warning and communication in risk reduction? What are
the obstacles to implementing what science already tells us?
Jeanne Johnson, director of the Tsunami Museum in Hilo,
Hawaii, did a Master of Arts thesis in risk communication at the
University of Hawaii. She found that without communications in
place 96 people died in Hilo’s 1946 tsunami. 61 still died in 1960,
in another large tsunami, despite the existence by then of warn-
ings via radio, television, sirens, and the police. Clearly public
awareness and other social issues are also important – not just
the information and communication technologies (ICT).

9. Merging risk reduction and development. How can the Millennium
Development Goals (formulated in 2000, reaffirmed in 2002 at
the WCSD in Johannesburg and monitored in September 2005 at
the UN M+5) be implemented in a way that simultaneously
addresses risk reduction? In fact, is it possible to achieve the
MDGs without attention to risk reduction? What are the precise
links between opportunities for risk reduction and the manner in
which the MDGs are currently being implemented? (One exam-
ple : some 100 million children of school age are to be absorbed
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into the school system. However, who is looking at the haz-
ardousness of the school locations and schools themselves where
these new students will find themselves?).

10. Global alliances of disaster concerned and disaster affected peoples.
There is great power in the sharing of suffering and outrage. For
example, tsunami victims from 10 countries or earthquake vic-
tims in Turkey, Japan and California coming together to lobby for
better and more people-focused governance. Can the World Social
Forum and other new people-focused institutions be made to see
this as a priority?

11. Women’s crucial role in disaster reduction. How can the potential
of women as proactive agents of disaster reduction be acknowl-
edged and fully utilised? Women and children may suffer more
in disasters, but women should not be stereotyped as ‘victims’.
Women have a large contribution to bring to disaster risk reduc-
tion and local resilience. They have knowledge, skills, and rele-
vant capacities and experiences. This has been very well docu-
mented, but women’s contribution is often ignored.

12. Full national accountability and transparency. Given that the final
documents produced by the WCDR did not include targets,
timetable, or indicators of success in implementing the ‘frame-
work’ for disaster risk reduction, what steps can be taken to
ensure that nations actually take the Hyogo Programme of Action
seriously and move concretely to implement it?

NOTES
1 In fact, in the end, the Hyogo Declaration as well as the Hyogo Programme of Action did men-

tion climate change several times – a small step in the right direction.
2 The MDGs, were, in fact, mentioned explicitly in the final documents issued from the World

Conference on Disaster Reduction (WCDR). However, none of the specific eight MDGs were
linked to the framework for disaster risks reduction developed and agreed by international con-
sensus. At the moment considerable effort is going into programmes worldwide to reduce
poverty, increase child survival, expand access to clean water, etc. Without identifying specific
links between disaster risks reduction and the manner in which these MDGs are being pursued,
a key opportunity for concrete implementation is going to be missed.

3 In announcing an International Early Warning System at the WCDR, Jan Egland called it
‘people centred.’ A major challenge for civil society is to take up this challenge and give content
to this phrase.

4 The Small Island Developing States (SIDS) were very active at the WCDR, and a paragraph on
their particular vulnerability to the hazards of climate change was included in the Hyogo Pro-
gramme of Action.
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GLOBETHICS.NET ELEMENTS 
FOR RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP

A result of the Globethics.net International Conference
Bangkok, Thailand, 22-26 September 2005

In today’s globalised and interconnected world, most societies are
challenged by a fast transition of structures and values. Therefore, former
models, guidelines and practices of leadership are changing. The call for
ethical orientation for responsible leadership is widespread. 

‘Responsible Leadership – Global and Contextual Ethical Challenges’
was the topic addressed at the International Globethics.net Conference,
22-26 September 2005 in Bangkok, Thailand. The participants explored
elements of principles for responsible leadership in five areas, namely
family, education, religion, business and politics. The principles outlined
in this paper represent the outcome of the Bangkok conference.

The participants, mostly ethicists, came from 22 countries in five con-
tinents in the South and North. They shared concerns and issues of crisis
in leadership in various fields and different social, political, economic
and religious contexts. Five keynote speeches and 25 papers were dis-
cussed in workshops and showed common concerns such as poverty and
wealth, war and violence, lopsided development, the speed of transforma-
tion and its effects on family, education, religion, media in the light of the
impact of globalisation on all spheres of life. Most of the contributors of
Globethics.net came from a Christian background; however, the inclusion
of interreligious perspectives is now increasing. 

The elements of principles for responsible leadership outlined below do
not form a closed list but rather a suggestion for ongoing debate both among
participants of the conference and a wider public interested in the topic.

1. Responsible Family Leadership

The overall criterion in family leadership is love understood as action. 

Responsible family leadership means:

• to respect the dignity, integrity and uniqueness of each person;

• to establish mutual trust [that upholds and affirms the other] ; 

• to empower others;



• to promote autonomy in the context of mutual dependence;
• to nurture, care and give life, seeking the wholeness of each member

in their spiritual, intellectual, physical and emotional dimensions;
• to give space for differences and be open for mutual critique; 
• to be mutually available for the other and willing to serve and

sacrifice; 
• to seek justice, peace and the common good; 
• to promote participatory family management.

2. Responsible Educational Leadership

The impact of globalisation and the current trends in development
show how dominant knowledge systems and paradigms have prolifer-
ated, in many cases resulting in alienating the poor from their traditional
and culturally shaped educational resources. Whereas ‘education’ needs
to be understood as a cultural process through which individuals are
socialised to become responsible adults within the community and soci-
ety, the dominant school systems often represent a type of ‘schooling’,
which can lead to cultural alienation. Holistic education is a tool to lib-
erate and transform people to be better human beings. 

Responsible educational leadership means:
• first and above all ; to warrant access to education;
• to focus on learning and teaching values that help people to mutu-

ally affirm their own and other cultures, religions and traditions
and also respect the whole of creation;

• to develop a critical way of thinking among ordinary people, edu-
cators and ethicists about the implications of being schooled in the
dominant institution and value systems;

• to search for alternative paradigms and patterns of education;
• to prevent the market from considering education as a business tool;
• to raise awareness about the inter-linkages between the oppressive

socio-political-economic structures in society and the existing par-
adigms of education; 

• to ensure that education is structured within the national cultural
and religious framework; 

• to lobby and to network as ethicists and educationists with
people’s organisations and movements to design and implement a
holistic pattern of education.
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3. Responsible Religious Leadership

Responsible religious leadership should take into account the particu-
lar contexts such as minority/majority situations of religions and cur-
rents within religions, the relation between religions and the State, the his-
tory of religions, the democratisation process of religious communities, the
demographic reality (variety of membership, manipulation of statistics
for political or other reasons), the relationship between ideology and the-
ology in a pluralistic context, and the gender sensitivity. 

The following paragraph looks at the issue mainly related to Christian
churches. 

Responsible religious leadership means:
within the church

• to be committed and faithful to the spiritual tasks of a religious
leader;

• to promote mutual respect of believers of other religions and other
churches;

• to sensitise against the abuse of religion for ideological and other
interests ;

• to ensure the full and active participation of women, men and
young people in all aspects of church and life ;

• to give priority to the most vulnerable individuals and communi-
ties under their care;

• to ensure that, in the training of personnel, the focus lie on look-
ing after the most vulnerable and the weakest ;

• to fight all forms of corruption in religious institutions and society;
• to fight all forms of discrimination based on race and ethnicity in

religion and society; 
• to be open to continuing theological re-interpretation and herme-

neutics in order to avoid ideological abuse of the respective scriptures;
• the openness to build bridges between religions; 
• transparency and accountability in the leading bodies;

in relation with the state and with the society

• to support legislation protecting religious rights within the state;
• to ensure mutual respect of religious and secular values;
• to support legislation against manipulation of society by quasi-reli-

gious cults ;
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• to encourage the state to recognise the particular contexts of reli-
gious histories;

• to promote participation of citizens in the political and social life
of the nation;

• to encourage constructive involvement in civil society;
• to avoid the temptation to exploit the demographic status of their

respective religions and denominations for political interests.

4. Responsible Business Leadership

The agents of business leadership are understood as the members of the
management on different levels and the shareholders represented by
board members (explore and enlarge). In the broader sense they include
the politicians, consumers, economic associations, etc. In general, the fol-
lowing paragraph speaks about the need to respect the core values of sus-
tainability, justice, peace, participation, and human rights.

Responsible business leadership means:
in general

• to equally weigh the needs and interests of the different stake-
holders such as employees, shareholders, the state, consumers, and
nature, and being accountable to them;

• to enter into competition in a transparent, fair and honest way;

economically

• to work for financial stability and at least maintain the value of the
borrowed and invested capital ;

• to actively resist all kind of corruption while respecting the
national laws and international anti-corruption conventions; 

• to look at a fair distribution and redistribution of income within
the company, but also of the added national value;

• to anticipate early enough and in a sound way, restructuring
processes that are necessary to respond to changing situations;

socially

• to explore and respect the ethical values in the different contexts
where business activities are done;

• to overcome double standards (in international activities) and
implement the same ethical, social and environmental standards

346 Responsible Leadership: Global Perspectives



in the different countries and to demand the same commitment
from the suppliers;

• to pay for raw material and primary goods above the costs of
production;

• to offer multi-stakeholder dialogues on sensitive issues or in fields
of conflicts ;

• to eradicate discriminations based on gender, ethnic origin, race,
religion, disability and culture in the workplace;

• to support efforts for broader representation of women in leading
positions;

politically

• to balance private and public interests ;
• to be willing to fulfil the obligations towards the different stake-

holders, especially consumers (quality of products and trans-
parency/truth of product information) and the state (paying taxes,
respecting legal requirements);

• to be willing to strengthen laws and regulations where necessary,
in order to respect values based on human rights and achieve eth-
ical goals ;

environmentally

• to respect sustainability as a long-term environmental, economic
and social commitment;

• to have a sense of accountability to the different stakeholders
including nature.

5. Responsible Political Leadership

Responsible political leadership is not solely a matter of individual
virtues but is closely linked to the community and the responsibility of
those who elect political leaders.

Responsible political leadership means:
on the community/constituency level

• to empower people to become subjects and active citizens in
organic union with the community;

• to act in solidarity with other life-affirming groups and move-
ments that strive for recognition and political participation;
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• to promote and facilitate the emergence of agencies among the
people and from below;

• to promote transparency as a regular institutional process that
allows checks and balances of leadership;

• to be aware of the danger of corruption and to actively fight it ;
• to promote a participatory political setting which allows the emer-

gence of young leaders;
• to be accountable, beyond the patterns of democracy by delegation,

by a binding representation;
• to promote peace, which presupposes a very careful use of the

monopoly of organised violence as well as a commitment to erad-
icate the roots of non-peaceful states of affairs ;

• to strengthen the autonomy of the social political reality, which
implies the promotion of freedom;

on the level of the leader

• to have a sense of, and for, spirituality, which presupposes the
acceptance of the limitation and of the decentralisation of all
political power;

• to be self-critical (especially in a Christian perspective where
human finitude is acknowledged in a basic way); 

• to foster life-affirming aims expressed through social movements;
• to keep promises;
• to network between groups and movements.

6. Responsible Media Leadership

The media have a great potential to influence people’s ideologies,
interests and priorities in life. The use and misuse of the media is directly
linked with the quality of life enjoyed by individuals in a civil society.
Consumers must be equipped with the ability and the perspective to
understand and use the media critically. 

Responsible media leadership means:
• an interest to develop a critical holistic perspective to read, inter-

pret and understand the media; 
• to provide media education for people at all levels ;

• to raise awareness about the role the media play in shaping
people’s lives;
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• to provide education, support and training to journalists in order
to enhance their skills and their commitment to defend the inter-
ests of the economically, socially, politically weak;

• to affirm the role and the significance of the whole range of media
(including non-conventional media) for effective communication;

• to use mass media to connect peoples, cultures, traditions and reli-
gions and affirm human communities ;

• to use computer-based communication technologies such as the
internet to promote ‘real’, rather than ‘virtual’ human communities.
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