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1 
intercultural 

communication  

 
 

Personal experience as a Sout h 
African 
 

he earliest story of my li fe that I can 
remember is a birthday story. It must 

have been either my third or fourth birth-
day, I am not sure. On that birthday I 
received as birthday present from my 
parents a box with a few toy cars in it. I 
remember that I was overjoyed and that 
my first intention was to show this won-
derful present to my best friend. We lived 
on a farm and my best and only playmate 
at the time was Daniel, a black boy, a littl e 
older than me. He and his parents lived on 
the farm and they were our servants.  
So, I ran outside to show my present to 
Daniel. I remember that he was sitting on 
a littl e bench in a room in the backyard. 
Proudly I showed him the cars. He looked 
and admired, and then after a while, chose 
the two most beautiful ones and gently 
pushed them on their wheels, underneath 
his bench, backwards. With this act, he 
said to me without words: "I'll take these, 
thank you!" 
The rest I do not really remember. There 
must have been a commotion, but I got my 
cars back. Perhaps my parents intervened. 
The fact is that I got the cars back. 
This is a personal littl e story from my 
childhood and I would like to use it as a 
basis of reflection on the South African 
society. 
 
1. The story of South Africa is one of 
involvement and even enmeshment of 
black and white people. Like the littl e boy 
who ran to share his birthday joy with his 
best friend, most people in South Africa 
would be able to tell stories of how they 
shared moments of joy and sorrow with 
someone of another race.  
Black and white South Africa don't exist 
as two completely separated and isolated 
worlds. Although the apartheid policy was 
a form of social engineering which forced 
people apart in different neighbourhoods, 

different schools, different churches, etc., 
it couldn't stop people's involvement with 
each other. Economical realiti es forced 
people towards each other, at least in the 
work situation. And today South Africa is 
very rapidly changing towards a totally 
integrated society - a process which started 
gradually long before the laws of segrega-
tion were repealed. 
 
2. A second point of reflection on my 
childhood story: As in  Daniel and my 
relationship, most South Africans grew up 
with definitive and even rigid role distinc-
tions and expectations. Although Daniel 
was my friend, he knew and I knew that 
he was the servant and I was the boss. And 
because of historical reasons all the bosses 
are white and all servants are black in the 
South African community. Therefore we 
grew up with the stereotype that a person's 
colour equals his/her value and status in 
society. When people are framed into these 
roles because of stereotypes which devel-
oped in our minds from childhood, one 
cannot easily get rid of such presupposi-
tions. I must admit that within the South 
African context, it is up to this day not 
easy for me not to put myself in the boss-
role when communicating with a black 
person. I think that I and many other 
South Africans try hard, but find it still an 
effort, a struggle to become free from the 
roles inflicted on us through our upbring-
ing. 
 
3. These are structures of society with a 
long history. The roles into which Daniel 
and myself fitted so easily from childhood, 
were the inheritance of generations before 
us and the way in which they structured 
society. The way in which the South Afri-
can society developed was not the result of 
a criminal government which one day sat 
down and made a list of vicious laws. It 
developed through centuries and what the 
Nationalist government wrote in the law 
books from 1948, was only the legalising 
of social practice through many years. The 
development of this legalisation process 
represents indeed the deepest point of 
inhuman and unchristian discriminatory 
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practices. But the fact is that it is deeply 
rooted in the history of our community. 
 
4. This story represents most probably also 
a difference between the African and 
Western experience of personal property. 
According to the western capitalistic mind, 
personal belongings and property are 
individualistically earned. The African, on 
the other hand, has primarily a communal-
istic mind. The riches which were devel-
oped on African soil by western industries 
and capital, are seen as the corporate 
riches of all the people. Prosperity and 
poverty must be shared by all . That is why 
issues such as the private ownership of 
land and the rights of inhabitant workers 
on farms are the most difficult ones to 
handle in the negotiation processes. 
 
It is against this background of personal 
bias, a history of social injustices, and 
conflicting cultural expectations in the 
South African context, that I would like to 
try and contribute to the development of 
theory which can be of value in our praxis 
of intercultural interaction, especially in 
the field of pastoral family therapy. 
 
 
Approaches to culture in the 
social sciences and in family 
therapy 
 

n recent literature, a number of different 
possible approaches to intercultural 

therapy were described: 
 

�  The essentialist view 
 
According to this view (Krause 1995:364) 
cultural differences are considered to be 
much like other differences, i.e. differences 
based on gender and age. Culture is seen 
as an overwhelming influence which 
determines the individual's behaviour and 
thought. According to this view, the indi-
vidual does not really operate as an agent 
constructing and making choices about 
his/her own li fe.  
The essentialist definition of culture would 
have us think about culture as one great 
organism in which all parts are connected 
to all other parts. You have to take either 
the whole lot or none of it, for only in this 
way could culture have the iron hold on 
individuals required to form and mould 
their bodies and their minds. If, however, 
we combine a generative notion of culture 
with an interactive one then it becomes 
possible not only to consider some cultural 
differences more important than others but 
also to talk about them cross-culturally 
(Krause 1995:365-6). 

�  The un iversali stic view 

 
The universalist approach (Falicov 
1995:373) takes the position that persons 
and families of different cultures are more 
alike than different. This school of thought 
argues that there are basic similarities 
which are to be found in all cultures, for 
instance the concept that all children need 
love and discipline and that parenting 
always involves a combination of nurtur-
ing and control. 
The problem with this view is that the 
perception of what is considered to be 
normative, may be local knowledge or 
beliefs based on a certain cultural experi-
ence. It also follows that adherents of this 
position have littl e use for training in 
cultural differences. 
 

�  The particularistic view 
 
This position is the opposite of the univer-
salistic one (Falicov 1995:374). According 
to this approach persons and families of 
different cultures are more different than 
alike and no generalisations are possible. 
The uniqueness of each family is stressed 
and often idiosyncrasies of a certain family 
are referred to as 'a culture unto itself'. As 
was said by Falicov (1995:374): "In the 
particularist position, then, the word cul-
ture is tied to the internal beliefs of each 
particular family rather than to the con-
nection between the family and the 
broader sociocultural context." 
As is the case with the universalist view, 
this approach also doesn't regard cultural 
training as very important, because the 
family's interior, which is always unique, 
is held solely responsible for all of the 
family's distress. 
In discussing this view, Inga-Britt Krause 
(1995:364) calls it: culture as an idiom of 
differences. The popular use of the word 
'culture' shows a preoccupation with diver-
sity, choice and identity. "Culture becomes 
an idiom for the expression of all kinds of 
individual differences and appears to en-
compass everything." (Krause 1995:364) 
 

�  The ethn ic-focused approach 
 
According to this position families differ, 
but the diversity is primarily due to the 
factor of ethnicity (Falicov 1995:374). The 
focus here is on thought patterns, behav-
iours, feelings, customs, and rituals that 
stem from belonging to a particular cul-
tural group. This school of thought would 
see culture as a symbolic expression, and 
"a symbol is some form of fixed sensory 
sign to which meanings has been arbitrar-
ily attached. Persons within a cultural 
tradition share common understandings. 
Those outside this symbol system take 

great risks in inferring the meanings of 
symbols from the outside of their own 
system" (Augsburger 1986:61). 
In this position there is a real danger in 
oversystematising and stereotyping the 
notion of shared meanings. It might be 
assumed that ethno-groupings are more 
homogeneous and stable than they actually 
are. We are actually talking here of an 
epistemological error: "...clients are seen 
as their culture, not as themselves" Bate-
son (1979:30) warns also that "The map is 
not the territory, and the name is not the 
thing named." 
Ethnic values and identity are influenced 
by various factors. There are variables 
within the group (education, social class, 
religion, etc.) and then there are the phe-
nomena of cultural evolution and the effect 
of influences stimulated by contact with 
the dominant culture. Perhaps the most 
important limitation is the assumption that 
the observer, the person who describes the 
other culture, can be objective and has no 
effect on the conclusions being made about 
the group observed. 
 
 
The narrative appr oach to 
intercultural pastoral therapy 
 

ver and against these four ap-
proaches, I want to propose the nar-

rative model of intercultural understanding 
and communication. 
The narrative approach implies that the 
therapist places him or herself in a not-
knowing position. And that position calls 
for "...a kind of conversational questioning 
that leaves room for the client's story as 
told by the client in the client's own words, 
unchallenged by preconceived therapeutic 
knowing" (Boyd 1995:220). "The process 
of therapy is not to reveal the truth or to 
impose a reality, but to explore through 
conversation, through languaging, realiti es 
that are compatible with a particular cli-
ent's unique tendency to attribute meaning 
and explanation in his or her own li fe" 
(Goolishian and Anderson 1987:536). 
In spite of the well i ntended and well 
phrased theories introduced by Augsburger 
(1986) in his good book, concepts like 
interpathy and transspection1 are too 
much coloured by a knowing position and 
do not reveal the same epistemological 
position to be found in the not-knowing 
position of the narrative approach. The 
idea that a therapist is capable of moving 
over to persons of the other culture in a 
process of transspection, is already arro-
gant and knowing. It reveals something of 
an asymmetrical communication, of a 
messianic role in stead of a partnership 
role.  It consists of a movement initiated 

I 
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form here to there, while the narrative 
approach wants to experience the sensa-
tion of being drawn into the other's world, 
of being drawn over the threshold of a 
cultural difference. 
 
The narrative approach to therapy is 
clearly and in detail described by authors 
like Anderson and Goolishian (1988) and 
Michael White (1995).Anderson and 
Goolishian (according to Boyd 1995:221) 
describe the therapeutic conversation as 
"....a slowly evolving and detailed, con-
crete, individual li fe story stimulated by 
the therapist's position of not-knowing and 
the therapist's curiosity to learn." Seen 
from this point of view, intercultural ther-
apy seems no longer a complex and rather 
impossible task, as long as the therapist is 
honestly willi ng to learn from the person 
from the other culture. "The kenotic pat-
tern of Phili ppians 2:25ff describes the 
Christ-conversation and makes clear that 
our position must be one of service rather 
than domination or social control. A 
stance of agape-listening places the pas-
toral conversation in the realm of mutual 
co-authoring of a new story for the one in 
need of healing by valuing the unique 
reality of the other while continually striv-
ing for a stance of openness and humility" 
(Boyd 1995:221). 
The "tools" which fit this approach to 
therapy are: responsive-active listening; a 
not-knowing position; conversational 
questions. The aim, as in all therapy, is 
change, but change within this perspective 
can be defined as "...the evolution of new 
meaning, new narrative identity, and new 
self-agency." (Boyd 1995:220). The narra-
tive approach has a capacity to "re-relate" 
events in the context of new meaning. We 
can refer to this kind of therapy as "being 
in language".2 
 
When working in this school of thought, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to view 
culture on the basis of the previously men-
tioned approaches. Culture must be seen as 
a much more immediate and ongoing 
process and not as something static which 
is handed down unaltered from generation 
to generation. The broad definition which 
Falicov (1995:375) gives, is perhaps one 
which fits into this paradigm: "...those sets 
of shared world views, meanings and 
adaptive behaviours derived from simulta-
neous membership and participation in a 
multiplicity of contexts, such as rural, 
urban or suburban setting; language, age, 
gender, cohort, family configuration, race, 
ethnicity, religion, nationality, socioeco-
nomic status, employment, education, 
occupation, sexual orientation, politi cal 

ideology; migration and stage of accultura-
tion." 
When the combinations of 'simultaneous 
memberships' and 'participation in multi-
ple contexts' are seriously taken into ac-
count, the groups that emerge are much 
more 'fluid, unpredictable and shifting, 
than the groups defined by using an eth-
nic-focused approach' (Falicov 1995:376). 
It thus becomes much more difficult to 
make generalisations about culture groups 
and much more necessary to take on a not-
knowing position. 
 
In discussing the phenomena of cultures, 
cultural similarities and differences, Fali-
cov (1995:376) refers to two important 
concepts: 
 
Cultural Borderlands, a concept which 
refers to the overlapping zones of differ-
ence and similarity within and between 
cultures. This gives rise to internal incon-
sistencies and conflicts. On the other hand, 
it is the borderlands that offer possibiliti es 
of connectedness. Falicov (1995:376) 
refers to the poet, Gloria Anzaldua who 
describes the 'new mestiza' (a woman of 
mixed Indian and Spanish ancestry born 
in die USA): She 'copes by developing a 
tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be 
Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican 
from an Anglo point of view. She learns to 
juggle cultures. She has a plural personal-
ity.' 
 
Ecological Niche refers to the combination 
of multiple contexts and partial cultural 
locations. We can think of a family narra-
tive which encompasses multiple contexts 
rather than a single label (Mormon, Afri-
can, Afrikaner, Boer). The philosophy 
here is to emphasise large categories - a 
philosophy that supports inclusiveness and 
a diversified unity. 
 
With these concepts in mind, I again want 
to strongly argue the not-knowing position 
of the narrative approach as the only ac-
ceptable approach in an intercultural 
therapeutic situation. I agree with the 
approach and words of Dyche and Zayas 
(1995:389): "We argue that one should 
begin cross-cultural therapy with minimal 
assumptions, and that one way to learn 
about a culture is from the client. This 
argument seeks to balance the cognitive 
model of preparation with a process-
oriented approach by exploring two thera-
pist attitudes: cultural naiveté and respect-
ful curiosity." 
The ideal is for therapists to be participant-
observers. Rather than working with his-
torically constructed descriptions only, the 
therapist should learn from a present and 

current cultural community (Falicov 
1995:385). As is shown by Goolishian and 
Anderson (1992:27), all human systems 
are linguistic systems and are best being 
described from inside by those participat-
ing in it, than by so called objective ob-
servers. 
 
 
Narrative pastoral coun selli ng : a 
social construction ist approach 
 
Narrative therapy can be described as the 
rewriting of history and auto-biography 
(Boyd 1996:215). And this rewriting takes 
place through the mutual conversational 
co-creation of new stories. This is a view 
of pastoral counselli ng which takes seri-
ously our "radical embeddedness in history 
and language." "Such a view takes for 
granted the creative and creating power of 
language. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, 
the God who is active in history is also 
active in language. Consider the powerful 
dhabar of the Old Testament creation 
narratives and the logos of John's gospel 
and the early Church Fathers" (Boyd 
1996:215). 
To focus on conversation in this way di-
rects our attention away from the inner 
dynamics of the individual psyche or 
events in the external world (Boyd 
1995:216). Instead, we are more free to be 
attentive to words in their speaking, words 
we create and by which we are created. 
With reference to an article by Gergen 
(1985), Boyd (1996:218) summarises the 
social construction orientation as follows: 
a) what we take to be experience of the 
world does not in itself dictate the terms by 
which the world is understood, 
b) the terms in which the world is under-
stood are social artifacts, produced of 
historically situated interchanges among 
people, 
c) the degree to which a given form of 
understanding prevails or is sustained 
across time is not fundamentally depend-
ent on the empirical validity of the per-
spective in question, but on the vicissitudes 
of social processes (e.g., communication, 
negotiation, conflict, rhetoric), and  
d) forms of negotiated understanding are 
of critical significance in social li fe, as 
they are integrally connected with many 
other activities in which people engage. 
 
To take a narrative approach is to look for 
a "negotiated understanding". When a new 
negotiated understanding is reached, a 
new narrative has been constructed. By 
taking this approach, culture is no longer 
seen as a determining factor, but as an 
interesting "borderland" from where new 
"ecological niches" can be developed. 
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Then human beings become inventors of 
and inventions of culture. The prerequisite 
is of course that we take on the risks of the 
borderlands and give ourselves for inter-
cultural interaction. As Augsburger 
(1986:25-26) puts it: "This change comes 
from encounter, contact, and interaction, 
not from programmic education or social 
engineering. It occurs on the boundary, not 
in the cultural enclave. ... The capacity not 
only to 'believe' the second culture but to 
come to understand it both cognitively 
('thinking with') and affectively ('feeling 
with') is necessary before one enters cross-
cultural counselli ng." 
  
The way we interpret our world, the rights 
and wrongs of our li fe, the good and bad, 
are all products of our social (and therefore 
cultural) embeddedness. "There is no 
recounting of the history of a country .... 
apart from a narrative loaded with inter-
pretations of interpretations which are by-
products of human relationships." (Boyd 
1995:218). 
 
 
The South African context 
 

lthough things have changed much for 
the better during the past few years, 

the poem by a black South African, 
Oswald Mtshali , still describes the situa-
tion in our country: 
 

WALLS 
 
Man is 
a great wall builder  
The Berlin Wall  
The Waili ng Wall of Jerusalem 
But the wall  
most impregnable 
Has a moat 
flowing with fright 
around his heart 
 
A wall without windows 
for the spirit to breeze through 
  
A wall  
without a door 
for love to walk in. 
 

       Oswald Mtshali, Soweto poet 
 
These walls of fear are part and parcel of 
the South African scene and history. The 
following story shows how in an ironic, 
but tragic way, it shapes our lives (Malan 
1990:226):  "This is a parable of fear ob-
scuring fear that occurred a long time ago, 
in a small town called Bulwer, in 1906 - 
the year of the Bambatha rebelli on, the last 
Zulu uprising. Bulwer lay close to Zulu 

territory, and white farmers in the district 
feared the local Zulus might join Bam-
batha's rebel army and butcher their mas-
ters in bed. So the whites called a meeting 
and formulated a plan of action: if the 
Zulus rose, all whites would rush to Bul-
wer and barricade themselves inside the 
stone courthouse. 
A few days later, someone cried wolf, and 
the whites panicked. They loaded their 
guns and children onto wagons and aban-
doned their farms, leaving meals on the 
tables and leaving cows unmilked in the 
barns. They barricaded themselves inside 
the courthouse, loaded their guns, posted 
lookouts, and sat back to await the bar-
barians. By and by, they saw dust in the 
distance. Peering out through chinks in the 
barricade, the whites beheld a vision from 
their worst nightmares - a horde of Zulus 
approaching on foot. The crowd halted a 
few hundred yards away. A deputation 
detached itself and approached the court-
house. The Zulus knocked on the door. 
The wary whites opened a window, ex-
pecting to hear an ultimatum. Instead, the 
black men said "Why have you forsaken 
us? We see there is a terrible danger com-
ing, because our masters have fled into this 
fort, and we are frightened, for we don't 
know what it is. So we came to ask if we 
could also come inside, to be under the 
protection of our masters' guns." 
 
Stories like this one which tell of misun-
derstandings and fear between cultural 
groups in Africa are actually very com-
mon. Language and other cultural differ-
ences are part of our community. To 
communicate across these borders is not 
always easy, but it remains fascinating. 
For those among us who are willi ng to 
listen and willi ng to be drawn into the 
stories of others, new worlds of under-
standing emerge almost daily. The diffi-
culties sometimes bring us to the verge of 
despair, but with a narrative, not-knowing 
attitude we can make growing progress in 
the "borderlands" and develop new "eco-
logical niches" where being different can 
be experienced as the most fulfilli ng part 
of existence. This is the joy of becoming 
part of someone else's story - like it is to 
know the joy of fish in the story of the old 
Chinese philosopher Chuang Tzu (as 
quoted by Rosenbaum and Dyckman 
1995:41): 
 

Chuang Tzu and Hui Tzu 
were crossing Hao river 
By the dam. 
Chuang said: 
"See how free  
The fishes leap and dart: 
That is their happiness." 

Hui replied: 
"Since you are not a fish 
How do you know  
What makes fishes happy?" 
Chuang said: 
"Since you are not I 
How can you possibly know 
That I do not know 
What makes fishes happy?" 
Hui argued: 
"If I, not being you, 
Cannot know what you know 
It follows that you 
Not being a fish 
Cannot know what they know." 
Chuang said: 
"Wait a minute! 
Let us get back 
To the original question. 
What you asked me was 
'How do you know  
What makes fishes happy?' 
From the terms of your question 
You evidently know I know  
What makes fishes happy. 
"I know the joy of fishes 
In the river 
Through my own joy, as I go walking 
Along the same river." 

 
 
 
Notes 
 
     1 "Transspection is an effort to put 
oneself into the head (not shoes) of 
another person... Transspection differs 
from analytical 'understanding.' 
Transspection differs also from 'empa-
thy.' Empathy is a projection of feelings 
between two persons with one episte-
mology. Transspection is a trans-
epistemological process which tries to 
experience a foreign belief, a foreign 
assumption, a foreign perspective, feel-
ings in a foreign context, and conse-
quences of feelings in a foreign context, 
as if these have become one's own." 
(Maruyama et al., cited by Augsburger 
1986:30) 
     2 Anderson and Goolishian (1988: 
378) use concepts li ke "language", "in 
language", and "languaging" to refer to 
the process of the social creation of the 
intersubjective realiti es that we tempo-
rall y share with each other. 
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ooking back on her experience in 
the realm of international confer-

ences on pastoral care, Liesel-Lotte 
Püschel who has done a lot by way of 
interconnecting various international 
pastoral care movements writes the 
following: "...when members from dif-
ferent systems try in earnest to reach 
mutual understanding it is inevitable 
that they hurt each other's feelings...; 
and naturall y clashes between very close 
systems hurt the most". One feels so. 
because it is from closer systems where 
one would expect it the least and be-
cause the sudden experience of non-
understanding and of being li ke strang-
ers is most painful and irritating and 
particularly disconcerting. According to 
Herkenrath-Püschel "...such offences are 
almost typical of intercultural dialogue 
and occur when the concerned suddenly 
become aware of a deep rift between 
their cultures".1 
The above words could be taken as a 
commentary on the meanwhile ten 'In-
ternational Seminars on Intercultural 
Pastoral Care and Counselli ng' the last 
of which was held in Ustron/Poland. 
The above-mentioned experience seems 
to have been made many times and in 
different ways over and over again. And 
it was exactly this experience of feeling 
hurt and not understood which led us to 
explore deeper the cultural dimension of 
pastoral care and counselli ng and which 
- at least in relation to the pastoral care 
movement in Germany - awakened our 
interest in the issue of 'intercultural 
pastoral care' as such.2 This is not at all 
surprising. As a matter of fact, culture 
normally envelops us li ke the air we 
breathe but take no notice of until some-
thing disturbing happens - shortness of 
fresh air or sudden changes. We become 
aware of the existence of air for instance 
if there is a draft, so it causes a twinge - 

and the same can be said of our culture. 
It is also very interesting that - at least 
with us - the question of culture did not 
emerge at first from dealing with multi-
cultural settings in practice, but rather 
from "within": from experiences of 
being different within our (supposedly) 
own and secure environment, among 
ourselves as women and men working 
in pastoral care and counselli ng, among 
ourselves who believe to have so much 
in common, even as far as having equal 
standards of training. I think this is a 
very important point. It makes me real-
ise that that which is strange and of 
different culture need not necessaril y be 
exotic, it may wait for me just across my 
own garden fence. Even in the closest 
area of my own tradition I have to be 
prepared for the different and for cul-
turall y based alienness - for diff iculties 
in understanding and acts of offence 
which do not result from malevolence or 
an unwilli ngness to understand each 
other, but are rooted in the variations of 
cultural colouring which distinguish me 
from my neighbour. 
 
As for the specific elements which the 
intercultural aspect adds to our practical 
work - once we have become aware of it 
- the first reali sation simply is that once 
again things have become a littl e more 
complicated than expected. With en-
counters in the field of intercultural 
pastoral care still more aspects and 
factors have to be taken into considera-
tion and paid attention to as having an 
effect on the encounter. It is no longer 
enough to concentrate on the encounter 
on a personal level, in fact, the social, 
politi cal, and even spiritual back-
grounds of the people gain importance;3 
group processes become increasingly 
more complex - and in the end, there 
will be even more things of which I 
must admit that I did not understand 
these. So I simply carry on alongside the 
things I understood as well as those I 
did not, and try to deal with both in the 
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most sensible manner (both as a human 
being and as someone engaged in pas-
toral care). 
Again, let us li sten to Liesel-Lotte 
Herkenrath-Püschel: "Only if we ac-
knowledge the limitations of under-
standing between members of different 
cultures can we succeed to some extent. 
This also means to refrain from over-
expectations on both sides ...".4 
 
Possible forms of encoun tering 
the alien 
 

n the last decades, the context in 
which pastoral care and counselli ng 

occur in Western Europe has changed 
considerably. Cultural diversity has 
become a visible aspect of our everyday 
li fe, manifest in the changed streetscape 
of our towns and cities. How do I meet 
people from different environments, 
different cultures, in a world that has 
turned multi cultural? Which is the atti-
tude to be adopted towards them? 
 
There are many destructive forms of 
dealing with people. If we leave those 
aside and concentrate on a more posi-
tive approach, we will discover a multi-
pli city of other possibiliti es. Below, I 
would li ke to try and outline a few pos-
sible attitudes - 'ideal type' ones and not 
by any means exhaustive: 
 
A suppo sed world citizen 
 
I can choose to meet the alien with a 
universali stic attitude, the attitude of a 
world citi zen. In that case I accept the 
differences as a given fact, as something 
that might make an encounter more 
diff icult at first, but - in principle - 
could be overcome by increased back-
ground knowledge, through studies and 
more contacts. This is partly what I 
have experienced myself: Things which 
felt alien to me first grew more familiar 
once I got to know these better. How-
ever, if the fact that something is 'alien' 
is basicall y something temporal, some-
thing that has to be overcome - then this 
approach results in the end in a nega-
tion of the alien within the alien. 
Viewed from a higher plane, there is no 
such thing as 'being alien' at all; and if 
something feels alien to me, this only 
gives proof of my own limited horizon. I 
think that the conception of pastoral 
care within the church is still predomi-
nantly based on this universali stic ideal. 
Our demand reads: Closeness and un-
derstanding are always possible, in 
principle, and therefore have to be 
striven for. However, realit y often draws 

a different picture. Even some optimis-
tic models of a multi cultural society are 
based on this conception: To overcome 
'being alien' is only a question of learn-
ing. And often this learning programme 
is coupled with considerable moral 
pretensions. 
 
The alien as a foil to set o ff myself  
 
Negating the alien: this can happen in a 
much more subtle way. Many of the 
fashionable things which come under 
the name 'postmodern' even seem to 
search for what is alien or different, 
demonstrate and emphasise it. But this 
is done in such a way as to "alienate" 
the alien elements from their contexts. 
To me this seems li ke turning the whole 
world into a collage or a museum in 
which I can experience myself. The 
alien detached from its hereditary con-
text becomes a projection area for my-
self, the alien is made into something 
exotic which stimulates me but has 
stopped to stir me. The corresponding 
pastoral-care model would be an atti-
tude of arbitrariness which prefers to let 
all forms of verbal expression, all forms 
of religion or culture exist amicably side 
by side. 
A variation of this can be found in the 
role the culturall y alien played in the art 
of painting in the first decades of this 
century. Among expressionists for in-
stance, African sculptures were en 
vogue for quite some time. Even Picasso 
collected such items. Gauguin went to 
li ve on Tahiti - but not with an idea to 
share the existence of the people there! 
The alien was experienced as a counter-
image and was interesting because it 
reflected experiences of alienation, 
differences and rifts in one's own soci-
ety.5 This, I feel, is along the lines of 
pastoral-care models or therapy ap-
proaches which reduce the issue of 
'feeling alien' to the problem of the 
'alien within myself'. The alien which 
irritates me is thus reduced to an ex-
pression of the unconscious, the sup-
pressed parts of myself. Such models of 
interpretation are well known from 
analyticall y-oriented psychological 
definitions. I should think that these 
explanations offer many valuable in-
sights, but they do not suff ice as a sole 
pattern of interpretation. 
 
Hermeneutics of the alien 
 
It may sound old-fashioned: But I feel 
that the classical approach of hermeneu-
tics is more helpful here than all the 
above models. The point is to try to 

"understand" the alien without eliminat-
ing its being alien or different. The 
point is not to give in to generali sation 
too quickly, but to perceive my vis-à-vis 
in her/his singularity and within their 
particular context - while at the same 
time hoping (and to a certain extent 
expecting) that understanding is possi-
ble even across borders. 
 
I am in no way concerned with the high 
standards of hermeneutic virtuosi who 
claimed that by proceeding methodicall y 
they could understand an author better 
than he or she could themselves. What I 
have in mind is to remind us that our 
occidental hermeneutics originates from 
the exegesis of the Holy Bible and there-
fore, at least in its origins, is committed 
to certain theological fundamentals. 
Exegesis must be seen as an attempt to 
understand a vis-à-vis which I know I 
will never have understood full y, which 
will always remain one step ahead since 
it confronts me with words of divine 
revelation unfathomable to me. As a 
matter of fact, hermeneutics, viewed 
from the point of exegesis, does not start 
from the assumption that 'only li ke 
knows li ke', as Aristotle and the classi-
cal philosophers have put it. On the 
contrary, confronted with a bibli cal text 
I always discover things unsuspected, 
new things which are nevertheless im-
portant for myself and for my concep-
tion of myself as well as for my li fe. 
Significantly enough, the founding 
father of the pastoral care movement, 
A. Boisen, developed the theory of en-
counter in pastoral care along the lines 
of an exegesis: he describes the vis-à-vis 
as "a li ving human document" which 
deserves to be read applying the same 
methods as when reading the Holy Bi-
ble. This means: Boisen must have been 
consciously aware of this tension exis-
tent also in pastoral care work: A suc-
cessful encounter holds something divi-
natory, can be characterised as a kind of 
revelation to me - and it may happen 
without ever totall y removing any last 
trace of feeling alien towards my vis-à-
vis. This ill ustrates how my own con-
ception of a God-human relationship 
determines the options I have in my 
relationships to other people. 
 
What matters to me in these reflections 
is the following: An encounter must 
include both, becoming closer as well as 
reserving the alien. And another point: 
Successful understanding sets off a 
process and changes occur, in fact on 
both sides. The issue is to get involved 

I 
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in an encounter as a never-ending proc-
ess. 
 
In concrete terms: 
Prob lematic areas in i ntercultural 
pastoral care and c ounselling  
 

s there anything li ke a basic "inter-
cultural" attitude in pastoral care? 

David Augsburger whose book Pastoral 
Counseling Across Cultures (1986) is 
still a standard work with regard to our 
topic distinguishes between three differ-
ent positi ve attitudes in an encounter:6 
 �

"Sympathy" as a spontaneous and in 
most cases unreflected way of feeling 
with the vis-à-vis, which means that I 
simply project my own feeli ngs upon the 
other person or recognise these in her or 
him. �

"Empathy" (in the way this term is 
known from client-centred therapy and 
from pastoral care training): Feeling 
with the other person as a conscious and 
affective attitude towards my vis-à-vis, 
an emphatic understanding, as "active 
imagination" of her or his emotions - 
making a distinction between my own 
emotions and those of the other person. �

 Thirdly: "Interpathy" which D. Augs-
burger understands as a form of con-
scious empathy, too, but making an 
effort to let oneself in for the emotions, 
standards of values and mentalit y of the 
other person all of which are different 
from mine so that my own beliefs will 
somehow be temporaril y ignored and 
shoved to the background. What we talk 
about here is something more than em-
pathy; for if I acknowledge the existence 
of different values and standards, the 
question arises anew of what is normal, 
what is the aberration? What is healthy, 
what is sick? 
 
Some issues which came up during the 
last Intercultural Seminars may point to 
what is at stake here, and may show 
how great the differences possibly are:7 
 
The question of our world view 
 
Which is the world view, the cosmology 
I assume? Not reflecting on it philoso-
phicall y or theologicall y, but in my 
everyday talking and doing? At the 
seminar two years ago, Robert Solomon 
from Singapore ill ustrated the great 
importance attached to a peculiar area 
of experience in his country, placed 
somewhere between the given and the 
transcendent: An "in-between sphere" 
which on the one hand is full y present 
in the everyday doing and on the other 

hand is not subjected to the law of na-
ture; an area having religious aspects 
and at the same time being independent 
of concrete images of God and a par-
ticular religion and which is therefore 
experienced as real by many Buddhists, 
Muslims and Christians ali ke. In this 
sphere, spirits for instance play a big 
role. According to him, it is from this 
area where most of the questions that 
come up in pastoral care originate from 
- and those involved in pastoral care 
should take this seriously if they did not 
want to miss the people concerned. I 
have also come across such questions 
working as a pastor in pastoral care - 
may be this "in-between sphere" plays a 
much bigger role with us than we gen-
erall y assume. 
 
Looking at the question of cosmology 
(of a world view), we must also take 
into consideration that there are cultures 
and religions which are not theistic, i. e. 
do not have a personal God. This is 
particularly true of Buddhism. Studies 
about dying processes in Japan show 
that mourning phases are experienced 
there, too, similar to those described by 
Kübler-Ross. But the phase of "bargain-
ing" as part of the dying process seems 
not to occur there.8 If no personal vis-à-
vis exists, no God or any kind of per-
sonal fateful power, who is there to 
bargain with? This difference is all the 
more interesting in so far as we often 
find that (in the West) even such people 
who view themselves as irreligious, as 
agnostics, start to "quarrel with their 
fate" once they are confronted with 
severe strokes of fate - as if there did 
exist some sort of a vis-à-vis, however 
vague it might be. Obviously these are 
cultural characteristics which lie much 
deeper than any conscious profession of 
religion! 
 
The conce pt of person 
 
A different cosmology also means: a 
different concept of person. In certain 
respects, the relationship between the 
individual and society is of a totall y 
different nature in other cultures. At our 
last seminar, Nalini Arles from India 
explained how diff icult it was to transfer 
fundamental conceptions of client-
centred therapy to her country. Thera-
peutic goals such as "strengthening of 
the ego" or "development of the Self" 
will catch only in a very limited way; 
the only "Self" existent in the cultural 
tradition of India is "jiva", the individ-
ual soul, which incidentall y happens to 
be regarded as something temporary, 

something which needs to be overcome 
in order to reach identification with the 
"atman" or world soul. Of course, cos-
mological axioms will not be found in a 
philosophicall y perfected form with 
most people there either; and still t hey 
have a very subtle bearing on the think-
ing and feeling of the people. 
 
The ind ividual and society 
 
On the societal level, a difference is 
made between "individual-centred" and 
"community-centred" societies. Most of 
the non-Western societies are much less 
individual-oriented than ours. Guidance 
by traditions, the individual embedded 
in the extended family, all these play a 
much bigger role - with the result that 
the pastoral care worker or counsellor 
must take on a different role, too. Our 
Indian colleague told us that while it is 
common practice in the psychological 
therapy setting in the West to limit the 
establi shment of a relationship to the 
counselli ng set-up, this pattern will 
hardly work in India. When she builds 
up a relationship in pastoral care, for 
instance to a student (she works at a 
Christian college), it will naturall y be 
expected of her to accompany and en-
courage the student during exam times, 
to attend family events etc. It would be 
regarded as a breach of confidence if 
she did not do so; she would create the 
impression that her "acceptance" of her 
vis-à-vis was not reall y worth that 
much. As counsellor she is also given 
the role of a personal mentor - and she 
is expected to fill t his role even to the 
extent of placing her client in a job. 
This certainly is a very holi stic model of 
pastoral care as compared to the profes-
sionally set-up therapy (in the West). 
On the other hand, it is much less 
emancipative as regards the individual. 
However, the textbook model of a cli-
ent-centred counsellor who develops 
action models together with the client 
and in doing so remains deliberately 
non-directive, leaving the part of deci-
sion-taking totall y to the client - this is 
a model hardly conceivable in an Indian 
context; there, a counsellor, as the men-
tor, also gives advice, even to the extent 
of direct instructions. 
 
In this context, many questions arise 
with regard to the goal which is to be 
achieved by pastoral care or therapy. 
For instance: Given a certain confli ct 
situation, is it my aim to strengthen the 
individual in her/his independence as 
against their community (family) - or do 
I try to help her/him adapt themselves? 

I 
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If inclusion within a group - and accep-
tance via the role the group assigns to 
an individual - plays such a dominant 
part, this will also bring up methodical 
questions. While we prefer to use role-
play, even bibliodrama, in order to help 
the individual experience various possi-
biliti es of action, understand and li ve 
through them, this method might not 
have a liberating effect on people who 
are anyway strongly governed by the 
expectations towards them from their 
society, and might rather have a restrict-
ing effect on them.9 
 
The issue of religion  
 
"Interpathy" as a means of letting my-
self in for the standards and world view 
of a different culture - this will i nevita-
bly take me to the area of religiousness. 
Issues li ke cosmology or the concept of 
person, all these have a religious aspect, 
too. Drawing a clear line between cul-
ture and religion as we often do is quite 
impossible with regard to Asia or Af-
rica. Even with us, there is a closer 
connection between the two than we li ke 
to admit. I first reali sed this when col-
leagues from Eastern Europe happened 
to ask me at some of our seminars: In 
your work, how does your faith, your 
religion come to the fore? - In part, I felt 
this was a justified question to ask. On 
the other hand: In the environment in 
which we work as pastors (or as coun-
sellors in church institutions) we can 
afford to leave questions of faith un-
mentioned; this is to say that in our 
work we quietly feed on the set-up of 
the ambient church li fe and of the 
Christian faith. It is self-evident that a 
pastor belongs to the Church, this needs 
no particular mentioning. God's name 
may remain unmentioned, because in a 
certain way God is implicit in our think-
ing. However, the situation is quite 
different in many other countries. 
 
When I meet somebody from a different 
culture, of a different faith - how about 
my own faith? How far am I prepared or 
able to let myself in for the other per-
son's faith if I try to let myself in for 
her/his culture? I think each of us will 
have to find their own distinct and theo-
logicall y founded positions. In intercul-
tural pastoral care, in fact, the interre-
ligious issue always arises; and interre-
ligious dialogue - not on an abstract 
academic level, but embedded in the 
facts of everyday li fe - certainly is at the 
core of intercultural pastoral care. There 
are still many unsettled points with all 
of us in this field. 

When founding our "Society for Inter-
cultural Pastoral Care and Counselli ng", 
there was a strong controversy about a 
certain formulation in our statutes. How 
important is the fact that we are rooted 
in a Christian tradition if we want to 
encourage intercultural pastoral care 
and counselli ng? Obviously, we want 
cooperation with people coming from 
other religious traditions. But how im-
portant is the fact that the majority of us 
administer pastoral care as Christians 
and that this  is where our motivation 
comes from? If we show our own iden-
tity, this may cause friction - but it can 
also produce more clarity. 
 
Two years ago, a Buddhist monk came 
to our seminar as a speaker. It was ex-
tremely interesting to li sten to his dis-
course on his pastoral care work in 
Thailand. One evening, he offered to 
hold a meditation, just to give a first 
impression. Of course, we Western 
Europeans took part - where else could 
we learn about something li ke that in a 
more authentic way? However, the reac-
tion of some of our Asian and African 
colleagues I happened to talk to was 
quite different. They were aware of the 
fact that Buddhist meditation was not 
just another cultural phenomenon, but 
quite a determined form of religious 
practice - a kind of religious practice 
which was not theirs (and as a matter of 
fact neither mine). Certainly, I do not 
wish to put up dividing li nes, but I think 
each of us will have to find their own 
position here, a position which is clear 
and responsible in its theological conse-
quences. For naive  openness would 
mean that I do not take the other person 
seriously in just her/his separate relig-
iousness. 
 
The issue of po li tics 
 
In the same way as intercultural en-
counters touch on the issue of religion 
they also lead to the issue of politi cs. 
This became quite obvious in many 
workshops in Ustron. As some of the 
contributions from there are part of this 
documentation it must be enough to just 
mention this here. Let me only say the 
following: When, as it happens, tradi-
tional social structures collapse in 
Papua New-Guinea eventually resulting 
in the destruction of families as a con-
sequence of accelerated modernisation, 
then there emerges a task for pastoral 
care which cannot be tackled on an 
individual level but only on a politi cal 
one. And what is more, this is not a 
question of government politi cs in 

Papua New-Guinea only, but rather of 
developments in world economy. 
The politi cal dimension of pastoral care 
- what do we make of it? 
 
 
Some strategies to reduce 
complexity 
 

eali sing that in intercultural pas-
toral care so many factors come 

into play and everything is so much 
more complex, the question arises: Are 
encounters and understanding at all 
possible? It is simply impossible to have 
in mind all the various aspects however 
relevant they may be. Fortunately, ex-
perience tell s us that this is not neces-
sary. Deep encounters across cultural 
barriers are possible (and have been so 
during our seminars). Building up a 
contact to another human being can 
succeed - and, thank God, has been 
doing so again and again, even though 
one might not have full y understood all 
the aspects of the other person's culture. 
 
Cross-cultural fund amental 
experiences 
 
In my everyday practice I am forced to 
somehow diminish intercultural com-
plexity. Most of the time this will hap-
pen unconsciously, which is good. How-
ever, some methodical proposals can be 
made. Quite obviously, one can draw on 
fundamental human experience which is 
cross-cultural. I take John Foskett's 
considerations on "the unknown in 
intercultural communication", mainly 
his recourse to our individual birth 
experiences, as an important suggestion 
in this context.10 Experiences of one's 
own birth, of joy or death are essentiall y 
human in such an elementary way that 
it will certainly be impossible to ever 
"pin them down" to one single culture. 
Taking in a glimpse of the horrors of 
Oswiecim/Auschwitz was such an ele-
mentary experience which had its own 
effects, however complex they were. It 
united - and divided. 
 
In a well -known German-language 
journal of the pastoral care movement, 
Albrecht Grözinger recently suggested 
to draw on human "fundamental sym-
bols" and basic "gestures".11 Among 
others he mentions the symbol of water 
to which is attributed a sense of being 
threatening as well as healing in many 
religions and cultures - even in modern 
literature. Can we use such fundamental 
symbols in a cross-cultural context? 
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I think we had better not be over-
enthusiastic in this regard. I would li ke 
to recall the unexpected effect the unit-
ing symbol of "soil from the Holy Land" 
had on one of the participants during 
the closing service at a former seminar. 
A woman, wife of a pastor, whose an-
cestors came from the Carribean left the 
service crying. Later she explained: "In 
the Caribbean, if we get involved with 
soil , we get involved with the evil - if 
someone puts soil i nto our hand, the evil 
is present".12 
 
With regard to basic gestures - as for 
instance the gesture of blessing - the 
situation may not be any different. How 
much physical closeness or distance 
does the other person need or can she/he 
take without feeling embarrassed? That 
is very different from one culture to the 
next. Our body language, mostly uncon-
trolled by ourselves, is strongly influ-
enced by our culture. Does it make any 
difference which of my two hands I use 
to welcome an African? Yes, it does - 
there have been interesting encounters 
at seminars also in this respect! 
 
Tolerance 
 
We have to admit that it is impossible to 
full y avoid offence to occur in intercul-
tural encounters. To see this matter-of-
factly can also be a relief. We need to 
practise enduring such acts of offence, 
which means: practise tolerance ("toler-
are" in Latin means to stand or endure 
something). Hence, two things are 
needed to make intercultural encounter 
a success: On the one hand, to practise 
tolerance with regard to others and to 
ourselves; and on the other of course, to 
find ways to keep these offences small . 
 
With regard to the latter, I have learned 
to appreciate anew the importance of 
social manners through our intercultural 
seminars. Among those engaged in 
pastoral care, frankness and directness 
during arguments as well as a prepared-
ness to quarrel are considered high 
objectives in dealing with one another. 
The way Germans or Britons for in-
stance tended to act out their individual 
tensions or frustrations during intercul-
tural seminars was very impressive. It 
used to leave Asians, Africans, and even 
Eastern Europeans perplexed: "Is this 
the way you treat each other?" they 
asked. 
 
In Chinese culture, in all my dealings 
with other people, I must be very careful 
not to let the other person lose face. 

Save my face, allow the other person to 
save face - in dealing with one another 
this is very important. In Ustron, a col-
league from Ghana said: In a confli ct 
situation, we would always put the in-
terest of the group above our personal 
interest. None of the two are ideals I 
should li ke to follow. But what I found 
worth thinking about was the sensiti vity 
of my colleague from Ghana when he 
commented on social manners in his 
tradition, as for instance the different 
meanings given to one's right or left 
hand, respect of old age and similar 
things (matters which, as far as I could 
see, were immediately understood and 
acknowledged by the people present 
from Asia) - and above all the complex-
ity of his sensiti vity in these issues. And 
I reali sed: Social manners are not al-
ways mere symbols of social repression. 
They are also a high cultural good - and 
a great help when dealing with anything 
alien. 
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Since 1977 in Eisenach1 I have been 
coming to intercultural and interfaith 
meetings about pastoral care and coun-
selli ng. My family and colleagues would 
testify to the extra-ordinary impact these 
have had upon me. I have come to ex-
pect that I will be surprised again by 
what I learn about myself and others as 
a result of these gatherings. Although 
this is true of my li fe in general, inter-
cultural meetings generate an extra-
ordinary qualit y to this knowledge. 
They reveal some of the unknown that 
is not yet thought let alone voiced or 
conceptualised. I think there are a many 
reasons for this. We are detached from 
our cultural and racial roots. We are in 
someone else’s world and bumping up 
against differences we do not under-
stand. These expose us li ke new born 
creatures 2 and we can not ignore what 
we feel and think even from ourselves. 
Likewise there is an end to this detach-
ment when we return to the familiar 
places from which we have come and 
where our li velihoods if not our li ves 
depend upon us fitting our culture more 
or less. In intercultural meetings we are 
bound not to fit and in our not fitting to 
uncover heaven knows what about our-
selves and each other. Those whose 
homeland we visit have a special prob-
lem with our coming amongst them. We 
and they do not fit but on their territory. 
This evokes all the uncertainties and 
fears associated with immigration and 
assimilation. In Ustron it was not until 
the last day of the conference that any-
one asked about the thoughts and feel-
ing which lay behind the inscrutabilit y 
of our hosts. 
 
Learning from experience 
 
These conferences remind me of  learn-
ing about the dynamics of group behav-
iour in the 1960's. As a pastor finding  
myself at the mercy of the groups for 

which I had responsibiliti es, I went on a 
course about the understanding of group 
behaviour organised by the Tavistock 
Institute of Human Relations 3. We were 
invited to learn from our own experi-
ence of being a group member. This was 
a revolutionary idea to me then and 
shocked me in the same way I have been 
shocked since in intercultural gather-
ings. My educational culture had always 
been academic and I had learnt to 
minimise the value of my own experi-
ence. Later I was to meet this learning 
from experiencing culture in other 
forms - clinical pastoral education, 
therapeutic communities, liberation 
movements and psychotherapy. It was a 
revelation for me to trust my experience 
and the experience of others in order to 
learn. It was a ‘new birth’ to have hy-
potheses as embryo theories in the birth 
of my learning and not as credal au-
thorities to which my experience had to 
be fitted. I saw the Bible and the tradi-
tions I had studied at university and 
seminary take on a new li fe. In fact to 
have a li fe, a flesh that enlivened the 
dead words and ideas they had been. I 
suppose I began to grasp that scripture 
and tradition were only the fruit of hu-
man experience. Food for all my senses. 
 
The good that I want, I do not do , 
the evil I do not want, that I do... 
 
Fruitful as my first learning from ex-
perience was, li ke birth itself there was 
more to it than bli ss and satisfaction. 
All to soon experience confronted me 
with the realit y St Paul expresses in 
Romans 7:18-19. ‘I can will what is 
right, but I can not do it. The good that 
I want, I do not do, the evil I do not 
want, that I do’ . That was all too true 
for me as a pastor and as a husband and 
father. What was more it was especiall y 
true of my corporate efforts with others 
to achieve the objects of our faith and to 
try and reali se the coming of God’s 
Kingdom amongst us. In my revolution-
ary optimism I joined a radical Chris-
tian group to make the church do, and 
not just will , what was right. We re-

formers found all too quickly that we 
were as irreformable as the church. In 
my despair I was introduced to psycho-
analysis. 
It was not a comfortable introduction, 
but it did offer me another perspective 
on learning from experience, and one 
that took seriously the diff iculties I had 
encountered. The idea that I li ve and act 
unconsciously as well as consciously 
was another shock to my cultural as-
sumptions, another new birth as painful 
as the first. If there is so much of me 
that is unknown and its effect upon me 
and others so unconscious, then there 
must be compelli ng reasons for this. In 
this new language of experience I was 
confronted with my defences against the 
unknown and unconscious. Defences 
upon which my very existence de-
pended, or so I believed unconsciously. 
Despite all I said about wanting the 
good, my actions revealed a different 
story. It was no wonder I could not do 
the good I wanted as there was so much 
of me that unconsciously depended on 
something else. My behaviour demon-
strated that I was and I am a house 
divided against itself.  
 
The group ’s unconscious 
 
As I learnt more about my own uncon-
scious I became aware of the corporate 
unconscious of the groups of which I 
was member, my family, parish and 
community. Realising the power of my 
own unconscious I recognised the even 
greater power of a group’s unconscious. 
Groups keep the unknown from being 
known in order to protect all of us from 
the many anxieties we fear will over-
whelm us were they to be revealed. 
Groups unconsciously believe in these 
compelli ng reasons and suffer much 
frustration and despair as a conse-
quence. 
 
"An ironic feature of the congress was 
that the theme was about coming to-
gether, but the programme accentuated 
rather than dissolved the differences and 
made it diff icult for people to come 
together at all . The prevaili ng atmos-
phere of the congress was one of chaos 
and insensiti vity." This report from a 
delegate at the 1st World Congress for 
Psychotherapy in June 1996 ill ustrates 
how the profession most aware of the 
unconscious is nevertheless at its mercy 
when gathered in an intercultural forum 
for the first time. In order to protect 
itself from the corporate insensiti vity 
and chaos at the heart of the psycho-
therapeutic task, the congress embodied 
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and enacted unconsciously what it was 
most afraid of. Just as in individual 
therapy the bringing to consciousness is 
central to the work, so therapists and 
pastors want to discover how the same 
can be possible for societies and institu-
tions. In individual therapy client and 
therapist have to learn from experience 
to face their insensitivity and chaos, so 
congresses of therapists and pastors 
have to learn to face the corporate mani-
festations of their fears. We can not face 
what we will not look at, but our behav-
iour can reveal it to us. 
An important part of the work of the 
Tavistock Institute since the 1950's has 
been to try and understand what the 
behaviour of groups reveals about the 
unconscious fears that dominate them 
and can prevent them fulfilli ng their 
conscious aims and objectives. Staff 
from the Institute have worked with and 
studied groups and institutions in indus-
try, politi cs, religion, education, health 
and welfare in many different cultural 
contexts. I tried to apply some of  the 
results of their work to the pre-
conference and the following seminar at 
Ustron. 
 
Traditions: shadows of the past – 
sources for the future 
 
The purpose of the pre-conference at 
Ustron was "to work on the theory of 
communication in an intercultural con-
text and apply it to the work of the fol-
lowing seminar in realit y." We dis-
cussed in pairs this objective for our 
pre-conference and the seminar as the 
good we wanted to do. Then we spoke 
of the evil that we feared we might do. 
To remind ourselves of our discussions 
we wrote something about the latter on 
the bottom third of a paper. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

unconscious 
 
 
 
 

the evil we fear we might do 
 
 

 
We put the word "unconscious" on the 
second third of the paper. So we related 
the evil we might do to whatever was 
unknown and unconscious amongst us. 

Whatever each of us brought to this 
meeting and whatever was corporately 
evoked between us. 
 
Revealing the ‘unknown’ in group 
behaviour 
 
In his book Experiences in Groups4, 
Wil fred Bion explored how group be-
haviour reveals the unconscious anxie-
ties which can dominate group li fe and 
undermine the task the group has to 
complete. As a psychoanalyst he drew 
upon his experience of working with 
soldiers who had broken down in the 
second world war. Their conscious task 
of fighting was impossible for them and 
their unconscious took control of their 
behaviour. He explored with them the 
nature of the trauma which had caused 
this to happen. He observed that enter-
ing any group exposes us all to memo-
ries of the earliest experiences of our 
li ves - to our births - and to the first 
group we entered. A group which might 
have consisted of all or any of the fol-
lowing, our mothers, fathers, a midwife, 
a doctor, siblings and relations. 
In the conference we tried to remember 
from the stories we had been told and 
with the help of our imagination who 
had been present at our births, and what 
traumas and anxieties may have accom-
panied our entries into our first group. 
We drew upon our current experiences 
of entering groups including this con-
ference to identify what causes us  most 
anxiety and uncertainty, to see if there 
were any connections to our initial ex-
perience in as far as we could recall it. 
 
On the way to the conference I had 
stopped in Prague, where I met a col-
league who invited me out for a meal 
with his Czech guide. As I sat opposite 
them I was relieved to be with someone 
I knew and then even more pleased to 
be offered my first ‘ feed’ . But as the 
meal continued, I reali sed that they had 
planned to eat together to enjoy each 
other’s company, and that I was an 
intruder, and unwelcome ‘birth’ into 
their li ves. Although not a surprising 
revelation it made me aware of  the 
feelings of relief, satisfaction and then 
fear, which were to dominate my uncon-
scious during the coming conference 
and seminar. We wrote on the first third 
of our papers something to remind us of  
these early feelings in our li ves, which 
coming to the conference stirred again. 
This provided us with an aide memoir 
linking our earliest anxieties through 
our unconscious to the evil we feared we 

might do instead of the good we hoped 
we would do. 

 
"Relief and satisfaction fol-
lowed by the fear of being 

unwelcome and in the way" 
 
 
 

unconscious 
 
 
 

The evil we fear we might do 
"My relief and satisfaction will 
make me unwelcome and in 

the way" 
 
Bion recognised that the more stressful 
the task a group undertakes and the 
more unstable the context in which it 
undertakes that task, the more li kely the 
group is to regress in order to manage 
the unconscious anxieties provoked by 
the task. This regression can be so pow-
erful that it will completely undermine 
the work and the aims of the group. 
Although I had made no connection at 
the time, my personal clues to this re-
gression were to be feelings of relief and 
satisfaction as a prelude to my getting in 
the way of the task when I had no con-
scious wish to do so. 
 
Towards the end of the seminar this 
happened in a most dramatic way. The 
day before we had visited Auschwitz 
and we returned heavy with our emo-
tional reactions to what we had seen and 
heard. During the tour the German and 
English speaking parties were sepa-
rated, but at one point we met each 
other again and I recall the sense of 
relief and satisfaction I felt to see our 
colleagues and to know that they too 
were surviving this trauma. In an emo-
tional service that evening we were able 
to express some of these feelings, albeit 
with more sentiment than serious 
thought. On the following morning the 
lecturer explained how the Jews had 
kept ali ve the memory of the Holocaust 
in their diaries and writings and in the 
retelli ng of the stories.5 As I li stened it 
occurred to me that they did this in 
order to stay in touch with their uncon-
scious, and with the buried fears  which 
would still affect their li ves. They were 
facing the realit y that being born into 
the human race is as dangerous and evil 
as the Holocaust reveals it to be. If ever 
the memory was lost, once again hu-
manity would be at the mercy of the 
most destructive forces within our un-
conscious. Someone asked the lecturer 
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what help this knowledge was to us. He 
replied that it was no help. We human 
beings are poor pupils and we learn very 
littl e from history as current ethnic 
cleansings bare witness. We can not 
learn to be better from the tragedies of 
our past, but we can take the memories 
of those tragedies with us as symbols for 
today and tomorrow. The more we for-
get and the more we bury in our uncon-
scious, the more evil we stock pile to 
destroy the good we want to do and to 
feed the evil we will do. 
It seemed to me that we needed all the 
time left to us in the conference to 
gather our memories of these events in 
order not to forget them. Soon we would 
be in other familiar places without each 
other’s help and support to keep ali ve 
the memories of Ustron. However, our 
need to forget and to bury proved 
stronger. As a group we avoided assem-
bling for our last plenary together for as 
long as we could. Then we sat patiently 
as our leaders discussed how we might 
apply our faith to our experience of the 
seminar. To help us they offered to give 
examples from their work. The first 
example was of a crisis service for the 
suicidal. I think this subject, introduced 
in a thoughtful and unemotional way, 
ignited my sense of crisis within the 
group itself. At the end of the morning 
one person described what then hap-
pened as the group being on the verge of 
suicide. Whatever our unconscious 
needs were, I could stand it no longer, 
and so I intervened before the second 
example could be given. I said we had 
the most vivid and fearful examples 
amongst us and needed all the time left 
to share them with one another. How-
ever in doing this I had stopped an 
Indian woman colleague from giving 
her example. All hell broke loose as 
first she agreed with me, and then was 
admonished for not taking her turn. 
Disagreements about how to proceed 
multiplied and the group was paralysed 
in confli ct. Realising how my anxiety 
had fuelled this battle and defeated my 
object in intervening, I was urged to do 
something to put it right. As I stood up 
to try I saw how hopeless the task was. 
So I remained standing feeling very 
awkward, ashamed and in the way. 
Afterwards it occurred to me that I was 
li ke the ‘poor pupil ’ sent to stand in the 
corner of the class. I wonder now if that 
was the way we as a group embodied 
and remembered the realit y of our hu-
manity, which we had confronted in 
Ustron. We are all poor pupils and we 
will defeat ourselves if ever we forget 
that truth in our pursuit of wisdom and 

expertise. The lecture had been my most 
satisfying ‘meal’ of the seminar, and the 
following plenary exposed me to my 
dread of being the wrong person in the 
wrong place and doing the wrong thing. 
I wonder now if all of us learnt a littl e 
more about being the wrong people, in 
the wrong place and doing the wrong 
things. After all , that was the tragedy 
for the Jews, the gypsies, and the homo-
sexuals in Europe in the 1930's and 
40's, and is still t he tragedy for many 
people somewhere in the world today. 
We must keep that knowledge ali ve in 
us whenever our fear makes us want to 
burn and bury the evidence and when-
ever the ashes start slipping through our 
fingers. 
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I. S.-J. (Hung ary): 
...This is a dynamic group process. 
If the leaders offer something, and 
all agree to do it, and then the proc-
ess is being stopped, it boils from 
within. 

 
G.J. (Germany): 
It is my impression that we are now 
dealing with how we treated one 
another. That was the source of 
interference. You (speaker is refer-
ing to the female facilitators of the 
plenary session) proposed to enter 
a dialogue, i.e. to present two mod-
els from two different cultures. That 
was a proposal made by women. 
And you, as a man, went in (unrest 
in the plenary) - please, let me fin-
ish - (more unrest). For me as a 
woman it was quite easy to under-
stand how a woman from the Indian 
culture would immediately put her 
interests last, when she heard that 
this might be disturburbing for oth-
ers. 
 
S.P. (Iceland): 
Perhaps I now understand a little bit 
better why one cannot really help 
people who are suffering. I felt of-
fended when N. was not able to 
contribute her story. When she fi-
nally had the opportunity to speak, 
she did not want to anymore. And 
since then we have been talking for 
twenty minutes. Her story would 
have been much shorter. But we 
are dealing with another story here 
as well: J. asked whether we could 
begin  with  the  plenary  session fif- 

teen minutes earlier. And now I 
think, that maybe the first story we 
heard was a bit too long, and maybe 
this offended J. 
But if we only talk about what is 
happening here, then we can never 
help those who feel offended. 
 
 
After a lengthy discussion the ple-
nary finally divided itself into groups, 
and then met for a conclusive ple-
nary, talking about the insights 
gained in the small groups: 
 
P. H. (Eng land): 
We ended up with a very useful 
discussion about the place of magic 
in Indonesia. I think it is useful be-
cause I think it deals with the inter-
cultural problems when you try to 
understand what is going on. In the 
discussion it became apparent that 
magic is part of traditional culture in 
Indonesia. But one church says: 
Magic is of Satan. The difficulty is 
that that tells you nothing, it simply 
is labelling. And in fact, in my view, 
what is going on (also here in our 
group) is a series of levels of lan-
guage. And the problem of under-
standing that is, that you have to 
know what the assumptions are and 
where the person is coming from. 
And that is one of the problems we 
face in this group. Every now and 
again I do not understand. The trou-
ble is: I understand  the language, 
but - I'm damned if I understand 
what we're on about!  Isn't it, that my 
cultural assumptions, when I am 

here, are usually English. And every 
now and again I realise: those are 
not the cultural assumptions of the 
Germans. But what I do is: I go and 
slap Klaus. And I say to him: Klaus, 
what on earth does all this mean? 
Some people here cannot, for their 
own cultural reasons - and linguistic 
reasons - do that. And this is my 
analysis what happened at the very 
beginning of this intercultural ses-
sion: If you break rules of a group, 
and you do not know - it is very 
difficult to recover the situation. It 
will happen - and we need to think 
about what we do when it does 
happen. 
 
Ch. K. (Ghana): 
In our discussion group, we started 
examining what happened when N. 
was called again to speak - and she 
refused. I was saying that culturally 
I would have done the same thing. 
And I was trying to explain that, if 
there is any action or behaviour 
which would cause division and 
confusion between people, then our 
endeavour is to withdraw  and not 
contribute to it. But one European 
friend in our group did say: No, in 
his case, he would fight for his 
rights. 
So this was all cultural, and we 
need to understand one another. 
And I feel that John was a person 
who was offended by our not com-
ing (to the plenary-session in time). 
But I am thinking that he, too, was 
acting culturally. 

 
 
 

 
The following are excerpts from oral contributions 
during the last, rather tension filled "intercultural 
forum", to which John Foskett refers in his text. 
 
Each contribution shows an individual way of in-
terpreting the events; thus, along with the inter-
pretation given by John Foskett, they bear wit-
ness to the complexity and to the manifold as-
pects of intercultural interaction.  
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2 
reports 

from 

the seminar  

 
 
 
 

he tenth 'International Seminar on 
Intercultural Pastoral Care and 

Counselli ng' met from 13 - 19 October 
1996 at Ustron / Poland. This year's 
topic of "Traditions as Shadows of the 
Past and Sources of the Future" pointed 
even more than the themes of former 
seminars to the various cultural and 
li fe-contexts of the participants of the 
seminar. Tradition / traditions with 
their burdens and with their potentials 
were highlighted as a matrix of pas-
toral care and counselli ng. In an indi-
rect way the different traditions of 
pastoral care became also apparent. 
This happened especiall y through the 
contributions of participants from those 
cultures which are foreign to us. 
 
Speakers from Ghana and Rwanda, 
from Indonesia, India, Papua New 
Guinea, and the Fiji Islands contributed 
to the seminar in the dail y study-groups 
and workshops. Remarkably, their con-
tributions focused on the problem of the 
loss and the destruction of indigenous 
traditions, induced by the 'modern' 
influences of Western industrial coun-
tries. A second focus was the role which 
traditional rites, ceremonies and social 
orders played in their own work of 
pastoral care and counselli ng. 
 
The following will highlight some 
thoughts and observations about these 
contributions - and about their impor-
tance for us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Experiences wi th the loss and the 
destruction of indi genous 
traditions 
 

�  An example from Papua Ne w 
Guinea 
 
George Euling is a Baptist pastor from 
Papua New Guinea. He explained in his 
workshop how the traditional unity and 
the holding together of families in the 
tribal vill ages are rapidly deteriorating 
in the wake of introducing modern 
industrial and economical structures. 
Husbands and their families leave the 
protected social surrounding to try their 
luck in the industrial areas and in the 
cities. In the new setting with its unfa-
miliar structures, and with money in 
their pockets, many become addicted to 
gambling and alcohol. Their wives lose 
the social functions for which they had 
traditionally been responsible. These 
used to be - apart from the house - the 
work in the fields. As a result, degrada-
tion, abasement, and the abuse of wives 
by drunken husbands is common, lead-
ing to a rift within the families and 
sometimes to deadly violence. 
George Euling claimed that he as a 
pastoral counsellor often stands help-
lessly when confronted with such 
'cases'. The deterioration of traditions 
which formerly bound people together 
can hardly be compensated. Due to the 
speed of these social changes, adequate 
institutions and structures of pastoral 
care and counselli ng are not yet avail-
able. 
In a short film about such a family-
tragedy, which was presented in the 
workshop, there were some striking 
parallels to what we experience in terms 
of family crises in our own country: 
Alcohol, debts, violence. But the differ-
ence was very clear, too: In Papua New 
Guinea, the social changes break li ke a 
cataract into the traditional communi-
ties of many people. We had to reali se 
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again that it is our own country which 
belongs to those countries that are 'ex-
porting'  the industrial and economic 
structures which affect human relation-
ships within Papua New Guinea in such 
a destructive way. 
 
Not only in this respect the presenta-
tions of pastor Euling were a kind of 
mirror for us. We had to ask ourselves, 
how we relate to the effects of economic 
and social structures in our own coun-
try. Of course, we are familiar with 
these structures, since we were brought 
up within them. And we have a number 
of institutionalised forms of pastoral 
care and counselli ng, ready to intervene 
when people and families find them-
selves in a state of crisis. But it is from 
such institutions that we now receive 
alarming reports: The counselli ng insti-
tutions for people with debts can hardly 
handle the ever growing number of 
applicants who need help. The situation 
is no better for those who work in coun-
selli ng practices, family therapy institu-
tions and parishes. They are confronted 
with the fatal mixture of social descend, 
alcohol, debts and violence. To help-
lessly face such problems is a feeling we 
are increasingly experiencing in our 
country, as well . 
 
What about our own traditions of social 
belonging? Are they still ali ve? Do we 
have to develop new ones or can we 
recover some of those who are long 
since forgotten? What does it mean that 
financial support for adequate pastoral 
care and counselli ng is being cut back 
and ranks second to other, "more impor-
tant" matters. What about the limita-
tions, which our own structures want to 
place upon us? And finall y: What kind 
of tradition do we succumb to if we 'just 
go on'? 
 

�  An example from Indi a  
 
 During a discussion on 'tradition and 
language' Nalini Arles from Bangalore / 
India reported an experience which 
seemed strikingly similar to what we 
know from our situation. She spoke 
about changes in the language and the 
behaviour of Indian children and your 
adults, and what she had to say could 
have been the words of German parents: 
In her country, young people are using 
'fashion words' which stem from a 
realm of language traditionally consid-
ered as inpolite or indecent. Words from 
the world of technics, computers and 
business are becoming more and more 
fashionable. The brand of clothing and 

shoe wear becomes a most important 
sign. Movie stars from the West and 
their alleged way of li fe are the new 
standards. The inherited traditions fade 
away. Although there are many simi-
larities to the developments in our own 
countries, again a clear difference to the 
specific context could be recognised: Dr. 
Arles felt the incision into her own 
Indian tradition as being very frighten-
ing, because she saw the interests and 
the influence of Western companies as 
the moving forces behind it all . She 
feared this to be a poignant and manipu-
lative intrusion into traditions which are 
necessary for a  wholesome community 
li fe. This fear is rooted in what she 
experiences as the influence and the 
power Western companies have in her 
country. Dr. Arles told, e.g., the story of 
a fishing company which had pushed 
the Indian fishermen out of a certain 
coastal region, depriving them from 
their li velihood. She thinks that such 
destructive economic influences are not 
purely home-made but are kind of 'im-
ported' from abroad - amongst other 
countries from Germany. Of course, she 
insists that a great amount of responsi-
bilit y fall s on the side of her own coun-
try, too. But the point is: The changes in 
lingual and social traditions she experi-
ences as part of a clear hierarchy of 
powers, and most people in her country 
belong to the weak side, whereas as 
German citi zens we find ourselves more 
on top. Perhaps, in our friendly meet-
ings and our working together, this 
difference is sometimes all too often 
forgotten. 
 
The question of who gains a profit from 
disrupting valuable lingual and social 
traditions and cultures may be a re-
minder for us: Are we - standing on the 
upper side of the power hierarchy - alert 
enough to notice the idols whom we 
follow and who want to govern us? 
Again we have to ask ourselves: In what 
kind of tradition do we place ourselves - 
or do we not want to be placed at all? 
Jacek Leociak, a Polish journalist who 
lectured in our seminar on "Tradition 
from Jewish Perspective", pointed out 
that the decalogue (the ten command-
ments) start with remembering: "I am 
the Lord your God, who brought you out 
of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage." Tradition in this sense is the 
passing on of a liberating experience - 
by remembering it. This passing on of a 
li vely experience makes it possible for 
an old text to speak and work anew in a 
new context. The observations and fears 
of participants from countries of the 

'two-thirds-world' challenge us: What 
do we pass on in this sense, even in our 
pastoral care and counselli ng work? Is it 
the li vely experience of a God who 
liberates and can liberate from false 
bondages, so that nobody is being dis-
tracted by e.g. a 'special kind of brand'? 
 
 
Do we have a loss of ' faith 
tradition ' ? 
 

urthermore, J. Leociak pointed out 
that passing on of the bibli cal ex-

perience of God by way of remember-
ing, and the dialogue with the bibli cal 
texts is "endangered". The many infor-
mal talks with participants from Asia, 
Africa or Indonesia made us think, 
whether we are presently on the verge of 
experiencing another loss of  precious 
tradition in our own countries - the 
tradition of faith. The social and polit i-
cal aciti vities of some of these partici-
pants is indeed rooted in a deep per-
sonal faith and a li vely spiritualit y. 
From their own Christian and church-
context they have to challenge a type of 
faith which reduces itself to the individ-
ual 'inner realm'. This discussion re-
minds us of similar discussions we had 
in our own countries years ago: Fighting 
for an understanding of faith which no 
longer neglects the social and politi cal 
dimension of being a disciple of Jesus 
Christ. But today, for us this is no 
longer a point to be debated. Christians 
in our country do not suffer any more 
because the importance of their social 
involvement is being challenged on the 
spot: They may only suffer, because 
such an involvement seems half-hearted 
and lacing the necessary courage. 
Again, the discussion with the partici-
pants from the 'two-thirds-world'  makes 
us think: Their involvement for justice 
draws its strength from a personal and 
communal faith and from manifold 
forms of a deep spirituality. Do we un-
derestimate the impact of loosing this in 
our social and pastoral work? To use the 
words of Leociak: If the dialogue with 
the biblical tradition and with the bibli-
cal encounter of God is endangered, 
isn't then the basis of our social and 
politi cal involvement endangered, as 
well? 
 
 
The importance of tradit ional 
rites, ceremonies and social 
patterns for coun selli ng and 
pastoral care 
 

F 
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In one of the study-groups Father John 
Snehadass, an Indian and Roman-
Catholic priest who works in the Fijis, 
presented a very interesting case. He 
described a couple whom he counselled 
for some time. The husband was a na-
tive Fiji, the wife's family belonged to 
the group of Indian immigrants. For the 
solution of their problem a ritual of 
reconcili ation played an important role - 
a ritual that is often used in the Fiji 
tradition and is very powerful: The 
people involved drink a special drink 
from a special bowl in a rituall y pre-
scribed way with gestures of respect and 
honour. Father John exercised this rite 
with the group and welcomed us into 
the old culture and the reconcili ation 
work of people. This left a deep impres-
sion on the group. Of course, the ques-
tion was raised whether we in Europe 
and in Germany do have similar tradi-
tional forms of ritual or conduct which 
could be used for helping people in 
confli ct - not only by words but also by 
gestures and symbols. 
 
A quite different case was presented by 
Nalini Arles from India in her study-
group. From her own counselli ng work 
she explained how in the context of the 
Indian social tradition, counselli ng can 
never be done in a purely 'professional' 
manner, but supposes a personal rela-
tionship which extends the setting of 
couselli ng. Of course, there is a real 
danger of the client being once again 
dependant and unfree, i.e. a disci-
ple/master relationship might develop. 
On the other hand, our western models 
of 'professional' counselli ng can also be 
questioned: Don't they underestimate 
the social connection or adjust to it all 
too quickly (e.g. in our parishes)? Do 
they thereby squander the chances of 
creating new social connections? 
 
In any case, these reports - as well as 
others - advise us to search more seri-
ously for helpful social patterns, for 
signs, ceremonies and rituals, and to use 
their potential for pastoral care and for 
counselli ng. The idea emerged to exam-
ine all such aspects much more closely 
in the coming seminars. Surely, the 
patterns of pastoral care and counselli ng 
which we are familiar with, cannot 
claim universal relevance but are re-
stricted to a certain setting within the 
Western culture. 
Still , one cannot deny that it is by no 
means easier for the colleagues from 
Asia and Africa to liberate themselves 
from such patterns of pastoral care and 
counselli ng. Many of them were edu-

cated in the West and are fascinated by 
the grand possibiliti es that humanities 
and psychotherapeutic methods have to 
offer. It is sometimes not easy for them 
to stand by the roots of their own culture 
and tradition. Once again - as in many 
other realms of li fe - the indigenous and 
the imported traditions clash. 
 
 
A doub le "border-experience"  
 
An exciting experience at the beginning 
and at the end of the seminar was the 
crossing of the German-Polish border. 
When entering Poland, the visa regula-
tions and formulas were a stumbling 
stone that was relatively easil y to over-
come. However, quite a different stum-
bling stone was experienced by the 
author of this report herself: The great 
vulnerabilit y that can be found in the 
individual 'intercultural relationship'. 
When I tried to intervene in what 
seemed to me a misunderstanding of the 
Polish immigration off icer and a par-
ticipant from Rwanda (who was riding 
in my car), she was embarrassed and 
insisted on being able to speak for her-
self. Being quite experienced in crossing 
national borders, she wanted to be taken 
seriously. For me, this was a lesson in 
being sensiti ve and alert for each other's 
needs. 
On the way back, the pastor from Papua 
New Guinea ran into problems with his 
visa: His re-entry from Poland to Ger-
many was endangered, and we experi-
enced an unwelcome stop for some 
hours. The off icer of the German border 
control was friendly and did his best to 
help. Still questions remain: What kind 
of signal do we send with our sophisti-
cated immigration- and visa-regulations 
and with the complicated administrative 
procedures, which become so compli-
cated especiall y when people from a 
"third-world-country" are to enter our 
country? What does it mean that the 
hurdles for participating in such inter-
cultural seminars are getting higher and 
higher? In what kind of tradition do we 
place ourselves? 
 
The 10th Intercultural seminar on pas-
toral care and counselli ng has raised 
many questions about the intercultural 
encounter and about ourselves, many of 
which remained unanswered. However, 
they will accompany us when evaluating 
this seminar and when proceeding on to 
the next.                                              ■ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 20 

 
 
Adrian Korczago 
 
 

The Lutheran 
Cong regation 
at Ustroń 

 
Soon after Martin Luther's ap-
pearance, thoughts and ideas of 
the reformation emerged in the 
Tesh region. Since the area of 
"Tesh Silesia" was located on an 
important trade route, it played a 
mediating role in the exchange 
of reformed thinking. In Tesh 
Silesia the prevailing of the ref-
ormation was peaceful. At the 
time when Waclaw III. Adam became the Duke of the duchy of Tesh, the majority of the clergy preached in the 
reformed spirit. Under his government Protestant services were held in over fifty churches, and in the year 1568 a 
Protestant church order was established. However, his son, Adam Waclaw converted to Catholicism , and the 
counter reformation began. The Churches were taken away from the Protestants and it was forbidden to read writ-
ings of the reformation. Nevertheless, the Protestants secretly gathered for their worship services in the surrounding 
woods. Mount Równica at Ustroń is one of these secret places. Here they performed baptisms, weddings and wo r-
ship services. The gathering place is marked with a big stone, reminding us to this day. The pastors wore an "alba" 
over their black cassock (a white gown which is part of the Catholic priestly dressing) so that the Austrian soldiers 
would not recognize them immediately. To this day the white alba is worn in this area for every worship service - 
except during lent and advent. 
 
The duration of the counter reformation lasted for about 200 years. On October 13th, 1781 an edict of tolerance 
granted limited freedom of faith to the Protestants. Since that time they are allowed to use houses of worship - with-
out bell towers - whose main entrances should not face the streets. St. Jacobs in Ustroń is built in such a fashion. Its 
opening ceremony was in 1828 - the tower was added later. 
Today the parish consists of roughly 4.500 members, and it is the second largest Protestant congregation of all of 

Poland. Several years ago it was 
even bigger, and thus, was split in 
two independent parishes: 
Cisownica and Brenna Górki. Our 
parish today contains three districts 
(Centre, Dobka-Polana and Blad-
nice) and it employs four pastors. 
More than a 1.000 children attend 
religious instruction in the schools, 
and each district has its own chil-
dren's worship service. We have 
three adult choirs and two children 
choirs. At the moment we are in the 
process of building our own church 
for the district of Bladnice. Each 
district engages in active youth 
work. There are Bible study groups 
and prayer groups. Every Sunday 
around 1.000 Christians attend the 
worship services.  
 

Rev. Adrian Korczago 
Pastor at the Lutheran Church 

Ustroń / Poland 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Memorial place on Mount Równika                          (water - colour painting by B. Heczko) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lutheran Church "St. Jacobs" in Ustroń.              (water-colour painting by B.Heczko) 
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The ' ou tward' journey 
 

or me the journey to Auschwitz had 
been going on for a long time, per-

haps for twenty five of my fifty three  
years of age. I had been to Theresien-
stadt, Czechoslovakia, in 1969, and I 
was very anxious to see Auschwitz too. 
However, despite several opportunities, 
I delayed my visit and without the invi-
tation of our Polish colleagues to come 
to Ustron and so to see Auschwitz, I 
probably would never have gone on my 
own voliti on! 
Due to my participation in the planning 
group which met twice in Kaiserswerth, 
the visit to Auschwitz became more 
li kely, as we worked on the detail s of 
the invitation to Poland. At first we 
were fearful to go to this dark place 
where lay the terrible shadows of the 
German past of our childhood. We had 
discussions as to the purpose; the neces-
sity or otherwise; and the manner in 
which the visit to Auschwitz might be 
fitted within the framework of the semi-
nar. There was some hesitation as to 
whether we would be able to communi-
cate to participants of the seminar from 
other continents at least a bit of our 
feelings as Germans, and also the im-
portance of this place to the peoples  
who had suffered at Auschwitz. There 
also were doubts about our capacity to 
manage our own feelings. We had to 
consider if some ritual arrangements 
might help in explaining or easing the 
situation. There seemed to be no easy 
answers. The final decision became 
clear to us Germans in the planning 
group that we could engage with and 
trust the participants in the seminar, as 
many were personal friends of ours. 
There was a price yet to pay for this 
decision in that Wies Blomjous from the 
Netherlands, for reasons of her and her 
families'  experience of Nazi Occupation 
in the War could not support, and she 

decided that this time she wouldn't 
attend the seminar. By this action she 
remained in my thoughts during the 
seminar. 
Finall y the journey started. From Kais-
erswerth in the Rheinland we went by 
car to Ustron in Poland. In my car there 
were Peter Hawkins from England, 
George Euling from Papua New Guinea, 
and John Snehadass from Fiji. On the 
second day we reached those areas, 
which are situated at the eastern end of 
the former 'Upper-Silesia', and which 
were one of the areas from where were 
launched those German attacks which 
began the Second World War. The 
Autobahn there is paved with large 
plates of concrete. The hard edges of the 
plates 'rattled' underneath us in a 
rhythm almost beyond endurance. Peter 
and I described to George and John the 
meaning of these autobahns as strategic 
supply routes.  
I had very mixed feelings as we ex-
plained to our colleagues that the areas 
we were  crossing had once been a part 
of Germany, but now because of the 
War, were a part of Poland.  
 
The consequential shaping of the bor-
ders at the end of the Second World 
War as a result of the unprovoked ag-
gression, which in turn resulted in the 
extinction of so many people of the 
'conquered' nations, most notably the 
methodicall y planned destruction of the 
Jewish people and other groups who did 
not 'fit' into the ideas of Nazism-
arrogance, all this belongs together, and  
was recalled repeatedly by the rattling 
concrete plate edges that shook the car 
and us as we travelled east.   
There were also very mixed feelings for 
me to cross a landscape, whose mould-
ing reminded me very much of the 
country-side were I am from. I was also 
mindful that my family had the good 
fortune to li ve in the west of the former 
Germany, and did not live here in one 
of areas ceded to neighbouring states in 
reparation for the damage they had 
suffered. We li ved in a part of Germany 

that was liberated by American and 
Briti sh troops, neither of whose coun-
tries suffered invasion by the Nazis, and 
had then become the "Briti sh-occupied-
zone-Rhineland". 
Two days before the visit to Auschwitz 
we went to see the city of Kraków, the 
seat of old Polish King and the re-
nowned city of a long and old tradition 
of Jewish culture and Jewish ghettos. In 
the evening, when we were in the centre 
of the old Ghetto, at places which had 
served the horrible purpose of deporta-
tion in the holocaust, Julian Müller who 
had come from South Africa as a 
speaker of the pre-conference and was 
with the seminar for the first time, came 
up and asked me very friendly and cau-
tiously, whether, when in Auschwitz, 
we the Germans could explain to them, 
the 'foreigners' something of what our 
feelings would be li ke then, if this did 
not ask too much of us... Well , this was 
just the point I had been afraid of earlier 
and had hoped that it might be avoided 
somehow. Tentatively, I told Julian the 
story of the planning group sessions, the 
considerations we had made, the Ger-
man worries and anxieties and about 
our hope that we would not have to do 
this kind of explaining right there and 
then. I also told him about the idea 
which came up in the planning group, 
that the participants would mutually 
give support to each other, find expl ana-
tions and discover that they could trust 
in that mutual support. This question 
from Julian and the talk we had, ap-
peared to me to be another very impor-
tant point in my approaching the shad-
ows of the past. 
 
 
The place I 
The site at ' Auschwi tz-
Stammlager' 
 
The kilometres in the bus from Ustron 
to Os,´wie,¸cim (Auschwitz) seemed 
endless as my inner anxiety increased!  
When we finall y arrived at the so called 
Stammlager (base-camp) of Auschwitz, 
all the detail s of my fore-knowledge 
came to my mind.  The ordinary bar-
racks of the defeated Polish army had 
been changed into a Konzentrations-
lager (KZ), perhaps the most infamous 
of all . After the War this KZ was con-
verted into a museum, the Auschwitz-
museum. This 'Stammlager'  was impor-
tant symbolicall y for the Polish nation. 
It had become a museum containing the 
reli cs of the second camp nearby, the 
extermination camp of Auschwitz-
Birkenau.  This was a symbol of the 
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cruel victimisation of the Jewish people. 
Seeing the place, hearing the sounds 
around, experiencing the atmosphere 
wiped this my rather thoughtful ap-
proach away!        
The first thing to happen on the grounds 
of the camp was that for the sake of  
convenience our group was split i nto 
English-speaking and German-speaking 
parties. Both parties contained people 
from many different countries and 
mother-tongues. For a while I was 
tempted to join the English-speaking 
group because of a couple of people 
whom I considered to be ‘pill ars' for me, 
and also, because I thought the 'distance 
in language' during the guided tour 
might be helpful. I regretted the spli t-
ting of the group according to language! 
The reason for my final decision to join 
the German-speaking group I didn't 
reali se until l ater. Only on looking back 
can I see that it was easier for this way.  
When we left the reception building of 
the Auschwitz Stammlager and came 
into the grounds of the camp there was 
a sign, admonishing all to regard this 
place with dignity, and also that it 
would not be suitable for children under 
age 14. I was surprised to see school 
children in the place who must have 
been less than age 14. At first I was 
upset because I as a teacher thought, 
that even in Poland there might be 
teachers who made a trip to a nearby 
tourist site with their classes, to fill up a 
day outside school, and Auschwitz 
would do like any other place! 

Then there was the 
gate : "Arbeit macht 
frei" ("Work makes 
free") as the inscrip-
tion! I had seen pho-
tos again and again, 
movies from the old 
Nazi-propaganda 
style, full of cynicism. 
But now, looking at it 
was different, much 
more real: "Yes, that's 
what it looks li ke!" - 
dreadful to me even 
after so many years.  
When we passed the 
gate there were a 
couple of young adults 
sweeping the leaves 
up, raking the path 
ways. One of my 
German pastor col-
leagues said "Hello" to 
one man in that 
group, they seemed to 
know each other well . 
Later on other col-
leagues explained to 

me that this young adult group was a 
part of the German Christian volunteer 
organisation of  'Aktion Sühnezeichen / 
Friedensdienste' (Action Reconcili ation 
/ Peace Services), who were doing this 
as their regular Christian duty. 
 
Meanwhile the guide of our German-
speaking group had started to give his 
commentary. He did a clear and skil ful 
job, adding facts and figures and details, 
starting from the very first days of the 
inauguration of these barracks as a 
concentration camp. After a while I was 
not able to stand the staccato and empa-
thetic way in which he gave his detail s. 
From then on every moment seemed to 
become harder for me:  I made my steps 
into the first barracks buildings, set out 
as a museum, and looked into the exhi-
bition 'rooms'; saw the photos of those 
very individual people murdered here, 
and studied the drawings of their dail y 
li fe, left by prisoners. In one of the first 
barracks, there was a exhibition case 
containing a man-size urn, adorned 
with bows of ribbon in the Polish na-
tional colours. Here I met the children 
of the Polish school classes again, who 
before the commemoration urn laid 
down littl e bouquets that they had 
brought with them, also with ribbon 
bows of the Polish national colours. 
They did this very quietly and rever-
ently.  The Polish colours being pre-
sented so clearly and so deliberately, 

struck me as a German forcefull y for I 
reall y hadn't expected it this way!  
My inner oppression grew more and 
more. Now I couldn't stand the rhythm 
by which our group moved on and by 
which the guide gave his commentary. 
So I tried to find my own tempo in 
watching the things and in walking 
through the individual buildings. Every 
now and then I escaped outside to the 
camp street. There I reali sed that others 
had similar feelings li ke me. My inner 
oppression grew even more. I thought I 
had reached the most extreme point of 
my feelings that I could possibly bear. 
Yet I did not reall y know what they 
were, whether anger, infinite sadness, 
great sham 
e, and a deep longing to find an excuse 
for it all . Looking back I doubt whether 
there exists an appropriate realit y of 
feelings at all , appropriate to such a 
realit y!  
Finall y and in this mood I stepped into a 
building  in which was set out the reli cs 
of the nearby extermination camp (Ver-
nichtungslager), Auschwitz - Birkenau. 
I knew about this previously. But the 
experience of it was much more over-
whelming than I had imagined. There 
were rooms with huge windows, each 
one  with exhibition cases, packed with 
shoes; suitcases; artificial limbs; and cut 
off hair or plaits. All this I knew from 
pictures I had seen before and from 
films. I knew that all the items, each 
one representing an individual, had 
been brought here to this museum from 
the extermination camp of Birkenau, 
where they had originall y been found, 
piled up to the side of the unloading 
ramp at the railway sidings. But my 
theoretical fore knowledge was no pro-
tection against the effect those pieces of 
commemoration caused in me. Espe-
ciall y it struck me,  when I tried to walk 
down that corridor between the huge 
display cases of the room which were 
fill ed with hair and plaits. It came to a 
point where I thought I would be very  
close to madness. I found myself almost 
murmuring to those murdered persons 
whose plaits these were, trying to con-
vey my excuse to them somehow, think-
ing 'I feel sorry, I never wanted this to 
happen!'  Then I definitely decided to 
prove to myself that I was able to walk 
down that corridor, it was necessary to 
me. After doing so, I tried to run down 
the staircase to leave the house. But in 
the entrance I happened to run into 
another group of young adults, which I 
had noticed before, because they all 
were dressed ali ke, wearing black T-
shirts with Hebrew letters on them say-

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Entrance gate to the "Stammlager Auschwitz"  
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ing that they were on a tour of Europe 
this year from Israel.  
These young people were about the age 
of my own elder children, and among 
them there were a couple of girls, whose 
plaits looked very li ke the ones I just 
had seen. I had this choking feeling in 
my throat which I managed to control, 
but as I left the house going into the 
rain outside, I couldn't hold back the 
tears any more. All of a sudden there 
were words in my mind of a poem we 
once learned at school, when we dealt 
with the Holocaust, '....your golden hair, 
Sulamith..' -  and many other memories 
of those periods of my li fe, when I first 
tried to come to terms with this part of 
our German history and the past of my 
family. All this was wildly mixed up,  
both troublesome and chaotic at the 
same time.  
It had become very important to me to 
find the others again, who out there on 
the camp street and in the rain, also 
couldn't go on visiting the exhibition 
barracks, but were standing there with 
marks of tears running down their 
cheeks. It was extremely important to 
me to have them to lean on and by do-
ing so not to loose control completely. 
So I could experience a solidarity in the 
tears, the mourning and the shame. I am 
especiall y thankful to two of the Ger-
man women, who supported me a lot at 
this time. 
 
In one of the Buildings the cause of my 
tears and emotions was the sight of the 
displayed Jewish prayer shawls, remind-
ing me that in the midst of death and 
extinction in Auschwitz-Birkenau their 
wearers stayed so true to their faith. 
Here again it was a strange kind of 
mixture in my feelings, grief and infi-
nite shame, but at the same time admi-
ration, if such is allowed  to use a word 
li ke this in regard to the surrounding 
realit y, and also of awe in the face of 
these symbols of li ving faith unto death. 
Outside the rain was still falli ng in an 
almost comforting way. It was good, 
that I could somehow adjust myself and 
lean again on Inge and Ina in an asso-
ciation of crying.  
At the same time I felt a great restless-
ness within me, so that I tried to keep 
moving by walking down the camp 
street to have my own space over 
against the others. I used the roofing 
eaves for protection from the rain. I 
searched for the old swimming-pool 
where the Nazi-guards used to relax or 
where they might have enjoyed looking 
at the suffering of  others. It appeared to 
me that I wanted to overcome some of 

my feelings by 
working them out in 
walking. 
It became very close 
as we entered the 
barrack with the 
torture chambers 
alongside the yard 
used by the execu-
tion squad. The 
chambers are ar-
ranged so that you 
walk down the cor-
ridor in single file 
in close proximity to 
the returning file. It 
was here, that I 
became aware of the 
other participants of 
the seminar from 
the English-
speaking group for 
the first time again. 
It was good to see 
them, to look  into 
their eyes, it was good to touch hands or 
feel how they were touching my shoul-
der. These brief contacts were important 
and full of meaning. 
 
In front of the execution wall at the end 
of the yard between the barracks, I met 
the children of the Polish school classes 
again. They were setting down littl e 
candle lights in front of the wall , right 
next to a lot of littl e bouquets with other 
candles there already. They did so with 
so much concentration and seriousness 
and dignity, which I wouldn't have 
expected when I first saw them. And 
again I felt ashamed. 
Meanwhile we had reached the end of 
the camp street, and my inner oppres-
sion, a great sadness, a choking in the 
throat, all this seemed to have come to a 
standstill . I even could exchange some 
impressions with other participants, 
especiall y with some of the colleagues 
from the English-speaking group.  
The guided tour took a wide sweep, and 
then turned back using the other camp 
street returning towards the main en-
trance. At that point I encountered this 
special stone of commemoration, and all 
the intensity of my feelings of grief and 
shame, all my inner turmoil and my 
tears were present again, with the dif-
ference that now there was a Jewish 
youth group standing around me and 
watching my rather distressed state.   
On the commemoration stone is written 
"...my sorrow is continually before me. 
(Ps 38.18)", in various languages, and 
the stone is set up in the memory of a 

visit of the president of Israel, Chaim 
Herzog. 
Psalm 38.18 affected me very much as it 
was almost a 'confession of confidence'! 
The line of Psalm 38.18 rang again and 
again in my head ".. my sorrow is con-
tinually before me..", diminishing all 
thoughts of justice, revenge and blame. I 
am entitled to tell my sorrow to God for 
this very sorrow which is continually 
before me as a part of my li fe: I grew up 
as a fatherless child in the war. 
 
May I dare to think of my sorrow as a 
'fatherless' child, as approaching that of 
Chaim Herzog and the Jewish People? 
Well , right there, at that moment, from 
point of view of my feelings, from point 
of view of my faith and as God sees it, I 
could say so and pray so with those 
words. In retrospect my loss pales into 
insignificance more and more again 
compared to the enormity of the losses 
of the Jewish People. 
Next we stopped at a very central place 
in the camp site, where the Nazi-
gangsters had built a special gallows, 
with a long cross-beam on top to be able 
to hang a number of victims at the same 
time. I felt anger this time, not so much 
shame, but anger against the members 
of my people whom I would have re-
ferred that they never would have been 
called my people. My feelings of anger 
were underlined with contempt. 
The guided tour finall y led us through a 
gate in the surrounding barbed-wire-
fence to a speciall y defined area, where 
the 'vill as' of the KZ-staff were to be 
seen at a littl e distance to the right, and 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

commemoration stone, donated by the president of Israel, Chaim Herzog 
"...my sorrow is continually before  me" (psalm 38.18) 
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where the first Nazi-built gas chamber 
was to the left, placed in a bomb shelter 
for reasons of camouflage. In front of 
the entrance to this bunker there was 
another gallows, a 'traditional' one. 
After the end of World War II and the 
trial in a Polish court these gallows 
were used to execute the former KZ-
commander Hoess. I was shocked by the 
conviction and satisfaction of my own 
feelings when I saw this gallows! "Yes, 
- this was a just end - it was the only 
rather appropriate sentence this court 
could pass in the name of the Polish 
people!"  
I recalled my teachings on 'death-
penalty' in school, when I try to put 
forward to my pupils: ' the death-
sentence is a very archaic thing, it does 
not fit any more to a modern society and 
it's attempt to bring about justice!" But 
all this theory was far, far away! It ap-
peared to me as if here in this case that 
there was justice in the midst of re-
venge! 
 
The very last act at the end of this tour, 
at the end of this encountering the 
shadows of our German past, was to 
enter the darkness of the bunker, being 
the first gas chamber. Thank-God the 
darkness was dark enough. Again I was 
overwhelmed by all these feelings of 
anger, mourning, choking in the throat 
and utmost shame. Again, I reall y ap-
preciated the darkness giving me a 
chance, to stand away in a corner, a 
chance to hang on to these feelings!  
They had restored the cremation ovens, 
too, next-door to the gas chamber in 
order to give the particular atmosphere 
and impression of this technical testing 
site for mass-killi ng, but I couldn't stand 
this any more. I was relieved to be out-
side again. A lot of memories came to 
my mind, recalli ng the first time when I 
saw ovens li ke this at the crematorium 
of a special site of the KZ-Therezin in 
former Czechoslovakia, where they had 
dumped the ashes of the victims in the 
nearby river. 
On the way to our bus I met many of the 
others of our seminar. It was a relief to 
surface again out of a world of sadness 
and shame. It was very comforting to 
get a chance to be hugged or to hug 
others, and to aff irm to each other, that 
the horror of this place was not the only 
realit y in this world and within our 
li ves. 
 
 
 
 
 

The place II 
The extermination camp of 
Auschwi tz-Birkenau. 
 
Here everything was also quite different 
from what I had expected for the tourist 
busses were parked close to the memo-
rable gate of Auschwitz-Birkenau. 
 
 Again I had this moment of reflection, 
"Yes, this is the gate of Birkenau, that's 
what it looks li ke today! These are the 
railway tracks, the sidings were they 
unloaded the wagons.  
 
The rain had stopped, and the overall 
impression was different. The inner 
dread which I had experienced in the 
streets of the Auschwitz Stammlager 
camp had gone, replaced by a sensation 
of a wide open space. 
We took a look into some of the stable-
pattern huts of the earliest part of 
Auschwitz-Birkenau-KZ. My inner 
tension did not appear again. There just 
was this deep disgust towards these 
particular 'members' of my own people, 
this anger against the persons who had 
worked here, planning everything, and 
ensuring that this execution process 
operated with German thoroughness. 
The crude inadequate arrangements 
showed the underlying deep disregard of 
human beings, whether in the toilets, 
the water fountains, the ambulance 
wards, the bunk beds, the heating fur-
naces, and the roofs designed originall y 
for horses, but used for men. Everything 
was built to deceive, even the names! 
There was just one common aim behind 
it all , to humiliate, to disregard, and 
finall y to extinguish the inmates! The 
technique, the language, the 'labels', all 
these were used as weapons in the fight 
against the enemy, weapons to serve 
ultimate cruelty! The visitors' centre of 
Auschwitz - Birkenau had been given 
only a short time in the timetable for the 
day. There was no more time, and this 
was a relief for we wouldn't have been 
able to take more or to stand more! 
Looking at the wide spaces of the site 
and the dimensions being so gigantic, 
one could imagine just how immense 
was the actual 'killi ng machinery' at the 
remote end of the site. We saw this long 
paved road from the unloading sidings 
to a dark place one could hardly see at 
the other end of the site This was set 
amongst trees screening and hiding the 
'crematorium' with all it ’s massive 
works. I myself wouldn't have had the 
strength to walk down that road at all , 
on that day! It almost seemed to me, as 
if our Polish colleagues had mercy on 

us, the Germans, by sparing us the visit 
that part of the camp! 
 
 
The place III:  
The Auschwi tz meeting -centre 
 
After a short bus trip we came to a cen-
tre in a religious house or convent, 
which had been set up by the churches 
for the assembly of visitors to the KZ.  It 
was a mixture of a hotel, a monastery, 
and a visitors' centre. It was a place 
with an atmosphere of calmness and 
dignity to me. The unrealit y that this 
could also be a place to sit down and 
have lunch, the fantasy to eat anything 
at all , was rather strange to me. Of 
course, it took some time to walk from 
the parking lot to the house, to find a 
place to sit down for a while, to arrange 
the groups at the dining tables and fi-
nall y to serve the meals. How strange it 
all was, but my mood changed after all 
the tears, the oppression in the chest, 
the choking in the throat. Suddenly the 
meal was tasting good to me, it was 
comforting to eat, and almost relaxing! 
It was an important break for me that 
day! 
 
Special po ints following the vis it: 
The sharing group sess ion 
following the vis it . 
 
During the day we decided not to hold 
the sharing groups in the Auschwitz 
convent centre, but to take the busses 
back to the hotel immediately. There we 
held the sharing group sessions in the 
now familiar and comforting rooms. In 
this session of our group there was a 
cautious, restrained atmosphere at the 
beginning.  It was clear that everyone 
was supporting each other in common 
feelings. Some of us could lower their 
guard only now, and let go those feel-
ings which were suppressed by the op-
pression of the day. Urias described his 
experiences by saying that it seemed as 
if all the evil man can do on earth, or 
that man can do to man or ever has 
done to man, all this was and is present 
at the site of this KZ and this evil was 
speaking to us through our emotions. In 
the session there was a kind of 'solidar-
ity' among us in our exposure to the 
realiti es of the sorrow, the violence and 
the meanness, of that awful place. 
It was a relief for us as latter day Ger-
mans, not to be held responsible for 
these now old and terrible crimes which 
took place when I was but a child. How-
ever, this is not a position to be proud of 
nor to be relied on. I remembered that 
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Wies from the Netherlands did not 
accompany us to this seminar and in the 
seminar Jaap also from the Netherlands, 
pointed to this absence as significant. 
He said that he couldn't share all of his 
feelings at that moment, because on the 
one hand that he might hurt some of us 
Germans present without such an inten-
tion or on the other he might express his 
anguish of having been hurt in his early 
li fe by other Germans. He also ex-
plained that because of this he was not 
going to participate in the worship ser-
vice that was to follow the sharing 
groups. Those participants in the shar-
ing group who came from other parts of 
the world, showed how they also experi-
enced deep feelings of shame during the 
visit to Auschwitz. These feelings of 
shame arose because they reali sed that 
this was a kind of evil that man in gen-
eral was capable of. Towards the end of 
the group I found I had developed a 
feeling of tenacity, of defiance, of resis-
tance, and a certain will t o look for the 
difference between an ordinary li fe and 
a li fe of principle. Ordinary li fe simply 
led to death, but a li fe of principle 
would be a 'li fe to li fe'. I would look out 
for this difference, to get a sense for it, 
to practice for it, and finall y to explain 
and show it to people, wherever I should 
have a chance in my li fe and my work 
to do!  
 
The comm on w orship service at 
nigh t 
 
Somehow I had to convince myself, to 
go and attend the worship service. At 
the end of this day it wasn't an easy 
thing to sit down and have communion 
with the others in this worship.  I was 
loathe to sing with them or join in the 
same common feelings. I had the im-
pulse to sit right next to the door so I 
could leave the worship service if I 
could not stand the situation any more. 
The worship was prepared in such a 
way that all the participants from differ-
ent countries were asked to bring their 
own bibles and read those verses of 
Psalm 38 around the line which we had 
read on the monument stone in Ausch-
witz.  
Within the worship hall there were 
large tubs of water set out, and littl e 
votive candle lights to serve for a ritual 
of commemoration. From the begin-
ning, the reading of the verses of the 
psalm in our various languages, some-
times with a short interpretation but 
without a common translation, created a 
powerful atmosphere. As the ritual 
progressed, some of us lit and set the 

candles in the water accompanied by 
their own words of commemoration. At 
this point there were strong emotions 
present shown in the measured and firm 
tones of the voices! The personal rea-
sons voiced for one's grieving and 
mourning became not just connected to 
the victims of the holocaust whether 
Jewish or gentile nations, especiall y 
those represented by the participants in 
the seminar who also were persecuted 
by the Nazis, but moved outwards, re-
membering the deaths and grieves in 
the participants' own surroundings, 
especiall y in their own families. As this 
happened I wanted to leave a couple of 
times, since all this did not fit at all into 
my worldview of the primacy of the 
commemoration of the victims of the 
holocaust. It seemed irreverent to me to 
tie this commemoration together with 
the incidents of one's own li fe, one's 
own, so to speak 'private' grievances! 
All this aspects condensed at a certain 
moment when one of the participants lit 
a candle to commemorate his father, 
who was kill ed in Auschwitz in the 
summer of 1943. This released strong 
feelings of mourning within me, be-
cause this was the same time that I was 
born, when my father was reported 
missing in the war. But because of my 
deepest conviction, not to mix things up 
I wasn't able to go and light a candle for 
my father. And besides, it wouldn't do 
for me to walk over to this participant 
and tell him about my fate, and it even 
wouldn't do afterwards, either. After the 
ritual of commemoration having lasted 
for quite a while and having been used 
by the group with enormous intensity, 
H. Weiß tried to draw an end to this 
stage of the service. But things had 
developed a strong emotional dynamic 
of their own, and nobody took notice of 
this request, and for a long time there 
was no end to this part of the ritual. 
There was a mixture existing of density 
and depth, of openness, intensity and 
intimacy, so that many a person could 
get in touch again with previously de-
layed grief. The situation seemed to 
appear to them to be a chance to express 
this grief. Inside I moved back and forth 
between being aware that this grief of 
the participants was true and deep and 
that there was an obvious desire to ex-
press it on the one hand, and on the 
other, having 'scissors in my brain', to 
make my thinking fit to politi cal cor-
rectness, and having my firm beliefs 
throughout the years, not to mingle 
matters of the holocaust and other mat-
ters from the rest of the world.  

This issue became obvious to me again 
at another point when participants from 
former communist countries expressed 
their mourning on behalf of the victims 
of communism, and compared the vic-
tims of communism all over the world 
to the victims of the holocaust. Again I 
felt split , for I could hardly stand this, 
but I had to reali se by the way in which 
they expressed their feelings and ex-
pressed their concern, that we had dif-
ferent perspectives to each other, and 
that it was necessary for me, to take to 
myself the seriousness of  their concern 
and of their mourning. Until the end of 
the worship service I could not join in 
the singing, but when the group formed 
a circle at the end, I could come out of 
my littl e 'corner' and join the circle of 
all the seminar group for the blessing. 
 
The late finale of the day  
 
All the other nights before there almost 
had developed a custom, that many 
participants wanted to end the day with 
chatting in the hotel bar, where there 
were other non resident local guests, 
who came just for dancing. So it was on 
this day, too. Some of the participants 
were sitting in the lounge of the bar, in 
small group, mostly made up as to the 
countries where they were from, or as to 
their languages.  
Well , then it happened that Eugenie 
came up to me. She was leading a work-
shop on the tradition of women in her 
country of Rwanda, to express all the 
misery of the civil war, of the victims, 
of the murder, of the sadness by the way 
of dancing. She encouraged me, con-
vinced me by being very determined, 
that it would do me good, just to dance 
and so let my low spirits go! I found this 
to be a good counsel and so we danced 
for a long time - or better to say: I 
danced for a long time, vehement, 
stomping, just like that, no big reflec-
tions any more, very vivid and some-
how, even a littl e bit hilarious, in spite 
of  everything! 
 
The homeward journey: 
 
The farewell to the seminar in the 
hotel lobb y. 
 
Here something occurred which I never 
expected. The English participant in the 
seminar, who's father had been kill ed in 
the summer of 1943 by the Nazis, came 
to me and asked about my father. Peter 
Hawkins and he had spoken about this 
earlier. This man had seen my distur-
bance in the Auschwitz I, and when he 
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had reali sed that I was a friend of Pe-
ter's he had asked about me. And Peter, 
who knows my li fe, had told him about 
this part of my loss and about my grief. 
The point on which I missed out during 
the worship service came by this to an 
end, a 'mediated' end and to an end 
which was comforting to me, since here 
again, there was no sense of 'accusation' 
, but rather of solidarity. 
 
Back to everyday li fe 
 
The time and the talk on our way back 
to Düsseldorf from Ustron, and that first 
night back when Peter and George 
stayed in my home, were important and 
helpful to me in accepting the fact that 
other people look at Auschwitz with 
different eyes than I do, and to accept 
the seriousness of their perspective and 
that they have the right to their view, 
and that there is no final interpretation 
of these horrible events.  
 
And finall y back to schoo l at 
Bott rop  
 
I had made up my mind to speak about 
the seminar and the visit to Auschwitz. 
But already my first attempts to talk to 
my colleagues in school showed that it 
wasn't possible for me. In one of my 
classes, where we planned to talk about 
'racism, Nazism and the Holocaust' I 
postponed this subject, because I did not 
feel strong enough right then, to deal 
with this as a subject for class discus-
sions.  Meanwhile time has passed, so 
that now I find that I can work and use 
my experience that I tried to describe in 
this report, in the course of my teach-
ing! 
 
Intercultural aspects 
 
I find it hard to look back at my own 
personal experiences and emotions. The 
reactions of the other non-German par-
ticipants of the seminar were very im-
portant to me especiall y, and to the 
other Germans generall y. The non-
Germans were also exposed to the same 
shadows of our past and yet they gave us 
supporting warmth, despite  knowing 
about the realit y of these shadows either 
from long ago or on that very day when 
they experienced with us part of these 
shadows and so became aware of  the 
immense power of these shadows. 
 
As the day progressed there was revul-
sion to the sites which formed the 
Stammlager - the original Auschwitz 
concentration camp. The barrack build-

ings had been remodelled from Polish 
army barracks into a museum exhibiting 
the torture cellars, the two sets of gal-
lows, the gas chamber, and the cremato-
rium ovens. This was followed by fur-
ther antipathy to the wide open spaces 
of the extermination camp of Ausch-
witz-Birkenau with it’s shabby stable 
style huts expressing in every detail a 
contempt for humanity. All this con-
stantly demanded a response about one's 
own reaction. 
We had to accept the partialit y our pre-
vious knowledge and question it. We 
had to come to terms with the perspec-
tives of the other participants from other 
countries and continents, who had the 
same experiences on that awful day. 
The interaction back and forth between 
them and us Germans, made us see 
more clearly those parts of the shadows 
of the past, which are still powerful us 
in our li fe and fate. 
The peculiar, almost comforting, at-
mosphere arising from the memorial 
stone and its verse  of the psalm, being 
underlined and reinforced by the wor-
ship service and the reading of the 
scripture in each one's mother tongues, 
became one of the very special experi-
ences of the day. Indeed the day itself 
became a high point in the whole his-
tory of all the ten seminars we have 
held! This binding together within our 
faith, had never shown up so clearly 
before in the other services of worship, 
neither in the morning or evening 
prayer, nor in all the other attempts to 
integrate our beliefs into the work of the 
seminars. 
In my reflections up till now I am still 
wondering whether the process of  "ex-
posing and supporting each other" had 
been enabled by the intercultural nature 
of the group. I think that this process 
was rather helped because as a group we 
had already developed so much trust, 
even intimacy, that we could experience 
and  be sensiti ve to each other within 
the group, and had a protective bound-
ary to the outside. On the inside of the 
group we could open up, almost to the 
point of daring to reach far out areas of 
our own personal and emotional founda-
tions. 
The strong emotions, that were present 
with so many of us, could have ruined 
the whole day, if the dark side had 
gained the upper hand. The underlying 
fear for me was that I might drown in 
emotion, switch off  my intellect, and 
finall y end up with the emotional i rra-
tionalit y of those very Nazi-times. My 
strong emotions of grief for the father I 
had never known, curiously li ke the 

feelings of colleagues from the former 
communist lands to their time of suffer-
ing under the communists, was laid bare 
by the holocaust realit y that could dis-
tort your politi cal analysis of the situa-
tion in a way which I think is unaccept-
able. But the interaction going on be-
tween us was a means of controlli ng or 
limiti ng. It became quite obvious how 
many people in the group related their 
feelings to their own realiti es, whether 
historical, local, national, religious, 
power structures or traditions of ways of 
thought. This seems to be necessary, 
almost mandatory, in order not have 
emotions have the final say in regard to 
the unpredecessed events of the holo-
caust. 
My reflection on intercultural encoun-
ters show it to be very important to 
reflect on 'real places (Editors’ Note: 
This phrase does not become clear in 
the following text and needs to be ex-
plained!)' and 'personal space' on a real 
and a symbolic level. The effects which 
the ‘ real places’ and ‘personal space' 
had on us were various. In our inner self 
we needed enough 'personal space' to 
work through our feelings and thoughts, 
and only then to engage in communica-
tion about it with the others 
on a conscious level. This was happened 
during that day especiall y and later that 
evening in the sharing groups and wor-
ship service. I needed time and patience 
by myself before I could share with my 
good companions walking again 
through our experience! It is important 
to emphasise the role of the 'mediators' 
or 'bridge-builders',  who did a marvel-
lous job at this day, as they changed  
roles and/or exchanged positions, in 
supporting, in explaining, in enabling 
persons to meet and share, to communi-
cate to others, or just even to describe 
the facts! 
There were moments when those who 
had been to the theory building confer-
ence in the two days before the seminar, 
became aware of connecting ties to the 
main points of those lectures. John 
Foskett's subject of "Making the un-
known known" was to be experienced a 
couple of times.  The chance to get hold 
of formerly unconscious matters, and 
then to have them integrated into con-
sciousness, was helpful both for me 
personally, for us  as the latter day 
Germans, as well as for the other par-
ticipants. Julian Müller's "The experi-
ence of being different" was a day to day 
adventure of experience! We had to 
work it through! At the end came accep-
tance perhaps not known before, that 
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each and everyone has the right to be 
different in one's own li fe. 
Additionally this day was very impor-
tant to learn about and to be aware of 
the suffering of the Polish people, which 
our German people had imposed upon 
them! We had to learn this as we ex-
perience the rather cautious, silent, 
indirect way in which our Polish col-
leagues prepared the day. In fact many 
participants from other parts of the 
world had come to think that the first 
move to integrate a visit li ke this into 
the seminar had originate from the 
German preparation group! 

My personal thanks for this day are due 
to many people, but especiall y to the 
colleagues in Ustron symbolicall y repre-
senting all the other people in Poland 
who prepared it! Additionally I would 
li ke to dedicate this article especiall y to 
Wies, but also to Jaap who could not 
come with us in body, but who were 
present with me in my consciousness 
throughout that awful day. 
 
Düsseldorf, Germany,  May 8th, 
in Germany: both the day of capitula-
tion and day of liberation.                   ■ 
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comment by the translator: 
 
My own thoughts on this: 
I did not appreciate that the people 
of Germany had such a "specific" 
view of the holocaust. I expected 
them to feel shame, but I was sur-
prised that they thought their shame 
was not shared by the rest of human-
ity. Germans are not a race, nor even 
a nationality, for such things do not 
exist in reality, they are simply men 
and women like the rest of us with a 
particular language and culture which 
are shared with appreciation by many 
far from their home. 
As an Englishman of a similar age to 
you Klaus, I am conscious of the er-
rors of the allies who raised barriers 
to the defeated German people after 
the First War, and so colluded with 
the destruction of the Weimar Repub-
lic and the rise of the Nazis. I am 
grateful to those since the Second 
War, who have ensured that Ger-
many and France, the lowlands and 
even  Britain,  can  argue  and  share 

 
 
 
their interests  in common and so 
bring the peoples of Europe to an 
ever closer Union. We in Europe are 
the Christian part of Asia, and it is 
time we behaved as such.  
I composed the following on my first 
visit to Mönchengladbach (our Ger-
man twin town) many years ago: 
  
    "When I was a child 
     your people made my heart run 
     and jump with fear, 
     now in due time I have learnt that  
     you are my brothers  
     and my heart is full 
     with your kindness. 
     Christus Victor." 

 
 
 

The Rev. Peter M. Hawkins, 
The Holy Spirit Church, 

Bretton, Peterborough,UK 

 

seminar's theme:  
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t is a great pleasure to welcome you to 
this university and to share with you 

some thoughts about tradition. But be-
fore I speak about the general issues I 
would be happy to say a few words 
about the place where you are:  
 
The Jagiellonian University is the oldest 
in Poland and one of the oldest in 
Europe in fact. It was founded in 1364 
that is well over 600 years ago. And this 
building is a 19th century building and 
it was built when the population growth 
made it impossible for the old university 
buildings to accommodate the increas-
ing number of students and staff. But a 
two or three minutes walk from here 
you will find the oldest building of the 
university called "collegium maius" 
which was founded in fourteen hundred. 
The university is a very traditional 
place, and I am happy to say this in a 
good and sociable sense of the meaning 
of the word tradition. In other words, it 
is based on the past but it also looks into 
the future. And here behind me there 
are pictures, 19th century pictures that 
represent the founding fathers of the 
university, King Kasimir the Great 
holding the founding charter of the 
university and here one of his succes-
sors, King Jagiellonius, who provided 
the proper endowment for the university 
and made it possible for the university 
to flourish in the fifteenth century. Over 
there behind you, there is a picture of 
Nicolaus Kopernicus looking into the 
sky, and he was the most famous alum-
nus of the university up to now. And I 
don't think it is li kely for us to have 
anyone better in the future because his 
role in the history of sciences is diff icult 
to match. This picture, the picture of 
Kopernicus was painted by a Polish 
painter, Jan Mateijko, who is an impor-
tant painter when we talk about tradi-
tion. And the old gentleman in the chair 

in the painting next to the window, with 
the beard, is the painter himself, it's Jan 
Mateijko. And he was one of the most 
influential creators of national mythol-
ogy and national tradition in the nine-
teenth century, in the time when the 
Polish national culture and national 
identity was created. And most Poles, 
when they think of some events of the 
past or some heroes of the past, they see 
his images, the images, which he 
painted, of famous figures, the famous 
battles, and if you ask an average Pole, 
what a certain person looked li ke or 
how to image certain events, the person 
will certainly copy the image from one 
of the pictures by Jan Mateijko. 
In a few minutes I will t ell more about 
that. But for now let us look at this 
room and its function. This is the place 
where some of the university events take 
place - such as the inauguration of the 
academic year or confirmation of de-
grees. And when events take place the 
director magnificus sits here, the 
prorectors sit there - and here by the 
rainbow, there is a row of chairs for the 
deans of the faculties. And all i nvited 
guests including members of the gov-
ernment and members of the churches 
and other invited persons sit in the first 
row, and all other invited guests and a 
few students sit behind them.  
In this room we also have other events, 
for example important lectures or dis-
tinguished groups of visitors such as 
yourselves. To my right there is a pic-
ture of one of the former rectors, if you 
can see him from where you are, you see 
the regalia he is wearing, the gown, 
with fur and colour and a sceptre and a 
chain, this being an off icial ceremonial 
dress of the rector and just two weeks 
ago we had an inaugural procession of 
the academic year where the rectors and 
the deans and professors marched from 
one of the university buildings over here 
and they wore their academic dressings 
and the audience was watching and 
clapping and cheering. 
 

So we are very proud of our tradition, 
but then let me say immediately some-
thing I which I will lay out later in some 
more theoretical terms  that it is this 
gown, this ceremonial dress that repre-
sents a very old tradition and I am sure 
that most people in this town think that 
this is the way the professors dressed 
back in the 15th or 16th century. The 
truth is, however, that this gown was 
invented in the 19th century. And the 
circumstances were as follows: Krakow 
was in the 19th century part of the Hun-
garian-Austrian Empire and the Em-
peror Franz Josef was expected to visit 
the town and the university. The univer-
sity professors were considered to be 
civil servants, and according to the 
custom they were expected to wear 
uniforms which resemble the military 
uniforms as all civil servants of the 
Austrian Empire wore on off icial occa-
sions. The professors refused to do so 
thinking that it is not appropriate for 
them to dress as Austrian civil servants 
and they invented this academic gown 
saying it had always been li ke that and 
that this is the way they always dressed. 
So this tradition was in fact invented in 
the late 19th century. - If you then look 
at many other traditions in your coun-
tries or in other countries, what has 
been created in that fashion is called 
"invented tradition". I am sure this one 
is not a unique example. Nevertheless, 
as I said, this furry thing is over one 
hundred years old and it also became a 
tradition, a tradition of the university 
which is proud of its own events. It does 
not reall y want to yield to politi cal pres-
sure of any kind. 
 
So as I said we are very proud of our 
tradition but also look to the future - 
this university is very proud of the past - 
it is eager to meet expectations and the 
requirements of the changing society. 
Thus we read humanities, but we also 
have sciences, medicine, and just last 
month we opened a new part, new fac-
ulty: the school of business and man-
agement; because of the demands of 
today's economy it is that the university 
has to meet these requirements. Well , so 
much about the university. If you have 
any questions about the university I 
would be happy to answer them later.  
 
 

ut now let me turn your attention 
from this place to the more general 

issues of tradition and identities.  
 
What is tradition? The simple answer 
may be that it is the accumulated heri-
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tage of a culture, i.e. the symbolic cul-
ture of a group. What does this tradition 
imply? It first of all provides legitimacy 
and justification of a social order. Tradi-
tion looks into the past, looks into the 
historic roots of the present culture, the 
present social status quo.  For the tradi-
tionalist, the present must be understood 
as continuation of the past. Therefore, 
innovation, radical change, revolution, 
is not something that a traditionalist 
would particularly welcome. The tradi-
tionalists look into the past, but not the 
past as described by a historian, not as 
objective description of past events. It's 
rather "sacred past" a mythologised 
past. And the formation of this accumu-
lated heritage the symbolic culture of a 
group, it's various events, people or 
historical processes become mytholo-
gised and function as images, as sym-
bols, as myth. Some people, conserva-
tives, politi cians or philosophers, think 
that tradition is a value in itself, that 
first of all should be culti vated, cher-
ished, protected. But for everybody it is 
obvious that whether we li ke our past, 
our accumulated heritage, or not, - we 
are determined by it. Tradition is a 
concept that answers the question who 
we are in opposition or as different from 
other people or groups. 
 
Identity is formed in a context in oppo-
sition to that of other peoples, other 
groups, other nations. And we all have 
several identities just as we all belong to 
several different social groups depend-
ing on different criteria. We belong to 
nations, we belong to churches, we 
belong to language groups, we belong to 
social classes, to relational groups etc. 
etc. And most of those identifications 
are based on certain symbols, certain 
traditions, certain mythologies. For 
instance, in contemporary Europe, we 
participate in a debate about certain 
identities, and levels on which identities 
should be establi shed. For some Euro-
peans for instance, national identities 
are of secondary importance. They li ke 
to refer to the traditional identification 
of the of the self of the common Euro-
pean heritage, saying that this is impor-
tant, that we are all Europeans, that we 
all are, say, Christians, that we all have 
a Latin tradition, that we all originate 
from Rome and Greece, and this is 
much more important than divisions 
between one nation and another. On the 
other hand, many Europeans think that, 
of course, they are Europeans and they 
participate in common European heri-
tage and common European traditions , 
but this tradition is much less important 

than national tradition. They li ke to 
refer in their self-identification to their 
national past, to national culture, to 
their own linguistic identity, to their 
own literature and to the relationship, 
be it friendly or unfriendly, as is often 
the case, with other nations. In contem-
porary Europe, we also form suprana-
tional identities, as the Balkan coun-
tries, the Balti c Region, the Central 
Europe, or the Austro-Hungarian tradi-
tion, and there are regional traditions of 
countries that are smaller than the na-
tions, li ke the Catalans in Spain or the 
Provence in France, the Basks or the 
Irish. In other words, every level of 
identity requires a certain symbolic 
frame work and a certain point of refer-
ence, and this point of reference is the 
past with all it s tradition and its specific 
ideas about national characteristics, If 
we understand tradition as the basis of 
social identity, it is a symbolic construc-
tion. The past transforms into itself 
images and is presented in literature, 
the arts in various national mythologies, 
and in our images of the past. 
 
As I mentioned before, Jan Mateijko, 
the painter - he and many other intellec-
tuals and artists at the 19th century 
played a leading role in the creation of 
this symbolic structure that now forms 
the Polish national identity. He, for 
example, painted a catalogue of pictures 
of Polish monarchs of the past. And of 
course, in some cases he knew what 
particular kings looked li ke. In many 
other cases he didn't know much. For 
instance, how the medieval monarchs 
looked li ke. Nevertheless he painted 
them with all the detail s of their ap-
pearance and equipped them with vari-
ous symbolic requisites. The reason for 
that was not that he wanted to paint 
reali stic portraits of these people but he 
wanted the Poles of the 19th century to 
understand and accept certain ideas 
connected with those people and their 
times. So some rulers would be armed 
some others would not be armed, some 
would have attributes of Christianity, 
very prominent crosses and reliquaries 
and other things that conveyed the mes-
sage that they were primaril y Christians 
rulers. Through such symbols and vari-
ous literary symbols, books, novels, and 
others, images of the past were created, 
and what was then regarded as truth 
about the past was given to new genera-
tions of the people in Poland. 
 
The question now is that if identity is 
based on tradition to a large extent, can 
it also be based on a negation of tradi-

tion, or an opposition of tradition? Be-
cause we know that some human groups 
define themselves primaril y in opposi-
tion to others and by negating certain 
cultural elements. Revolutionaries, 
people who want radical changes, very 
often define themselves as people who 
oppose traditionalism. However, such 
people would look into the past for those 
elements of accumulated heritage which 
would be suitable for their ideology. So 
sociali sts would look into the past and 
search for traces of social revolution, 
uprisings, work strikes, working class 
movements and all that. Nationalists 
would see their tradition in the national 
identity and national culture of the na-
tional majority in the culture in a coun-
try, which is in Poland for instance the 
Polish Catholic majority. But we also 
meet people in this country who argue 
that Poland was traditionally a tolerant 
and open society. And they would con-
struct their own identity through such 
traditions as the permanent presence of 
Protestant nobilit y and Protestant intel-
lectuals of the 16th century, as well as 
the Jewish component of the Polish 
society and its heritage. And they point 
out that Poland was for the most of its 
past a multi cultural and multinational 
society. All this in order to contradict 
the concept of Poland as a single cul-
tural unit with a single tradition of a 
national culture and of Catholicism. 
 
This is the debate which is currently 
going on about the truth of the Polish 
past, and various ideological, politi cal 
orientations construct their traditions as 
the basis of their identity. Some of those 
traditions are well documented in his-
tory. Some others are, as I said before, 
invented traditions. In fact, it does not 
matter very much. Historical truth may 
be very important for historians, and , of 
course, it's a very strong argument in 
the ideological struggle between parties, 
when they say that your interpretation is 
wrong and my interpretation is valid. In 
fact to prove that someone distorted 
history and painted a picture of histori-
cal events that are not accurate is a very 
strong accusation. In realit y, however, 
we all think about the past in terms of 
symbolic images and they are a mixture 
of information deriving from lessons of 
history at school, from various publica-
tions, from novels, from movies, from 
visual art. 
 
There is in fact an interesting exercise 
which I highly recommend: that if you 
travel on a bus and have nothing to do 
you may try to think about your own self 
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identifications, the national, or occupa-
tional, or regional, or whichever and try 
to understand and perhaps even li st 
those images and symbols of which you 
think identity is at stake. What do you 
think makes us what we are? What 
makes you a German, a Pole, an Indo-
nesian, a Yugoslav, a Russian, a 
Khasak, or whatever one may be. It is 
very interesting, what images and con-
cepts we are using as the basis of our 
self identification. 
 
When we talk about cultural identities 
we often assume that there are such 
things as homogenous cultural units. 
And this would be a very simple world, 
although not a particularly happy world, 
I think, if each territorial unit would be 
inhabited by people who are largely 
identical, culturall y and sociall y. But 
this is how we li ke to think: We go to 
France and talk about French culture, 
then go to Spain and talk about Spanish 
culture, and then we go to Poland and 
talk about Polish culture. And it re-
quires painful analysis or traumatic 
events to start thinking differently. 
Especiall y the politi cians li ke to present 
countries they are from as culturall y 
homogenous, as I remember Yugoslav-
ian politi cians argue that Yugoslavia is 
practicall y a culturall y homogenous 
type. Few people now believe that to be 
the case and sometimes it takes a war to 
make people think differently. Poland 
has a reputation for being a culturall y 
homogenous society. Historicall y this 
has not been the case, as I said, because 
Poland was for the better part of its 
history a nationally and culturall y plu-
rali stic society. Still , many publicly 
active people, politi cians, members of 
the Roman Catholic church, li ke it very 
much to make people believe that there 
is such a thing as Polish culture, which 
is Catholic, which is traditional, shares 
the same culture. And then we go to the 
south-east corner of Poland and we 
reali ze that in many vill ages and many 
regions more than 50% of the popula-
tion is Eastern Orthodox. And then you 
go to places li ke Ustroń to reali ze that 
the dominant religion is by no means 
Roman Catholic. 
I remember one of my students who 
once did a research study which proved 
that people in Czecho-Silesia, people in 
Wizla and Ustroń are not only Protes-
tant, which everybody knows, but they 
define their Polish national identity 
through the Protestant religion and not 
as most other Poles through Roman 
Catholicism. In other parts of Poland, 
Protestants very often were people of 

German ethnic and national identity. 
The peasants were Catholic, their na-
tional identity was linked with Roman 
Catholicism. In this part of Silesia 
which I referred to the situation was 
different. In the 16th century the major-
ity of the population became Protestant, 
the land was being occupied by the 
Austrians, who were Catholic. So the 
situation the fact that they were Protes-
tant told them that they were not less 
Polish but in fact more Polish than 
others. Those Polish Protestants in Sile-
sia constructed their national identity 
through different traditions - at least 
with regard to religion - from those in 
other parts of the country. 
So no country is completely homoge-
nous because not only there are minori-
ties even if they are small minorities - 
but they exist - but also because we 
belong to so many groups in a modern 
society that we all have and participate 
in various subcultures which make the 
whole picture so much more complex 
than it seems at first sight. And in a 
peaceful world we learn to be open and 
to be tolerant and we learn to accept 
cultural differences and see that differ-
ent people refer to different traditions. 
 
However, if there is a social confli ct, 
then we have a tendency to make this 
picture much more polarised and much 
more simple. But even if people cannot 
make a simple choice between what 
they are or on which side they are, then 
there will always be some politi cians or 
ideologists, who tell them what they are 
and who they are. And boundaries are 
being created which separate cultural 
groups, boundaries which reveal itself 
politi call y: orders, orders of customs, of 
ritual, of dress, of various symbolic 
components. People who are afraid that 
they lose their identity may be forced to 
assimilate, they sometimes create essen-
tials, symbolic boundaries that protect 
them from unwanted intrusions of other 
cultures. 
 
In this part of Poland the best example 
of such a strategy is the Chassidic Jew-
ish community. The Chassidic people 
created a symbolic boundary that was 
almost impossible to penetrate. Unlike 
other Jewish people who gradually as-
similated to a large extent in Germany, 
in England, and also in other parts of 
Poland, the Chassidic li ved very much 
apart from the Polish community, and 
in many cities in Southern Poland, in 
small towns and vill ages, it was clear 
that in one territory the two completely 
separated communities li ved side by 

side. They spoke different languages, 
they had different food, because they 
would not eat food that ethnic Poles 
would eat, they wore different costumes, 
and they practised their own rituals 
which made them completely unli ke the 
Polish community. And these symbolic 
boundaries protected them from being 
infilt rated by other cultures, or assimi-
lated in the Polish population. Unfortu-
nately however, these hard to penetrate 
boundaries contributed to their tragic 
fate during Nazi-occupation, since they 
could not hide from the persecution. 
They couldn't assimilate in the larger 
population because they were so differ-
ent. 
But if you look at the Polish past of this 
part of Poland, the Jewish tradition is 
most definitely a very distinctive tradi-
tion, a cultural basis of the community 
which no longer exists. And in opposi-
tion to nationalism many people, espe-
ciall y the more educated for instance in 
Krakow, now try to revive this tradition. 
If you have a chance, have a look this 
afternoon at the former Jewish district 
of Krakow, you will see that this part 
was abandoned by the Jewish commu-
nity, because they were murdered. It 
was neglected for many years. And now 
more and more buildings are being 
renovated and more and more elements 
of the Jewish tradition are brought back 
to the li ving community li fe. So Krakow 
tries to incorporate the Jewish aspect 
into its tradition, which was not the 
case, for instance, when I was a boy at 
school. Then most people here were 
thinking about Krakow tradition, Kra-
kow's past traditional core, would not 
remember the Jewish component. This 
was partly due to a nationalistic politi cs 
and the Communist education that ar-
gued that Poland is an ethnicall y ho-
mogenous society. The Jewish tradition 
of this place and of the country disap-
peared from textbooks, from school 
curricula, from the media. The young 
generation of people want to learn the 
past not as in for of the mythologised 
nationalistic past, but as the past of the 
plurali stic society. We may believe that 
they do it not only to understand other 
people li ke Jewish people who li ved in 
Poland before, but the young generation 
wants to understand their own identity, 
their own tradition as a much richer, 
more complex, more multinational 
tradition. This is necessary for the 
young people to understand who they 
reall y are as people from Poland. And 
this I would say is why Jewish tradition 
is so popular in this country now. If you 
publish anything about the Jewish cul-
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ture, if you have an exhibition of Jewish 
art, it will be extremely popular. Every-
body will buy books, everybody will go 
to see it. And if you go to the Jewish 
district, the former Jewish district, you 
see the cafes, restaurants, frequented not 
by Jewish people because they are very 
few - they come but they don't form the 
majority of the community there - but by 
people who are in search for themselves 
and their Jewish origin. They go there 
and they go to concerts of Jewish music, 
they buy books, they attend all cultural 
events to understand their own heritage, 
and to have a feeling: they li ve in a 
richer, more complex, more open soci-
ety. And in such a way the Jewish tradi-
tion is brought back to the town under-
stood as a community with an infra-
structure and is combined with Polish, 
ethnic Polish culture. Some Polish 
young people learn Yiddish, with no 
practical purposes, and some people of 
Jewish origin have become practising 
Jews contrary to what their parents 
were. And this is combined with the 
increased presence of other people, of 
foreign people who temporaril y li ve in 
Krakow. Some two or three years ago I 
had the chance to participate in the first 
traditional Jewish wedding which took 
place in the fascinating synagogue at 
Krakow, for the first time after the end 
of the second world war. 
 
 

o in a culturall y plurali stic society, 
various traditions mix. And, of 

course, in a more open society, more 
peaceful society, more civil society, this 
mixture is more li kely to be formed. 
But, naturall y we also have a tendency 
in social processes which goes into a 
different direction. Tradition is very 
often regarded as in opposition to mod-
ernity. Tradition is looking into the 
past, and modernity is looking into the 
future. This is the way of thinking 
which was particularly popular in the 
late 19th century and in the beginnings 
of the 20th century. Modernity was 
understood as a process of social devel-
opment based on set criteria of progress. 
There are standards to be met and the 
more backward societies should try to 
catch up with the more advanced socie-
ties.  We now understand that the situa-
tion is much more complex than that. 
That social development requires tradi-
tion as a point of reference and as a 
basis from which we set various stan-
dards and criteria. 
Nowadays the very popular concept is 
'post-modernism', as you know. Basi-
cally it says that there is no such a thing 

as a single standard and that we all 
ought to be different because every fixed 
criteria, every fixed standard is a domi-
nation of one over the other. The people 
who voted for tradition don't like it 
because post-modernism for them is 
relativistic. It believes that everything is 
as good as anything else, that we cannot 
say that certain values or certain ways of 
li fe are better than others. Thus, there 
exists the momentum of what we know 
as fundamentali sm. It exists not only in 
Middle East but everywhere, including 
Europe of course. It represents a more 
radical type of traditionalism in that we 
look into the past for fixed standards 
which we just have to copy and to put 
into practice in our li ves. The opposi-
tion to this would be liberali sm, which 
allows for tolerance, for plurali sm, for 
openness. And this debate will probably 
continue, because we will have funda-
mentali sts which want the European (in 
this case) tradition to be taken into 
account in the formation of a modern 
society. 
In this country we have a debate going 
on right now on the new constitution - 
to what extent it should be based on 
tradition. Liberals don't want any par-
ticular tradition to be mentioned, any 
particular national tradition, while con-
servatives, especiall y nationalists, and 
the Roman Catholic church want this 
constitution to reflect the tradition of the 
majority. The danger of such a reference 
to the majority is, that it may stifle these 
minorities who are members of the civil 
society but not necessaril y participants 
of this particular tradition. This might 
be the situation for the Protestant mi-
nority, for instance, which I mentioned. 
For they do not particularly li ke the 
Polish president to wear the emblem of 
the Virgin Mary, because the Virgin 
Mary is a symbol of Catholicism rather 
than just Christianity and it looks as if 
he were the president of the Catholics 
only. The real skill i s to construct the 
off icial symbolic structure of the civil 
society in such a way that it does not 
alienate anybody but refers to those 
elements in a common tradition, that 
everybody can accept. To look for a 
common tradition which is acceptable 
for the Roman Catholic radicall y think-
ing people as well as for Eastern Ortho-
dox, as for the Jewish Minority, as for 
Protestants, as for everybody who wants 
to be a member of the society.  
 
The European identity is an interesting 
proposition because it provides a com-
mon structure for at least most of the 
many different nationaliti es. This is why 

fundamentali sts and nationalists are not 
very happy with European integration. 
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Thank you for the opportunity to meet 
with you here in Ustron. It is quite an 
interesting fact, that I owe my first visit 
to Ustron to the Protestants here. 
 

hat can I say about the topic of 
tradition from a Catholic perspec-

tive? Spoken from a historical viewpoint 
the question of tradition was one reason 
for the quarrel between the Catholic 
Church and the Protestant movement. 
While the Protestants stressed the "Ad 
fontes"-approach - referring to the Holy 
Scriptures - the Catholics emphasized 
tradition. Thus we created a clearly 
dialectic tradition: thesis versus antithe-
sis. Today, however the situation is 
more complex, if not paradoxical. 
 
Tree years ago the Catholic Church 
received a new instruction by the Bibli-
cal Commission, a papal commission 
which publishes instructions from time 
to time with regard to the question of 
how the Holy Scriptures should be read 
and interpreted. The names of three 
important names can be found in this 
instruction, being  quoted as the so 
called masters of interpretation": Hans 
Georg Gadamer,  the famous German 
philosopher; I do not think, he is Catho-
li c, he may be Protestant, but I am not 
quite sure, the Frenchman Paul Ricoeur, 
who is not Catholic either, but stems 
from a Hugenot tradition, and Martin 
Heidegger, being all our "grandfather" 
of hermeneutics. Representing a French 
perspective, Henri de Lubac is being as 
well . Hi is Catholic, but we all now 
what kind of open perspective he held. 
Thus, we have here a situation in which 
the differences between the Catholic and 
the non-Catholic perspectives are virtu-
all y overcome. Rather, all the aspects 
which represent a common good on the 
scientific level are being stressed here. 
The whole of the instruction points into 
one direction: Catholic bible scholars 

and theologians should utili ze the latest 
scientific knowledge when it comes to 
interpreting the Holy Scriptures.  
 
In terms of the more concrete practical 
experience in the parishes, I am not 
very well i nformed when it comes to 
other churches, but in the practice of the 
catholi c Church the importance of li fe 
throughout the traditions in general is 
being emphasized. "Traditions" hereby 
not only referring to the "grand" church 
traditions, but also to the "small", re-
gional and national traditions. In other 
words: unli ke the theologians and the 
dogmaticians, the majority of the be-
lievers does not deal with the Holy 
Scriptures in a scientific way; rather, 
they are concerned with their own re-
gional tradition. That is to say that 
tradition does not only exist at the level 
of theology, but also at the level of the 
concrete regional history. I think, what I 
would li ke to point out here is, that the 
word "tradition" has many meanings, 
and that in the every-day experience of 
the Catholic Church the importance of 
the "small " traditions, i.e. the tradition 
of certain areas and nations,  is being 
stressed as well .  
 
More to the point: tomorrow you will 
have a chance to visit Aushwitz. Since 
from a Catholic perspective tradition is 
important memory is important as well 
thus also the memory of Aushwitz. As I 
have mentioned above: tradition implies 
not only the tradition of dogmatics, but 
also the tradition of everyday li fe. 
Thereby the question of tradition also 
deals with events li ke Aushwitz. I be-
lieve that the Catholic Church is still 
nourishing itself from its history. We 
have many celebrations, i.e. memorial 
services, especiall y in Krakow. This is 
something special, since through these 
memorial services in a sense one ex-
periences one's own history. 
 
But here we also have some paradoxes, 
since if you talk about dogmas in the 
Catholic Church there is the tendency to 
refer to the dogmas as being eternal and 

removed from history. Thus we are 
dealing with the paradox that while in 
dail y li fe one is acutely aware of the 
history and the tradition, in terms of the 
theory a strong platonism is dominant. 
But situation is changing today. In the 
Polish church the changes began after 
the Second Vatican Council . For the 
Catholic Church in Germany and 
France, however, the change happened 
earlier - I remind you of Henri de Lubac 
and Bishop Danielou. But for the Polish 
church the Council was a great begin-
ning. 
 

oday one could say the intrinsic 
problems of the Catholic Church in 

Poland are not of a dogmatic nature. 
Certainly, there are always dogmatic 
problems, but these problems are eternal 
and what is eternal can and must not be 
solved today. Rather, these problems 
can wait. More pressing seems the 
structural transformation of our society 
today: the transition from a totalitarian 
to democratic politi cal system, the tran-
sition from a planned economy to a 
market economy. While the French 
church learned democracy over a period 
of roughly a hundred years we on the 
other hand have to "graduate" in  only 
fifteen years. Poland is a country in 
which things happen very slowly on the 
one hand side and very quickly on the 
other hand side - and even this has a 
tradition. However, one can note that 
slowly, but steadily more fundamental 
questions rise to the conscience of the 
intelli gentsia of the country. Two com-
ments may highlight this. 
 
Firstly, Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricoeur, 
de Lubac - they all worked in a very 
different atmosphere as we do in Poland 
today. We today have strong, all too 
strong, influence of Neothomism; when 
we are dealing with hermeneutical ques-
tions the revival of an Aquinian theol-
ogy and philosophy is not very helpful. 
Why? because Thomas does not have a 
real understanding for time. With Au-
gustin on the other hand we find a 
rather vital understanding of time which 
was completely suppressed by the theol-
ogy of Thomas in later years. But one 
cannot understand what tradition is, if 
one does not attempt to understand what 
time is. Thus we are dealing  with a new 
paradox here: since the Council of Tri-
ent (1545 - 1563) tradition was being 
emphasized strongly in the Catholic 
Church, while at the same time one did 
not reall y understand what time and 
tradition means since this council . 
Rather, one emphasized that tradition is 
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important while at the same time the 
sense for time was being lost through 
the influence of Aquinian theology.  
Secondly, Heidegger, Gadamer, Ri-
coeur, and earlier Schleiermacher and 
others have discovered that there is such 
a thing as sense / meaning. While in the 
Catholic Church philosophy of being 
(des Seins und des Seienden) domi-
nated, hermeneutic now discovers that 
sense and meaning are much more 
relevant. In other words, the meaning of 
a thing is important for us. For exam-
ple, if we take text, this text holds a 
certain meaning and through the text 
we experience the object. However, 
there are many ways of reaching the 
object by way of the text, but for an 
intellectual mind that does not have a 
sense for the text and its meaning tradi-
tion is also of littl e importance. 
 
In Poland we face the problem that our 
students of theology are mainly edu-
cated in the Aquinian mentalit y (e.g. at 
the Lublin seminar). However, since 
many theologians have studied abroad 
this virtue is not undisputed any more. 
But in the Catholic seminar or the 
schools of theology there still li nger 
many unsolved tensions - tensions be-
tween the lectures of the Holy Scriptures 
(Bibli cal Theology) and Philosophy, 
since the philosophy which is being 
taught does not contribute to the en-
lightenment of the studying of texts, 
tradition and meaning. While this rep-
resents a problem one may find some 
good here as well , according to the 
theme: the more mental turmoil , the 
better.  
 

et me speak a littl e bit more about 
tradition in general. Why for exam-

ple, was Ricoeur so interested in the 
question of tradition? It was him, who 
discovered that we do not understand 
European mythology any more. As 
modern humans, we do not understand 
the Greek, the Babylonian, the Jewish 
and the Christian mythology. Ricoeur is 
saying that these grand (essentiall y 
religious) mythologies  rely on symbolic 
language, but their symbols remain 
concealed. Thus, one has to find new 
ways to unravel these great symbols. For 
this Ricoeur developed a special herme-
neutic. Ricoeur says: we since have lost 
our naiveté and thus are unable to read 
these texts li ke they were read in the 
past. We since have become so much 
more criti cal. But despite the fact, it is 
possible to bridge the gap. In other 
words, the reflection about tradition can 
reveal these symbols again.  

 
In his intriguing study Ricoeur mainly 
deals with the symbols of good and evil , 
and by reading his texts we suddenly 
find ourselves in the midst of the studies 
of symbols. Furthermore, Ricoeur works 
almost exclusively with texts. It seems 
that for him there exists no independent 
realit y; there are only words and every-
thing that there is one has to somehow 
translate into words. The sun without 
the word and the meaning of "sun" is no 
sun. Taking this to such an extreme 
extent one may be allowed to ask Ri-
coeur: What to you actuall y mean? 
Bread  or the meaning of bread? 
I also would li ke to mention another 
aspect of hermeneutics stated by Gada-
mer,  which I find rather important for 
the understanding of tradition. There 
were those scholars of hermeneutics 
who always asked: "What does the au-
thor reall y want to say?" I have a friend 
who stutters and whom I often have to 
ask what he reall y wants to say. Indeed, 
many scholars of hermeneutics aligned 
their whole work according to this as-
pect. But to a certain degree they extin-
guished tradition, since they presup-
posed that the number of mistakes and 
errors grows in relation to the distance 
between author and her text. Indeed, 
from this perspective distance poses a 
threat. It was mostly Gadamer who 
juxtaposed this with an entirely different 
theory. Time, he says, implies a change 
of the perspective. Thus, time is crea-
tive, it creates something new. There-
fore today I can find more in text of 
Paul than Paul himself might have been 
aware of. It is certainly  the case that 
women find more in a text than men. In 
the relationship between men and 
women a woman might find a variety of 
meanings, whereas might just say "No". 
Voice from audience: "That means that 
women are more creative".  
 
Of course, we now face the problem 
whether our interpretations might be all 
too arbitrary. Still , Gadamer's perspec-
tive is very important, since he shows 
how crucial tradition is for the under-
standing of meanings. Each text bears 
certain consequences in the course of 
history and if we are reading these texts 
in light of these consequences, we 
thereby enhance our understanding. Let 
us, for example, take Jesus' saying "This 
is my body." Today one cannot interpret 
this text without considering the history 
which was set forth by it.  
 
However, the next step will have to pose 
the question, what truth is, according to 

such a hermeneutical perspective. While 
that is an entirely different topic, I still 
have my own opinion. If you ask me 
about the catholi c standpoint, I can say 
the following: with regard to a dogma 
one may differentiate between two as-
pects, its meaning and its language. 
While the meaning remains constant 
and unchanged, there do exist a variety 
of expressions. The Tridentinum, for 
example, has its own expressions for its 
dogmas. Today, its language is hard to 
understand and there exists the possibil-
ity to change it, i.e. comply with mod-
ern mentalit y - provided one sticks to 
the same intention and  meaning.  
 
For example, if I celebrate mass and 
repeat: "That is my body," I connect 
myself with the intention of Jesus Christ 
with that which concerned him during 
his last supper. I want to repeat this 
intention. I do not connect myself with 
the council ’s fathers of the Tridentinum, 
but only with Jesus Christ. That for me 
in a nutshell represents the practical 
aspect of the hermeneutical concept.    
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What is tradition?  
 
Tradition is a cultural phenomenon, 
occurring at almost any time in any 
culture. Tradition is involved when we 
think about certain incidents (e.g. cere-
monies and celebrations), as well as 
certain cultural events, li ke the way we 
establi sh personal contacts, or how we 
exchange cultural goods in and among 
groups. Tradition has its own, charac-
teristic existence. While it sometimes 
takes centuries to establi sh itself, it can 
also emerge spontaneously - from one 
day to the next. It touches people's natu-
ral environment and areas that are in-
dependent and detached from nature 
and environment. (The tradition of 
personal hygiene for example developed 
rather differently in 14th century 
Europe.) Tradition also centres around 
the human psyche, language and imagi-
nation. All cultural taboos are being 
determined by tradition. Moreover, the 
rules of any given social order are based 
on tradition. And finall y, the knowledge 
about the world order is often based on 
tradition as well . Hence, tradition seems 
to be an "omnipresent social instru-
ment". 
 
Vehicles for tradition  
 
What could one describe as the vehicle 
for tradition? Firstly, there is the proc-
ess of educating people, which - at the 
moment - proves to be a very important 
factor here in Poland. Nevertheless we 
face a problem, since education in and 
of itself represents one function of tradi-
tion. In other words: Tradition has the 
tendency to enforce education, and thus, 
a traditional way of education could 
reconstruct itself in all the future gen-
erations. 

A second vehicle for tradition is mem-
ory. It seems that tradition had its great-
est impact in the era of pre-literacy. At 
that time the whole of the "social mem-
ory" - and thus, also the "historic mem-
ory" - was based on tradition. In later 
years literary cultures developed a sense 
for "traditional patterns" (e.g. look at 
Rome during the time of the Roman 
Republic). But the historic memory 
liberated itself from tradition as soon as 
tradition 
manifested itself in a written form. 
Tradition lost a lot of its power - it lost 
its "metaphysical flavour", as well as its 
power to shelter and to protect a loyal 
society. In other words, the belief, that 
tradition has enough power to protect a 
society, has vanished. 
A third such vehicle is the law, since it 
defines what is right or wrong accord-
ing to traditional values. All fundamen-
tal changes in the law generall y weaken 
the tradition, or they establi sh new tra-
ditional values in place of the old. A 
fourth vehicle is represented in cultural 
"patterns". From a methodological 
viewpoint they are the most important 
vehicle, since tradition is a function of 
the duration and the long existence of 
cultural patterns. From the perspective 
of the cultural anthropologists, such 
patterns are being conveyed in things 
that are apparent and undoubted in any 
society. In other words, it is useless to 
argue about these patterns - they do not 
have to be attractive. It suff ices that they 
exist. The same is true for tradition: 
From a historic perspective tradition is 
effective, simply because it exists. Thus, 
the existence of tradition neither de-
pends on the wil lpower of the individ-
ual, nor on a capricious upward trend. 
 
What cou ld be harmful to 
tradition?  
 
Two things: Firstly, all revolutions, 
even a revolution of the existing moral 
or educational standards could be det-

rimental to tradition. There are revolu-
tions that implement a new tradition in 
place of the old one. However, that is 
not always the case. Some revolutions 
attempt to keep a balance between the 
new and the old (li ke giving the old 
sociali st institutions a new sense and a 
new meaning.) 
 
Secondly, tradition is being harmed by 
the mass media. The constant attempt to 
reduce the distance between various 
cultures and societies weakens the tradi-
tion of each culture and society, since it 
is forced to be open for new and foreign 
influences. 
Here one can detect a fundamental dif-
ference between Europe and the Islamic 
countries - cause for many misunder-
standings: A culture bound to tradition 
usually fosters clear social relations and 
structures, as well as a feeling for the 
national identity. In order to better ana-
lyse a tradition one has to try and un-
derstand it first - maybe by looking 
beyond its folklore and its touristic 
values. Moreover, before looking at 
other traditions, one has to try and un-
derstand one's own. Perhaps it is here 
that the new way of perceiving tradition 
is most prominent: While there once 
was a time when tradition was a natural 
entity for everyone, one has to reall y try 
and understand it, since without trying 
one can neither contain not erode it. 
Any part of our tradition that we do not 
attempt to understand will soon become 
mere folklore to us - as is proven in the 
case of some festive traditions. 
 
The religious tradition  
 
A special characteristic of the religious 
tradition is the fact that it exists across 
the nations - despite the fact that many 
nations attempt to present their religion 
as a central part of their own tradition, 
even if the neighbouring nations prac-
tice the same religion. A second charac-
teristic is the fact that the religious 
tradition is gradually loosing its deter-
mining role. In the archaic cultures each 
element of tradition had its own reli-
gious or mythological meaning. But the 
ancient Christian religion adopted many 
heathen elements and gave them a cer-
tain Christian meaning. Thus, the 
original tradition changed, it experi-
enced a metamorphosis - but not a revo-
lution. The original meaning of tradi-
tion disappeared, however, the elements 
it contained, remained - sometimes until 
this day. The cultural landscape was 
clear and recognisable. Today, such a 
metamorphosis does not happen any-
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more. The natural aspect of religious 
traditions is long since a phenomenon 
of the past - it became a part of history. 
Knowledge became the new norm for 
the people. In order to comply with 
something one has to rationally under-
stand it first. The traditional function of 
religion has vanished, i.e. it is no longer 
the bearer of cultural goods. For the 
majority of the people, the tradition of 
culture has lost its religious recognition. 
The religious characteristics of tradition 
are now only partiall y valid within their 
own boundaries - i.e. within the of relig-
ion. Consequently, the religious tradi-
tion has only limited chances to have a 
broad effect on the whole of a culture. 
In today's world the religious tradition, 
only serves to reflect on certain meta-
physical problems, and its answers are 
accepted only for and in this limited 
arena. 
Religion and li fe are two different enti-
ties. 
 
 
Religion contra Science 
 
Christianity has by and large lost the 
battle between religion and science. All 
too often the inquisition and the dogmas 
were the only answer to the probing 
questions of the mind, that - in the be-
ginning - did not at all reject God, but 
simply questioned God's doing. One 
may point out that modern theology and 
physics sometimes even co-operate, or 
that Luther and the modern Protestant 
dogmatics did not want to understand 
the dogmas as rigid norms, but rather as 
attempts to express one's faith. 
 
All too often the churches have relied 
on their dogmas and on the power that 
resulted from them. The consequence 
today is that we have two different tradi-
tions instead of one tradition, or one 
religion, or one spirit: The tradition of 
the faith and the tradition of the mind. 
There is a chance that the two could 
coexist, or that they could mutually 
soften their extremes. This became a 
possibilit y since positi vism lost its foot-
hold in the world of science, and since 
the conservative church has begun to 
react more strongly to realit y. However, 
it will not be possible to ever retrieve 
the old "losses" from the "time of the 
two separate powers". The fact that we 
have a truce today between those two 
traditions can perhaps be attributed to 
the fact that lately a new force emerged: 
The New Age movement. While the 
New Age movement does not refer to 
any kind of religious or scientific tradi-

tion, it attempts to establi sh a compro-
mise, based on so many uncertain fac-
tors, that neither religion nor science 
appreciate them. Perhaps - after the 
New Age movement has lost its power - 
the old quarrel between religion and 
science will reappear. And then we will 
have to ask ourselves in what kind of 
state religion will be. Will it be a relig-
ion that is concerned with the emo-
tional, the non-rational structure, be less 
powerful than science? Ultimately relig-
ion would then have to pay the price for 
the victory of positi vism, as well as for 
its defeat. 
It is largely the churches' fault that the 
religious tradition is on the decline, 
since they forced the people to choose 
between the dogma and science. Science 
was declared to be a religious heresy, a 
fact which made it especiall y attractive. 
Consequently this heresy emancipated 
itself and the separation become a real-
ity. Today we are dealing with a separa-
tion between an "orthodoxy" that was 
unwilli ng to embrace the questions of 
reason, and a "heresy", unwilli ng to put 
up with the seemingly dark and reac-
tionary bondages of tradition. 
 
 
Plurali sm from a world-view 
perspective 
 
Even a plurali stic world-view has the 
tendency to weaken the religious tradi-
tion. Some people are inclined to con-
nect various world-views during the 
course of their li ves; others are faithful 
to just one. It remains a challenge for 
theology to not exclude those who have 
a different world-view. It also remains a 
challenge to bridge the gap between the 
language of the academically inclined 
theologians and the language and 
thoughts of the ordinary people. A fact 
that is most important if one wants to 
include the thoughts and ideas of those 
theologies that do not shy away from a 
cultural analysis. The discussion about 
the "Word of God" and "God's judge-
ment", about "Man" and "Culture" have 
to be supplemented by a positi ve dis-
course about the "surrounding" culture. 
Otherwise theology - as well as religious 
tradition - remains an unknown entity 
for the people. Only a culturall y in-
clined theology offers the possibilit y of a 
modern understanding of the religious 
tradition, and could revitali se certain 
key elements. If not, the religious tradi-
tion will gradually vanish in peoples' 
li ves - until it i s utili sed only to lend a 
meaning to certain events (such as wed-
dings, funerals). 

 
 
Christian tradition and the 
reading of the Scripture 
 
The Christian tradition has its roots in 
the Holy Scripture. We talk about the 
"normative aspect of the Holy Scrip-
ture", but modern people want to under-
stand it, so that they can accept it. The 
process of understanding does not nec-
essaril y imply disbelief. Rather, the 
work of the churches should be restruc-
ture itself according to the Holy Scrip-
ture. In order to achieve this, the Scrip-
ture should be utili sed in the sense and 
the spirit of oral tradition of the archaic 
cultures. Scripture should become an 
instrument of the religious tradition - 
contrary to its own instrumental form. 
In other words: the teaching of the 
Scripture should be respectful to the 
"story". It is precisely this mechanism 
that is successfull y used by some sects 
today - they know how to get in contact 
with the people. Thus, a theology that is 
willi ng to open up to a less formal way 
of understanding the Holy Scripture, has 
a good chance for a successful revival of 
the religious tradition. On the other 
hand, it remains a fact that wherever a 
group of people practices a spontaneous 
and natural lit erary reading of the 
Scripture, old religious traditions are 
being kept ali ve as well . Those groups 
are few and the price they have to pay is 
to be isolated from the rest of the world. 
Moreover, since the modern mind wants 
to liberate them from their isolation, 
they will not grow in number. They can 
only become firmer in their beliefs - 
convinced that it is them who are cho-
sen. In the end they remain ignorant 
with regard to the hermeneutical ques-
tions and exegetical critique. And they 
remain powerless in the face of other, 
modern traditions. 
A similar process can be observed 
wherever the "cult of the visible church" 
dominates our perception of theology. 
The religious tradition then only speaks 
to the people who remain loyal. All 
others are excluded from benefiting 
from the relationship between theology 
and tradition. The church and the Scrip-
tures have to be questioned. If academic 
theology and the praxis of the church do 
not do this, a re-evaluation of the reli-
gious tradition will not be possible in 
the future. Let me stress this gain: A 
precise understanding of tradition is the 
presupposition for a faithfulness to-
wards that tradition. In other words, a 
tradition that is based on the Scripture 
has to be easy to understand. 
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Further endangering factors 
 
In the future there could emerge further 
factors, weakening the religious tradi-
tions as well as organized religion. Let 
us try to point out a few: Firstly, there 
exist religious and denominational con-
troversies, that refer to the past, i.e. to 
the infalli bilit y of the tradition. Here we 
have to deal with the diff icult question, 
whether the various religions could 
distance themselves from using tradition 
in such a way. And we have to consider 
the fact that criti cising religion in light 
of these controversies has already be-
come a new tradition; meaning that the 
foundation of a positi ve religious tradi-
tion is being further destroyed. 
The ecumenical movement may offer a 
chance for healing. It should never pay 
the price for the "tradition of controver-
sies", but should be free from such a 
tradition of confli ct. 
Secondly, an association of national 
confli cts with various religious tradi-
tions will hurt the latter. I am not refer-
ring to national religions only, but also 
to the connection of religious and na-
tional topics that is creating certain 
"stereotypes". Religious and national 
stereotypes should not be mixed to-
gether. However, since the stereotypes 
will probably vanish along with tradi-
tion, one would hope that the "bad 
stereotypes" will also gradually disap-
pear. Last not least one has to ask, 
whether the notion of reconcili ation has 
already become a tradition of the mod-
ern churches, or whether the religious 
tradition is still stifled by historic quar-
rels and feelings of revenge. 
 
Finall y, the last point I would li ke to 
make, is that of fanatism, which not 
only harms the various religious tradi-
tions, but religion in general. Ultimately 
one has to be careful that fanatism does 
not gradually infilt rate the religious 
tradition. Fortunately at the moment it 
seems fairly diff icult to establi sh a fun-
damental religious tradition on a large 
scale and on the mere basis of fanatism. 
The problem of the relationship between 
the various local and national traditions, 
and between the national and the com-
mon traditions I will not discuss today. 
These are topics that stretch the limits 
of this lecture                                     
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Ladies and gentlemen, 
we are here today to think about tradi-
tion. Let's consider the situation: hic et 
nunc we want to look behind us, to 
better perceive of what is in front of us. 
Which means, we want to fill our pre-
sent time with the past as well as with 
the future. Tradition means also that 
every dimension of time is present in 
our hic et nunc, here and now.  So, what 
is our here and now li ke? 
We are about forty kilometres from the 
town of Os,´wie,¸cim (Auschwitz). The 
chimneys of the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
concentration camp ceased to work fifty 
years ago. Let's take such a hic et nunc 
as the basis for our further reflections 
because it is the Holocaust which is the 
shadow of the past and is still putting a 
dark trail on our present time. 
 
That is why I would li ke to submit the 
reflection upon tradition to the reflec-
tion concerning the Holocaust, the 
strategies aiming at accommodation and 
understanding of the Holocaust, and the 
burden of that heritage. 
Associated with tradition is a continu-
ous return to the sources, a re-reading of 
them from the beginning on. My reflec-
tion is a fruit of reading the Holocaust 
testimonies. Those preserved texts be-
came a basic source for my reflection. 
 
 
Word-grain symbolism 
 
Memoirs and diaries written down by 
Jews in the ghettos and camps were very 
well hidden, usually buried. Let's pon-
der for a while on this symbolic mean-
ing of such a situation. A paper upon 
which those chronicles of destruction 
were written was thrown into the soil as 
a grain for the future harvest. The Jew-
ish poet Abraham Suckewer interpreted 

it as such in the Vilna ghetto in March 
1943. His poem entitled A wheat grain 
became a commentary for the action of 
hiding the books and manuscripts of the 
Jewish Institute in Vilna and Vilna 
library. "I am burying and sowing 
manuscripts here..." says Suckewer, 
telli ng a story of a grain which had been 
hidden inside the pyramid in ancient 
Egypt. The grain taken from the pyra-
mid after nine thousand years and put 
into soil grew and bore ears. 
 
The poet writes: 
,,Maybe also one day these words will 
be taken up to the light 
and maybe in the hour of destiny 
they will blossom as unexpectedly 
as that ancient seed 
which grew an ear (...)"  
 
Seed - which is considered a basic food 
in the Judaeo-Christian civili sation - is 
a symbol of existence. The symbolism of 
the word as grain incorporates the proc-
ess of writing in the ancient and ever-
lasting order of sowing and harvesting. 
The text becomes a li fe-giving food. The 
symbolism of word-bread which is so 
deeply rooted in the Bible also leads 
toward such understanding. You can 
share a word with other people as a 
piece of bread. There are no limits of 
time and place for such a sharing of 
words. 
 
The poem by Suckewer speaks about the 
hope for surviving in the reviving 
rhythm of culture. The grain resists the 
damaging influence of time because it 
preserves energy in itself, thus reviving 
the organic world. The power of a writ-
ten word is this energy in the world of 
culture. A text may be hidden for a long 
time as a grain in the ground, until the 
season of crop comes, i.e. when being 
read it is alive again and blossoms. 
The parable of the grain taken from the 
Egyptian pyramid after thousands of 
years determines the horizon of hope for 
all those Jews, who had written their 
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texts and then hid them, believing they 
preserved a spiritual nourishment for 
the future. 
The poem by Suckewer shows a mecha-
nism of tradition as a process of hand-
ing over and receiving - amongst others 
by word. A deposit which reveals our 
identity and its roots, creates commu-
nity, establi shes links between the past 
(which is inexhaustible source of the 
new) and the future (which reveals itself 
as an explanation, fulfilment and reviv-
ing of the old). That bond is created due 
to the memory, which unites, joins and 
preserves. Memory is the first com-
mandment of tradition. 
So, let's read the preserved testimonies 
of the Holocaust carefull y. Those texts 
should become for us a source of knowl-
edge about ourselves, who li ve hic et 
nunc. 
 
A reflection concerning the phenome-
non of preparing testimonies about 
Extermination reveals three dimensions 
of writing symbolism: 1) writing as 
testifying, 2) writing as prophecy, 3) 
writing as a liturgy of the memory. Each 
of these dimensions relates in its own 
way to the traditional action and binds it 
with the universal heritage of the past. 
 
 
Writing as testifying  
 
Writing as an act of bringing testimony 
about the Extermination is deeply 
rooted in the Bibli cal and Talmudic 
tradition. 
The Torah and the Talmud demand to 
testify about inequity. In the Book of 
Leviti cus you can read, that a person 
sins heavil y when "he does not speak up 
when he hears a public charge to testify 
regarding something he has seen or 
learned about" (Leviti cus 5.1). In the 
context of this tradition a witness is not 
only the person who has seen what 
happened but also who "only" knows. 
The knowledge obliges. You should 
testify. Such a duty has both moral and 
religious obligation. Testifying is 
closely connected in the Jewish tradition 
with the legal process of determining all 
proofs to find out the truth and reach 
justice. 
 
This Bibli cal and Talmudic tradition of 
testifying reveals one of the foundations 
upon which the authors of the Extermi-
nation period could build their decision 
about writing. In the light of that tradi-
tion an author of a diary or memoirs can 
perceive his role as a fulfilment of the 
duty to testify. Diaries, memoirs and 

reports as well as other written records 
of the Holocaust reveal themselves to be 
a fruit of an attitude which can be 
drawn from the sources of Judaism. 
Even more, the subject of the testimony 
itself can also be compared to the origi-
nal Bibli cal models. The Bible and the 
Rabbinical l iterature provide a model 
for this situation and a language to 
describe it. Traditional ways of describ-
ing misfortunes, suffering and the tri-
umph of evil , are written down there. 
The text created in the face of extermi-
nation and the text which testifies to 
extermination has that Bibli cal model 
behind itself. The description of realit y 
seems to repeat the original archetype: 
the Bibli cal paradigm of common ban-
ishment, destruction, national defeat 
and individual disaster of a suffering 
Jew. Jeremiah, weeping his lamenta-
tions over destroyed Jerusalem, the fall 
of the Temple, defeat, captivity and 
disgrace, was the archetypical eulogist 
of the extermination. The Bible provides 
all l ater witnesses of national disasters 
with a well formulated "rhetoric of 
martyrdom" and "liturgy of disgrace". 
Listing all disasters which aff li cted Jews 
and handing them over to posterity has 
a long tradition. The period of crusades, 
expulsion from Spain or the Cossacks 
uprising of Bohdan Kchmielnicki in 
1648 gave birth to numerous chronicle 
writers of pogroms and persecution. 
 
 
Writing as proph etic formula 
 
Some of the Holocaust testimonies seen 
from the perspective of the Bibli cal 
tradition can be compared with inspired 
writing contained within a framework 
of specificall y understood prophetism. 
The special meaning of this prophetism 
is due to the fact that it does not mean 
forecasting future events, revealing a 
Divine message or being a medium for a 
Divine Voice. This prophetism means 
the unquestionable duty of writing and 
testifying. The author understands him-
self as fulfilli ng a mission. He has to 
speak in the name of those who cannot 
speak. He has to preach the truth which 
should be known by the world. The 
imperative of writing is so strong you 
can not resist it. 
A prophet acted despite the dangers 
awaiting him, despite despair and dis-
couragement, even despite his own 
human and weak will . You can find the 
same determination among the testimo-
nies of the Holocaust. The author is in a 
compulsory situation. It is not up to him 

to chose but he is chosen himself, he is 
called. 
 
 
Writing as a li turgy of the memory  
 
The sheets of paper, covered with texts, 
can resist a death infli cted on a mass 
scale and may overcome the destructive 
power of time. They are li ke monuments 
made out of words, in which immortal 
messages have been sculpted li ke in 
granite. They are li ke a sanctuary pre-
serving and immortali sing the names of 
victims. The registration of sufferings is 
an obligation for the descendants. 
Memory is a key-word for that strategy 
of duty. And the action of writing in and 
at itself becomes a liturgy of the mem-
ory. 
 
An essay by Rachel Auerbach entitled 
"Izkor" of 1943 has exactly this liturgi-
cal form of celebrating a memory. The 
essay was written in November 1943. Its 
title means in Hebrew "You will remem-
ber" and it is a begging prayer said four 
times a year for the blessed memory of 
all the deceased of a family. These days 
are: the last day of the Pesah, the Shav-
ouot, Shemini Aceret (the end of the 
feast of Tents) and Jom Kippur. All the 
deceased are named during the prayer. 

The essay starts with a description of 
flood which is a great metaphor for the 
deportation of the Warsaw Jews, of 
which only a mute scream and silence 
have remained. Then we can find a 
ceremony of bewitching, casting a spell 
on memory, inscribed into excerpts 
taken from the Psalm 137: "If I forget 
those I had seen may me myself be for-
gotten and my name damned". 
The Izkor prayer itself is a chain of 
acclamations of the particular groups or 
classes of the Jewish nation. In such a 
group portrait of the nation you can find 
littl e children, boys and girls, young 
people, pious Jews, rabbis and teachers, 
craftsmen, grandmas and grandpas, 
scientists, artists, musicians, painters, 
professors and tailors, watchmakers and 
doctors, poor men from dark town lanes 
and petty thieves, smugglers and street 
tradesmen, beggars and starving dis-
placed people. They all pass in front of 
our eyes. 
Rachel Auerbach ends her prayer com-
memoration with a declaration to say 
continuously this rite of memory, li sting 
names of the murdered nation. This 
declaration becomes a call , addressed to 
all of us at the same time. 
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Writing - memory - salvation  
 
We are now at the climax of our consid-
eration. The reading of the Holocaust 
testimonies has introduced us in the 
dimension of tradition, on which the 
decision to write itself was founded and 
which to a great extend modelled the 
language of description. And if now the 
voice of Rachel Auerbach's prayer is 
reaching us, calli ng for cherishing the 
memory, it is exactly due to the phe-
nomenon of persisting in defiance of 
death and destruction, regardless of the 
distance in time and space. The voice 
coming to us from the very bottom of 
the destruction reveals a great mystery, 
around which we are circulating in our 
reflection. Memory is the key to this 
mystery. 
 
Classic metaphors of memory describe it 
as a registration - a waxed plate preserv-
ing an inscription (Plato, Cicero). The 
action of writing down is connected 
already at its beginning with providing 
a confirmation to something volatile 
and transitory, – a transfer of our traces 
to the posterity. 
 
The memory is one of the foundation of 
Judaism. The faith of the Jews is not 
based upon theological dogmas but 
upon the memory. History is a scene for 
the covenant with God. Judas Halevi, a 
medieval poet and philosopher, stresses 
that the Decalogue does not begin with 
a statement, or a dogma but with a re-
minder "I am the Lord your God who 
brought you out of Egypt, out of the 
land of slavery" (Ex 20,2). A Jew reas-
sures his faith by continuously remem-
bering events in which his ancestors 
took part. We can find a warning in the 
Book of Deuteronomy: "Only be careful 
and watch yourselves closely so that 
you do not forget the things your eyes 
have seen..."  (Deut 4,9). 
An impulse of writing down to preserve, 
interpret or hand over a sense of experi-
enced events is based upon an ancient 
tradition. Writing down used to become 
an opposition against the destruction, an 
act of faith in a better future, an act of 
hope that coming generations would 
learn, understand, evaluate and com-
pensate. 
The pages of the dairies, memoirs or 
relations made by the witnesses of the 
Extermination demand to be read. In 
return the act of reading enables the text 
to speak, undertakes and revives the 
heritage of the memory. Writing can 

save the memory of existence i.e. the 
existence itself. 
Handing over the heritage of the 
Holocaust - traps and dang ers 
 
If we understand the tradition as a space 
of dialogue - through texts - on the basis 
of the memory - so the dialogue about 
the heritage of the Holocaust has been 
exposed to special shocks and dangers. 
An optimistic conviction of René Casin 
seems to be far from real. So let's sketch 
briefly those dangers which await such 
dialogue. 
 
Barr iers for the dialogu e 
 
First, it is diff icult to open the dialogue 
because even those texts which survived 
hardly reached their readers. The his-
tory of discovering the manuscripts 
buried by Jews of the Auschwitz Son-
derkommando in ashes is symbolic. 
They could not be searched immediately 
after the war because there was a Soviet 
camp for German war prisoners in 
Brzezinka (Birkenau). When the 
Auschwitz Museum was created, the 
digging that had already started had to 
be stopped because there was too much 
excitement among the "gold-diggers" 
prowling the surrounding region. So, 
the manuscripts were taken out and 
saved only in 1961 - although if the 
place where they were hidden was well 
know from the beginning, thanks to 
rescued witnesses. The last manuscript 
was found by chance in the late fall of 
1980 when a group of school boys 
planted trees around the crematory in 
Birkenau. 
 
Second, the dialogue is embroiled in 
contradictions resulting from a funda-
mental question about the possibilit y to 
express an experience of Extermination. 
An imperative to say a truth to the 
world about the Holocaust (that phrase 
"You should know") runs into a resis-
tance, resulting from a conviction that 
such truth can not be expressed as "no 
words can express it". And the world 
would not be able to understand it any-
way. 
 
Third, the roles in that dialogue are not 
well suited. Witnesses, rooted in the tradi-
tion, believe in the value of a written tes-
timony. According to them, it is not only 
a warning and a lesson for future gen-
erations but it can also save a sense of 
victims' and witnesses' existence. How-
ever, the addressees of the testimony, 
who declare a great crisis of the art of 
wording after Auschwitz, stating that 

language cannot express the inexpressi-
ble sense of the Extermination. 
Multiple memory 
 
The memory of the Holocaust has many 
dimensions. There is a common mem-
ory and an individual one. There is the 
memory of victims, witnesses and of 
executioners. There is the memory of 
those who encountered help, care or 
friendship and the memory of those who 
were pushed away, betrayed, sold. There 
is the memory of suffering and the 
memory of hate. There is the memory of 
humiliation, shame, hopelessness and 
stupefaction. There is the memory of 
heroic resistance and struggle, and the 
memory of resignation and defeat. 
We should also take into consideration 
all those testimonies which will never 
reach us any more. The suffocated voice 
of all those, whose names did not last  
and who did not preserve any traces of 
their existence. 
The deposit of the memory is scattered, 
hardly accessible and very often lost 
forever. The message of the memory is 
exposed to many dangers. It can be 
deformed on different ways and even 
completely blocked. 
 
 
Oblivion  
 
The memory which is a foundation of 
tradition does create an identity. Obliv-
ion means a betrayal of grandfathers 
and fathers and a breaking of the bond. 
As a result it sentences us to non-
existence. 
 
What happens when the Holocaust be-
comes an area of obli vion? Is the mes-
sage of the Holocaust reall y remembered 
in the contemporary world? When look-
ing upon today's wars and slaughters, 
ethnic purges, li ving skeletons behind 
barbed wires in camps and upon mass 
graves, we must come to a conclusion 
that the world knows nothing, remem-
bers nothing. 
 
Henryk Grynberg, a child of the Holo-
caust and one of the most persistent of 
the Holocaust writers-witnesses, states 
that Holocaust does not teach us any-
thing new or deli vers a breakthrough. 
"Great evil , and the Holocaust was an 
expression of it, can teach us that there 
are values, without which the human 
world can not exist, that there are some 
bans which should not be broken if you 
want to remain a man. And we know 
about it for some thousand years" - says 
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Grynberg. Is this knowledge covered by 
obli vion? 
 
The memory of the Holocaust can be-
come an arena for lies and manipula-
tion. The expression "Auschiwtz-Lüge" 
describes the activity of false historians, 
suggesting that gas chambers and cre-
matoria never existed. 
 
 
Wound s of the memory and the 
memory of wound s 
 
The horror of the Holocaust cannot be 
understood, cannot be expressed. How-
ever, this is exactly an experience which 
demands an extremely powerful expres-
sion. It is an expression of pain and 
suffering, as well as of loneliness, deso-
lation, of abandonment, of being sen-
tenced to non existence and to vanish-
ing without any trace. That is why the 
struggle for memory becomes even more 
important than the struggle for li fe, it is 
a memory of the very bottom of hell , a 
memory of excruciating and never heal-
ing wounds. 
 
So, the memory of the Holocaust is a 
memory of wounds and at the same time 
it is wounded itself. It is wounded, since 
it is torn between the possible and the 
impossible, between the human and the 
inhuman. The absurdity  of the mass 
extermination cannot be understood, 
however it should be remembered, i. e. 
we should hand it over to posterity and 
furnish them with that terrible knowl-
edge. 
However, how can a normal human 
memory grasp the heritage of the Holo-
caust? Such wounded memory of the 
Holocaust can become a nourishment 
for diseases and fears, which worry the 
contemporary world, which worry our-
selves. Sometimes we want to nourish 
our own prejudices with the message of 
the Holocaust in order to preserve com-
fortable stereotypes. For example, this is 
the source for the competition of mar-
tyrdom between Poles and Jews which is 
going on since the War. Which of the 
two nations was persecuted more and 
suffered more? We can find origins of 
some attempts within the Polish historic 
publications submitting to an ideology 
to purge the Holocaust of Jews, to purge 
Auschwitz of the Jews. The question is 
whether the Jews were just only one of 
many nations murdered in Auschwitz. 
That is also instrumental in the case for 
understanding of the Warsaw Ghetto 
uprising. 
 

The Jewish wound has its sources in 
experiencing indifference and betrayal 
by Poles, in the memory of those who 
tracked and blackmailed Jews for 
money. Such thinking is transferring 
itself into stereotypes pretending that a 
Pole suck his anti-Semitism with his 
mother's milk, or the stereotype of Po-
land as the biggest Jewish graveyard - a 
graveyard and nothing else. 
 
The Polish wound has its sources in the 
experiences of the September of 1939 
and the behaviour of Jews in the Polish 
territory, when occupied by the Red 
Army. The experience of installi ng the 
communist regime in Poland supported 
the common conviction about a union 
between the Jews and communism. 
Such thinking finds its expression in the 
stereotype of a "Jewish-commune" and 
of "Jew-ubek" (Jews as off icers for the 
Sovjet secret politi cal poli ce, which 
occupied Poland and persecuted Poles). 
 
 
We shou ld face the challenge 
 
The heritage of the Holocaust is ex-
tremely diff icult to accept. It cannot be 
completely judged and understood. It is 
a moral and a theological scandal. The 
horror of this heritage may be perceived 
of as an overwhelming burden which 
can justify our helplessness to some 
extent. It frees us from taking the risk of 
understanding, and it provokes to create 
different self-tranquilli sing therapies. 
 
Zygmunt Bauman, in his book entitled 
Modernity and Extermination, criti cises 
the tendency in the Holocaust research, 
which focuses on creating defence 
mechanisms rather than on searching 
for the essence of this phenomenon. The 
thesis, that the Holocaust was a terrible 
aberration and a complete break of any 
continuity within culture and civili sa-
tion, is only the historians' wishful 
thinking. Rather, the Holocaust seems 
to be a fruit of modernity. The dark side 
of modern civili sation – not full y recog-
nised and located beyond the horizon of 
our knowledge – is still presents a real 
danger. Neither anniversary celebra-
tions, nor warnings against the repeti-
tion of the tragedy may effectively op-
pose it. 
Condemnation of the evil by putting 
ourselves outside its range, and facing 
the challenge by trying to respond to the 
evil , are two different things. "The most 
horr ible about the Holocaust is not the 
presumption that it could happen to us 

as well , but that it could be done by us" 
- says Bauman. 
 
 
A grain buried in ashes 
 
Let's come back to the symbolism of the 
word-grain, the symbolism of sown 
manuscripts, put into the ground with 
the hope that they would bring an abun-
dant harvest. The collaborators of the 
Warsaw Ghetto Archives buried them 
with such a kind of hope in boxes full of 
documents and manuscripts. With the 
same hope, prisoners of the Sonder-
kommando in Birkenau, who worked in 
the crematory, hid their manuscripts in 
glasses, German army water flasks, 
mess kits, etc. and buried them in hu-
man ashes. The holes, where the ashes 
from the crematory furnaces were 
thrown, seemed the safest places to 
them. The history of the exterminated 
nation was hidden inside its own ashes. 
There is an incessant request, a kind of 
a litany, in those manuscripts: 
"Dear finder, look everywhere, in each 
piece of ground (...) look carefull y and 
you will fi nd a lot (...) Look for a hidden 
bigger material (...) Look over there in 
the holes (...) Keep on looking! You will 
surely find more! 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, you walked on 
the paths of Auschwitz-Birkenau yes-
terday. Please remember the manu-
scripts buried by the prisoners of the 
Sonderkommando. The grain taken out 
of the crematory li ke it was taken from 
the ruins of the Egyptian pyramid 
should not be lost in all this chaos and 
noise. Today, we should be courageous 
enough to li sten to this request that is 
written down on shreds of paper. We 
should be courageous enough to respond 
to that hope, buried as a grain in human 
ashes.                                                  

�
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4 
pastoral care 

and coun selling 

in the tension 

between 

tradition and 

change 

 

Indonesia is a developing country in 
Southeast Asia which has not less than 
13,667 islands. The land area of Indo-
nesia covers about 735,000 square 
miles, or about 5.3 times as large as 
Germany or 6 times as large as Poland. 
The total land and sea area of Indonesia 
amounts to nearly 4 million square 
miles. 
As a heavil y populated country, at this 
time Indonesia has approximately 190 
milli on people. They are very heteroge-
neous. There are more than 300 differ-
ent ethnic groups and more than 50 
languages spoken. Besides,  the Chi-
nese,  the Arabs, the Indians, and the 
Eurasians li ve in Indonesia; and some 
of them have li ved in Indonesia for 
many generations. The majority of the 
population, approximately 88%, are 
Muslims. Christians, Catholics and 
Protestants, are approximately 9% of 
the population. The rest are Hindus, 
Buddhists, etc. 
Although Indonesian people are hetero-
geneous and diverse, they are also a 
unity. They have a national motto 
"bhinneka tunggal ika", that means: 
various, yet one; diverse, but united. As 
a member of an ethnic group, an Indo-
nesian has a certain sub-culture and 
region language. However, as Indone-
sian, he or she li ves in the Indonesian 
culture, speaks the national language,  
"bahasa Indonesia",  and holds the 
country's national ideology, "Pan-
casila". 
For Indonesians, Pancasila is very im-
portant, because the unity and the diver-
sity of Indonesia are manifested, sus-
tained and guarded by Pancasila. This 
country's national ideology consists of 
five basic principles,  i.e.:  (1) One 
Lordship, (2) Just and Civili sed Human-
ity, (3) Unity of Indonesia, (4) People-
hood which is Guarded by the Spirit of 
Wisdom in Deliberation/ Representa-
tion, (5) Social Justice. 

Tradition and change 
 
Since a long time ago, people in Indo-
nesia have had their own tradition and 
culture. They keep their ethnic-group 
tradition as well as their national one. 
People li ving in the vill ages and elderly 
people often keep their tradition more 
strictly than people li ving in the big 
cities and young people. 
Although people in Indonesia keep their 
own tradition, it does not mean that 
there are no changes in Indonesia. The 
influences from abroad coming to Indo-
nesia have changed Indonesian people 
in a certain sense. The Indian culture, 
Islam, and the western culture have 
influenced people in Indonesia. 
A long time ago, the Indian culture, 
through Hinduism, came to Indonesia 
and influenced people in Indonesia, 
especiall y the upper class. In the 13th 
century, through traders from Gujarat, 
Islam came to Indonesia and has influ-
enced the majority of the Indonesian 
people. Islam was quickly absorbed by 
the mass. Several hundred years ago, 
the western culture came to Indonesia 
through the coming of the Portuguese, 
Spanish, English, and Dutch. Although 
the Dutch colonised Indonesia for ap-
proximately 350 years, the influence of 
western culture was mostly limited to 
externals. 
At this time, modernisation, globalisa-
tion, and modern information and 
communication have influenced people 
in the world, including in Indonesia. 
This causes changes in many aspects, 
including in family li fe in Indonesia. 
The national development program of 
Indonesia also facilit ates the change. Of 
course, this change is accepted as long 
as it does not damage the Indonesian 
culture. 
 
Marr iage 1 
 
Marriage is an important event for In-
donesian people. According to the Java-
nese 2 tradition, to marry and to become 
parents are the facts of nature and the 
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obligation to the order of li fe. Not to 
li ve up to this task is considered strange 
and unjavanese. For the Javanese, it is 
reprehensible for a man not to marry; 
for a woman it is even worse and con-
sidered to be a shame (isin) for the fam-
il y. 
 
This is a confession of a young women 
to Niels Mulder: "I have to marry in 
order not to feel isin. Whatever mar-
riage brings, I do not know, but for a 
woman self-respect is to be married and 
most males do not appreciate an ad-
vanced education. I want to finish my 
studies but having studied may prove to 
be an obstacle in finding a husband. 
They do not want us at the same level as 
they are; they still want to be served by 
their wives. Yet I hope to meet a mod-
ern-minded man who will respect me, 
who will see me as his partner in terms 
of equalit y".3 This young woman was 
may be li ving in a traditional society 
and she wanted to be free from the 
tradition. 
Traditionally, marriage is an act not 
only between two persons,  but also 
between two families.  Formerly,  par-
ents made the marital decisions for their 
children. A lot of parents chose a spouse 
for them. However, at this time, this tra-
dition is almost gone. There is a free-
dom for young people to choose their 
spouse. 
This is the result of the research of 
Diana L. Wolf in a rural area in Central 
Java in 1986. Parents of married women 
were asked: "In Java, who usually 
chooses a daughter's husband: parents, 
the daughter, or other people?" Twelve 
of the nineteen parents responding felt 
that daughters should choose their hus-
bands, while two felt that it depended 
upon the child - some daughters could 
choose on their own and others would 
need more help from parents. Only two 
parents felt that daughters should be 
matched by parents, and three parents 
believed that parents and daughters 
together should make the decision.4 
Usually Indonesian people make a wed-
ding feast when their son or daughter 
marry. The religious ceremony is very 
important up to now. Besides, some 
traditional ceremonies are also done. 
 
The relationship between parents 
and children 5 
 
Traditionally,  the  relationship  be-
tween  parents  and children is based on 
the vertical relationship pattern. In this 
pattern, parents are "paternalistic" in 

the sense that their guidance should be 
accepted by children without discussion. 
In the Javanese tradition,  parents are 
rituall y and morall y superior to their 
children. Children are dependent on 
their parents not only in material care 
but also in forgiveness and blessing. In 
this tradition, children should honour 
and respect (ngajeni) their parents. 
Rituall y, children demonstrate their 
honour and dependence on parental 
blessing at the occasion of "Lebaran", at 
the end of the fasting month of Mus-
lims. 
The obligation to honour parents is 
supported by the widespread belief that  
"parents  send punishment"  (walat) 
irrespective of their personal will . Such 
retribution follows from  the disturbance 
of their feeling and is brought about by 
their children's criti cism and disobedi-
ence, or other actions that cause shame 
to them, such as arrogance and obsti-
nacy. If the children's opposition is 
strong enough, they may be thought of 
as sinful and rebelli ous (duraka). Such 
children may be repudiated, no longer 
being acknowledged as belonging to the 
family. 
 
This is a confession of a modern mid-
dle-forty man to Niels Mulder: "A few 
years ago, when my father died, I had to 
prepare his body for burial. It was then 
that I reali zed that it was the first time 
in my li fe that I touched his head and I 
felt rather shocked because of it. He was 
a real old-fashioned Javanese father, 
somewhat aloof and at a distance from 
his children, whom we awed and deeply 
respected. But now all this has changed; 
in my family my wife and I are close to 
our children; they address us in Indone-
sian, I play and talk with them, and all 
of us are reall y intimate."6 This confes-
sion shows an example of change which 
has happened in the family li fe in Indo-
nesia, especiall y for educated people 
who are li ving in the big cities. 
A university lecturer in Yogyakarta also 
confessed to Niels Mulder: "All of us 
admire my father and respect him; all 
children, even the youngest, address 
him in krama (respectful form of lan-
guage).   When I speak to my mother I 
also use krama such as do my two eldest 
younger siblings; the others speak 
ngoko (jovial language) with mother. 
Personally I do not care; my children 
speak ngoko with me, although they 
should address their grandparents in 
krama. Well , things have changed".7 
According to this man, his relationship 
with his children was intimate and 
relaxed, while he, as father, should be 

the protector of their welfare and spiri-
tual development. 
A university graduate women confessed:  
"At home our relationship with the 
children is very different from my rela-
tionship with my parents; we are close 
together, more open, and far less au-
thoritarian. We never hit the children, 
but try to develop mutual trust and their 
right initiative. They address their fa-
ther in ngoko, but since I am their 
stepmother they address me in polite 
language (krama)".8 
Nowadays, many middle class and edu-
cated parents want to break the hierar-
chical distance that existed between 
themselves and their children. They li ke 
to have a closer relationship to each 
other. On the contrary, children dare to 
express their opinions and sometimes to 
oppose their parents. 
Niels Mulder wrote a case of his Indo-
nesian friend in Jakarta who is not satis-
fied to his parents and opposes them 
openly.  This man is a highly educated 
man who knows the world, a descendant 
of a well -known 'priyayi ' family whose 
father held high positions in colonial 
days. To him,  his father had always 
been a distant person whom he did not 
much appreciate. When he was young, 
he did not experience much family li fe. 
He was brought up to feel himself a 
member of the widespread extended 
family and at the age of five he was 
given into the care of a Dutch family for 
the sake of his education.  When the 
war came to Indonesia,  he came back 
"home", doing his middle school in 
Surabaya where he became infused with 
nationalist ideas. All the time, however, 
his parents remained staunch supporters 
of the Dutch and could not understand 
the sign of time. In his opinion, the 
experience of a warm family li fe was a 
rare occurrence in the circles of his 
birth and he sees it as his ideal to de-
velop more spontaneous and intimate 
relationship among the members of his 
family than he could experience in his 
youth. For a long time he remained 
unmarried, refusing to consider the 
well -born marriage partners his parents 
suggested. When he finall y decided to 
settle down,  he married a "Batak" girl 
which seemed to highlight the rupture 
between him and his parents. It was 
only upon his having children that a 
measure of normal relationship  was  re-
establi shed.  Emotionally,  however,  he 
rejects his milieu of origin and has 
developed an aversion of its cultural 
manifestations. Even though his mother 
is still ali ve, he refuses to visit the grave 
of his father.9 
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Of course, not all of the Indonesian 
people do as that man. A lot of them 
still adapt to the tension between tradi-
tion and the demands of modernity 
more gracefull y. 
 
The role of pastoral care and 
coun selling  
 
The role of pastoral care and counsel-
ling in family li fe, especiall y in the 
process of change, from traditional to 
modern li fe, is very important. At this 
period, people need to be helped to 
develop their own identity and to act in 
a way which is suitable with the situa-
tion. In this matter, the function of 
pastoral care as guidance is important. 
In relation to marriage, young people 
can face two main problems. First, if 
they have a freedom to choose their 
spouse, sometimes they are not ready to 
do it, yet. In this case, the role of guid-
ance and pre-marital counselli ng is very 
important. Second, if the parents still 
keep the traditional value and they do 
not agree with the spouse chosen by 
their children, confli ct can happen.  If 
this happens,  the function of pastoral 

care as guidance and reconcili ng is very 
important. 
Tension and confli ct between parents 
and children can also be happening in 
the family, especiall y if they have oppo-
site perspectives and opinions. Although 
at this time parents want to break the 
hierarchical distance, they often still 
keep some traditional values while their 
children keep the modern ones. In this 
case, pastoral care and counselli ng is 
needed; and the function of pastoral 
care as guidance and reconcili ng is 
important. 
 
 
 
Notes 
 
    1 This part is based on the results of 
the research of Niels Mulder, an an-
thropologist in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, 
in 1979. See: Niels Mulder, Individual 
And Society in Java: A Cultural Analy-
sis, Yogyakarta: Gadjah Mada Univer-
sity Press, 1994. 
    2 The Javanese is the biggest ethnic 
group in Indonesia. In 1984, the Java-
nese was about 47% of the total popula-

tion in Indonesia. 
    3  Mulder, op. cit., p.33. 
    4 Diane L. Wolf, "Industriali zation 
and the Family: Women workers as 
mediators of family change and eco-
nomic change in Java", in Women and 
Mediation in Indonesia, ed. Sita van 
Bemmelen et al., Leiden: KITLV Press, 
1992, p.102. 
    5 This part is also based on the result 
of the research of Niels Mulder. 
    6 Niels Mulder, op.cit., p.78-79. 
    7  Ibid., p.81-82. 
    8  Ibid., p.83-84. 
    9  Ibid., p.79.                                    
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his paper is written from a pastoral 
perspective on the impact of the 

Western culture and commerce upon the 
traditions and family values in urban 
Papua New Guinea. It also provides the 
pastoral problems that are faced by 
Church workers in counselli ng situa-
tions. 
But first, some general information 
about the country is necessary: 
 
Geograph ical features 
 
Papua New Guinea (PNG as it is called 
in short) is a very fascinating country, 
probably the most fascinating country in 

all of the South Pacific basin. Within 
the country there are about 800 different 
languages (as recently assessed). With 
its diverse cultures and traditions - the 
way of li fe that varies from tribe to tribe 
and from the many ethnic groupings - 
Papua New Guinea stands to lose im-
mense cultural wealth and riches with 
the imposition of the Western influence. 
Papua New Guinea has the largest land 
mass of approximately 90% of  total 
land mass (960,000 square kilometres) 
of the entire Melanesian group of coun-
tries, it has a population of four milli on 
people. A country that is so rich in natu-
ral resources (with large deposits of 
copper, gold, oil , and forestry, fisheries, 
coffee and other cash crops) is the envy 
of many countries of the world. PNG 

strives so hard to hold together the dif-
ferent ethnic groups for the purpose of 
national unity. 
 
Colon ial Administrators 
 
The country's government is democrati-
call y elected with 109 members repre-
senting the people in the national par-
liament. The politi cal system is a "syn-
thesis of traditional democratic struc-
tures, for an example clan-based com-
mon ownership of land, and modern 
democratic institutions, such as a feder-
all y-structured parliamentary system." 
Papua New Guinea was colonised by 
two countries in Europe; the Germans 
had under their administration the 
northern part and the islands of the 
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territory which is called New Guinea, 
whilst the Briti sh administered the 
southern region - the Papuan Region. 
The Briti sh handed their part of the 
colony to Australia in 1902 followed by 
the German counterparts to the same 
administration in 1919. Papua New 
Guinea gained its independence from 
Australia in  1975 without any blood 
bath. 
It was a ceremonial lowering of one flag 
and the raising of the other. On the 15th 
of September 1975 a baby began a po-
liti cal walk on its own. The reins were 
handed to Papua New Guineans. 
There were mixed feelings by many 
people, as to its timing then. The west-
ern part of the country was managed by 
the Dutch from 1828 - 1962. What we 
know of today as Irian Jaya is now part 
of Indonesia. It became an integral part 
of the Republic of Indonesia in 1963. 
 
Papua New Guinea is a tropical country 
with its highlands displaying a sub 
tropical climate with alpine mountains 
and snow-capped peaks. The coastal 
and the island regions boast of some of 
the worlds best diving and fishing spots. 
The country also boasts of its position as 
the second largest habitat of diverse 
flora and fauna in the world. 
The highly fertile and rich environment 
made it possible for the people in the 
past to li ve by gathering, hunting and 
fishing. Today most Papua New Gui-
neans concentrated mostly on root crop 
culti vation which puts them on a differ-
ent board then the Australian Aborigi-
nes, who li ved to the South of them, 
who still are hunters and gatherers and 
the Indonesians to the West who are 
primaril y rice culti vators. They would 
rotate taro, kaukau, banana, and other 
root crops all year around. Rice and 
processed fish form Japan would form 
the main staple in any family home. 
(More on the diet later on). 
 
Brief look into the coun try 
 
Approximately 80% of people li ve in 
the rural areas of the country. Rural 
areas in Papua New Guinea are unli ke 
the rural in Europe. Rural areas in PNG 
would scarcely have adequate health, 
educational and power faciliti es. Death 
from preventable diseases li ke malaria, 
measles etc. would be a normal occur-
rence. In the midst of immense wealth 
Papua New Guineans struggle to under-
stand why essential services are not 
reaching them. The State ownes only 
3% of the total land in PNG. The major-
ity of land of 97% is culturall y owned. 

Investor confidence by foreign develop-
ers is somewhat dampened by land 
compensation demands by land owners. 
Some times such land compensation 
would run into (not milli ons but) bil-
lions in US $. On many occasions com-
pensation came about through ill plan-
ning of fair and adequate environmental 
faciliti es and monitoring systems by the 
State, independently from the develop-
ers (who are exploiters of natural re-
sources but are not environmentall y 
conscious). Standards of environmental 
checks would fall below western stan-
dards. The failure of the State to reali se 
the importance of the safe guarding of 
flora and fauna and the eco-marine li fe 
has brought the country to its knees. 
The civil disturbance in Bouganvill e has 
seen thousands of people kill ed. In the 
last few weeks eleven soldiers were 
kil led in one encounter with the land 
owner turned rebels. 
 
Bouganvill e copper which is owned by 
CRA - Australia, abandoned its mining 
activities in Bouganvill e because it 
could not possibly pay US$ 5 billi on 
(current value) as compensation for the 
environmental damage to the land own-
ers. And principall y due to threats on 
the li ves of the employees by the rebels. 
Obviously no Government or a corpo-
rate investor would pay that type of 
money anywhere. The land owners then 
resort to violence. 
Ok Tedi Mining Limited through its 
management Company BHP Limited 
had to fight an expensive court battle in 
Australia over river pollution of the 
1,500 kilometres of 
the FIy river. The A$2 billi on was 
abandoned in place of an expensive out 
of court settlement. The Government 
then came to the aid of the mining com-
pany by legislating against the right of 
the land owners to take the Company to 
an overseas Court. 
Both cases almost sank the country. 
 
Papua New Guinea was to use its vast 
natural resources as the means of ob-
taining necessary revenue for financing 
developments. In order to do this, the 
country handed over the exploitation of 
the natural resources to foreign compa-
nies, who would come in with capital 
and technology. The Country would 
then earn portions of revenue from 
exports and employ the 'yields' for na-
tional development. Nationals, and 
particularly land owners would enter 
into businesses that spun off f rom these 
large projects. The Bouganvill e situa-
tion saw the country devalue the na-

tions' currency and its subsequent float 
in late 1994. This has been the source of 
the troubles of a young rich and yet poor 
nation in the South Pacific. 
 
Land righ ts and posit ion of land 
owners 
 
While approximately 97% of the total 
land mass in Papua New Guinea is 
customary owned, legally all resources 
that are on or within the land are owned 
the State. But the actual position is not 
so. The State has diff iculty enforcing 
that legal requirement for development 
purposes. This is due to the fact that 
land to a Melanesian is a birthright and 
can not be taken away for development 
purposes without lengthy consultation 
and dialogue between the State, the 
developers and the land owners. The 
roots of the Melanesian people can 
easil y be identified through land owner-
ship. And in addition to this, the cul-
tural background confli cts with west-
ernisation. The constitution of the coun-
try was prepared with a strong Austra-
lian presence. Papua New Guineans 
who helped with the drafting of the 
constitution were mostly educated in the 
west or were educated by westerners. 
Because of the influence of westernisa-
tion through the constitution most 
Papua New Guineans would find it 
impossible to express their culture in a 
constitution prior to the experience of 
governing the country. This has brought 
added violence in the country 
 
The Pastoral Requirements: A Church 
worker would normally find himself in a 
dilemma between the land owners who 
demanded that land compensation is 
inadequate and the State and the devel-
oper who both say otherwise. 
 
 

et me now speak about the impact 
of Westernisation and commerce 

on traditional and family values in 
PNG. 
 
The loss of identity 
 
The advent of the unavoidable western 
culture through education and com-
merce, and the fast growing urbanisa-
tion in PNG has caught the unsuspect-
ing people off guard. In some parts of 
the country, the social groups, values 
and behaviour norms have not just been 
weakened, they are totall y destroyed. 
Many people have lost a sense of iden-
tity. They do not have an aim and are 
uncertain of what is right and wrong. 

L 
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This comes about when traditional so-
cial mechanisms, that have been in 
place for generations, are destroyed 
gradually. Traditional roles and rela-
tionships that guide members of com-
munities are forgotten in the introduc-
tion of newer items and ways of li fe. 
Consumerism, a concept that preaches 
the message that 'the more products one 
can have the happier he becomes', is 
strangling many communities in PNG. 
This has created tensions and has left 
the people powerless to counteract them. 
This would be true for people who li ve 
in the urban areas but is now generall y 
true for people in the rural areas as well . 
This is because of the increasing num-
ber of large mining, petroleum and 
forestry developments that are being 
undertaken right across the rural areas 
of the country. 
Certainly the majority of people who 
li ve in vill ages in the rural areas, 
(whose li ves would be governed by strict 
traditional codes of conducts) are in-
creasingly threatened by those that have 
returned from the towns, or by the large 
developments that are taking place on 
their lands. These developments bring 
direct challenges to the traditional val-
ues and norms. Most people would take 
to drinking, gambling or aggression as a 
way to fill t he void of not having to 
identity oneself with a sense of roots. 
Many cultures in Papua New Guinea 
have a high traditional value on inter-
personal relationships. This enhance 
personal growth and development. 
Achievement of status in a community 
brings about collective joy and honour 
10 all members of the society. Inde-
pendence and personal success is not 
the traditional way. In many cases, this 
call s for outright rejection of one from a 
traditional setting or vill age. 
 
The pastoral problems that are faced by 
Church workers are: 
The vill age Church worker does not 
have the training and is not famili ar 
with an imposing world view; nor does 
he understands the processes and the 
forces that disrupt the existing social 
roles and relationships that he is so 
famili ar with. He too is caught up by 
the tension in a group and many times 
over would resort to violence against 
the State or a developer instead of seek-
ing an answer. For the answer is not so 
much a question of personal moralit y. If 
this was the case he would have an 
answer. But the answer lies in the social 
and economic structures that the village 
Church worker does not have the re-
motest clue about. Violence against the 

State can be described as a form of 
rebelli on against the authority for its 
failure to create, and the facil itate,  an 
educational program that would seek to 
answer the question of "What is happen-
ing". 
 
Marr iage and family 
 
The effects of urbanisation are clearly 
seen and often are felt very strongly in 
the areas of marriage and family li fe. 
In Papua New Guinea, and this is also 
true in other Melanesian countries, 
traditional li fe is characterised by sepa-
ration of sexes. Physical and emotional 
needs are in most cases met by the same 
sexes. In the rural setting, men and 
women would li ve quite separately from 
each other. The men would li ve in 'man 
houses' while the wives, and children 
would li ve together in the family 
houses. Men would generall y meet their 
wives only for procreation purposes. 
The pattern is increasingly dying away 
as husbands and wives have to li ve 
together under one roof and even sleep 
in the same bed, particularly in the 
urban place. "Both as a result of closer 
physical proximity and because they are 
somewhat removed from the rural soci-
ety and its expectation regarding the 
behaviour of spouses, husbands and 
wives have the opportunity to develop a 
closer relationship as friends and com-
panions. While some urban couples 
have achieved this most are still en-
gaged in a diff icult process of adjust-
ment." 
 
The roles of the spouses have also 
changed quite dramaticall y. In the tradi-
tional setting, men would clear dense 
tropical rain forest for gardening. They 
would also take care of the heavy work. 
Planting of crops generall y would be 
done by both parties. The role of the 
women is to nurture and harvest the 
crops. The yield would be seen as col-
lective effort, and joy and satisfaction is 
enjoyed by both parties. Both parties see 
them selves as contributing equally to 
the needs of the family. The wife would 
be seen as the main provider. When the 
wife works regularly she sustains the 
family. 
In the advent of "development" in an 
urban setting, reliance is not so much 
on gardening but on a fortnightly salary. 
In most cases the roles have changed, 
where the wife looses her role as a fam-
il y provider. The husband alone earns a 
wage. 
There are a number of problems that 
rises from this, as Brian Schwarz said:  

a. "The wife suffers from loss of self 
esteem at not being able to contribute to 
the support of the family; 
b. The husband who is the sole provider 
may feel resentment toward his wife 
who is now an economic burden, rather 
than an asset. 
c. If, as is becoming common among the 
well -educated, both husband and the 
wife earn an income, then the wife is 
economically independent of her hus-
band. She is not bound to him by her 
need of him; she can, if she so desires, 
manage alone. This situation can also 
be a source of tension. The husband 
may feel threatened by a wife who can 
rival or even surpass his earning capac-
ity; he may feel insecure because she is 
not in some way dependent upon him 
and thus more firmly tied to him." 
 
One of the major problems that affects 
marriages in the urban place (where 
family units are more independent, 
unli ke the rural where family units are 
inter-dependent upon each other and 
where the welfare of each family lies in 
the hands of other members of the ex-
tended family and the vill age) is the 
heavy drinking habits that most men in 
the urban environment have taken to. 
Employed men would drink all the 
money and come back home with empty 
pockets, and nothing for the family. In 
most cases, if not all , wives would take 
the children away from the husband and 
leave with them to her relatives. They 
would be separated from their husbands 
for long periods of time, in most cases 
the ultimate penalty of divorce would 
happen. Such a cost to the children 
would be unbearable. 
The Courts are also alarmed at the in-
creasing number of deaths due to fights 
between husbands and wives from alco-
hol related problems. Husbands are 
known to have died from stab wounds 
when the wives have defended them-
selves from their abusing husbands. In 
most cases much to the sympathy of the 
Courts the wives are put in jail for man 
slaughter. Husbands have been known 
also to have beaten their wives to death 
through alcohol related fights. 
Last week my neighbour cut his wife's 
shoulder, almost cutting through the 
shoulder bones. At the same time he hit 
another woman who lodges with them 
with a heavy piece of timber at the side 
of her rib cage. He was lucky not to 
have broken any bones. He was 'drunk 
when he did that', was an excuse he 
gave to some one when he was asked to 
explain himself 
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There are a number of Pastoral prob-
lems that are faced by church workers 
when it comes to counselling: 
a. Some times it is very hard, because of 
the language diffi culties. Some times 
the 'trade language of pidgin' is used 
but many people who are caught in such 
a situation would be those whose com-
prehension of the language is very lim-
ited. More often then not, people will 
misunderstand each other due to the 
limited understanding of the language, 
b. Other times, the affected wives or 
women, would be hesitant to talk to the 
church workers of their problems due to 
the differences in age particularly, and 
largely also because of the differences 
in the world view ( an educated church 
worker and an illit erate wife or vice 
versa) it makes it diffi cult to meet the 
pastoral needs of those who are in need.  
c. Where the Church worker is old and 
his membership are fairly well edu-
cated, he finds that he would not be 
able to relate to them. 
d. The cultural context would not permit 
the Church workers (in the case of male  
workers) to counsel women. 
e. In the past, people li ved together 
(vill age li ving). The problems were 
easil y identified and talked about. 
Every body knew about the problems, 
because they li ved together, the church 
workers' task was to bring the Christian 
response to the known problem. People 
never needed to learn how to talk about 
their problems to a stranger (church 
worker). Now because people have 
become independent from each other 
(urban li ving), and the problems are 
kept private, the church worker has two 
diffi culties: he has to find what the 
problems are, and has to get them to 
speak about them; then he must bring a 
Christian response. 
 
Sometimes both the husband and wife 
would not want the church workers to 
even inquire as to their health - let alone 
wife bashing through alcohol abuse. 
 
 
Gambling in family li fe 
 
The introduction of gambling in the 
country has yet again added to the suf-
focating trend upon the li ve of the mar-
ginali sed in the urban place. The Gov-
ernment introduced the gambling busi-
ness under the gamings act (among 
other commercial reasons,) as a revenue 
raising measure. Much to the regrets of 
the Government many people who saved 
money under tremendous and tedious 
hardships, have thrown it all away in 

poker machines. A story is told of a 
Woman in the highlands town of 
Goroka who used up all her savings in 
just an hour of play. She saved A$ 2,000 
over years of growing and selli ng vege-
tables to the town market. She was 
saving that money for her children's 
school fees. Much to her regrets, she 
could not take the money back. She lost 
it all . 
 
The impact of the electroni c and 
print media upon the family li fe 
 
There is now a gradual decrease (but at 
a very fast rate) of parental authority. In 
the past parental authority was very 
important toward the nurturing and the 
general welfare of the children. Maga-
zines, videos, and TV programs have 
altered the power of parental authority. 
Children are turned to believe what is 
said or read through the print and the 
electronic media more so than to believe 
their parents. 
I have known of men who wanted to 
divorce their wives and take on other 
wives, or have taken on two wives, 
because their wives would not model 
after women that are seen in movies and 
magazines. 
The print and electronic media have 
also caused many marital problems as 
well . Many marriage break up each year 
due to the telecasting of the popular 
Australian rugby games. The break-ups 
came about when husbands and wives 
supported opposing teams. When one 
team wins and the other loses, there will 
be very heated and emotional fights over 
that between husbands and wives. 
 
Eating habits in the family li fe 
 
In the past people li ved on vegetables 
and occasionally would have protein as 
a complement to their vegetables. Such 
meat or fish would either be hunted or 
caught and would make up the diet of 
the people. The people were free from 
heart and kidney diseases. As the diet 
changes more and more people are 
li ving off junk foods, sicknesses and 
diseases that were never known in the 
past to be kill ers are attacking both 
young and old ali ke, because they are 
not careful about what they eat. 
Lamb flaps dipped in oil and fried on 
flat metal slabs is a favourite meal to 
many people in PNG. Lamb flaps, de-
clared not good for human consumption 
because of the high fat content of 30%, 
are banned in Australia. The consumer 
bureau affairs department is in the proc-
ess of banning it from PNG. 

I have had to counsel a patient who was 
dying because of kidney failure. The 
doctors told me that the disease was 
caused by a non control diet. 
People who li ve in the coast would settle 
for rice and canned fish for their meal 
instead of fishing for fish. I have had 
diff iculties, convincing people we set up 
in a large vegetable farm not to sell all 
the vegetables, but to eat some and sell 
some. The people have had the tendency 
to sell the vegetables, so that they earn 
money to buy rice. Similarly people in 
the rural areas would go fishing and 
would sell their catch for money, so that 
they would buy a can of fish produced 
by the Japanese. To many Papua New 
Guineans, death caused by poor eating 
habits, with poor dieting procedures 
would not be seen as purely a health 
problem. Sorcery and the spirits of an-
cestors would be suspected as probable 
causes of death. 
 
The pastoral diffi culties are: 
a. The church worker finds diffi culty in 
explaining to the bereaved famili es that 
such death is caused by irresponsible 
and poor dieting. Many killer sicknesses 
and diseases that are associated with 
poor eating habits are introduced into 
the country by the advent of the western 
culture and commerce and trade. 
b. A young church worker who would be 
regarded as having no knowledge at all 
on how life is li ved in traditional Mela-
nesia, will be seen as lacking in both 
wisdom and insight into questions of 
death. He would not be trusted in any 
way at all , and would not be taken into 
any confidences. This is because tradi-
tionally the elders in the vill age were 
healers, even though infant and child 
mortalit y was very high while life ex-
pectancy was very low. The advent of 
the modern health care was normally 
viewed with suspicion. 
 
Added causes of divorce 
 
Divorce and family break-ups is becom-
ing a real concern in PNG, as the tradi-
tional mechanisms that hold family 
units together are breaking down. Mar-
riages in the past were held together by 
devotion and commitment to the welfare 
of not just the immediate family, but the 
vill age as a whole. Success and prosper-
ity and good li ving in a vill age would 
depend, among other requirements, on 
how spouses conduct their marital re-
sponsibiliti es. 
 
Polygamy which is a practice in the 
highlands for generations is on an in-
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crease, right around PNG, as many 
young men become educated and are 
earning a wage. The Courts are also 
alarmed at the rate of killi ng by wives of 
their husbands or wives upon other 
wives. In traditional Melanesia, the 
wives would li ve together humbly, as 
their sole purpose is to serve the hus-
band in accumulating wealth. In mod-
ern PNG today, wives fight over wealth 
from the husband. 
 
The Pastoral diffi culty here is that, 
when people get marr ied to more then 
one wife they just turn their backs on 
religion. No amount of counselli ng 
would help. 
 
The diff iculty is made bigger by the fact 
that many parliamentarians have taken 
on more than one wife. The Governor 
General has more then two wives. Po-
lygamy has now become a cultural norm 
and an accepted way of li fe. There is an 
act of parliament on bigamy, but this 
law li ke many other laws in PNG are 
not enforced. Status and money in the 
pockets are two factors that attract addi-
tional wives to men.                        
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resently I li ve and work in Accra, 
the capital of Ghana, some 300 km 

from my home town in Ashanti. I li ve 
together with my wife and three chil-
dren. In the home I was raised up my 
mother with her children li ved together 
with the following people: Mother, two 
sisters and their children, mother's sister 
with daughter and children. My father 
li ved some 100 meters away with the 
following people: mother, two brothers, 
two wives who stayed in their respective 
homes with their children. My father 
died a pagan while my mother became a 
Christian when I was 15 years old. I am 
the 8th child of the 9 children of my 
mother. My father had 15 children. 
None of my parents had formal school 
education. 
Presently, none of my mother and the 
sisters are li ving together. Two are 
li ving separately with their respective 
daughter in Kumasi, the capital city of 
Ashanti. The other one is with the 
daughter in USA. None of my siblings 
are li ving together. At my vill age home 
now, only one of my cousins is li ving 
with her chi ldren. 
 
What is written above is not unique 
about where I come from. It is a fraction 
of the story of the Ashanti people. What 
follows is a bit more of the Ashantis and 
the changes going on in their matrili n-
eal descent system. 
 
 
The Ashantis of Ghana 
 
Ashanti is one of the 10 politi cal re-
gions of Ghana. Ghana is situated on 
the West Coast of Africa with a popula-
tion (according to UNFPA'S Population 
Card, in October 1996) of 18.06 milli on 
and occupies a land mass of 238,000 sq. 
km. Ashanti occupies the central por-

tion of Ghana with a land mass of 
25,123 sq. km. The population of 
Ashanti in 1984 was 2.1 milli on. Pro-
jected to 1996, it is approximately 3.2 
milli on. 
Formerly known as the Gold Coast, 
Ghana obtained its independence from 
the Briti sh in 1957 as the first black 
Sub-Sahara African country to attain an 
independent status. Ghana became a 
republic in July 1960. The country has 
gone through a series of military rule. A 
multi -party democracy was establi shed 
in January 1993 as the 4th Republic of 
Ghana since 1960. 
 
In the book, Asante and its Neighbours 
1700 - 1807, J.K. Fynn noted that the 
history of the Gold Coast in the 18th 
and 19th Centuries "is largely the his-
tory of the consolidation and rise of the 
Ashanti kingdom and its relations with 
the neighbouring African and European 
people." 
 
Ashanti is one section of the people 
known as the Akans in Ghana. 
During the second half of the 17th cen-
tury various Akan speaking people were 
organised into a military union, aiming 
at politi cal and economic expansion. By 
the early 19th Century the Ashanti 
kingdom "was indisputably the greatest 
and the rising power of West Africa" 
Fynn states. 
The region is rich in forest lands, min-
eral and vegetable products. The region 
is considered to be the richest in the 
country. Farming stands first among the 
occupations of the population. Cocoa 
has been a major product in the Region. 
Timber extraction is also a wide-spread 
industry in Ashanti. 
Another leading industry is gold min-
ing. Gold is the main basis of the repu-
tation long enjoyed by the rulers of 
Ashantis for their wealth in gold. 
There are also crafts-men, gold- and 
sil versmiths. There are also cloth- 
weavers, basket-weavers and wood 
carvers. These carvers can make 
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wooden drums and carve gold orna-
ments. 
 
The Ashantis cherish a history of pow-
erful kings and successful milit ary ad-
venturers. 
Ashanti was fundamentall y a military 
union. Thus military power provided the 
basis of the kingdom and it was by di-
rect military action, rather than by any 
process of registration or negotiation 
treaty-making that Ashanti achieved its 
politi cal and economic success. 
One of the notable kings of Ashanti was 
Osei Tutu. He was also the politi cal and 
spiritual head of the Ashanti nation. 
With his friend-priest, Anokye, they 
worked to weld Ashanti into a powerful 
kingdom. The priest was his Royal 
Adviser, seer and designer. The Priest 
promulgated the mysterious appearance 
of the Golden stool for the Ashantis. It 
became the emblem of the new king-
dom, the symbol of its authority and the 
"Soul of the nation" of Ashanti. The 
Golden stool was supposed to contain 
the spirit of the whole Ashanti nation, 
and its strength and bravery depended 
upon the safety of the stool. 
The Ashanti state was at the height of 
its powers in the early 19th century and 
became a major threat to Briti sh trade 
on the Coast, until it  was defeated in 
1873 by the Briti sh force. The Ashanti 
was finall y annexed by the Briti sh in 
1902 to become part of the Briti sh Col-
ony of the Gold Coast. 
 
The Ashanti's everyday li fe, li ke most of 
the people in Ghana is a communal li fe. 
Every household is a complete commu-
nal unit. All amenities are shared in 
common. Ashantis traditionally bear 
each other's burden as much as their 
own and by custom and practice are 
their brother's keeper. This was seen in 
the discipline of children and the eating 
from the same bowl by women and also 
men in a household. 
Guests also have special and prior atten-
tion in every Ashanti home. Custom 
demands that one treats and devotes 
time to the comfort of guests. 
 
Regarding the religious beliefs of the 
Ashantis, they believe in the Everlasting 
Creator of all . He is known as the un-
changeable One. However, as kings 
linguists, so they believe the Mighty 
King has linguists in lesser gods who 
serve him. Also the Ashantis' religion 
involves not only the li ving but the dead 
and even those to be born. Divine pow-
ers are believed to exist in rivers, stones 

or rocks and trees and sacrifices are 
made to them. 
 
To the Ashantis, li fe and religion are 
indivisible. Daily activities fail or suc-
ceed not because there are natural forces 
but because there is a universe of spirit-
power on which success depends. 
Thus in times of calamity li ke ill ness, 
death, bad omen, people need to consult 
the divine person who know the reasons 
behind the calamity. Again, li fe is seen 
to be under the protection and the 
judgement of spirit ancestors and gods. 
The Ashanti believes in the continuance 
of li fe hereafter. 
 
This section will end with the status of 
women in Ashanti. The Ashanti has 
high regards for women. "We are going 
to consult the old woman" places the 
woman as the final arbiter in all deci-
sions in the Ashanti community. The 
woman is the custodian of all knowl-
edge and treasures of the community. 
Queen mothers have held powerful 
positions in Ashanti. In fact wars have 
been started because the Queen mother 
said the war should be fought although 
the men and the chief would have set-
tled for a lesser option. The final battle 
between the Briti sh and the Ashantis 
leading to the annexing of Ashanti to 
the Gold Coast was led by a woman. In 
Ashanti there is littl e distinction of sex 
in the social grouping or organisations. 
 
 

ome cultural and traditional prac-
tices in Ghana are similar in many 

tribal and ethnic groups. However, there 
are some that are as different as night is 
from day. Matrili neal and patrili neal 
descent systems are examples of the 
latter. Let us look at them. 
 
Descent systems in Ghana 
 
In a rapidly changing society li ke 
Ghana, people face varied challenges, 
especiall y, in the area of marriage and 
family li fe. 
People are usually bombarded with 
varied pressures: pressures of tradition, 
pressures of modern li ving and pres-
sures of religious beliefs. The society 
continues to be more heterogeneous, as 
ethnic groups with their distinctive 
cultural norms and practices intermin-
gle with others in marriage and other 
union. 
 
Basicall y, there are two basic forms of 
descent in Ghana: patrili neal and matri-
lineal. The patrili neal descent system 

traces descent through the male with 
people inheriting group membership 
through their father; whereas the matri-
lineal descent system traces descent 
through females, with people inheriting 
group membership through their 
mother. 
Crossing tribal or ethnic lines to marry, 
for example, traditionally could pose a 
problem especiall y with the problem of 
inheritance and succession. Now indus-
triali sation, urbanisation and education 
have changed demographic patterns in 
Ghana. Urban centres and towns are 
virtuall y ethnicall y very heterogeneous. 
How then does the Ghanaian handle 
these changes? 
In traditional Ghanaian society, mem-
bership in a lineage conferred rights of 
access to farm lands and other resources 
of the extended family. These rights 
differed, depending on whether one 
resided in matrili neal society. 
 
Let us look a bit more closely at those 
descent systems: patrili neal and matri-
lineal. We shall focus finall y on the 
matrili neal system and observe how 
modern changes in the society are af-
fecting such system. 
 
The patrili neal family 
 
Examples of patrili neal societies in 
Ghana are the Ewes of the eastern 
boarders of Ghana, the Ga at the coast, 
the Tallens in the North and many other 
tribes of the North. 
The common ancestor of the patrili neal 
descent is a male. The family is made 
up of the following: 
1. A man's children - male and female. 
2. Its paternal brothers and sisters. 
3. Children of his paternal brothers. 
4. His paternal grandfather. 
5. paternal brothers and sisters of this 
grandfather. 
6. The descendants of the paternal un-
cles in the direct male li ne. 
A male parent, therefore, belongs to the 
same family as his children. 
In patrili neal societies, residence is 
almost invariably patrilocal. A couple 
after marriage will either li ve in the 
compound of the bridegroom's father or 
in a house he himself has built . The Gas 
of Ghana, also a patrili neal group, pro-
vide an exception to the above. Their 
residential system, is duo-local. Here a 
husband and wife continue to li ve in 
their natal homes after marriage. 
Succession and inheritance pass in the 
male line in patrili neal societies. 
Detailed application of the patrili neal 
system of inheritance differs considera-
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bly from place to place, the general 
rules in respect of ancestral or lineage 
property are fairly uniform. Lineage 
property is for the exclusive use of the 
lineage members and personal property, 
land or otherwise, passes from father to 
sons and daughters. As a rule, sons take 
precedence over daughters. 
Traditionally, people tended to marry 
individuals from their own tribal or 
ethnic group because there was littl e 
mobilit y and industry was centred in 
people's own localit y. 
 
The matrili neal descent system 
 
As mentioned earlier, in the matrili neal 
descent system a person traces descent 
through the female, with the person 
inheriting group membership through 
the mother. 
This system is practised by the Akan 
speaking peoples in Ghana, the largest 
ethnic group in Ghana which Ashanti is 
one. Prof. Nukunya of the University of 
Ghana has rightly said that "the key to 
the understanding of Ashanti society is 
matrili neal descent which forms the 
basis of their descent groups and inter-
personal relations." 
 
The matrili neal family is generall y 
made up of the following: 
1. A woman's children, male and fe-
male. 
2. Her maternal brothers and sisters. 
3. Children of her maternal sisters. 
4. Her maternal grandmother. 
5. Maternal brothers and sisters of the 
grandmother. 
6. The descendants of the maternal 
aunts in the direct female line. 
 
It is seen that a father does not share the 
same family as his children. 
 
One important aspect of matrili neal 
system is that it is the mother's brother 
who performs the functions normally 
reserved for the father in patrili neal 
societies. Often a father has his resi-
dence with his matrili neal group while 
the mother stays with the children in 
her descent group. Thus, the fact that 
the father and child do not belong to the 
same descent group and also do not stay 
together often greatly limits the father's 
role in terms of authority and discipli ne. 
Is there any explanation of the Ashanti 
matrili neal descent system with its in-
heritance and succession? Usually three 
unconfirmed postulates are given to 
support the Ashantis matrili neal system 
position, namely: 

a) No cock has its chicks following it. 
Hence it is natural for children to follow 
their mothers. 
b) It is only mothers who know the 
father of their children. Thus, there is 
no way the husband could tell i f the 
child the woman is carrying is reall y 
his, and finall y, 
c) There is a story about a chief who 
was struck with a strange disease. When 
the gods of the land were consulted they 
demanded a human sacrifice for pacifi-
cation. The chief conferred with his 
wife that one of their children be sacri-
ficed but she refused to give up one of 
the children. The chief's sister after 
being consulted wholeheartedly gave 
one of her children. He was cured and 
when he was dying will ed that because 
of what the sister did for him, his prop-
erty should go to his sister and her chil-
dren. 
d) Ashanti concept of a person is used to 
explain the matrili neal descent. It is 
believed that at birth a person receives 
his lineage ties through the mother's 
mogya (blood) and from the father sun-
sum (spirit). It is believed that the blood 
is about 85% of the person, hence the 
maternal ties. In addition to the blood 
and the spirit the person receives the 
soul from the supreme Being. 
 
 

ow let us look at some aspects of 
family li fe in the matrili neal de-

scent system: 
 
Concept of marr iage 
 
In Ashanti, li ke many other ethnic 
groups in Ghana, a marriage is regarded 
primaril y as an alli ance between two 
kinships or family groups. It is only in 
the secondary aspect that it is consid-
ered as a union between two individual 
persons. Marriage is the normal state 
among adults in all rank of Ashanti 
society. Almost everyone unless handi-
capped by physical or mental ill ness is 
expected to get married upon the at-
tainment of adult status. 
 
The mate selection  
 
Since marriage is considered to be a 
communal event as shown above, deci-
sion about marriage is thus seen to be 
too important to leave in the hands of 
children alone. Traditionally, choice 
would come from the young person's 
localit y. From the above, marriage 
based on romantic love or intimate 
friendship and acquaintance before 
marriage was not practised. 

Purpose of marr iage 
 
Procreation as the chief end of marriage 
was emphasised. In the matrili neal 
descent system as well as the patrili neal 
system, the importance attached to the 
procreation and ownership of children 
was vital. Thus in Ashanti barrenness or 
sterilit y is an ominous situation. It is 
considered a valid ground for divorce. 
Often families put pressure on husbands 
to either seek divorce or take on addi-
tional wife if the original wife is inca-
pable of having children. In fact many 
children in a marriage is a sign of pride, 
no matter the qualit y of children. For 
example the birth of a tenth child to a 
woman is considered heroic. The father 
receives a congratulatory ram from the 
wife's family and he becomes the envy 
of his peers for that accomplishment. 
 
The Ashanti corporate li fe 
 
The extended family forms the matrili n-
eal descent system. The individual finds 
his true identity within this system and 
the community. The matrili neal family 
is seen as a source of support for its 
members. As we have seen earlier, the 
support system is quite wide and each 
member sees her self as supporting to 
sustain the system. 
The individual has obligations and 
responsibiliti es towards the members of 
the family. The family is also the indi-
vidual's strength and security which he 
can turn to anytime he is in diff iculty. 
Illegitimacy is unknown in Ashanti. 
Children born outside marriage and 
adultery still belong to the matrikin, and 
hence get some sense of belonging. And 
since fathers usually did not care for 
their children such children born out-
side marriage have uncles to care for 
them. 
 
Polygamy 
 
In Ashanti there is toleration and even 
approval accorded to polygamy. A mar-
riage according to Ashanti law and 
custom is potentiall y polygamous. In its 
form and subsistence there is no legal 
impediment to the contracting of an-
other marriage by the husband. The 
possession of a number of wives is nor-
mally a mark of importance and success 
in li fe. 
 
Youth sexuali ty 
 
Premarital chastity was valued in 
Ashanti. Premarital pregnancy was 
frequently considered very shameful. 
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Girls were not expected to have sexual 
relations before their puberty rites were 
performed. These took place shortly 
after they had had their first menstrua-
tion. Girls usually married shortly after 
this ceremony and thus entered their 
first conjugal unions as virgins. Thus 
pre-nuptial chastity was highly valued. 
 
 

he above constitute some of the 
basic features and character of fam-

il y li fe as found among the Ashantis. 
We now want to consider some of the 
changes which have occurred as a result 
of modern influence. Factors such as 
coloniali sm, Christianity, money-
economy, urbanisation, education and 
other social factors which have affected 
the matrili neal descent system will be 
examined. 
 
The present state of family li fe in 
Ashanti 
 
Direct and systematic colonial admini-
stration exerted lasting changes on 
Ghanaian society in general and the 
Ashanti in particular. It could also be 
seen that coloniali sm gave support to 
other agents of change, namely, Christi-
anity, formal school education and 
money-using economy. 
Specific areas of change are considered 
as follows: 
 
Forms of Marr iage 
 
Traditionally there was one basic way of 
contracting a valid marriage in Ashanti. 
The distinctiveness of this marriage as 
discussed earlier, is the presentation of 
gifts by the family of the man to the girl 
and her family whom he wished to 
marry. The marriage rites are termed 
customary rites and they gave legalit y to 
the marriage. The gifts could be in the 
form of drinks (Whiskey, Gin) cloths, 
money, and ornaments. These days the 
marriage presentations and gifts are 
abused by families, especiall y when the 
girl is highly educated. As mentioned 
earlier, customary marriage is poten-
tiall y polygamous. To remove this po-
lygamous factor and make marriage 
more acceptable to the colonial govern-
ment and the church, marriage under 
the Ordinance was introduced. This is 
marriage contracted according to the 
provisions of the marriage Ordinance. 
The most important features of this 
form of marriage are its monogamous 
nature and the fact that it cannot be 
dissolved except by a valid judgement of 
divorce. Many educated women li ke this 

form of marriage because it gives secu-
rity to them and the children. Some men 
shy away from it because of its mo-
nogamous nature, and the huge ex-
penses in contracting it with its Western 
wedding rites. Some Christians prefer to 
have marriage under Ordinance in the 
chapel so it could be combined with 
formal blessing of the union in the 
name of the Lord by the Minister. The 
li censed Minister thus performs both a 
civil and an ecclesiastical duty during 
the ceremony. 
 
There is another reason why some peo-
ple stay away from Ordinance marriage 
apart from its monogamous nature, that 
is, some Ashantis and others feel that it 
is an alien institution, involving conse-
quences inimical to the spirit and tradi-
tions of the Ashantis. What is being 
referred to is that Ordinance marriage 
puts emphasis on the nuclear family, 
rather than the extended matrili neal 
family. As a result of this, a man's loyal-
ties are primaril y directed towards his 
wife and children. This again is rein-
forced by the Christian teaching of 'one 
flesh' nature of the marriage union, 
emphasising the spouses primary loyalty 
to one another. This is clearly seen to 
counter the tenets of the matrili neal 
descent system. 
As noted earlier, under matrili neal 
descent system, children and wives are 
not considered members of the father 
and husband's family as far as rights to 
his property is concerned. Customary 
laws of the Ashanti do not give rights to 
widows, sons and daughters except 
where the deceased chose to make a will 
in their favour. It is not uncommon to 
have lineage heads and sisters of the 
deceased locking out widows and their 
children from their matrimonial home 
only to protect properties of their de-
ceased kinsman. 
By their good behaviour children of a 
deceased father may be given the right 
of sojourning or residing in their own 
father's house. Ordinance marriage with 
its Christian implication and other re-
cent laws (to be discussed later) try to 
remedy the issue so described. 
 
Choice of a spou se 
 
It has been said earlier that tradition-
all y, choice of a spouse was the work of 
parents or elders of the extended family. 
Marriage was considered a communal 
event and a decision about a mate was 
too important to leave in the hands of 
children alone. Confli cts are being cre-
ated now between some young people 

and their families in the area of mate 
selection. Urbanisation, formal school 
education, ease in communication and 
transportation have made family control 
over many young people very minimal. 
Changed demographic patterns have 
created an ethnicall y heterogeneous 
society. Thus young people meet in 
urban centres and college and university 
campuses and fall i n love. Often parents 
are unhappy about such relationships 
because most parents want marriages 
from their own ethnic groups. Another 
factor of modern changes that affect 
mate selection is the question of the two 
forms of descent systems in Ghana. 
Because of limited mobilit y the tradi-
tional Ashanti married from Ashanti. 
Things are different now and the chal-
lenge of marrying from an ethnic group 
with varied descent system has inherent 
problems. 
 
Urban li fe 
 
The growth of towns has brought with it 
many alterations in social li fe as well as 
many social problems not associated 
with the traditional social organisation. 
The modern li fe style of the towns and 
cities and related factors have weakened 
the hold of the extended family on the 
li ves of it's people. For example, one of 
the major alterations in towns and cities 
is the li ving arrangement. Here, most 
urban couples have common residence, 
separate from that of either family of 
orientation. It is noted that in such neu-
tral territory, the conjugal family is a 
more cohesive social unit. And because 
fathers are staying together with their 
own children the children's education 
and welfare are catered for. The other 
side of the coin is that in urban centres 
marriages could be unstable because the 
traditional support system and restric-
tions are removed. 
 
The following are some of the results of 
urban li ving. 
a) A prevalence of premarital and ex-
tramarital sexual relations. Here, the 
traditional restrictions and restraints 
have been removed. Money economy 
also contributes to this picture. 
b) there is also greater incidence of 
inter-tribal/ethnic marriages since the 
pool of eligible partners has increased. 
This often creates problems for the 
extended family. 
c) there is improved communication, 
educational and health faciliti es. 
d) youth problems are common espe-
ciall y unemployment and drug usage. 
The traditional system ensured that the 
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child's upbringing was a collective ef-
fort, involving all members of the ex-
tended family. In towns and cities the 
young person is unknown and people 
careless of what happens to him. 
 
Male and female roles 
 
In Ashanti and as in most tribal socie-
ties in Ghana and Africa there are tradi-
tionally assigned sex-typed divisions of 
labour. For example, women are sup-
posed to bear and nurse children, cook 
food, fetch water and keep the house 
clean. The men must hunt, build houses, 
and do the hard work on the farm, such 
as felli ng trees in preparation for a new 
farm. The problems arise when with 
improved education and a changing 
economy more women find themselves 
with career and formal employment. In 
a marriage of two career couple, who 
does what? 
 
Many couples now use house helps to 
support the family in domestic duties. 
These house helps thus became the new 
agents of sociali sation for the child. 
Often these house helps have littl e or no 
formal school education, and they spend 
the greater part of the working day with 
the child. Many cases of child abuse 
have resulted in such arrangements. 
Again, career demands on the couple 
plus harsh economic changes in the 
developing world have caused many 
couples to limit the number of children 
they can comfortably care for. This 
limitation of children by means of arti-
ficial contraception goes counter to the 
traditional Ashanti concept of many 
children for the family. 
 
 

he paper will end with discussion on 
what is being done or could be done 

by the government, the church and 
others to cope with the changing nature 
of the Ashanti society. 
 
Coping wi th modern changes 
 
Social change is inevitable and a neces-
sary part of li fe. The change results in 
complex challenges and stresses for 
individuals, families, communities. 
Governments, Religious bodies and 
other groups continue to battle with the 
product of change to see how its effect 
can be minimised, removed or coped 
with. The following strategies are note-
worthy. 
 
 
 

Government's legislation  
 
Throughout the history of Ghana, from 
the colonial period up to independence 
and since independence, there have 
been four main systems of rules and 
laws which govern the inheritance of 
property when a person dies intestate. 
The rules which would be applied de-
pended on whether the person was mar-
ried under the marriage Ordinance or 
under the Moslem family law marriage 
or Customary marriage expressed in 
Patrili neal and Matrili neal systems of 
inheritance. 
For example, at customary law, for 
either matrili neal or patrili neal, there 
was very littl e protection for the surviv-
ing spouse if the husband died intestate. 
Neither spouse had a right to the prop-
erty of the other. Children in a matrili n-
eal system, as we observed earlier, were 
worse off. They have neither right to 
maintenance nor inheritance. 
The Government of Ghana in 1985, 
therefore, passed the Intestate succes-
sion Law (PNDCL III) with a view of 
removing the anomalies in the existing 
laws relating to intestate succession. 
The idea was to provide a uniform law 
that will be applicable throughout the 
country irrespective of whether the 
deceased comes from a patrili neal or 
matrili neal community and the type of 
marriage contracted. 
 
The provisions of the law are aimed at 
giving a larger portion of the deceased's 
estate to his spouse and children than 
was the case before the law. 
The Church is to take advantage of this 
Law and educate her members about 
these provisions. Also individual family 
members are to be encouraged to make 
will s. 
 
Church's family li fe education and 
coun selli ng programmes 
 
The Christian Council of Ghana is an 
ecumenical body made up of 14 member 
churches and two aff ili ated organisa-
tions. Over the years the Council has 
tried to catalyse the churches to respond 
to societal needs through its speciali sed 
Departments, namely, Church and Soci-
ety, Development and Environment, 
Church Relations, Theology and Re-
search. The general purpose of the 
Council , in addition to spiritual upli ft-
ment of the churches, is to create 
awareness in individuals, equip them 
with the requisite skill s for empower-
ment, development and transformation. 
Some of the prime foci is to confront 

change, reduce stress and poverty and 
enhance the qualit y of li fe of people. 
 
The Christian Council of Ghana for the 
past 30 years has tried to strengthen the 
integrity of the Christian family and to 
address some of the issues raised 
through her Family Life Education, 
Family Counselli ng and Family Plan-
ning Programmes. Some of the chal-
lenging problems of matrili neal inheri-
tance can still be tackled through above 
named programmes. 
 
The following can also be strengthened 
and promoted. 
 
a) Awareness Building through Semi-
nars, workshops and the setting up of 
Counselli ng and Christian Education 
Services in the Churches. 
b) Capacity Building: Counselli ng Pro-
grammes to provide basic skill s in effec-
tive communication and how to deal 
constructively with marital and other 
confli cts. 
c) Provision of relevant literature which 
address some of the issues raised. 
d) Advocacy: Mobili se church and 
communities to form pressure groups to 
speak against some of these cultural 
practices that dehumanise people. The 
need also to speak out on human rights 
for children and women is to be pro-
moted. 
e) Institutionalising Premarital Coun-
selli ng and making it a pre-requisite 
before blessing marriages in the 
Church. In this way some of the issues 
of say, intertribal/ethnic marriages, 
child bearing, inheritance and succes-
sion and the changing nature of sex 
roles would be addressed before the 
marriage takes place. 
f) Family/Couples Support Groups. 
Such groups could be a substitute to the 
traditional extended family which has 
lost most of its functions in the wake of 
modern change. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
What has been said about the Ashantis, 
an ethnic group forming about 18% of 
the population in Ghana, can be gener-
ali sed to cover the whole country. The 
Ashanti society, li ke the bigger society 
of Ghana, is rapidly changing. 
Individual, family and national con-
cerns resulting from these changes are 
often complex and unyielding to sim-
pli stic solutions. People in our churches 
and communities need knowledge and 
understanding to grapple with these 
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changes. The Church can continue to 
examine the problems and evolve Bibli-
cal based solution to help people cope 
with such li fe issues. 
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In the socio-political, cultural and 
religious context of Fiji, the two ma-
jor ethnic groups, (Fijians, the in-
digenous People, and Indians, 
brought in by the British 150 years 
ago), have various mutual concerns 
end conflicts. Racial tension had 
been a major issue which has 
erupted in political upheavals. Cross-
cultural marriage is not the best way 
for racial harmony, many think. 
However, my case study shows it is 
possible. Mutual respect end sincere 
efforts to understand and appreciate 
one anothers cultural traditions and 
religious values have resulted in 
happy marriage and family life. How 
Christian Churches and Pastoral 
Care organisations can learn from 
this and provide support system. 
When two cultures meet, from what-
ever world they came, a third culture 
is formed at the point of intersection. 
The encounters and experiences 
makes one a child of a new world. 
He/she has a unique perspective. 
He/she can discover his/her real 
roots, wonder at it and be enriched 
by it, although not without pain. 
 
(John Snehadass) 
 
 

Ulrich Fritsche: 
 
John Snehadass is hospital chaplain in 
Suva and CPE-supervisor on the Fiji 
Islands. He presents a case study in 
which there meet, or clash, not only the 
Indian and the Fiji cultures but also 
different religious and social back-
grounds. A ritual of reconcili ation helps 
out of an otherwise unresolvable con-
fli ct.  
 
One day, John Snehadass has an unex-
pected guest. John is a Roman Catholic 
priest,  raised in India. For some years 
he has worked as a parish minister on 
the Fiji islands, at the present he has the 
position of a hospital chaplain and is co-
ordinator of the program for pastoral 
care and counselli ng of the Society for 
Pastoral Care and Counselli ng in the 
Pacific. His visitor is Vinod, a young 
man of 26 years, whom he knows from 
his former parish. Vinod had gone on a 
two hour bus ride to ask Father John for 
help. He starts: "I have got problems..."  
Vinod is the fifth of a number of eight 
children (two boys and six girls) of a 
family of Indian origin. Both his parents 
were born on the Fiji islands, the father 
is a Brahmin (he belongs to the Hindu 
priest caste), his mother is Roman 
Catholic. Vinod's father had been work-
ing for the Briti sh government as a 
poli ce off icer and at the time is in a 
distinguished communal position. In 
spite of being a member of the Hindu 
priest caste, he values the faith of his 
wife. In the family he enforces disci-
pline, obedience and submission to 
rules. The mother feels obliged to follow 
Indian traditions. She has a strong per-
sonalit y, was very strict with her chil-
dren, and she expects that her children 
marry partners of Indian decent. The 
Indian family traditions are meant to be 

followed in the next generation also. 
She shows littl e of her emotions, but she 
is patient, sometimes a littl e bit stub-
born.   
For Vinod, childhood was not easy. 
Though being the elder one of the two 
sons, his younger brother had always 
been the darling in the family. Vinod's 
twin sister has a dominant personalit y 
and is much more outgoing than he is. 
Vinod seems rather restraint, even shy. 
He has a strong mother relationship. 
Sometimes he drinks. He regards him-
self as not especiall y religious.  
 
Vinod describes his problem as follows: 
He works as an electrician in a large 
company. His assignments he receives 
by telephone through a secretary, To-
kasa, a young lady of 32 years who had 
fallen in love with him and now is 
pregnant by him.  
Tokasa is a Fiji woman; she is a mem-
ber of the original Fiji population. Her 
family li ves on one of the more distant 
islands. Tokasa is the second child out 
of seven (three boys, four girls). Her 
father stems from a chiefly family, and 
he has the position of a community 
leader. The mother also stems from a 
noble family. Tokasa's parents have 
made arrangements to marry off Tokasa 
in the traditional way to a Fiji man. 
Both parents are Jehova's witness.  
Tokasa was born on the island but has 
gone to the main island for further edu-
cation. In the city, li ving by herself, she 
has experienced much more freedom 
than Vinod. She is very outgoing, is 
well educated, talented in languages and 
is able to manage her li fe well . One of 
her sisters is married to a Briti sh man. 
As many others, she thinks of herself as 
belonging to the "better" people.  
 
The situation is complex. Both the fami-
lies of origin have done first steps to 
marry off their children in a traditional 
pattern. Premarital sex is forbidden, and 
the "normal" social solution in a case as 
such would be: Tokasa and Vinod are 
not allowed to marry. Tokasa's means 
are too short to raise her child; however, 
she will not be allowed to return to her 
family either. Vinod will be expelled 
from his family. And with the dissolu-
tion of their family bonds, both, Vinod 
and Tokasa lose all of their relations 
and the nurturing source of the society, 
and they would find themselves at the 
edge of the society. For in both cultures, 
the Indian as well as the Fiji, the fami-
lies are constituents for a gratifying li fe.  
Vinod had hidden his situation from his 
family for some time, but then had 
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asked an aunt of his to inform his par-
ents. Consequently, his sisters and 
brothers and his parents had turned 
their backs on him, and he had no other 
chance than to move in with Tokasa 
into her small apartment. In this situa-
tion he had remembered John Sneha-
dass, and he had made up his mind to 
see him. At this first visit, John  prom-
ised to help as best he could.  
On his next visit, Vinod brings Tokasa 
along. They consent - as a first step - 
that John will pay a visit to Vinod's 
family. A few days later John goes to 
see Vinod's family at the house which 
he had visited often during his time as 
their parish minister. The welcome is 
friendly but somewhat reserved. When 
he talks about the reason of his visit, 
Vinod's sisters leave the room, and the 
mother points out clearly that - because 
of his siding with Vinod - John is no 
more welcome in this house. Vinod's 
father, with whom John had had many 
good conversations before, says: "I feel 
sorry. You know my family. We cannot 
accept this."  
 
Back home, John reports only to Vinod 
how he has been treated by his family: 
"This is how your family received me." 
Tokasa may have a guess as to what had 
happened. However, she learns more 
when she visits the parish in which 
Vinod's family are members. She gets 
enough hints that his people don't want 
to see her. Even with John, because he 
further tries to help the two, contact is 
avoided by the family and others. For 
Tokasa and Vinod there is no chance of 
experiencing and receiving the help and 
shelter of a caring community any more. 
If one of them or both would be struck 
by misfortune, there would be nobody 
who would take care of the children. 
Meanwhile it becomes clear that Tokasa 
is pregnant with twins. In this period of 
time, Vinod feels more and more drawn 
to John, and they both seek strength and 
guidance through prayer. Then, John 
takes a second chance. He feels: If any-
one in Vinod's family is capable of 
openness, it would be Vinod's father, 
the Brahmin. Thus, John contacts him 
and meets with him secretly. On this 
occasion Vinod's father shows his wil l-
ingness to see Tokasa at least once and 
talk to her.  
 
 
 
 
The Crucial Encoun ter and the 
Ritual  
 

When Vinod's father appears to the 
visit, Tokasa welcomes him in his lan-
guage and call s him "aypa" (which is an 
honorary word for a father), she kneels 
in front of him and touches his feet with 
her hands. Because she knows how 
deeply he is rooted in his tradition, she 
adapts those elements from his tradi-
tion, that call on him als head of the 
family and let him stick to this role. 
Vinod's father is deeply touched, he lets 
all this happen and then answers: "You 
are my daughter." Then there is a long 
period of silence.  
 
After this, John 
prepares every-
thing for a cere-
mony that is 
known and per-
formed in both the 
native Fijis as the 
people of Indian 
decent: the 
"Yaquona drink", 
a rite of drinking 
together out of the 
Yaquona bowl. 
 
The Yaqona bowl 
is a hemispherical 
bowl out of dark 
hard-wood. The 
outside of the 
bowl and the edge are decorated, and 
the whole bowl is covered with a beauti-
ful wickerwork which ends in a three 
feet long plaited cord. For the ritual, the 
host places the bowl in front of himself 
and arranges the cord in a way that it 
points to the guest who is seated oppo-
site to him. The host prepares the drink, 
and an assistant on his left hand side 
passes the drink in a smaller bowl to the 
participants of the ceremony.  
The ritual starts when the host call s on 
the powers of the heavens and the earth 
and says a prayer in which he prays for 
the benefit of the community. Then he 
takes some powder out of a box made 
from the roots of the Kawa bush, pours 
it into a sil k cloth and squeezes the sil k 
cloth with the contents and puts it into 
the Yaquona bowl which is fill ed with 
water. The cloth and the powder absorb 
some of the water, and are moved and 
squeezed in the water until enough of 
the powder substance is dissolved in the 
water. The host tastes the drink and fill s 
some of it into a smaller wooden drink-
ing bowl, and the assistant at his side 
then offers the small bowl to the guest - 
with all signs of reverence. The guest 
claps his hands once, takes the bowl 
with both his hands, drinks until it i s 

empty and returns it with both his hands 
to the assistant. Then he claps his hands 
three times and bows down towards the 
host. All this is done in silence. The 
drinking bowl is fill ed once again and 
then handed to the person next in rank 
to the honoured guest etc.  
 
The time of the ritual is holy time. No-
body speaks or gets up or moves from 
his or her place. If there are children 
present, they are strictly advised to 
follow the rules. Nobody passes the 
bowl on the side of the host. If someone 

has to leave the room, he does so mov-
ing backwards and bowing down. If at 
informal meetings one passes the 
Yaqona bowl, one bows down and 
touches its edge respectfull y with the 
fingers of the right hand.  
 
With this ritual, John offers the father, 
the son and the young woman the 
chance of reconcili ation. The four per-
sons celebrate together. John prepares 
the bowl and the ingredients. The 
plaited cord of the Yaqona bowl points 
to the opposite side, towards Vinod's 
father. Tokasa is seated at John's left 
hand side, Vinod at his right hand side, 
and he is the one to assist John. With 
his consent to participate in the ritual, 
John's father has already indicated  his 
readiness to reconcile. When John starts 
to call on the powers of the heavens and 
the earth, the reali sation of reconcili a-
tion begins. Because Vinod's father as 
the head of the family readmits Vinod 
and accepts Tokasa, he binds the whole 
family into the process of reconcili ation.  
A few weeks after the ritual of recon-
cili ation, Tokasa gives birth to two girls. 
Vinod's older sister who had played a 
major part in his expulsion from the 
family is the first one to come into the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

expensive traditional Yaqona dish 
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hospital for a visit. She brings the baby 
outfit as a present. The young family of 
four is assigned a li ving space in the 
house of Vinod's parents.  
 
In the workshop, John shows a video 
that has been recorded shortly and 
which shows the family ten years after 
these events. John interviews the mem-
bers of the family about the situations 
then and now - not only Tokasa and 
Vinod but also their respective parents, 
brothers and sisters and their children. 
Once again it becomes clear how big a 
burden the situation then had been and 
how happy the persons involved were, 
when the confli ct could be resolved in a 
way, that was apt to clarify the relation-
ships of the individuals with each other 
as well as those between the families. At 
first, the interview questions sound 
somewhat stereotype: "How did you feel 
then?" and "How do you feel now about 
these events?" Afterwards the questions 
become more specific and concentrate 
on individual persons. The answers are 
simple: "Good." "I feel good." "I am 
content, happy." What becomes quite 
clear is that on the Fiji islands, the fam-
il y and the family relations have abso-
lute priority over against the values of 
individual li fe. The family is the source 
of personal and social security. The 
family is the place, in which the identity 
of the individual is formed, nurtured 
and healed.  
 
The perspective of pastoral care  
 
Regarding this case study we ask: What 
is the pattern of pastoral care? For sure, 
pastoral care is brought about through 
the ritual, which forms the point of 
crystalli sation in this helping relation-
ship. Because in both cultures involved, 
the Fiji and the Indian culture, Yaqona 
drinking stands for revering and hon-
ouring people, and for the experience of 
community li fe, this ritual is a means of 
reconcili ation. In both groups people 
say: "During our traditional ceremonies 
we feel deeply connected with each 
other." However, it is not only the ritual 
itself. In this case study we see that 
pastoral care takes place in John's per-
sonal participation in the fate of Tokasa 
and Vinod. He not only li stens carefull y, 
shows his understanding and his accep-
tance, but takes side with these persons 
who are in danger of falli ng out of the 
sheltering community. In consenting 
with Tokasa and Vinod, John initiates 
problem solving procedures in which he 
himself becomes active and runs the 

risk of experiencing humiliating experi-
ences and the loss of relationships.  
 
The pastoral relation between John and 
the young couple is one of a common 
quest for the chances for reconciliation - 
in respect of the orders and structures of 
the Indian and Fijian society. The strive 
is not for the fortunes of individuals or 
the reali sation of individual chances but 
for a li fe under the conditions of tradi-
tional social structures.                        

�
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Ursula Pfäff lin: 
 
For several years I have taught theology and 
pastoral care and counselli ng in intercultural 
seminars. It is in international conferences 
that I met poli sh colleagues from Warsaw, 
Belchatow and Ustron. As we prepared for the 
conference in Ustron I reali zed that there were 
planned study-groups with cases from India, 
South-Africa, Barbados, and even the Fiji-
islands but there wasn't any with a case of 
pastoral care and counselli ng by our host-
country, Poland. Therefore, I suggested to 
prepare for a German-Polish study-group in 
which we would address the theme of the 
seminar by working with the story of a Polish 
family. I asked Gesa Jürgens, a family thera-
pist and supervisor who was also interested in 
doing memory work by Polish and German 
participants. The Polish committee agreed to 
work with us yet it was diff icult to find some-
body who would offer a presentation. 
 
Question 1 
How can trust grow in intercultural work in 
order for painful and shameful memories to 
find a room of shelter and of healing? 
 
Before the conference started I travelled to 
Poland in order to get to know the li fe and 
work of one of my colleagues better. I lectured 
for his students and we talked about the plan-
ning of the study group. I also had the oppor-
tunity to visit the Black Madonna of Tschen-
stochau and learned about the persecution and 
traumatization of  Polish people, especiall y by 
the Nazis who occupied the place and the 
church. I was deeply touched by he singing in 
front of the image by believers and I became 
once more aware of the fact that the family of 
my father was of  Catholic origin while I was  
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raised Lutheran and became an ordained Prot-
estant minister. My fathers family also was 
one the rich producers of Bohemian glass in 
the Isergebirge, very close to the Polish bor-
der. In 1942, the only son of my father was 
kill ed in the war. My father, I only learned 
this year, was participant in the Sport-SS, and, 
by the death of his son, became a fanatic Nazi.  

Gesa Jürgens: 
 
Since twenty years I am working as a family therapist and training people 
from diverse cultures. My courage to work in Poland within the context of 
this seminar with a group using the method of family reconstruction and to 
address the big theme Germany-Poland is connected to my personal history.  
 
Question 4 
How can I dare to address this issue - from my professional role - even 
though I do not have any objectivity in regard to this theme? 
 
I was encouraged by Ursula Pfäff lin with whom I did supervision in her 
parish 25 years ago and met once more in 1995 in Hamburg. I was also en-
couraged by pastor Eli sabeth-Christa Markert from Kiel. She worked on 
memory work mit German women in Auschwitz. 
(Cf. Elke Markert, "Wir Frauen in der Kirche", in: Der  Anfang der Er-
lösung heißt Erinnerung, ed. by Nordelbisches Frauenwerk, Neumünster 
1995) 
 
Question 5 
When will t here be the right time in the seminar or conference to speak 
about my anxiety and my history? How can I speak up without taking away 
time and space of the history of a Polish person? 
 
Marek Izdebski who knew Ursula Pfäff lin  promised his help in this diff i-
cult situation as a facilit ator of the group. 
 
Question 6 
How come I know so littl e about the historical sources of Poland even 
though I am highly educated? 
How come that I have invested much of my energy in the investigation and 
transformation of famili es and systems? 
How come that even today, when I read German books on history, I am 
stunned, I separate myself from my emotions, I hold my breath and feel 
constricted and lame? 
 
I am born in June of 1944, the daughter of parents who were caught in the 
Nazi- ideology. My father was a lawyer from November of 1942 to Septem-
ber of 1944. He worked for the enforced  German administration in Poland. 
His task was to notify Polish people if they stemmed from German race or 
not. I do not reall y know up to now what it actuall y meant for these people 
to be classified Germans or not. 
 
Question 7 
How can it be that I still feel constricted and blind even though I have gone 
through a lot of therapy? In regard to my wish for clarifi cation, how come I 
feel li ke I do two steps forward and one step back? 
 
Question 8 
If I as therapist who has received that much support privately and profes-
sionally, have diffi culties to deal with the past, how much more diffi cult it  
must be for die Polish women and men, to address this history and to meet 
with us Germans in the seminar in Ustron? 

 �

 How can I recognize   
and feel without 
constriction? 

�

 How can I dissolve 
familiar patterns and 
images? 

�

 How does healing 
happen? 
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To love by sil ence?  
               To be silent in a realm of fog?   
                               Silence - in order to move on wi th li fe?                                                                                   
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one the rich producers of Bohemian glass in 
the Isergebirge, very close to the Polish bor-
der. In 1942, the only son of my father was 
kill ed in the war. My father, I only learned 
this year, was participant in the Sport-SS, and, 
by the death of his son, became a fanatic Nazi.  
 
Question 2 
How come I have to be fifty years old before I 
receive more detail s about the time of World 
War II and the experiences of flight from our 
homeland by my mother? How can it happen 
that even today it is taboo to talk about the 
convictions and the behaviour of German 
fathers and mothers during the Nazi time? 
What do generations of children and grand-
children of perpetrators, victims and helpers 
express in their biographies? 
 
 I went to the conference knowing that it 
would be diff icult to be confronted with the 
crimes done by our fathers and mothers and 
the many who went along. But it would also 
be necessary and healing to li ft the silence and 
the denial. 
 
Question 3 
Was the silence and the denial about acts 
done by perpetrators back then and today 
unveiled? 
 
What I found very helpful was the presence 
not only of German and Polish women and 
men at the conference but of colleagues from 
India, Indonesia, Ghana, from the US, Barba-
dos, South Africa, the U.K. and the Nether-
lands. They raised different questions, they 
gave their own witness of their history. When 
we came to Auschwitz, one of my Czech col-
leagues took my hand and we walked together 
along the places in which the perpetrators had 
stored all the names and belongings of their 
victims and administered their crimes. But 
their names as perpetrators are not published 
even today, and thus their crimes will con-
tinue to have an effect throughout the world. 
 

must be for die Polish women and men, to address this history and to meet 
with us Germans in the seminar in Ustron? 
 
For me it was very helpful to speak about my personal background in the 
pre-conference and was not excluded. I was very touched by the way, the 
Polish women of the parish took care of us and the Polish men created a 
frame by their leadership in which we as Germans received space and care. 
It was deeply moving to me when I experienced the ministers in the first 
worship, women and men, expressing their cultural differences and their 
power. They  gave witness to their belief in different mother- and father-
tongues. 
 
Some days later I got to know by asking that the Nazis had planned to kill 
all the influential people of the region and murdered all the Protestant pas-
tors. I was stunned and could not believe that this must have been done also 
by Protestant soldiers. 
 
Question 9 
How were Polish people able to deal with this? 
How did they overcome all these  
How were they able to receive us in their church? 
 
When I asked the Polish pastor Adrian Korczago, he said that they were 
able to do this work of transformation also by singing. Indeed, there were 
four choirs in this congregation which sang and invited us twice during the 
conference. I looked at these people with shame and relief. And I was 
moved that, at the beginning, we were not confronted with these dreadful 
facts. We were guided through Krakow and enjoyed the wonderful hall i n 
the university. We heard about tradition and history in a lecture. Even 
there, our Polish hosts spared us the worst informations. The Nazis had all 
professors meet in a gathering and the transported them in order to murder 
them. These unbelievable acts have to be named today, otherwise I deny 
them once more and I am constricted again in silence. Horrible was the ex-
perience in Auschwitz, reading the many German texts and terrible li sts in 
German language about the annihilation. 
 
Question 10 
How could it happen in the conference that we used German more often 
than the Polish language? Did that reflect a planned gesture by the hosts, 
for us? 
 
Question 11 
How could we let it happen that there was more use of German than in Po l-
ish without a publi c reflection on these issues? 
 

 

 

The Study-Group  
 

e had planned to make visible the 
development of one Polish family 

who also had roots in German and Aus-
trian lineage by drawing a genogram 
and doing a family sculpture. It was 
important to us to reflect this by diverse 
cultural perspectives. Especiall y, we 
wanted to establi sh a Polish reflecting 
team who would be able to include their 
knowledge of the regional history and 
culture. Our goal was to understand 
better how women and men of one fam-
il y had li ved, worked and believed 

across generations in order to under-
stand better what may reflect the history 
of others. 
In our studygroup on "family recon-
struction", mostly participants of Ger-
man background showed up.  
First, we were caught by surprise be-
cause we didn't see a possibilit y to do a 
reconstruction of a Polish family history 
in this group. So we changed our con-
cept and asked the participants to think 
about their own familial roots across 
several generations and about their 
languages. We asked to write their in-
formations on name tags and to show 

them. We were surprised by joy that we 
found ourselves in one big multi -
cultural group.  
Many participants though had to go 
through some anxiety and had to unveil 
secrets in order to find out and to ex-
press that they have Jewish, Polish and 
other roots.  
Unfortunately, we did not have enough 
time during the seminar in order to full y 
address the meaning of the wealth of 
this group. It is worth while many fam-
il y reconstructions, to work with the 
experience of diverse roots and the 
threat to our own identity which is in-

W 
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cluded in historical facts. After recog-
nising the multi -cultural tradition in our 
group we felt reinforced to open up for 
the history of the Polish family. We 
were moved by their personal experi-
ences and addressed the following is-
sues: 
 

�  Change of names 
 
Several members of this presented fam-
il y were forced by the politi cal changes 
to change their first names several times 
from Polish to German and vice versa 
 
Question 12 
When was which kind of language a 
safe and acknowledged one? 
How did this change of names influence 
identity? 
 

�  Denominations 
 
There were Catholic, Reformed and 
Lutheran roots in the family 
 
Question 13 
What did belonging to a certain de-
nomination mean for personal survival, 
what did it mean for the minority? 
Which kind of importance do the de-
nominations carry today? 
 

�  Nationality 
 
Different roots in the family led to Aus-
tria, to the middle of Poland and in 
areas of borders where German, Polish 
and Austrian culture met. 
 
Question 14 
What was the effect of the difference of 
roots for the relationship of the mem-
bers of the family? How did the evalua-
tion of this change during different 
phases? 
 

�  Confusion 
 
The historical events before the war, 
during the war and after the war ap-
peared as a very complex story of par-
ticipation and involvement by different 
parts of the family. Within the group, 
only fragments came up. 
 
Question 15 
Was there the possibility that the con-
flicts between German Nazis and Polish 
people which did not have a place to be 
worked through were shifted towards 
the level of familial relations or towards 
relationships with neighbours, for ex-
ample Jewish neighbours? 
 

�  Patterns  
 
It was diff icult to talk about certain 
persons of the family and their behavior. 
There was a tendency to evade dealing 
with them. - Violence was an issue hard 
to address. 
 
Question 16 
Does the silence within the family of 
origin mirror the silence about the 
larger history of national traumatiza-
tion? 
How can chronical diseases, separa-
tions, and deaths be worked through so 
that the repetition of patterns across 
generations is stopped?  
 
We realized during our work that it is 
important to li sten closely to the per-
sonal experience of all participants 
before it is possible to look at and reflect 
the imbeddedness in larger politi cal 
interconnections. Also our co-operation 
was possible by li stening closely to each 
other while we worked together and 
talking about all the events of this con-
ference with each other. 
 
We thank the participants for their 
openness and willi ngness to risk. We 
thank Mrs. Eli sabeth Stoll for her edito-
rial support.                                        ■ 
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Racism in America 
 
Doing a workshop on Racism in Amer-
ica is a very diff icult task for me. It is 
diff icult because there are so many fac-
ets of this dreadful social ill that it is 
mind-boggling to try to put it in any 
kind of perspective. It is diff icult be-
cause I believe that an hour and a half 
of discussing this topic will bare littl e 
fruit in terms of resolution. It is diff icult 
because it is not an historical problem 
that existed a long time ago, but a cur-
rent situation that I and many others 
must face every day. Talking about it 
simply brings to mind the fact that we 
hear, see, smell , experience racist pol-
lutants in our environment all of the 
time. The only relief that I feel some-
times, is to escape the realit y of this 
situation by not dwelli ng on it or think-
ing about it. And so to organise my 
thoughts into a presentation has been a 
tremendous challenge for me. 
It is not a challenge from which I 
shrink, but a recognisably humbling 
experience that I have felt called to have 
on many occasions, the experience of 
standing in the gap between the oppres-
sors (the racists) and the targets (the 
victims of racism). Because of my sense 
of calli ng and purpose and because of 
my choice to be a leader in society, I 
feel it i s my duty to rise to the occasion 
of sensiti sing others to the plight of this 
disease which affects us all . The disease 
of which I speak, which has been at 
epidemic proportions in the United 
States for centuries, is none other than 
the de-humanising, demorali sing and 
degregating disease of racism. 
 
What is racism? However we define 
racism, such as one race hating or de-
spising another, one race feeling supe-
rior to another, one race being better 
than another, etc. etc., the one thing 
that is constant in any true definition of 
racism is that one race has power over 
the other race. Without the abilit y to 

control, diminish and/or demolish a 
race, racism cannot exist. Along with 
the negative attitudes, the negative 
feelings, the philosophical concept, the 
moral precepts and, yes, the theological 
constructs about a race, the one out-
standing factor that does not exist in 
many other situations is the fact that the 
race that embraces these feelings and 
attitudes about another race also has the 
power to control the race that it de-
spises. 
In answer to the question, what is ra-
cism, Dr. George Kelsey, in a profound 
book entitled Racism and the Christian 
Understanding of Man (1966) states 
that: "Racism is a faith. It is a form of 
idolatry... In it's early modern begin-
nings, racism was a justificatory device. 
It did not emerge as a faith. It arose as 
an ideological justification for the con-
stellations of politi cal and economic 
power which were expressed in coloni-
ali sm and slavery. But gradually the 
idea of the superior race was heightened 
and deepened in meaning and in value 
so that it pointed beyond the historical 
structures of relation, in which it 
emerged, to human existence itself." In 
her book Race: Science and Politics 
(rev. ed. 1947), Ruth Benedict expands 
on the theme of defining racism as "the 
dogma that one ethnic group is con-
demned by nature to hereditary inferior-
ity and another group is destined to 
hereditary superiority. It is the dogma 
that the hope of the civili sation depends 
upon eliminating some races and keep-
ing others pure. It is the dogma that one 
race has carried progress throughout 
human history and can alone insure 
future progress." Martin Luther King jr. 
in his book Where Do We Go From 
There: Chaos or Community (1967) 
says, "since racism is based on the 
dogma that the hope of civili sation 
depends upon eliminating some races 
and keeping others pure, it's ultimate 
logic is genocide. Hitler, in his mad and 
ruthless attempt to exterminate the 
Jews, carried the logic of racism to its 
ultimate tragic conclusion." King goes 
on to say "racism is a philosophy based 
on contempt for li fe. It is the arrogant 
assertion that one race is the centre of 

value and object of devotion, before 
which other races must kneel in submis-
sion." 
And so we understand racism to be an 
ideology, a dogma, a faith by which 
people li ve. In its ultimate practice, 
milli ons of li ves have been destroyed 
mercilessly and even more milli ons are 
held in dail y bondage and are victimised 
by the mind set of the race that is in the 
dominate position. 
 
Racism is different from prejudice. 
Prejudice is a learned attitude and feel-
ing that one person has towards another 
or another group of people. In many 
ways it looks li ke the same thing as 
racism, except that it is born of an in-
ternal feeling and does not require the 
one who feels the prejudice to have 
power over the other. Prejudice exists in 
the hearts and minds of both the oppres-
sor and the oppressed. However, racism 
is often devoid of any feeling at all . An 
ideology does not necessaril y require the 
person holding it to have any personal 
feeling about it at all . It is a common 
thing that racist behaviour and practices 
are acted out without any personal bias 
or malice in the consciousness of the 
one who is being racist. 
The school teacher that says to the Afri-
can American child, "you should take 
general math instead of algebra because 
algebra will be too diff icult for you", 
may indeed be trying to protect the 
child, but is fostering a racist position. 
The friend who says, "I li ke you very 
much and would love to take you home 
with me, but my neighbours would have 
a fit", may not intend any put-down, but 
is yielding to racist behaviours and 
tactics. A person representing an 
institution may reject one based on race 
by saying, "it is not my personal feeling 
and I honestly believe it's wrong, but it 
is the poli cy", is still being racist in 
spite of the fact that he or she may not 
have personal prejudice as the primary 
motivate of his/her behaviour. 
 
Dr. Valerie A. Batts, a psychologist who 
does workshops on what she call s "The 
New Racism", says the new racism is 
more dangerous than the old racism. In 
the old days you knew how people felt 
and they stood their ground for what-
ever their ideals and philosophies were. 
If you wanted to address the issue you 
knew exactly who to go to and who you 
had to deal with. In new racism the 
person is rarely identified. New racism 
is institutional. It is designed and main-
tained by a board, committee, or some 
kind of poli cy making group. Once the 
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policy is formed, the committee dis-
bands and nobody claims responsibilit y 
for its creation. When the poli cy is con-
fronted, nobody has the power to reverse 
it or to even discuss it's ethics, morals or 
injustice. Those who are hired to en-
force the poli cy, do so without any per-
sonal conviction one way or the other; 
their only concern is to please the insti-
tution who pays their salary. This allows 
racism to go on and on unchecked, 
perpetuating itself endlessly. I will t alk 
more about new racism later. Let me 
speak now about the birth of racism. 
 
Racism as we have experienced it in the 
United States is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon in the history of our world. 
There has always been slavery and class 
systems throughout the world for as 
long as we are aware. However, the kind 
of dehumanising and demorali sing 
slavery and racism that we experienced 
in the slavery in the United States had 
it's origin in the 15th century. Before 
that period of time, while there was a 
consciousness of race and colour, it was 
primaril y to identify persons and the 
origin of their birth, rather than to beli t-
tle them or suggest that they were infe-
rior to any one else. Most of the bibli cal 
characters were of African decent (in 
spite of the fact that the Bible has been 
tampered with in such a fashion as to 
lead persons to believe that bibli cal 
characters were some other race) but 
racism was never an issue in bibli cal 
times. Five hundred years ago Colum-
bus was credited with discovering 
America. That credit is assigned to 
Columbus as though this was a land 
totall y uninhabited. That is a racist 
notion in itself, that a land inhabited by 
Native Americans and people of African 
decent could be discovered by someone 
else. The powers that be (the racist 
powers) decided for politi cal and eco-
nomical reasons that the fact that people 
were li ving here when Columbus came 
does not count; hence Columbus is 
credited with discovering a land that 
was already known about for thousands 
of years. 
 
 
The origin of racism 
 
The origin or racism is inextricably tied 
to coloniali sm. Long before the colonial 
period, Europeans visited Africa for the 
benefit of what they could learn: 
mathematics, science, art, astrology and 
medicine. All of these things were far 
advanced in Africa before the common 
era. At the beginning of the colonial 

period, however, Europeans who went 
to Africa observed African cultural from 
a distance. They drew conclusions from 
what they saw and heard and wrote 
about it when they returned home. For 
example, when visitors to Africa saw a 
healing taking place from some dis-
tance, they interpreted the dancing, 
chanting and animated movements of 
the healer to be crazy nonsense. They 
called the healers witch doctors. Being 
on the outside looking in, they were not 
aware that these "witch doctors" were 
reall y holy men and women who had 
spent a minimum of 20 years of the 
most rigorous, sacrificial and disci-
plined training to be able to perform 
those healing exercises that were ob-
served. This kind of misinformation and 
negative interpretation of experiences in 
Africa lead journalists and human sci-
entists to write extreme derogatory de-
scriptions of African li fe, culture and 
religion. 
Much of what was written was not taken 
seriously until some religious leaders 
added to the damaging reports theologi-
cal and christological dogma that sup-
ported the ideologies of African people 
as subhuman, descendants from apes 
and lacking the soul that would bring 
them under the umbrella of God's sav-
ing grace. Once the clergy began to 
denounce African people as more ani-
mal than human, and if human at all , 
certainly not to the same degree as Cau-
casian people, racism was born and 
christened in the name of superiority 
and greed. 
 
 
The need for racism in America 
 
It was necessary to identify a people that 
were sub-human and at the same time 
were intelli gent enough to follow the 
instructions of a land owner who was 
trying to generate wealth with his prop-
erty. With the colonial expansion was a 
new land ripe for growing cotton and 
other things which began a world wide 
textile business in the United States. It 
is interesting to note that racism was not 
limited to people of the African dias-
pora, but also included Chinese, Native 
Americans and Irish. All of these races 
were involved in the tremendous textile 
industry that was developed in the 
southern part of the United States and it 
was through racism that labour was 
made available to do the work. 
In the case of African people, the slave 
trade became an international industry. 
As more and more cotton was grown 
and the textile industry continued to 

flourish, there was a greater and greater 
need for more labour to do the work. 
Even though slaves represented the 
cheapest labour that could be found (no 
labour cost), every effort was made to 
transport as many slaves at one time as 
a ship could possibly hold. They were 
packed in the lower part of the ship li ke 
sardines. The li ving conditions were so 
inhumane that milli ons of them did not 
survive the journey. Some estimate 30 
milli ons li ves were lost in the slave 
trade. 
 
 
Tradition of racism 
 
Racism was created because of a system 
of economy that required cheap labour. 
It was only with the ideology that one 
race was superior to another and that 
people of African decent were not reall y 
human, that made slavery able to con-
tinue and expand. In time the practice 
of slavery was challenged by persons 
who considered it barbaric, inhumane, 
immoral and sinful. The more slavery 
was attacked by those who wanted to 
end it, the more it was necessary to 
entrench racism in people's minds to 
justify what was going on. Racism soon 
became a broader tool than just one to 
support slavery. It became a tool to 
make one race feel better about itself. It 
became a part of the educational system 
and the acculturation of a total society. 
Racism became the tradition of the 
south in the US and around the world. 
Even persons who had never encoun-
tered a person of African decent person-
all y, had heard the damaging reports 
about people of colour. The conclusions 
that were drawn and the comments that 
were made were presented to a world 
wide public as fact rather than ideolo-
gies. Laws were made to protect the 
tradition of racism and each racist con-
sidered it his or her responsibilit y to 
teach their own children how to be good 
racists. 
 
After the Civil War ended in 1865, the 
economical system changed slightly; it 
changed from a system of slavery to 
serfism. The term for serfism in the 
United States was "share cropper". A 
share cropper was one who worked on a 
plantation owned by someone of the 
other race and would grow crops in the 
field. During the planting season, the 
share cropper would be loaned the seeds 
and tools for growing the crop in the 
field. Sometimes it was necessary to 
accept food on account while they 
waited for the harvest to come in. At 
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harvest time the share cropper was 
allowed to retain a certain portion of the 
harvest as his own. However, before he 
was allowed to reali ze anything for 
himself and his family, he would have 
to pay off the account that had devel-
oped as he needed supplies to grow the 
crops. In most cases there was nothing 
left and the share cropper had to work 
the land another year to pay what he 
owed. This cycle went on and on to no 
end. 
 
 
Reconstruction 
 
There was a period of reconstruction in 
which the government sent troops to the 
south to protect the rights of the former 
slaves and other black people in the 
south. Once blacks obtained the right to 
vote, they were able to make laws that 
brought justice to them for a short pe-
riod of time. By now racism was so 
entrenched that the whites were not 
willi ng to accept blacks as equals. 
Within ten to fifteen years the troops 
were removed and the politi cal system 
was corrupted suff iciently to exclude 
most of the blacks from voting and 
consequently retained the power of the 
whites in the south. While blacks were 
in the majority by far, they met with 
resistance to exercising their politi cal 
rights. 
Some of the ways in which whites con-
trol the system was to establi sh a pole 
tax. Unless the blacks were able to pay 
the pole tax, they were not able to regis-
ter to vote. Another way was to require 
blacks to answer a questionnaire, which 
would determine whether they were 
literate enough to vote. Since they had 
been denied the right to read and write 
in slavery, many of them were unable to 
even read the forms much less fill t hem 
out. Even for those who were literate, 
they could not answer the questions on 
the form because in many cases there 
was no answer to the question. For 
example, one of the questions was, 
"How many bubbles are in a bar of 
soap?" So while reconstruction seemed 
to offer great promise to black people 
for a very short time, by the turn of the 
century those gains had been taken 
away and controls had been establi shed 
to maintain the tradition of racism in 
America. Jim Crow laws were estab-
li shed to maintain racism. 
Where ever whites failed to gain the 
advantage that they wanted through 
legal, politi cal and economic means, 
they resorted to horrendous violence. 
The Ku Klux Klan, an organisation of 

people who covered themselves in white 
sheets and hoods and roamed at night, 
used armed force to resist any efforts on 
blacks to gain equalit y in the United 
States. The KKK became a national 
organisation and because their identity 
was not known, included people of high 
standing in the community and who 
held high politi cal off ices. While their 
symbol of terror was to burn crosses in 
the yards of black people, they were 
known to burn down people's houses, 
shoot them down in cold blood, lynch 
them by hanging them from a tree limb, 
drown them in ponds and rivers, muti-
late their bodies, especiall y by castra-
tion, rape women, and generall y terror-
ise them in any way they could. When-
ever blacks tried to defend themselves, 
they became the victims of viscous lies 
which welded the white community 
together against them which was re-
sponsible for the death of many blacks. 
Most of the atrocities that blacks experi-
ence in this country right up to the 
1950s resulted in littl e or no legal action 
against the perpetrators of the evil . 
 
 
Industrial period 
 
In the early part of the 19th century we 
entered into an industrial period in the 
United States. Now the labour was 
needed not in the cotton fields in the 
south, but in factories in the north. 
Many blacks migrated from the south to 
northern cities where they found em-
ployment in the most deplorable situa-
tions imaginable. They worked in facto-
ries all day li ke they used to work in the 
fields, but they were paid a wage and 
were protected by the law from being 
split up from their families. But the 
tradition of racism made an adjustment 
during the industrial period. The ques-
tion of whether a black man was a man 
in the eyes of the law had been an-
swered. But their lingered the question 
as to whether a black man was inferior 
to a white man. Because the later atti-
tude was accepted by most, blacks were 
allowed to work in the lowest, most 
menial jobs that were available to any-
body. Under rare circumstances were 
they ever able to work their way up to a 
higher position. While racism continued 
to be blatant in the south, it was covert 
in the north. However, racism was the 
same attitudinall y wherever a black 
person would go. 
 
During the great depression, persons 
who had wealth and lost it often com-
mitted suicide. Blacks, who were used 

to not having anything anyway, contin-
ued to do their menial tasks and survive 
during the depression. When the first 
world war began, there was a decision 
not to give weapons to blacks on foreign 
soil because they may have sided with 
the enemy. Racists have always believed 
that if blacks were ever allowed to gain 
any power, that they would immediately 
turn against their white oppressors in 
response to all of the hate and destruc-
tion we have suffered. Because of the 
necessity for soldiers however, black 
units were developed that fought bravely 
in the first world war. By the time of the 
second world war, not only did we have 
black units fighting in the war, but a 
black unit of air fighters was created. It 
was not long after that that the US Mil i-
tary was integrated, but racism contin-
ued to exist even with the integration. 
 
 
Integration 
 
During the 1950s a strong move by the 
NAACP to integrate all America began. 
it was understood and accepted by many 
blacks in the country that the total prob-
lem of racism was due to segregation. If 
everyone was integrated, racism would 
have to die. It was during the '50s that 
Martin Luther King Jr. began to move 
against racism in favour of integration. 
This integration movement spill ed over 
into the '60s in which a liberal agenda 
began to be raised. This liberal agenda 
sought to gain everything from repay-
ment for slave labour through the centu-
ries, all the way to total equalit y for 
blacks in the country and access to eve-
rything that existed. You watched on 
television how the efforts of the civil 
rights marches and agendas were re-
sisted by fire hoses, dogs, poli ce brutal-
ity and the Ku Klux Klan. By the '70s a 
number of doors and windows in the 
society had been sprung open for any-
body, including, and in some cases 
especiall y, blacks to go through. Access 
to educational institutions, access to 
career opportunities, access to houses in 
neighbourhoods that had been closed to 
blacks, access to politi cal off ice and 
access to dreams of the future were 
enjoyed for a while. 
 
By the 1980s a conservative movement 
had begun which sought to undue all of 
the gains that had been made by black 
people in America from the '60s and 
forward. Efforts that had been made to 
accommodate blacks who had been 
unfairly denied privilege in early years, 
were turned back by those who felt that 
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enough had been done to make up for 
past injustices. It was during this period 
of time that Dr. Batts developed her 
theory of the new racism. 
 
 
New face of destructivisms 
 
Dr. Valerie Batts suggests that racism is 
only one of the destructive "isms" in our 
country; just as destructive as racism is 
classism, sexism, ageism, and ethnocen-
trism. She says because the new isms 
are not personal but institutional, three 
problems exist that make racism worse 
today than it was years ago: 1) it is 
harder to identify the perpetrator, 2) 
there is no personal guilt or responsibil-
ity, and 3) it is more diff icult to change. 
 
Batts suggests that the new racism is a 
co-operative system. In this co-operative 
system both the oppressor and the op-
pressed are participants in keeping the 
system ali ve. It is true that racism has 
been the standard for so long that many 
victims of racism believe in it as truth. 
Because of the ideologies surrounding 
the new racism it is easy to see how the 
system perpetuates itself with the assis-
tance of both the targets and the oppres-
sors. Batts suggests five dynamics of 
oppression that are responded to by five 
corresponding dynamics: 

 
 
What needs to be done 
 
What we can do is li sted under three 
headings. 1) Individual, 2) institutional, 
3) societal. 
 
As an individual there are two things 
we can do, one is to change our personal 
attitude. However, a change of personal 
attitude does littl e to change a system of 
racism. It is important that each indi-
vidual not only change his or her per-
sonal attitude, but also influence 

changes in the institution with which 
they are connected: such as school, 
church, work, government, community 
and social affairs. 
 
Speaking institutionally the kinds of 
changes that need to be made is a 
change of poli cies and/or enforcing the 
poli cies that already exist. Another 
institutional change that is necessary to 
eliminate racism is aff irmative action. 
Often people define aff irmative action 
as exclusive opportunity for blacks to 
gain access to something from which 
they have been denied. That is true in 
part, however, the overarching defini-
tion of aff irmative action is opening up 
the system to everybody and accepting 
the best quali fied person. The need for 
aff irmative action is due to racism and 
the "good old boys system". In the good 
old boys system opportunities that be-
come available are not advertised pub-
li cly and only a select few people are 
aware that the opportunity even exists. 
Even if others become aware of the 
opportunity and make effort to take 
advantage of it, the good old boys sys-
tem is one of accepting friends, those to 
whom we owe favours, persons li ke 
themselves or anybody that is not black. 
Aff irmative action is a correction to this 
kind of system and makes the system 
more fair and equitable for everyone. 
 
The way to change racism in our society 
is to use all of the power we have in the 
politi cal system to demand that laws be 
passed that will eliminate racism. The 
US is a system of laws and persons do 
not change unless the law requires them 
to do so. In spite of all of the education 
that has been done around the benefits 
of wearing seat belts while riding in an 
automobile, many people, including 
myself, did not wear seat belts on a 
regular basis until wearing a seat belt 
became the law. The same thing is true 
about racism. People do not change 
their attitudes unless the law requires 
them to. The next thing we need to do 
on a societal basis is to educate our-
selves and especiall y our children. Ra-
cism has been able to continue because 
parents have passed it down to their 
children, teachers have passed it on to 
children in school, pastors have passed 
it on to congregations and community 
leaders have passed it on to those who 
follow them. We need to re-educate our 
society, especiall y in our homes where 
children are young enough to learn the 
difference in love and hate. 
 

Racism began 500 years ago because 
there were people who benefited from it 
economicall y. It continues today be-
cause there are still people who benefit 
from racism. Plato said, "what is hon-
oured in the country will be culti vated 
there." Racism will continue to exist as 
long as our greed is more important 
than our moralit y. 
 
 

 
 

�
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OPPRESSOR 
 

TARGET 

�  dysfunctional 
rescuing 

�  system beating 

�  blaming the victim �  system blaming 
�  avoidance of 
contact 

�  anti-white, 
avoidance of con-
tact 

� denial of cultural 
differences 

�  denial of black-
ness 

� denial of politi cal 
significance of 
cultural differences 

�  not understand-
ing or minimising 
of politi cal signifi-
cance of racial 
oppression 

Focus Questions: 
 
1. Recall your earliest experience of 
racism. 
2. Over what culture do you have 
power? 
3. Toward what person or group of 
persons are you prejudiced? 
4. How do you handle your feelings of 
prejudice and racism in your counsel-
ling? 
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Sermon  
 
by Ronaldo 
Sathler-Rosa 
 
 
 
Opening service 
to the seminar 
 
13 October 1996, 
Lutheran Church 
St. Jakobs, 
Ustron 
 
 
 
Scripture reading 
 
Hebrews 11.1-2 
 
Now faith is the assur-
ance of things hoped for, 
the conviction of things 
not seen. For by it the 
ancestors received divine 
approval. 

 
 
 
 
Rev. Dr. 
Ronaldo Sathler-Rosa, 
Professor and President of 
Methodista College, 
Sao Bernardo da Campo 
(Brazil)  

I would like to share three comments with 
regard to the main theme of today's 
Scripture reading: faith. 
 
(1) Faith is an existential option. It means 
that faith is an option for life and a way of 
living.  Or, faith is a quality of life. It is, 
therefore, more than a choice to live a 
heavenly existence or to wait for a prom-
ising future somewhere. To live by faith 
brings to our lives a particular perspec-
tive on the meaning of history. Our his-
tory is the stage, or arena, where we 
have been challenged to act, or to strug-
gle, for the well-being of our neighbour, 
of nature, of ourselves and for peace 
among nations and families. History is 
the framework to be filled with the fulfil-
ment of our essential human vocation: to 
be partners together with God and our 
sisters and brothers in the search for a 
world of sisterhood, of brotherhood, of 
justice. This is the major content that 
shapes our way of living. This is our heri-
tage. This is the source of our hope. 
 
(2) To live by faith implies to walk 
through the difficulties and uncertainties 
of our existences in a troubled world.  
This is another component of our faith 
inherited from the wanderings of Sara, 
Rahab, Abraham, Moses among others. 
Our life journey is encouraged by the fact 
that our belief is much more than phi-
losophy, or just a conceptual matter.  Our 
faith becomes visible in our commitment 
to keep our vision alive through working 
for a better world for our generations as 
well as for our descendants. 
Our commitment means educating our-
selves and our children, students and 
parishioners to work for peace.  In addi-
tion to that we need to teach each other 

to express a prophetic indignation in the 
face of any violence; not only the urban 
or war violence but also the invisible vio-
lence of many close relationships such as 
family, peer, co-workers etc. 
I would like to remember that education 
goes together with practice, action. As we 
start doing something that we find helpful 
to ameliorate life conditions in our socie-
ties we learn more about peacemaking.  
Furthermore, we do what we believe is 
expressed in the prayer: Thy kingdom 
come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is 
in heaven (Matthew 6:10). 
 
(3) The choice to live under the experi-
ence of faith involves building up com-
munities free of barriers such as gender 
discrimination, racism, religious prejudice 
and others.  The children, the youth and 
the elderly are welcome in these com-
munities. These human groups represent 
what Sharon Welch calls communities of 
resistance.  We insist on resisting the 
widespread model of many cultures 
which stress individualism and discrimi-
nations to the detriment of mutual re-
spect, collaboration and human under-
standing. What can we do in order to be 
consistent with our faith? 
We must try in small groups, or in church 
meetings to find the answers as we talk 
to each other. 
 
Our gathering together is an important 
sign: it indicates that we are searching for 
a meaningful life. 
This is a sign of hope. A hope that comes 
from the mystery of God's grace and 
human faith;  from the shadows of the 
complexities of our common humanity we 
share with Sara, Rahab, Abraham, 
Moses...                                          Amen
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