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Ecojustice: Past and Present
By Christopher Lind 
Massey College, University of Toronto

examples of this concern was expressed by the Club of 
Rome, an international think tank whose report Limits to 
Growth2 was published in 1972.

Activists who focused on issues of poverty and 
racial injustice often advocated for economic policies 
that would encourage industrial growth in order to 
generate increased wealth. Concern for the environ-
ment was sometimes absent from this agenda. Activists 
who focused on issues of smog, population control, 
and endangered species often advocated against indus-

Ecojustice is a relatively new term in our lexi-
con, having emerged only in the last 40 years. 

Sometimes it is spelled with a hyphen (eco-justice) and 
sometimes without. It is widely used in environmental 
studies, education, and religion. It is increasingly used in 
philosophy and law. In this article I trace the emergence 
of the term in ecumenical struggles among social and 
environmental activists. The struggles between these 
two justice-oriented groups had a dialectical charac-
ter and the term ecojustice emerged as a synthesis of 
their competing claims. The article goes on to show 
how the ecojustice principles of solidarity, sustain-
ability, sufficiency, and socially just participation have 
found expression in the reports of the World Council of 
Churches, the Earth Charter and the scholarly work of 
the Earth Bible Project.

The late 1960s was a time of great social and intel-
lectual ferment. In North America the desire to address 
issues of social justice was strong and reflected in po-
litical campaigns with slogans like President Lyndon 
Johnson’s “The Great Society” and Prime Minister 
Pierre Trudeau’s “The Just Society.” At the very same 
time there arose a movement we came to recognize 
as the ecological movement. This movement was con-
cerned with pollution and the misuse of pesticides, as 
described for example in Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.1 
It was also concerned with the rapid increase in the 
world’s population seen in the 20th century, and the strain 
this was putting on the Earth’s resources. One of the best 
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trial expansion in order to limit environmental damage. 
Concern for social inequality was sometimes absent 
from this agenda.

In the Christian Churches both concerns were present 
but the concern for social justice was much stronger. In 
1970 an American Episcopal (Anglican) priest argued 
that “choosing [to work for] ecology instead of [against] 
poverty, or vice versa, is to make a bad choice” – the way 
ahead is to choose both.3 Norman Faramelli was work-
ing at the time for the Boston Industrial Mission. About 
the same time, a staff person for the American Baptist 
Churches named Richard Jones coined the term ‘eco-
justice’ “to mean both ecological wholeness and social 
justice.”4 The Presbyterian ethicist William Gibson 
describes ecojustice as recognizing “in other creatures 
and natural systems the claim to be respected and val-
ued and taken into account in societal arrangements … 
The concern for ecological soundness and sustainability 
includes but transcends the concern of humans for them-
selves.”5

Since that time the concept of ecojustice has been 
taken up by both religious and non-religious voices. 
In the World Council of Churches a focus on a “just, 
participatory and sustainable society” was initiated in 
1975 at the Nairobi Assembly. From these discussions 
emerged the ethical norms of sustainability, sufficiency, 
participation, and solidarity.6 This was further devel-
oped at the Vancouver Assembly in 1983 with a focus 
on “Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation.” The 
American ethicist Dieter Hessel describes the basic 
norms of ecojustice as follows:

•	 solidarity	with	other	people	and	creatures	–	com-
panions, victims, and allies – in earth community, 
reflecting deep respect for diverse creation; 

•	 ecological	sustainability	–	environmentally	fitting	
habits of living and working that enable life to 
flourish, and utilize ecologically and socially ap-
propriate technology;

•	 sufficiency	 as	 a	 standard	 of	 organized	 sharing,	
which requires basic floors and definite ceilings 
for equitable or “fair” consumption; 

•	 socially	just	participation	in	decisions	about	how	
to obtain sustenance and to manage community 
life for the good in common and the good of the 
commons.7

Other authors add the norm of equity to Hessel’s list 
in order to reinforce the idea that ecojustice is inclusive 
of social justice. Some of these themes have been devel-
oped by the Lutheran theologian Larry Rasmussen in his 

Earth Community, Earth Ethics.8 Several denominations 
have begun making explicit reference to the norms of 
sustainability, sufficiency, participation, and solidar-
ity.9 In the Roman Catholic tradition, Pope John Paul 
II has called for an “ecological conversion.”10 The de-
velopment of ecojustice in other religious traditions has 
been chronicled in a multi-volume book series World 
Religions and Ecology (edited by Mary Evelyn Tucker 
and John Grim) published by the Center for the Study of 
World Religions at Harvard Divinity School and distrib-
uted by Harvard University Press. 

On the non-religious side, the United Nations was 
key in promoting a series of events and reports that 
advanced the issue. In 1972 there was a UN confer-
ence in Stockholm on Environment and Development. 
Then in 1983 the UN convened the World Commission 
on Environment and Development. It issued a report 
in 1987 by which time it had become known as the 
Brundtland Commission after its Chair, Gro Harlem 
Brundtland. The report was titled Our Common Future11 
and it focused on the concept of sustainable develop-
ment which it defined as “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.”

This was followed by a conference in Rio de Janeiro 
in 1992 that became known as the Earth Summit and fol-
lowed again by a conference in Johannesburg in 2002 that 
became known as Rio after 10. The Earth Summit was 
significant for its declaration but it was also significant 
for what was not agreed upon there. A draft declaration 
of Earth Rights had been prepared for Rio but there were 
not enough signatories to achieve this goal. In 1994 the 
former Soviet President Michail Gorbachev and the 
Canadian Secretary General of the Rio Earth Summit 
Maurice Strong revived this initiative with early support 
from the Government of the Netherlands. In 1997 they 
organized an independent Earth Charter Commission as 
a kind of People’s Movement. In 2000 the Earth Charter 
was officially launched, endorsed by non-governmental 
groups and popular organizations around the world. The 
Earth Charter effectively elaborates the four ecojustice 
norms listed above.12 A summary of the 16 principles is 
attached in the appendix.

The tension between advocates of social justice and 
advocates for other communities of the Earth has not 
gone away. Campaigners for greater social equality 
remain concerned about what they see as attempts to 
restore ecological balance on the backs of the poorest 
people. At the same time, advocates for ecological integ-
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rity remain suspicious that any attempt to address social 
inequality before environmental destruction rather than 
together means that, fundamentally, the rest of Creation 
remains outside our intellectual and moral universe. As 
the German Protestant theologian Jurgen Moltmann put 
it, “What we call the environmental crisis is not merely 
a crisis in the natural environment of human beings. It 
is nothing less than a crisis in human beings themselves. 
It is a crisis of life on this planet …. As far as we can 
judge, it is the beginning of a life and death struggle 
for creation on this earth.”13 As the Canadian Catholic 
Bishops put it “The cry of the earth and the cry of the 
poor are one.”14

For myself, I have become convinced that the de-
veloping concept of ecojustice can be a way forward, 
beyond the false dichotomy of social justice vs. ecologi-
cal justice, as long as it is understood as a term that can 
include both human suffering and the groaning of the 
Earth. One of the projects that has helped lead me to this 
conviction is the Earth Bible project from Australia.15 
Under the leadership of Dr. Norman Habel, a bibli-
cal scholar from Flinders University in Adelaide, five 
volumes of essays have been published. These essays 
are by scholars the world over, all responding to six 
hermeneutical ecojustice principles. These are not ethi-
cal principles or principles of social organization. Rather 
these are principles for interpreting sacred texts. The use 
of these principles to guide biblical interpretation is an 
attempt to overcome the effect of other ideas, namely, 
the separation of humanity from nature that was embed-
ded in the eighteenth-century intellectual movement 
known as the Enlightenment. 

Speaking as someone who comes to this debate after 
decades of involvement in issues of social justice, I can 
say that the movement to an Earth-centred concious-
ness16 is as profound a challenge as I have encountered. 
Working with the ecojustice principles of the Earth 
Bible Project has been helpful in understanding just how 
profound a challenge that is. Of course, adopting the lan-
guage of ecojustice does not end all debates. It signals a 
profound shift in thinking and makes new solutions pos-
sible. Instead of thinking the environment is merely the 
backdrop for the central human drama and a resource for 
its continuation, an ecojustice approach centres human 
life and activity within the web of all life and activity. 

A formal secular definition of justice would be to 
give to everyone that which is their due. In contempo-
rary Christian theology, another way of thinking about 
justice is to understand it as ‘right relationship.’ An eco-

justice approach understands right relationship in terms 
of all the communities of the Earth, giving all of them 
their due. It doesn’t automatically resolve the question 
about the nature of these relationships but it does claim 
that all life has moral value and therefore a claim on 
humans as moral agents.17 Again, from a Christian point 
of view, all Creation comes from God and all Creation 
bears the marks of God. Creation gives witness to the 
Creator (Acts 14:17) and makes plain God’s power and 
nature (Rom 1:19-20). Right relationship is a founda-
tional principle for all Creation, not just for humans. 
From this point on, no question of justice considered by 
humans can ignore the claims of the rest of Creation for 
right relationship. 

A Senior Fellow at Massey College at the University of Toronto, 
Christopher Lind served as Director of the Toronto School of Theology 
from 2003 to 2006. His most recent publications have addressed issues of 
religion and ecology in the context of social justice and globalization.

Appendix 1: Earth Charter Principles
See www.earthcharter.org

1. Respect Earth and life in all its diversity.

2. Care for the community of life with understanding, 
compassion, and love.

3. Build democratic societies that are just, participatory, 
sustainable, and peaceful.

4. Secure Earth’s bounty and beauty for present and 
future generations.

5. Protect and restore the integrity of Earth’s ecological 
systems, with special concern for biological diversity 
and the natural processes that sustain life.

6. Prevent harm as the best method of environmental 
protection and, when knowledge is limited, apply a 
precautionary approach.

7. Adopt patterns of production, consumption, and 
reproduction that safeguard Earth’s regenerative ca-
pacities, human rights, and community well-being.

8. Advance the study of ecological sustainability and 
promote the open exchange and wide application of 
the knowledge acquired.

9. Eradicate poverty as an ethical, social, and environ-
mental imperative.

10. Ensure that economic activities and institutions at all 
levels promote human development in an equitable 
and sustainable manner.
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11. Affirm gender equality and equity as prerequisites to 
sustainable development and ensure universal access 
to education, health care, and economic opportunity.

12. Uphold the right of all, without discrimination, to a 
natural and social environment supportive of human 
dignity, bodily health, and spiritual well-being, with 
special attention to the rights of indigenous peoples 
and minorities.

13. Strengthen democratic institutions at all levels, and 
provide transparency and accountability in gover-
nance, inclusive participation in decision making, 
and access to justice.

14. Integrate into formal education and life-long learn-
ing the knowledge, values, and skills needed for a 
sustainable way of life.

15. Treat all living beings with respect and consider-
ation.

16. Promote a culture of tolerance, nonviolence, and 
peace.

Appendix 2: Ecojustice Hermeneutical 
Principles 
See: www.webofcreation.org/Earthbible/ebprinciples.html

1. The Principle of Intrinsic Worth
 The universe, Earth and all its components have in-

trinsic worth/value.

2. The Principle of Interconnectedness 
 Earth is a community of interconnected living things 

that are mutually dependent on each other for life and 
survival.

3. The Principle of Voice
 Earth is a subject capable of raising its voice in cel-

ebration and against injustice.

4. The Principle of Purpose
 The universe, Earth and all its components are part 

of a dynamic cosmic design within which each piece 
has a place in the overall goal of that design.

5. The Principle of Mutual Custodianship
 Earth is a balanced and diverse domain in which re-

sponsible custodians can function as partners, rather 
than rulers, to sustain a balanced and diverse Earth 
community.

6. The Principle of Resistance
 Earth and its components not only suffer from injus-

tices at the hands of humans, but actively resist them 
in the struggle for justice.
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In March of 2008, the Episcopal Commission for Social 
Affairs of the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 
(CCCB) published a pastoral letter on the environmen-
tal crisis as part of the United Nations’ International 
Year of Planet Earth. The Ecumenist is pleased to re-
produce the letter, entitled “Our Relationship with the 
Environment: The Need for Conversion,” with permis-
sion of the CCCB. This letter follows the Social Affairs 
commission’s 2003 letter entitled “ ‘You love all that ex-
ists… all things are Yours, God, lover of life’: A Pastoral 
Letter on the Christian Ecological Imperative.” Both 
letters are available in English and French on the CCCB 
Web site www.cccb.ca. 

In October 2003, our Commission for Social Affairs 
released a letter on the Christian ecological imperative 

entitled “You love all that exists… all things are Yours, 
God, lover of life” (Wisdom 11.26). Since then, the 
United Nations has declared 2008 as the International 
Year of Planet Earth. We wish to take this opportunity to 
continue our reflections with our nation’s Catholics.

The Synthesis Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) clearly demonstrates the 
magnitude of the challenges to be addressed.1 Scientific 
and technical developments can help, but we will not 
succeed without a personal and collective conversion. It 
is in this spirit that we propose this reflection which is 
intended to inspire us.

Biblical Vision of Creation and Humanity
To appreciate the extent of this conversion, let us re-

call God’s plan for nature and humanity. God the Creator 
brought creation out of chaos into cosmos, that is, from 
a universe marked by disorder to one where order and 
beauty reign. Proud of this, God says: “This is good” 
(Genesis 1.4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). We are filled with 
this same feeling when we view photographs of our 
planet taken by astronauts. We see it as a small, bluish 
ball surrounded by a fragile layer of water and cloudy 
air… one could say like a precious jewel.

On this miniscule planet, a human being is created 
in the image and likeness of God: capable, like God, 

of knowing, loving, and acting freely and responsibly. 
“The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden 
of Eden, to till it and keep it” (Genesis 2.15). To till is 
to develop and stimulate growth; to keep and to care for 
means to ensure the durability of resources. The notion 
of “sustainable development” is thus prescribed in the 
very first pages of Genesis. The earth is entrusted to 
humanity like a garden that is managed but not owned. 
Humans are responsible for being gardeners for the 
species of plants and good shepherds for the species of 
animals. Humanity is accountable, not only for manag-
ing the domain entrusted to it, but also for the image of 
God humans reflect by means of their management.

The term “environment” suggests there is a centre, 
which is the human being. However, humanity is part of 
the physical and ecological balance and also part of the 
very complex network of relationships that characterizes 
the environment. Intervening in one or other relationship 
modifies the balance of others. As Archbishop Renato 
Martino has said, “Theology, philosophy and science all 
speak of a harmonious universe, of a ‘cosmos’ endowed 
with its own integrity, its own internal, dynamic balance. 
This order must be respected.”2

Rupture of Harmony with Nature 
While scientific and technological developments 

have brought us indisputable benefits, they have also had 
devastating effects on nature including air, water and 
soil pollution, increased greenhouse gases, destruction 
of the ozone layer, deterioration of large ecosystems, 
disappearance of a number of species and reduced bio-
diversity. The IPCC, which received the 2007 Nobel 
Peace Prize, affirms that all nations will be affected by 
the increase in greenhouse gases. Its experts foresee 
a multiplication of heat waves, droughts, and floods. 
Accelerated melting of ice at the poles will significantly 
increase ocean levels and have devastating effects, espe-
cially in the southern hemisphere, home to the world’s 
poorest nations.

After signing the Kyoto Protocol, in which we agreed 
to decrease our greenhouse gases to six per cent less than 
those of 1990, we have instead increased them by ap-

Our Relationship with the Environment:  
The Need for Conversion
by the Episcopal Commission for Social Affairs,  
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops
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proximately 25 per cent. The latest UN report on human 
development describes Canada as an “extreme case” of a 
nation that is disregarding its commitments.3 The current 
ecological problems are essentially witnesses for the 
prosecution, testifying that we have violated the laws of 
life. We have forgotten that “we command nature only 
by obeying her.” It appears to be more difficult to respect 
the laws of nature than to transport humans to the moon 
and back! The verdict is simple: we have mismanaged 
the “domain” entrusted to us.

Rupture of Harmony with Our Fellow 
Creatures 

This rupture of harmony with nature brings con-
sequences no less dramatic for those who share our 
common humanity. The Second Vatican Council 
affirmed: “God intended the earth with everything con-
tained in it for the use of all human beings and peoples” 
(Gaudium et Spes, no. 69). Commenting on this state-
ment, Pope John Paul II has said:

It is manifestly unjust that a privileged few should 
continue to accumulate excess goods, squandering 
available resources, while masses of people are liv-
ing in conditions of misery at the very lowest level of 
subsistence. Today, the massive threat of ecological 
breakdown is teaching us the extent to which greed 
and selfishness – both individual and collective – are 
contrary to the order of creation, an order which is 
characterized by mutual interdependence.4

Instead of fostering this interdependence, we have 
allowed the planet to fragment into the Third World and 
the Fourth World, as if it rotated at different speeds. The 
IPCC experts tell us the poorest countries will be those 
most severely affected by climate change. 

There is also injustice with regards to future gen-
erations. Our current leaders wish to avoid bequeathing 
a crushing burden of debt to our descendants. After 
spending beyond our means, it would be unreasonable 
of us to expect them to pay the price. But a damaged 
environment represents a debt incomparably greater and 
more difficult to reduce. The economic costs required 
to restore the environment are unfathomable. We have 
only to think of the costs relating to smog days, health 
problems and climate disturbances.

An article in the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
states that every society has a duty to seek the child’s 
best interests. How can we take pride in leaving our chil-
dren the heritage of such a damaged environment? It was 
in much better condition when we received it!

Steps Are Underway
At the same time, it must be acknowledged that envi-

ronmental issues are more and more part of the agenda 
of governments, municipalities, industries, businesses, 
and media. More rational methods are being used to 
manage ocean, forest, and earth resources. Industries 
are reducing their pollution emissions; municipalities 
are installing costly sewage treatment facilities. The 
percentage of waste recovery and recycling is gradually 
increasing. Growing numbers of individuals are agreeing 
to make personal efforts in favour of the environment, 
which include reducing highway speed limits, using 
public transit, decreasing and recycling waste, purchas-
ing local and regional products, and lowering residential 
temperatures. Ecological awareness is emerging and 
becoming a fact of culture.

In addition, ten years after the signing of the Montreal 
Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer 
(1997), scientists are observing with satisfaction that the 
emission of substances depleting the ozone layer has, 
for all practical purposes, been eliminated. A number of 
large cities, concerned with reducing the frequency of 
smog and ensuring air quality, are fulfilling the Kyoto 
objectives. The same holds true for several political 
jurisdictions in the United States and the European 
Union.

All these steps are important. But, scientists tell us, 
we are heading toward a concrete wall, and the steps we 
are currently taking will only serve to diminish the force 
of the impact. Our leaders have made commitments 
in Rio (1992), Kyoto (1997), Johannesburg (2002), 
and more recently in Bali (2007). But they have great 
difficulty in moving from words to action. When our 
security is threatened, they find ways to protect it, yet it 
is compromised even more at present by the effects of 
environmental deterioration.

Pope John Paul II reminded us that the crisis is not 
only ecological, but moral and spiritual. A moral cri-
sis must be met with conversion, which is a change in 
perspective, attitudes and behaviour. Essentially, this 
conversion is aimed at the ruptures we have created with 
nature, with our neighbour and with God. It has to focus 
on re-establishing a relationship, that is, creating a cli-
mate of reconciliation.

Re-establishing Links with Nature
We must re-establish the links with nature that we 

have damaged. We now know that we are tied much 
more closely to the environment in which we live than 
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we had imagined. Our planet is a spacecraft on which we 
navigate together with the environment, for better and 
for worse. As Saint Paul says, “the whole creation has 
been groaning in labour pains until now,” in the hope “to 
be set free from its bondage to decay” (Romans 8.22 and 
21). Is development that is more respectful of nature’s 
laws and rhythms not a first step toward its freedom?

In this respect, each of us is responsible for having 
an appropriate attitude toward the environment. We 
may believe that the actions of individuals, groups and 
communities are but drops of water in the ocean in com-
parison with the global challenges we are facing, but the 
cumulative effect of simple gestures carries weight. We 
have only to remember Jean Giono’s beautiful fable-like 
story, The Man Who Planted Trees, so brilliantly filmed 
by Frédéric Bach. As an example, many of us could 
probably decrease by a ton the greenhouse gases we 
produce annually.5 

To convert is also to regain a sense of limit. It means 
adjusting our lifestyle to available planetary resources. 
Many are not renewable, and those that are have a pace 
of regeneration too slow for our impatient natures. A 
limited planet cannot meet unlimited needs, especially 
when its great ecosystems are undergoing premature 
aging. 

Since overconsumption and waste have become a way 
of life, conversion implies that we free ourselves collec-
tively from our obsession to possess and consume.

In the words of renowned ecologist Pierre Dansereau, 
“joyful austerity” or voluntary simplicity will help us 
to reorient ourselves on being, instead of having. Our 
humanity will gain in the process. 

It will then be easier for us to look at nature with new 
eyes. Instead of considering it primarily as a resource 
to be exploited, we will be more inclined to admire its 
beauty and grandeur. In its own way, nature will open 
us to the mystery of Life and its Creator. As Saint John 
of the Cross says, “…through these woods he pass’d…
clothing every place with loveliest reflection of his 
face.” An attitude of contemplation contributes greatly 
to renewing ties and establishing a new alliance with our 
environment.

Renewing Ties with Our Brothers and Sisters
The issue of the environment, now so crucial, ties us 

to one another as never before. Selfishness is no longer 
merely immoral, it is becoming suicidal. We no longer 
have a choice about new solidarity and new forms of 
sharing.

The Johannesburg Conference in 2002 clearly showed 
that it is impossible to protect the environment if entire 
areas of continents continue to live in misery. Many of 
our brothers and sisters are forced into a way of life that 
is unacceptable and unworthy of their human condition. 
We are more aware of this than ever, but we behave as if 
we were blind, deaf and insensible.

In the past, our country made a commitment to donate 
0.7 per cent of our Gross National Product (GNP) in the 
form of international aid. It is currently giving less than 
0.3 per cent: crumbs falling from the rich man’s table, 
while Lazarus is dying of hunger (Luke 16.19-30). The 
Gospel message reminds us, however, that the path to 
meeting God passes along the path of our brothers and 
sisters.

We must also establish ties, in advance, with future 
generations. We are reminded of the Gospel episode in 
which the Apostles argued among themselves about who 
would be the greatest. Jesus took a child and placed it in 
their midst. He invited his disciples to see reality through 
a child’s eyes. Parents and grandparents experience this 
conversion of perspective which brings them back to 
what is essential. We hope our elected representatives 
will remember first of all the heritage we are leaving our 
children when making important decisions. Because we 
love our children, what environment, what society do we 
wish to bequeath to them? A Spanish poet wrote, “It is 
beautiful to love the world through the eyes of those that 
are yet to be born” (Castillo).

Renewing Our Ties with God
Are we not like the prodigal son who asked his father 

for his inheritance and then left home and proceeded 
to waste it (Luke 15.11-32)? In our drive to earn more, 
to possess more, to consume always more, we have 
sacrificed a great deal to the economic almighty, which 
has become like the substance of modern life. We have 
mismanaged the Garden of Eden entrusted to us. It has 
lost part of its integrity and beauty.

Moreover, although we have the knowledge and 
means of sharing the goods of the earth to which all are 
entitled, like spoiled children we prefer to ensure our 
own comfort and lifestyle. We have yielded to the innate 
selfishness that marks each of us like a scar. Even today, 
God is asking us, “Where is your brother” (Genesis 
4.9)?

Similarly, we have tarnished the image of God that is 
within us. In receiving his original blessing, humanity 
was invited to be the bearer of the image of the God who 
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is a friend of life, concerned with the truth and beauty of 
life, filled with love and compassion for all, in particular 
for the poor and those who suffer. Are we truly this im-
age of God?

Some of our choices stem from our individual be-
haviour, others from what Pope John Paul II called 
“structures of sin” – in which we participate in a more 
or less responsible manner.6 We bear within ourselves a 
weight of death and refusal. Ecological challenges of-
fer us an opportunity to embark once more on the paths 
of the Gospel. In the biblical sense of the term this is a 
“favourable time” to strengthen our ties with God by 
allowing ourselves to be infused with the freshness of 
the Gospel.

Conclusion
Our faith in Christ offers us a radical choice: “To 

choose between life and death” (Deuteronomy 30.15). 
This could not be a timelier invitation. Only genuine 
conversion will help us mend the ruptures and rees-
tablish our life relationship with nature, our sisters and 
brothers, and the Creator of Life. For this, Saint Francis 
of Assisi presents a beautiful model of renewed human-
ity and rediscovered harmony.7

Members of the Episcopal Commission for Social Affairs 
+ Roger Ébacher, Chairman, Archbishop of Gatineau 
+ Bertrand Blanchet, Archbishop of Rimouski 
+ Daniel J. Bohan, Archbishop of Regina 
+ Brendan M. O’Brien, Archbishop of Kingston

1  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Climate 
Change 2001: Synthesis Report, United Nations, November 2007. 
Established by the UN, the IPCC is composed of experts from a number of 
countries. Its Synthesis Report summarizes some 3,000 pages of previous 
reports.

2  John Paul II, Message for the World Day of Peace, 1 January 1990, 
cited by Archbishop Renato Martino, Statement to the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 4 
June 1992.

3  UN, 2007/2008 Human Development Report, Fighting Climate 
Change, 2007.

4  John Paul II, Message for the World Day of Peace, 1 January 1990.
5  The Canadian average is 20 tons, one of the highest in the world.
6  In his Encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, Pope John Paul II talks 

about “the true nature of the evil which faces us with respect to the develop-
ment of peoples: it is a question of a moral evil, the fruit of many sins which 
lead to ‘structures of sin’” (no. 37).

7  For further reflection:
•	 	CCCB	Commission	for	Social	Affairs;	You Love All that Exists…All 

Things Are Yours, God, Lover of Life, Pastoral Letter on the Christian 
Ecological Imperative, October 2003.

•	 	Kairos	 –	 Canadian	 Ecumenical	 Justice	 Initiatives,	 Re-energizing 
the Future: Faith and Justice in a Post-Petroleum World (Toronto: 
September 2007). www.kairoscanada.org (accessed Aug 2008)

Beyond Words:   
New Language for a  
Changing Church
Lorraine Ste-Marie 

Using examples from her teaching and professional lives,  
Lorraine Ste-Marie bridges, in a very practical way,  
organizational theory, language theory and authentic  
personal development, examining the difficult process  
of change and how individuals and institutions tend to  
resist it.

Lorraine Ste-Marie teaches Mission and Pastoral Studies  
at Saint Paul University, Ottawa.

292 pp PB 6" x 9" 978-2-89646-030-4 $29.95

 Available at your local bookstore or call 1- 800 -387-7164 to order

Available  
in Fall  
2008



The Ecumenist, Vol. 45, No. 3  Summer 2008 / 9

Poverty and Social Justice in East Africa
By Miniva Chibuye, 
Jesuit Centre for Theological Reflection, Lusaka, Zambia 

This article was presented as a paper at the Association 
of Member Episcopal Conferences of Eastern Africa 
(AMECEA) conference on June 30, 2008 by Miniva 
Chibuye, Assistant Coordinator of the Social Conditions 
Programme at the Jesuit Centre for Theological 
Reflection (www.jctr.org.zm) in Lusaka, Zambia. 
Established in 1961, AMECEA comprises Zambia, 
Malawi, Tanzania, Uganda, Sudan, Kenya, Ethiopia, 
and Eritrea. Associate membership is held by Somalia 
and Djibouti. The total population of AMECEA coun-
tries is approximately 250 million, of whom some 40 
million are Roman Catholic.  

“Whenever you are in doubt, apply the following 
test: recall the face of the poorest and the weakest 
person you may have seen and ask yourself if the 
step you contemplate is going to be of any use to 
them.”—Mahatma Gandhi

The above quotation by Gandhi offers a very pow-
erful message, especially to us Christians, of the 

moral obligation we have to ensure the attainment of 
social justice. The Church has at times been accused of 
being political without qualifications to that statement. 
But the Church must be political in that politics affects 
economics, which is about how resources are generated 
and shared. Yes, the Church should not be in party poli-
tics but its mission must be of integral evangelization. 
What better news can the Church bring to her people 
if not issues that touch on the core of their humanity? 
How else can the Church promote the human dignity if 
not by challenging the oppressive structures that lead to 
suffering, inequality, and poverty? With the shattering 
of peace resulting from the Kenyan electoral crisis, the 
long-term conflicts experienced in most of East Africa, 
the current situation of high food and oil prices, and 
the rising income disparities in all AMECEA countries, 
what better time can we have to deeply reflect on these 
core issues and propose better solutions than now? 

Indeed, the Church’s voice should be louder today 
than ever before in advocating for social justice in rela-
tion to improving livelihoods of the poor. As Christians, 
we have been mandated by Jesus Christ through his 
teachings and lifestyle to opt for the poor and endeavour 

to attain social justice, as he stated in John 10:10: “I have 
come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” The 
question we should ask ourselves is: are we willing to 
take up this command? Can we the AMECEA countries 
make a difference to people’s suffering? Can we be the 
salt of the earth and light of the world as reminded in the 
parable of the last judgment (Matthew 5:13-14)?

In embracing this theme of poverty and social justice 
in the Association of Member Episcopal Conferences 
of Eastern Africa (AMECEA) countries, this paper first 
highlights the need to better promote a society free of 
injustice characterized by impoverishment, HIV and 
AIDS, conflict, environmental degradation, etc. The 
paper will define concepts of poverty and social justice 
both in theoretical and practical terms. It will then draw 
upon existing data to indicate the lacunae between eco-
nomic growth and levels of impoverishment within the 
AMECEA countries. The paper finally identifies some 
policy proposals with which the Assembly can work.

Defining Poverty and Social Justice

“When we read statistics, we must see real people. 
When we confront problems, we must cast them as 
opportunities. When we doubt our energy or ques-
tion our faith in development, we must take fresh 
resolve from the reality that on our work depends 
the fate of millions.”—Barber Conable (former 
World Bank president)

Poverty is a situation where people live in less human 
conditions: conditions that do not bestow human dignity. 
These include having inadequate food to eat, lack of 
access to quality education and health care, ignorance, 
disease, etc. It includes also disempowerment in vari-
ous dimensions and psychological stress occasioned by 
these conditions. These conditions, our human history 
attests, are conditions that are brought about structurally. 
They are a product of intra- and inter-national political, 
social, and economic arrangements. As such it becomes 
meaningful both in policy designing and analytic terms 
to refer to this state of affairs as a state of impoverish-
ment. This is the word that I wish to come back to 
throughout this sharing!
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Over the years, we’ve been inundated with defini-
tions, statistics, and pictures of poverty around the 
world. Increasingly, poverty has assumed an African 
face with sub-Saharan Africa being cited as the best 
example for extreme impoverishment. For some, having 
poor people within their society has come to be viewed 
as a norm rather than an exception. After all, “the poor 
we will always have” as some would say! However, the 
question is, who are these poor?

The standard way of measuring whether an individ-
ual is below or above the poverty threshold is income. 
According to the World Bank, those below the “one-
dollar-a-day” are extremely poor (cannot afford to have 
adequate food) and “two-dollars-a-day” per person are 
moderately poor. In 2001, 1.1 billion people in the world 
were estimated to live below the US$1 per day threshold 
and 2.7 billion lived on less than US$2 per day thresh-
old. Sub-Saharan Africa, where all AMECEA countries 
are located, is the epicentre of this pandemic. In 2001, 
extreme poverty increased to 318 million (46%) from 
231 million (41%) in 1981. What this means is that al-
most half of sub-Saharan African population were eating 
less food than is required to sustain their human bodies. 

Going beyond the income threshold, Amartya Sen, 
the Nobel Prize winner for Economics, has widened 
the scope by defining “development,” the flipside of 
poverty, using the capability and functioning approach. 
Sen has added the whole question of justice by stress-
ing the need for freedoms and entitlements. Similarly, 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
Human Development Index, whose flipside is the 
Human Poverty Index, measures development in terms 
of knowledge (education), life expectancy (health), and 
a decent standard of living (income). These foci of mea-
surement in human development go beyond economic, 
social or political considerations as they define condi-
tions of what it really means to be human. Yes, everyone, 
rich or poor, child or adult, black or white is entitled to 
good health, adequate education, decent housing, nutri-
tious food, and decent clothing. But Sen and UNDP’s 
formulation of development especially reminds us 
Christians that poverty is also a moral problem and 
therefore each one of us has a moral obligation to respect 
and defend the dignity of every human being.

To “operationalize” the definitions put forward by 
Sen and the UNDP, the Jesuit Centre for Theological 
Reflection (JCTR), a faith-based organization that is 
seeking to see a society where faith promotes justice 
for all, in all spheres of life, especially for the poor, 

has for almost 20 years conducted a survey known 
as the Basic Needs Basket (BNB). The BNB reflects 
the cost of meeting the basic needs for food and other 
essentials such as decent housing, health, education, 
etc. Through this effort, the JCTR has added value to 
the examination of living conditions within particular 
context using universal standards. As its name implies, 
the BNB is constructed in terms of both food and non-
food essential items. It was designed to portray an ideal 
situation that upholds a productive and healthy nation 
and consequently the promotion of human dignity. The 
JCTR Basket has been appreciated at both the national 
and international level as it speaks to the striking and 
concrete story of how living conditions are profoundly 
influenced by both internal and external factors such as 
erratic rainfall patterns, internal political changes, eco-
nomic shocks, the external wars, externally influenced 
policies, collapse of industries, etc.

The evidence from the BNB has challenged the JCTR 
to be conscious of the many hardships of the Zambian 
people and the struggles they have gone through in re-
sponse to the rising costs of living while access to decent 
employment, healthcare, education, and other social 
services has declined. The freedom of people within a 
society to afford basic needs is essential to the promo-
tion of human dignity. As Barber Conable observes, 
“When we read statistics, we must see real people.” To 
this end, the JCTR’s Basic Needs Basket has been used 
extensively to advocate on various issues, e.g., prudent 
socio-economic and political decisions and just rela-
tionships between employers and employees in order 
to help create more human conditions for the people of 
Zambia.

In 2005 the JCTR began the process of conducting 
the BNB concept in three rural areas, Malama in Eastern 
Province, Matushi in North Western Province, and Saka 
on the Copperbelt Province. The rationale was to bring 
to prominence the challenges faced by the majority rural 
Zambian families in leading decent lives. After a rigor-
ous exercise of collecting information, analyzing and 
designing in such a way as to reflect the rural area con-
text, the Rural Basket was launched. The Rural Basket 
highlights prevailing food availability and consumption, 
cost of non-food essentials, essential services, and pre-
vailing livelihoods, among others. Some insights from 
the Rural Basket survey demonstrate that rural areas 
are fundamentally food insecure. Measuring against the 
recommended caloric (energy) intake of 2400 per person 
per day, available evidence shows that in February 2008, 
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Saka and Matushi recorded caloric deficits of 1000 
and 1300 calories per person per day respectively. The 
Malama January Rural Basket recorded a deficiency of 
1100 calories per person per day. Agriculture being the 
mainstay in rural areas, the nutritional deficiency brings 
to the fore the element of productivity as agriculture in 
rural Zambia is labour intensive and largely dependent 
on energy levels. 

It is the belief of the JCTR that every human being 
desires to lead a life of full access to adequate and nutri-
tious food, adequate housing, decent clothing, quality 
education, social inclusion, psychological serenity, ad-
equate health, etc. Therefore, lack of realization of these 
fundamental needs is a denial of the humanity that is 
inherent in each one of us. It is fundamentally a matter 
of social justice.

Social Justice
Justice is perceived as both a moral and legal concept. 

Social justice adds the dimension of the common good 
to the meaning of justice. Thus, one of the fundamental 
tenets in the realm of social justice is the realization of 
the rights of each and every individual and the promo-
tion of equality. With social justice comes the moral 
obligation for individuals and the wider society to share 
the duty to respect the human rights of all. Social justice 
leads to reconciliation and an absence of conflict. It is 
concerned with the development of every person and 
the whole person, with subsequent influence on attain-
ment of integral human development. In May 1989, 
the European Ecumenical Assembly indicated, “as 
Christians, we cannot uncritically advocate an ideology 
of human progress which of itself does not take adequate 
account of the whole person.” Social justice is therefore 
an expression of concern and love for others in their 
entirety as human beings.

In the academic realm, David Miller, a lecturer at 
Oxford University, has identified four principles of 
social justice: equal citizenship, entitlement to a social 
minimum, equality of opportunity, and fair distribution. 
The principles of “equality of opportunity” and “fair 
distribution” bring into perspective issues of equitable 
distribution of services and resources. In his framework, 
Miller interprets “entitlement to a social minimum” as 
investments in social protection, which has been a failed 
project in most developing countries. In my view, the 
fourth principle, “equal citizenship,” is superior to the 
rest, without which none of the principles would be “op-
erationalized” in a committed and sustainable manner. 

This principle refers to an all-encompassing citizen’s 
rights. It includes both civil and political rights (e.g., 
right to vote, free assembly, etc.) and also the economic, 
social, and cultural rights (right to adequate food, water, 
access to health, etc.).

While most countries have adopted civil and political 
rights, very few have enshrined economic, social, and 
cultural rights (ESCRs) in the Bill of Rights of their 
constitutions. Making these rights justiciable (legally 
enforceable) in all AMECEA countries will not only 
ensure real freedom, equality, and solidarity, but also 
genuine reconciliation and lasting peace. This resonates 
well with the Church’s call for integral human develop-
ment, as the “transition from less human conditions to 
more human conditions” (Paul VI, 1967). It has been 
clearly manifested that there is a persistent nexus be-
tween the denial of social justice and impoverishment. 
Impoverishment cannot exist in an environment of jus-
tice and the reverse is also true.

Impoverishment in the AMECEA Countries
This paper acknowledges that it is challenging to 

present a holistic view on poverty and social justice 
in countries that are diverse in nature and orientation. 
For example, unlike Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Sudan 
and Uganda, Tanzania, Zambia and Malawi may not 
share similar experiences of civil strife or war amongst 
the countries represented in the AMECEA Assembly. 
Nevertheless, the glaring economic injustice in all these 
countries bequeaths the Assembly with a common point 
of departure that requires a strong concerted voice that 
the Assembly can ably provide. Without doubt, all 
AMECEA countries are endowed with rich natural and 
human resources and yet are home to some of the poor-
est people in the world. The majority of the AMECEA 
countries have experienced gradual economic growth 
in the past few years. However, this growth has gen-
erated very little positive effects on overall human 
development. According to the African Economic 
Outlook (2007/2008), positive economic trends were 
evident among the many African countries. Most coun-
tries experienced growth in Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP), which is the total market value of all final goods 
and services produced within a country in a given 
period of time. The AMECEA countries have equally 
experienced GDP growth averaging above five percent-
age points, with the exception of Ethiopia at an all-time 
high 8.2% surpassing the required growth rate to attain 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Ethiopia 
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is closely followed by Malawi with an estimated GDP 
growth of 6.8%, just 0.2% short of the 7% target set 
in the MDGs. For most countries, the growth was at-
tributed to growth in agriculture production as well as 
trade. It should be conveyed that this analysis excludes 
Eritrea due to the absence of statistics from my source, 
the African Economic Outlook.

It is encouraging to note that some African countries 
have actually reached the recommended growth rate for 
poverty reduction and the majority are close to attaining 
the target. This is certainly good news for Africa and 
should be commended. It also shows that Africa has the 
potential to expand economically. Economists them-
selves believe there can never be real poverty reduction 
among low income countries without economic growth 
above 7%. In other words, economists believe growth is 
a necessary, if not sufficient condition for broader de-
velopment. While I agree with them, my Social Science 
background and my orientation in social justice issues 
demands that I thoroughly analyze whether this growth 
has made any difference to the lives of the impoverished 
people in our societies.

Paradoxically, the countries with the highest eco-
nomic growth have the lowest Human Development 
Index (HDI) among the AMECEA countries. The HDI is 
a very comprehensive measure calculated by the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP) and inspired by 
Amartya Sen’s definition of poverty. It highlights human 
progress and the quality of life. The HDI is calculated 
using a combination of three social and economic indi-
cators for 177 countries: life expectancy, literacy rates, 
and income. Since the HDI focuses on human needs, 
it is linked with development views centred on social 
justice. Taking the same period as the point of reference, 
the 2007/08 Human Development Report ironically 
shows that while ranked 169th of the 177 countries, 
Ethiopia has the highest Economic Growth among the 
AMECEA countries (except Eritrea) and yet has the 
lowest Index of all. As regards the other countries, only 
Sudan, Kenya and Uganda ranking 147, 148, and 154 
respectively, qualify to be medium human development 
countries. The rest of the AMECEA countries are clas-
sified as low human development countries. Of the total 
177 countries on the Human Development Index, Eritrea 
is the 157th and Tanzania 159th, while Malawi, Zambia, 
and of course Ethiopia are 164th, 165th, and 169th 
respectively. This evidence illustrates my point that 
countries with high economic growth as measured by 
the African Economic Outlook also feature very low in 

human development as measured by the UNDP Human 
Development Index. 

Another way of gauging the level of human develop-
ment progress within the AMECEA countries is to use 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). MDGs 
are a set of eight development goals with a target of 
2015 agreed upon by the General Assembly of the 
United Nations in September 2000. The eight MDGs 
are to: eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; achieve 
universal primary education; promote gender equality 
and empower women; reduce child mortality; improve 
maternal health; combat HIV and AIDS, malaria and 
other disease; ensure environmental sustainability; and 
develop a global partnership for development. This year, 
2008, is more than half way to the target date 2015 and 
the picture among AMECEA countries regarding the 
attainment of the MDGs is very discouraging. With 
the challenge of HIV and AIDS, failure of Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) in most countries, 
armies assembled in some border posts, recovery from 
conflicts, lopsided development between regions, and 
lack of priorities in sectors most likely to benefit the 
poor, it is improbable that sub-Saharan Africa, where 
all AMECEA countries belong, will meet the target of 
Goal 1 of the MDGs, which is a commitment to reduce 
extreme poverty and hunger by half by 2015. 

More ironically, Ethiopia, which placed last among 
the AMECEA countries on the Human Development 
Index (HDI) and even had the highest economic growth 
among AMECEA countries, was in 2007 dubbed as one 
of the countries unlikely to meet any of the MDG targets 
by its major bilateral donor, the United Kingdom gov-
ernment. In the same year, the government of Eritrea in 
its progress report acknowledged that goals for poverty, 
universal education, and the environment are unlikely 
to be met. Progress has been made on universal primary 
education in Kenya and Tanzania, but these countries 
face challenges regarding inequitable distribution of 
resources and also high levels of poverty. While Sudan 
is performing well on the HDI, the country’s recovery 
from a decade of conflict is a challenge to the attain-
ment of the MDGs. Uganda has been the envy of many 
African countries as regards the reversal in rates of HIV 
and AIDS. Furthermore, gender parity in education has 
already been achieved. However, absolute poverty is still 
a nightmare within the country. In Zambia and Malawi, 
high HIV and AIDS rates, the failure of stabilization 
policies, commitments to poverty reduction strategies 
have prevented significant progress on MDGs.
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While some of the MDGs have been attained in some 
countries, caution should be exercised in these proc-
lamations. Given the inter-connectedness between the 
eight MDGs, the impact of failing to attain MDG 1 of re-
ducing poverty and hunger in most AMECEA countries 
will reverse the successes in the other MDGs. Attaining 
MDG 1 therefore has a spiral effect on education, health, 
and the general welfare of the people.

To add to this phenomenon of impoverishment in 
the midst of economic growth further, the world has in 
recent months seen a global increase of food prices. Of 
course, the most affected have been the poorer countries 
largely as a result of lacking measures to absorb emerg-
ing shocks. The Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) has listed 22 countries as most vulnerable to the 
global food crisis that has seen an upsurge of the price 
of commodities. Again, with the exception of Sudan and 
Uganda, all the AMECEA countries have been included 
on the list. (Zambia Daily Mail, 03 June 2008) 

What is clear in all these countries is the prospect of 
dealing with impoverishment in the face of increasing 
economic growth. Indeed most African countries are 
rich in both natural and human resources but have some 
of the poorest people in this world. The evidence in this 
paper shows that most AMECEA countries have experi-
enced robust growth and attained GDP growth above 5% 
and yet have failed to take major strides in improving 
the living standards for the impoverished people. This 
therefore raises the question of distributive justice. If 
the countries are rich in resources, why do they harbour 
very poor people?

Causes of Impoverishment in the Midst of 
Economic Growth

“Violence oftentimes is caused by poverty as a 
reaction to growing social isolation and an increas-
ingly unjust, discriminating society… Violence 
will not be eradicated, until we change the social 
structures which cause the growing impoverish-
ment of people, the scandalous enrichment of 
others, the rural exodus and unemployment.”—
Lineamenta (2006)

This mismatch between economic growth and the 
levels of impoverishment in the AMECEA countries can 
be attributed to a number of factors. The causes high-
lighted below are by no means exhaustive.

Inequitable distribution of resources. For a long 
time now, there has been lopsided development fa-

vouring urban populations and leading to ill-prepared 
rural-urban migration. Whereas migration may not be 
bad in itself, it is only beneficial to both the sending and 
receiving areas if the migrant can effectively contribute 
to development. The precondition therefore is to invest 
in human capital. Most rural areas have been neglected 
in terms of quality service provisions as well as capital 
investments in the form of infrastructure such as ir-
rigation facilities and roads. With agriculture being the 
mainstay of many AMECEA countries, infrastructure 
neglect has worsened the productive capacities of rural 
populations.

Misplaced priorities. The basic problem in Africa is 
not lack of resources but rather misplaced priority set-
ting. Many countries spend money on fuelling war and 
conflict resolution rather than focusing on meaningful 
sectors such as education and health. In many countries, 
resources are spent on political missions and not on in-
frastructure or job creation. Therefore, there seems to be 
a high level of self-interest and lack of political will to 
invest in sectors relevant to eradicating poverty.

The debt trap. Foreign debt has been suffocating 
many African countries for a long time. Thanks to the 
Church’s involvement through the Synod Fathers and 
organizations like the Jesuit Centre for Theological 
Reflections (JCTR), Malawi Economic Justice Network 
(MEJN), and other ecumenical networks, people have 
expressed concern over the unsustainable debt and have 
organized campaigns to have it written off. The debt has 
resulted in an atrophy of institutions in the social sectors 
with an adverse impact on the poor. For example, the 
huge annual debt service payments in Zambia, averaging 
US$170 million per year, has continued to overshadow 
social sector spending, including money spent on the 
fight against HIV and AIDS, causing further impover-
ishment within the country. Even though some creditors 
have responded to this public pressure and written off 
the debt in some of the poorest countries, problems still 
outweigh the accomplishments. Furthermore, the ex-
pected benefits of debt relief at the household level have 
not yet materialized. What is needed therefore is for 
debt relief to be supported by structural changes in form 
of good debt management systems to protect countries 
from falling back into debt. In addition, the resources 
from debt relief should be targeted towards enhancing 
livelihoods of the poor people through increased invest-
ment in education, health care, and rural development.

The trade trap. It cannot be refuted that trade 
can contribute to poverty eradication if practised cor-
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rectly. As I was contemplating trade as a means of 
poverty eradication, the words of Pope Leo XIII in 
Rerum Novarum made me reflect deeper. He said, “if 
the positions of the contracting parties are too unequal, 
the consent of parties does not suffice to guarantee the 
justice of their contract.” This statement is a caution to 
all of us not to take all trade agreements at face value 
but analyze further what impact these agreements will 
have on poor people, particularly small-scale farmers. 
Indeed, for a long time, the weak have been victims of 
the strong. 

Often, developing countries are faced with situations 
where they have to trade at very unequal and unfair 
terms. For example, the unrealistic non-technical barri-
ers to trade, such as Sanitary and Phyto-Sanitary (SPS) 
measures, that African countries have to meet are unjust. 
Africa’s share in trade has always been limited largely 
by restrictions based on these standards, and small-scale 
farmers suffer the most from such requirements. 
Furthermore, the double standards regarding subsidies 
to farmers practised by the rich countries have hurt the 
poor more. Whereas poorer countries are discouraged 
from providing subsidies to their farmers, European 
farmers have been enjoying substantial subsidies from 
their governments to reduce their costs of production. 
For instance, the reform of the Common Agricultural 
Policy of the European Union agreed upon in June 2003 
entitles €200 to farmers for every suckler cow. Moreover, 
the consequence of the rich world’s subsidies is price 
depression on the world market, which hurts especially 
the small-scale farmers in the poorer countries. 

 Freedom of trade is fair only if it is subject to the 
demands of social justice. As the saying goes, “Free trade 
is only fair trade when it is just trade!” In addition to the 
above constraints, most African countries are equally 
faced with constraints such as poor infrastructure and 
lack of access to information, which increases transac-
tion costs and further bind the local traders. There is a 
need to consistently deal with these constraints if com-
petition is to be enhanced and just.

The conflict maze. Part of the explanation of the 
impoverishment in most AMECEA countries is their 
proneness to conflict. Most of the AMECEA countries 
have suffered armed conflicts and civil strife (for ex-
ample, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Darfur in Sudan, Northern 
Uganda, and Kenya) with unprecedented direct and 
indirect consequences for civilians and neighbour-
ing countries. Conflict is usually marked by immense 
population displacements (Sudan is known to have the 

highest number of internally displaced people in the 
world), premature deaths, chronic food shortages with 
massive dependence on food aid for survival, breakdown 
of political and economic structures, and severe abuse of 
human rights. 

“Child soldiers” are two very familiar words to us all 
but to what extent can we imagine the grave atrocities 
these children have had to face and commit as a result 
of the indiscriminate recruitment of citizens in armed 
forces? It goes without saying that child soldiers are de-
nied many rights. The young soldiers are denied access 
to education, hence their inability to effectively contrib-
ute to the economic progress of the nation. Furthermore, 
they are denied the security of a home, the feeling of 
being part of a family and the experience of normal 
growth. More precisely, they are denied their humanity! 
Thus, conflict of any kind leads to deeper impoverish-
ment with the poor usually suffering the most. For these 
reasons, impoverishment goes beyond politics and eco-
nomics: it is a moral issue.

Can the AMECEA Assembly Deliver?

“To wage war on misery and to struggle against 
injustice is to promote, along with improved 
conditions, the human and spiritual progress of 
all people, and therefore the common good of 
humanity.”—Paul VI

Realizing that we are all made in the image of God, 
the existence of impoverishment in our society is more 
than a social problem; it is a theological problem. There 
are three ways of dealing with poverty: poverty reduc-
tion, poverty eradication, and poverty alleviation. By 
virtue of being made in the image of God, no human 
being should experience any form of impoverishment. 
Hence, this paper advocates for the total eradication 
of impoverishment. For the AMECEA countries to not 
only sustain the growth currently being experienced 
but also reduce the levels of impoverishment, a set of 
policies should concurrently be implemented. Certainly, 
we are past the era of piecemeal solutions! This paper 
offers four strategies by which the Assembly can re-
spond to this call. Each strategy can be affected through 
sensitization programmes centering on poverty eradica-
tion and social justice, advocacy, and/or actual project 
implementation. Similarly, these solutions are neither 
sufficient nor exhaustive; nevertheless, they offer a start-
ing point for eradicating impoverishment.
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1. It is imperative that rural development be made a 
priority for large-scale investment. The importance of 
infrastructure development cannot be overemphasized. 
There is need for a ‘big push’ in infrastructure develop-
ment, with a particular emphasis on all-weather roads 
and irrigation facilities. Since the AMECEA countries 
have been blessed with rich water bodies (i.e. the great 
lakes, rivers, etc.), the starting point would be to harness 
these bodies of water for irrigation targeted towards 
increased agricultural production among small-scale 
farmers. Investment in infrastructure will greatly reduce 
production costs. The economic improvement of the 
lives of small-scale farmers rapidly reduces impover-
ishment by improving their calorie intake as well as 
income base. Furthermore, investment in rural non-farm 
economies, such as value-addition industries, can result 
in additional income for rural families.

2. The AMECEA Assembly should follow closely 
the progression of trade agreements and the emerging 
Free Trade Agreements, particularly the Economic 
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) between the European 
Union (EU) and the African, Caribbean, and Pacific 
(ACP) Countries. So far, EPAs have not acted as a build-
ing block for regional integration. We are witnessing 
the division and partitioning of countries in East and 
Southern Africa (ESA), where the African commu-
nity comprising Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, 
and Burundi (which is not part of AMECEA) _will 
most likely sign their own full EPA by 31 July 2008, 11 
months ahead of schedule. The remaining countries in 
East and Southern Africa are being coerced into finaliz-
ing an agreement by December 2008. This division does 
not facilitate the ongoing regional integration processes. 
It is against this backdrop that the AMECEA Assembly 
should encourage governments to concentrate on re-
gional integration and improvement of our countries 
productive potentials.

3. In countries where full economic, social, and cultur-
al rights (ESCRs) are not enshrined in the Constitution, 
there is need for the AMECEA Assembly to advocate for 
new constitutional strategies with ESCRs written into 
the Bill of Rights. It is only by enshrining ESCRs in the 
Bill of Rights of AMECEA countries that quality educa-
tion for all, access to health facilities, the guarantee of 
adequate food, as well as the rights of women and the 
differently-abled will better be ensured. Therefore, it is 
only by making ESCRs justiciable that distributive jus-

tice will be realized and sustained. Governments in the 
AMECEA Assembly should also be cautioned against 
borrowing for reasons that are not pro-poor. The need 
for parliamentary oversight over loan contraction should 
be emphasized. The JCTR has come up with a proposed 
debt management bill to facilitate the process of ensur-
ing a “parliamentary oversight.”

4. Genuine reconciliation and peace is a require-
ment for the realization of social justice. Therefore, 
there is need for increased advocacy for reconciliation 
and peace by facilitating the re-integration of displaced 
people within their families, communities, and coun-
tries. Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of 
soldiers are integral elements to maximizing the process 
of peace and reconciliation. Furthermore, there is need 
to reinforce our efforts to protect children from recruit-
ment into armed services and also to demobilize those 
that may have already been recruited. The AMECEA 
Assembly can also be proactive by working for the abo-
lition of recruitment of children under eighteen years of 
age, including for training purposes or as cadets. The 
Child Soldiers Global Report 2008 mentions Kenya, 
Tanzania, and Zambia as some of the countries with 
such provisions.

Conclusion
In conclusion, there is need for holistic development 

as suggested by Amartya Sen and Pope Paul VI in his 
call for “integral development – movement from less hu-
man to a more human condition.” This calls for greater 
political determination and commitment so that the 
Church becomes an unceasing voice against poverty and 
social injustice. Pope Benedict XVI in his address to the 
new Gabonese representative on 26 June 2008 invited 
all authorities and men of good will, in particular those 
from the African continent, to be ever committed to a 
peaceful, fraternal, and supportive world. He affirmed 
that establishment of peace can only come with justice 
and respect for human rights. Is the AMECEA Assembly 
willing to challenge the structural injustices and viola-
tions of human rights? Are we willing to be the salt of 
the earth and the light of the world?

Miniva Chibuye is Assistant Coordinator of the Social Conditions 
Programme at the Jesuit Centre for Theological Reflection (www.jctr.org.
zm) in Lusaka, Zambia.
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In May 2008, at least 50 people were killed and 25,000 
were forced from their homes in South Africa, in what 

was the worst display of racial violence since the apart-
heid era. Mobs carrying axes, machetes, and hammers 
looted shops and set fire to people and homes in the 
capital Johannesburg and the east coast city of Durban. 
The target of this vigilante violence was African immi-
grants from neighbouring Zimbabwe and Mozambique, 
who were accused of stealing employment opportunities 
from Black South Africans.1 While animosity toward 
foreign workers remains a motivating element in many 
of these attacks, it is clear to many observers that this 
type of violence has more to do with the after-effects 
of the racial and social inequality that was institution-
alized with apartheid in 1948 and still remains today. 
After nearly fifteen years of freedom from the racist 
policies of apartheid, there are still two very different 
worlds in South Africa. The “first world,” which makes 
up about nine per cent of the population of the country, 
consists primarily of white South Africans who enjoy a 
“first-world” standard of living. The other world, which 
makes up 80 per cent of the total population, consists of 
black South Africans, who experience the most of South 
Africa’s poverty and injustice.2

There have been some major improvements since 
apartheid. For example, the GDP has grown, the econo-
my is booming, and poverty has fallen. There has been 
improvements in access to clean water, housing, basic 
health, sanitation, and utility services.3 With a relatively 
stable political situation, on a continent with much un-
rest, there is little doubt that much has been achieved 
in a short time. However, this only tells one side of the 
story. According to other accounts, racial inequality and 
poverty in South Africa have, at a minimum, stayed the 
same. Although statistics vary, approximately 80 per 
cent of the total population in South Africa consists of 
blacks who continue to experience massive poverty and 
injustice, whereas ten per cent of the population are 
white and continue to experience affluent first-world 
standards.4 The poorest 57 per cent of households live 

below subsistence levels of CAD$35 per month. And 
the average white family earns nine times more than the 
average black family. This clearly indicates that inequal-
ity still follows racial lines in South Africa today.5 In 
reality, economic disparities and the lack of meaningful 
work, coupled with historical racism, still exist in South 
Africa, which is problematic for a just future. 

The purpose of this paper is to outline the potential 
role Christianity can play today as South Africa moves 
into the next phase of its transition to long-term racial 
and social justice. It will provide some historical context 
of the complex relationship between Christianity and 
apartheid in order to set the stage for a discussion of 
the important work of the churches today. I argue that 
the Christian churches must expand their work in three 
specific areas: reconciliation, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
and the promotion of socio-economic justice. These 
three areas, crucial to the creation of long-term peace 
and justice, have already been addressed by religiously 
motivated actors, organizations, and NGOs. 

It is essential that South African Christians – and their 
international supporters – contribute to this next step in 
this country’s search for lasting peace. Christianity has 
historically played an important, albeit ambiguous, role 
in South African society – in the founding of the country, 
the creation of the apartheid system, challenges to that 
system, and South Africa’s transformation. For example, 
in 1994 South Africa embarked on a monumental po-
litical process known as the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) to help the country make the dif-
ficult transition from apartheid to democracy. Under the 
charismatic leadership of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
the TRC helped shape the post-conflict reconstruction 
of South Africa by emphasizing the politically healing 
aspects of truth-telling and reconciliation. However, 
while truth and reconciliation may have been crucial 
elements in rebuilding South Africa, the key to long-
term, sustainable justice in South Africa is undoubtedly 
the creation of meaningful work opportunities and land 
reform. Just as the churches played a crucial role in the 
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truth and reconciliation process, they must contribute to 
the next phase of building social and economic justice 
in South Africa.

Apartheid and Christianity
The context that gave rise to social and economic 

injustices that continue to plague South Africa was 
apartheid. “Apartheid” is the Afrikaans word that means 
‘apart-hood’ or ‘apartness.’ In South Africa, the principle 
of apartheid was used to justify racial separation to vary-
ing degrees.6 Although not an official policy until 1948, 
an informal system of racial separation had existed since 
1652 when the Dutch first began to arrive. It was rein-
forced as a general principle of life under British rule 
from the eighteenth to the mid-20th century.7 It became 
official policy when Daniel Malan and the National 
Party came to power in South Africa in 1948 and re-
mained so as long as the National Party held power, that 
is, until 1994. 

Shortly after the National Party took office, an elabo-
rate system of laws and regulations was implemented 
with the primary goal of separating the races. A number 
of these laws established the pattern of labour practices 
and land distribution that, to some degree, still exists to-
day. One such example was the 1951 Bantu Authorities 
Act. Bantu was a derogatory term that referred to the na-
tives or blacks.8 This law resulted in a forced relocation 
of approximated 3.5 million blacks, which inevitably 
contributed to the unequal distribution of land along 
racial lines.9 Another of the most controversial pieces 
of legislation in those early years of apartheid was the 
1953 Bantu Education Act, which was designed explic-
itly to disempower blacks. According to Prime Minister 
Verwoerd, the architect of this Act, the intention was 
to create a curriculum that would suit the nature and 
requirement of the Bantu. He stated, “The Bantu must 
be guided to serve his own community above certain 
forms of labour … For that reason it is of no avail to 
him to receive training which has as its aim absorption 
in the European community while he cannot and will 
not be absorbed there.”10 The Act prohibited blacks 
from receiving an education that would allow them to 
gain access to the well-paying Afrikaner jobs. In fact, 
so-called Bantu education was used as a tool to discour-
age political and economic initiative. Blacks were told 
what language they could be educated in, what work 
they could do, where they could live, and what land they 
could own. 

From these early days of apartheid the response of the 
Christian churches to apartheid was mixed. On the one 
hand, a number of white churches, and especially the 
Dutch Reformed Church (DRC), were ardent supporters 
of apartheid. Through sermons, biblical commentar-
ies, and theological justifications, the Dutch Reformed 
Church and other pro-apartheid denominations sup-
ported apartheid by claiming (a) that Afrikaners were 
God’s chosen people, (b) that God had given them South 
Africa as their promised land, and (c) that blacks were 
destined to be subservient. Following this line of think-
ing, apartheid and Christianity went hand in hand.11

The racial policy of apartheid extended even into 
certain churches that did not have a distinctly South 
African-centred theology. Roman Catholics, Anglicans, 
and Lutherans, to name a few, were often complicit in 
supporting apartheid through silence and cooperation 
with government authorities. In effect, these churches 
were caught between obeying the laws that prohibited 
interaction between the races, and obeying church teach-
ings, which obliged them to minister to all races and 
to respect the dignity of the human person. In practi-
cal terms, the dilemma meant that churches were both 
socially and politically pressured to accept apartheid 
as a way of life. Socially, confronting apartheid spelled 
exclusion from the dominant, white spheres of respect-
ability and power. Politically, confronting apartheid 
often led to forced exile, imprisonment, and in a number 
of cases physical harm and even death. In short, South 
Africa’s laws and social norms meant that the churches 
were, as South African theologian John de Gruchy ex-
plains, “trapped in apartheid.”12

In spite of the theological, social, and political struc-
tures that provided institutional validation of systemic 
racism, there were Christian churches and leaders who 
refused to remain silent. While black churches – like the 
African Independent Churches – had a long history of 
resisting white domination in South Africa, it was not 
until after the formal adoption of apartheid in 1948 that 
there was widespread resistance to the government’s rac-
ist policies. As racial oppression increased, blacks began 
to organize against apartheid by calling for nation-wide 
protests, strikes, boycotts, and other acts of defiance. 
However, as anti-apartheid resistance increased, so too 
did the retaliation by the government and police forces. 
One such example is the notorious 1960 Sharpeville 
Massacre, where police officers opened fire on an un-
armed crowd protesting the Pass Law. Sixty-nine blacks 
died and more than 180 people were injured.13 
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Angered by the callousness of the Sharpeville 
Massacre and fed up with the systemic racism, a num-
ber of black movements began to mount protests across 
South Africa – some of which were violent. On the 
verge of a wide-scale black uprising, the government 
declared a state of emergency. Among those targeted by 
the government as subversives were many members of 
the anti-apartheid political parties and leaders, including 
Nelson Mandela. Soon, the government banned both 
opposition parties, the Pan African Congress (PAC) and 
the African National Congress (ANC). In 1962, as the 
government was cracking down on black leaders yet 
again, Mandela was arrested and sent to prison, where 
he remained until 1990. However, Mandela was not the 
only leader removed from South Africa; many went 
into exile in neighbouring countries. The result was that 
within the course of a few years, many of South Africa’s 
black resistance leaders were no longer on the scene to 
mobilize the townships or to mount resistance move-
ments. To fill this void, a number of leaders in Christian 
churches emerged to challenge the system.

Because some of these churches had international 
connections with organizations such as the World 
Council of Churches, the churches were often in a posi-
tion to provide cover and infrastructure for the black 
resistance movement and anti-apartheid activists. Black 
Christians, and to a lesser degree some prominent white 
Christians, such as Albert Nolan, John de Gruchy, and 
Dennis Hurley, argued that it was part of the gospel call 
to challenge the apartheid regime. With public assem-
blies banned and anti-apartheid political parties declared 
unlawful, the church provided an alternative social loca-
tion that was safe and relatively free from government 
interference. By the 1970s, a number of the churches 
in South Africa, such as the Anglicans and Roman 
Catholics, had an international reputation for leading the 
fight against apartheid.

Leading the Way through the Transition
The negotiation for a peaceful transition from the 

repressive apartheid regime to democracy in South 
Africa began in 1989, with the election of F.W. de Klerk 
as president. De Klerk was aware that growing civil 
unrest, coupled with international pressure, seriously 
threatened his government. Shortly after taking office, 
de Klerk announced that the political organizations that 
had been banned under apartheid were permitted and 
political prisoners would be freed. This set the stage for 
negotiations between the government and the primary 

opponent of apartheid, the ANC. After spending 27 
years in prison, Mandela was released, and he success-
fully negotiated with de Klerk for a peaceful transition 
from apartheid to democracy.14 

In metaphorical terms, the options that South Africa 
had for dealing with its history of apartheid ranged from 
burying the past to exhuming it. Not wanting to bury 
its past, which would have allowed gross human rights 
abusers to walk away with impunity, South Africa chose 
to confront its history by establishing a truth commis-
sion.15 The TRC was commissioned to write an official 
history of South Africa’s apartheid era, with the aim of 
establishing as complete a picture as possible of human 
rights abuses.16 

Because the TRC was officially a political process, it 
was not obvious that Christian leaders or the churches 
should have been involved in the Commission. As a 
newly declared democratic state, South Africa had now 
allied itself with other liberal democracies, all of which 
were formally secular and generally suspicious of the 
involvement of religion in politics.17 Although the South 
African government had in fact adopted a secular interim 
constitution,18 South Africa was never a secular society. 
According to the 1996 census, approximately 87 per 
cent of the South African population identified with a 
Christian tradition.19 In fact, South Africans, both white 
and black, understood South Africa to be a Christian 
country, a country in which religion had played an im-
portant role in both the public and private realms. As a 
result, if there was going to be open and honest dialogue 
in the TRC, then religion, specifically Christianity, was 
inevitably going to play a vital role in the process. 

Elements of religion were easily found in the TRC, 
including religious actors, ritual, and concepts such as 
truth-telling and reconciliation. Indeed religious actors 
played a major role in the shaping of the mandate and 
functioning of the TRC. One of the most visible roles 
was through the leadership. Of the seventeen commis-
sioners that President Mandela appointed to the TRC, 
one-third were from the legal profession, one-third were 
from religious sectors, and the other third were from the 
medical and NGO communities. The two most prominent 
leaders in the TRC were Christian leaders. Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, the first black Anglican Archbishop of 
Cape Town and a Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1984, 
was appointed chair, and Dr. Alex Boraine, President 
of the South African Methodist Church and a member 
of South Africa’s parliament from 1980 to 1986, was 
named deputy chair.20 Of course, the role Christianity 
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played in the TRC was not without controversy. Yet it 
was inevitable that Christianity would ultimately play a 
role in the process, for it was one of the few institutions 
that had the organizational capacity, and the leadership, 
to bridge various communities in South Africa.

The role Christianity played in the process was not the 
only controversial aspect of the TRC. The most conten-
tious subject relating to the Commission was justice. On 
the one hand, the Commission stands as a monumental 
national success because it fostered a relatively peaceful 
transition from apartheid to democracy. On the other 
hand, the Commission stands as a missed opportunity 
to mete out long-awaited social justice in South Africa. 
In fact, to many outside observers and South Africans 
alike, one of the primary deficiencies of the TRC was its 
apparent incapacity to make justice a central concern, 
particularly in terms of the amnesty component, which 
allowed perpetrators protection of civil and criminal 
responsibility. However, it is important to pay attention 
to the unsettled transitional context in which the TRC 
took place. 

The TRC was an example of “transitional justice,” 
namely a period of political change characterized by 
confrontation of wrongdoings by repressive predecessor 
regimes.21 Transitional justice calls for a different con-
ceptualization of justice than the one called for within 
currently existing liberal democracies.22 An important 
part of this re-conceptualizing is the fostering of new 
ways of thinking about the foundations of justice in a 
transitional context. During a transition such as the one 
South Africa underwent in the early 1990s, retribution or 
redistribution are the wrong standards of justice because 
it is the wrong time. A much more minimalist concep-
tion of justice is initially required, namely justice as 
recognition. Once that basic requirement of justice is in 
place, then a country can carry on to enact a more spe-
cific conception of justice, including mechanisms and 
policies relating to job access, availability of credit, land 
reform, just working conditions, and access to essential 
services like electricity and water. 

In South Africa, apartheid ruptured the relationship 
between whites and blacks; thus the transition from 
apartheid to democracy in South Africa had to entail 
the restoration of a moral human community. As a re-
sult, truth-telling and reconciliation in the TRC were 
understood broadly as a starting point. They were key 
components to recognition that would restore relation-
ships and foster the moral community. The TRC was 
just the first step. The government of South Africa was 

unable to move to the next step of dealing with the struc-
tural imbalances and injustices between black and white 
populations. 

Post-Apartheid South Africa and the Need 
for Long-Term Justice

Now more than a decade after the first democratic 
elections, it is time to move to the next phase in the 
ongoing pursuit of justice in South Africa – namely 
the assurance that the basic rights of recognition and 
reparation remain as the poor black populations begin 
to achieve greater access to socio-economic opportuni-
ties. The major challenge for the Christian churches and 
faith-based organizations in civil society is to discover 
their role in the continued rebuilding of a just society. 
They had a clear and decisive role in challenging apart-
heid, and facilitating the first stage of justice in the TRC. 

As Hugo van der Merwe, Programme Manager of the 
Transitional Justice Programme at the Centre for the 
Study of Violence in Cape Town, explains, “the TRC has 
provided the churches with many insights and channels 
to pursue, but the blurring of the line between politics 
and religion involved in the process has left the churches 
with little clarity about their responsibilities in the new 
society.”23 As they struggle to find their role, religiously 
motivated actors (both individual lay people and cler-
ics), churches, religious organizations (like the South 
African Council of Churches and the Southern African 
Catholic Bishop’s Conference), and faith-based NGOs 
in civil society (like the Catholic Agency for Overseas 
Development), are all working in different capacities 
and tend to focus on three areas.24 

First, there is the work that focuses on deeper recon-
ciliation. Although reconciliation does not necessarily 
carry a religious connotation, it has traditionally evoked 
religious meaning, thus making it the natural work of 
Christian churches and organizations. In the TRC, there 
were competing understandings of what reconciliation 
meant; in the end, reconciliation was more defined as 
a moral process that restored relationships and fostered 
the moral community that had been broken by apartheid. 
It was considered to be one step in a long transitional 
process, and it set the conditions for the pursuit of 
justice. Today, the churches must continue the initia-
tives that were started with TRC to continue to heal the 
divisions, both social and economic, that still exist in 
South Africa. 

Second, there is the work that focuses on the HIV/
AIDS epidemic. South Africa has the largest number of 
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HIV infections in the world, with an estimated 5.5 mil-
lion South Africans with HIV. This is over 20 per cent of 
the population aged between 15 and 49. There are more 
than 900,000 AIDS orphans.25 The churches have histor-
ically been involved in health care in South Africa, and 
thus are in an important position to play a leading role 
in addressing this crisis. For example, Barbara Bompani 
observes that the “South African Catholic Church is the 
largest provider of home-based and palliative care for 
people living with HIV/AIDS; in addition it is a signifi-
cant provider of anti-retroviral treatment.”26 The HIV/
AIDS crisis is seriously compromising efforts to rebuild 
communities after apartheid because it has significant 
repercussions on economic, social, and human develop-
ment. Consequently, the work of the churches in the area 
of HIV/AIDS is extremely important in contributing to 
the creation of long term development and justice. 

Third, there is the work to create just socio-economic 
conditions, which must be addressed at all levels of 
South African society.27 Poverty, unemployment, in-
equality, soaring crime rates, and disputes over land 
rights still plague the country. The challenge of land 
claims, for example, is one of the crucial areas in which 
the question of justice is continually being asked. 
Land reform will contribute to reconciliation, stability, 
growth, and development in a sustainable way. The rural 
community’s access and ownership of land enables the 
most disadvantaged to improve the quality of their life 
through farming, and contribute to economic growth and 
self-sufficiency. In 1994, the year of the first democratic 
election in South Africa, white South Africans owned 87 
per cent of land, with blacks relegated to the remaining 
thirteen per cent. Recognizing the injustice of this land 
distribution and the importance of land, the new govern-
ment initiated a land reform programme as one of their 
first initiatives. Despite lofty promises by the new gov-
ernment, the picture today has only slightly improved, 
with four per cent of commercial land being turned over 
to the blacks, with a target of 30 per cent by 2014.28 

This is an area in which the Christian churches are al-
ready working. Organizations such as the South African 
Council of Churches and the Southern African Catholic 
Bishops’ Conference are lobbying the government, de-
veloping policy, and working on their own program of 
land redistribution.29 As a result of the colonial history, 
South Africa Christian churches own significant portions 
of land.30 Some churches have taken land claims into 
their own hands, giving land to families living on it and 

working with new owners by offering capacity-building 
and skills-training. Through community development 
initiatives like this, the Church is actively working to 
ensure that land access is distributed justly and fairly. 

Conclusion
To be sure, South Africa has come a long way. 

However, with massive poverty and continued socio-
economic injustice along racial lines, as well as an 
abysmal land redistribution record, there are still many 
problems to be addressed. It is clear to me, as it has been 
clear to so many South Africans, that it is time to move 
to the next phase in the pursuit of justice in South Africa 
– namely the assurance that the basic rights of recogni-
tion and reparation remain as the poor black populations 
begin to achieve greater access to socio-economic 
opportunities, including meaningful work and land. 
Without these changes, I worry that, with all the great 
progress South Africa has made, long-term justice will 
remain but a lofty dream, and we will return to an era of 
violence and protests. South Africa stands on the cusp 
of a potentially amazing future. What will the future of 
South Africa be like? Will it be a future rooted in the val-
ues of human dignity and a sense of the common good 
for all South Africans or will it be a future still marred 
by the legacy of racism? Will it be a future characterized 
by land reform, access to equal paying jobs, and access 
to adequate healthcare, clean water, and education? And 
what role will Christianity play in creating long-term, 
sustainable justice? This is the question that many South 
Africans – and many Christians – continue to ask.
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Natural Law Theory: ‘A Blunt Instrument’
by Gregory Baum, 
Centre Justice et Foi, Montreal

On January 19, 2004, a public dialogue took place 
in Munich between the German philosopher 

Jürgen Habermas, a non-believer, and Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger, soon to become Pope Benedict XVI. The 
topic was the ethical foundation of democratic society.1 
In the course of this dialogue, Cardinal Ratzinger made a 
surprising admission that boldly transcended traditional 
Catholic teaching. He argued that the natural law theory, 
taught by Catholic theologians and philosopher over the 
centuries, has become “a blunt instrument.” and must 
therefore be replaced by a different philosophical ap-
proach. The Catholic listeners in Germany took a deep 
breath. Let me summarize the conversation that led the 
Cardinal to make this startling admission.

The public dialogue in Munich dealt with an 
issue raised earlier by the German philosopher Ernst-
Wolfgang Böckenförde arguing that the modern State 
draws its legitimation from sources outside of itself and 
is thus unable to guarantee its own survival. Habermas 
did not accept Böckenförde’s thesis. He presented his 
own position, developed in his books, that democratic 
society has been constructed by practical reason, i.e. by 
instituting rational policies chosen to promote the well-
being of all. Thus democracy provides its own normative 
foundation.

Habermas referred in particular to the natural law 
theory of Justus Lipsius (1547–1606) and Hugo Grotius 
(1583–1648), a non-religious, non-metaphysical natural 
law theory that anticipated the idea of practical reason 
proposed by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). What is here 
presupposed is that humans have the intelligence to de-
vise and set up institutions that serve the well-being of 
all. The laws that regulate society, protect its members, 
and foster the common good are not given by nature; 
they have to be worked out by people’s practical rea-
son. 

Habermas admitted that to sustain social democ-
racy, moral virtues are required. This is especially true 
at the present time when reason, largely reduced to 
techno-scientific rationality, has lost its capacity to es-
tablish ethical norms. As an heir of the Frankfurt School, 
Habermas lamented the domination of techno-scientific 
reason and pleaded for the retrieval of ethical reason. In 

the present crisis, Habermas argued, society must wel-
come the virtues fostered by Christianity and the world 
religions. 

The German philosopher had already made this point 
in a public lecture in Frankfurt on October 12, 2001.2 
There he expressed the fear that the exclusive reliance 
on techno-scientific reason was producing a determin-
istic understanding of human existence and that the 
recognition of humans as ethical beings, responsible for 
their lives and their world, was gradually fading away. 
Because philosophers who defend the ethical status of 
human beings are a minority with little influence on 
public life, society should gladly listen to the churches’ 
teaching on the worth and dignity of the human person. 
Today, he argued, society must become “post-secular.” 
While he defends the secular, rational, non-metaphysical 
foundation of social democracy, he recommends that, as 
practical reason is losing its authority, modern society 
welcome the virtues fostered by the churches.

In his presentation Cardinal Ratzinger did not agree 
with the purely secular interpretation of modern society: 
he proposed instead that presupposed in the rational 
construction of society were pre-political values derived 
from the Christian tradition. In particular, the univer-
sal beneficence assumed in the natural law theory of 
Lipsius and Grotius was an echo of the Christian agape 
that excluded no one. As Pope Benedict XVI, Joseph 
Ratzinger frequently makes the point that modern de-
mocracy is founded upon Christian revelation. What he 
does not mention at these occasions is that the papacy 
had opposed democratic government and civil liberties 
for over a century, right up to Vatican Council II. It was 
really Protestantism, in particular Calvinism, that first 
recognized in the Gospel ethical values that recommend 
democratic government. Still, it can be argued that the 
Christian agape was limited to members of the Church 
and did not include heretics, Jews, and pagans, while the 
humanist inspiration of Lipsius, Grotius ,and other wit-
nesses of the post-Reformation religious wars intended 
to include all and everyone, moving beyond the agape 
of the churches. From a theological point of view, the 
commitment to universal well-being, whether based on 
religious conviction or secular humanism, is a liberation 
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from self-love and parochialism and thus the fruit of 
divine grace. 

In his dialogue with Habermas, Cardinal Ratzinger 
makes an altogether surprising admission. He recalls 
that, in the past, Catholic philosophers and theologians 
thought they had an adequate understanding of human 
nature and were thus able to detect in it a law, a natural 
and universal law that provided ethical norms for every 
human society. This metaphysically grounded natural 
law, Ratzinger now admits, can no longer be defended: 
it has become a blunt instrument. (“Dieses Instrument 
ist leider stumpf geworden.”) What are the reasons why 
we are today unable to grasp the essence of human na-
ture and find in it laws of universal relevance? Cardinal 
Ratzinger mentions two events very briefly. First, there 
is the theory of evolution suggesting that humanity 
passes through different stages; and second, there is 
the plurality of cultures prohibiting a universally valid 
understanding of human nature. The Cardinal suggests 
that we replace the metaphysical natural law theory with 
a non-metaphysical theory, i.e. with practical reason, 
guided by the confidence that humans of good will, in 
dialogue with one another, are able to come to a rational 
agreement on how to institute their societal relations to 
that all will be well. The Cardinal here refers especially 
to Grotius and Kant, the very authors cited by Habermas. 
It is important, according to the Cardinal, that we over-
come the Euro-centric perception of the world, engage 
in dialogue with other civilizations, and together with 
them try to formulate rational principles that make pos-
sible the construction of the world in peace and justice.

Cardinal Ratzinger agreed with Habermas that reason 
is vulnerable: it can go wrong; it can abdicate its ethical 
function and lead society towards disaster. Ratzinger 
added that religion can become fanatical and blind, 
legitimate political conquest, and bless violence and 
terror. Dialogue between reason and religion, he argued, 
would have a restorative effect on both: religion will 
remind reason of its ethical competence, and reason will 
prevent religion from becoming blind and fanatical. 

The Cardinal does not explore what abandoning 
metaphysical natural theory implies for traditional 
Catholic teaching. What comes to mind immediately 
is that it will no longer be possible to say that the dis-
tinctive vocations of men and women are determined 
by their very nature; their relationship is defined by 
culture, rather than by an essential trait. How will this 
challenge the Church’s teaching of women’s ordination? 
Moreover, how shall we evaluate homosexual relations 
if metaphysical natural law theory has become a blunt 
instrument? Theologians have their work cut out for 
them. 

Gregory Baum is Editor emeritus of The Ecumenist, a journal he founded 
in 1962. He currently works out of the Centre Justice et Foi in Montreal.

1  The speeches of the two dialogue partners and the subsequent 
exchange of ideas are easily found on the internet in German. See www.
katholische-akademie-bayern.de/contentserv/www.katholische.de/data/
media/_shared/debatte1.pdf (accessed August 2008)

2  For the text, see Frankfurter Rundschau, October 16, 2001. 
Also Gregory Baum, “The Post-Secular Society: A Proposal of Jürgen 
Habermas,” The Signs of the Times (Ottawa: Novalis, 2007), 107-120.
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