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A FELLOWSHIP OF LIVING HOPE 
 
1. Introduction: Reporting – An Account of Hope 
 
1. The greatest aspect of WCC theme Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace is that it forces us to lift our eyes, to 
believe that we belong to a movement that is searching for what is better, even for what is best. (We pray 
every day that the kingdom of God should come.) 
  
2. The church is a pilgrimage people, just as it says in the Faith and Order convergence document The 
Church: Towards a Common Vision. This is a people defined by hope. The church is “given a new birth into a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:4). This living hope is not 
grounded in something we leave behind us, just as a matter of history, or something we only project into 
life after death. It is the living hope nurtured every day by the Holy Spirit. This is what we need when we 
enter into all of the challenges of life, in different and even dangerous landscapes.  
 
3. Wherever we go, we are even called to “always be prepared to make a defence to anyone who calls you 
to account for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15).  Therefore, the hope that we carry is not given by 
ourselves, and it is not to be kept to ourselves. The hope given in the cross and the resurrection of Christ 
shapes our perspectives and relations of life accordingly, but it is not a private issue or for a privileged 
group of people. This hope is to be shared, particularly with those who are in greatest need of it.  It is a 
hope for the whole of God’s creation, given through the once-for-all and one-for-all suffering and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If it is not for all, it is not Christian hope.  
 
4. Thus the fellowship of churches in the World Council of Churches and the wider ecumenical 
movement are always tested by this criterion of hope. Are we shaped by the living hope given to us? Are 
we holding ourselves accountable, asking ourselves if hope is what is seen and heard in our words and 
actions, or are we destroying the hope of others? Are we breaking “the bruised reed” (Isaiah 42:3)? Are we 
conveying hope in a way that the words of the risen Christ, “Do not be afraid,” can be taken seriously? 
Are we part of that culture of life, are we protecting and nurturing the life that is manifested in the unique 
resurrection of Christ? 
  
5. This is not about generalized optimism, but instead about conveying a reason and motivation for hope. 
Often it means being able to see beyond what we see and expecting something more and something else, 
looking for justice and peace, and nothing less. Hope is a criterion of our Christian faith. I think it should 
be part of a proper critique of religion, including our own, demanding of ourselves whether we are 
nurturing hope, rather than destroying it.  
 
6. This is the bottom line of our reporting and accountability for the World Council of Churches and for 
me as general secretary. This is about more than whether we have success in achieving our objectives or if 
we see a bright future – which we certainly should discuss – but also whether we can say that we have 
done what we could with our efforts and available resources to promote, to nurture, to share and not to 
destroy hope. Sometimes we have to do it even against the obvious reasons to be worried or even afraid.  
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7. We express this living hope by saying that we are together on a pilgrimage of justice and peace. How is 
our work in the WCC contributing to that? How can that happen in what we plan to do?  I will offer some 
illustrations in response to those questions. 
 
8. I hope you hear the many voices and the diverse dimensions of this hope in the ways of reporting to 
you from all my colleagues. In this central committee it will be done in different ways. 
 
9. Since we met two years ago, we have walked a long way on the pilgrimage of justice and peace; and, we 
have worked hard together to make a difference in the world. I am proud to state that reality on behalf of 
the leadership of the central committee, the executive committee, as well as the commissions and the 
committees we have appointed, but not least on behalf of the colleagues working day to day for the WCC. 
We have had a comprehensive, intensive and innovative period of work. 
 
10. The reporting to this meeting has some new features. The revised structure of governance is now 
working quite well, I would say. The role of the central committee to give overall directions to policy and 
relations is now in place, meeting every second year. Thus, the major report for you to read and respond 
to is from the last two years of work of the whole council as it has implemented the strategic objectives 
you as a central committee defined for 2014-2017. 
  
11. You also received the report on progress with the financial strategy for 2014-2017, which includes 
reference to progress in the building project at the Ecumenical Centre in Geneva. Balanced budgets were 
prepared for 2015 and 2016, and approved by the executive committee in due time. In January 2015, we 
had to deal with a severe drop in the value of our income in Swiss francs, due to changes in the policy of 
the Swiss National Bank on exchange rates. We managed to adjust and take measures to handle it in due 
time. We see that the total programme income budget for this year is actually higher than total programme 
income recorded last year, and that the WCC is not in an economic crisis. Membership contributions are 
at a stable level, and our major funding partners continue to be very supportive, as much as they can be, 
and want also to work more with the council on certain issues in our programme plans. We continue to be 
very grateful for the way member churches and specialized ministries are faithfully supporting the work of 
the WCC financially. There are other sources of income coming, and we need to continue to work with 
great ambition to develop relationships with other funding partners.  
 
12. The plan for the building project in Geneva is under review by the authorities. We wait for the 
approval of the area development plan, which will hopefully be delivered this year, and we need to discuss 
in this meeting (particularly in the steering group for this project) how to evaluate different possible 
strategies, including financial models, as we approach the next stage of the project (see Appendix 1).    
 
13. Furthermore, you have the report of the executive committee from its work, and the summarized 
programme reports. In addition to that you have been receiving the minutes from the meetings of the 
executive committee these last two years, reporting on how the programme plans and budgets have been 
implemented the last two years. My own reporting of the work and initiatives of the general secretary is 
printed in the minutes of the executive committee, including accounts of visits, meetings, and 
contributions through speeches and in other publications. In addition to that, you have received the annual 
reports with summaries and pictures that we share with all who are interested in the work of the WCC: 
2014: “Together on the pilgrimage of justice and peace.” 2015: “Making a difference together in the 
world.”  
 
14. My report to you as central committee, therefore, will have another character than former reports. 
Substantial parts of what I usually have included in my reports are this time to be found in the reports 
mentioned above.  
 
2.  The Pilgrimage 
 
15. The theme Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace has brought us a new opportunity to continue our legacy of 
the WCC in all its manifold richness. It has brought something new into the heart of our commitment, the 
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logic of the programmes and the approach to the work. We have developed the understanding and 
practice of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace through the programmatic work and through many 
reflections. It has been important to not let this be a parallel process or a parallel programme of the WCC. 
A special reference group along with a theological advisory group have given advice to the executive 
committee and to me, as general secretary. This has helped us greatly to see new avenues and new ways of 
working together under this common perspective for all we do. 
 
16. The methodology of our work has been more focused on how we work together, and how the 
initiatives and the ideas for a pilgrimage of justice and peace can possibly be elaborated and pursued in 
different contexts and by different agents. It has not been a dictate from Geneva but an invitation to 
participate as you and your church discern it necessary and possible in your context. A renewed invitation 
has been sent to you and all of the member churches, and I strongly commend that relatively short text for 
your reading. We see more inspiring examples of how the pilgrimage approach has made sense for the 
people in the member churches, among ecumenical partners, and others who want to relate to our vision 
and objectives.  
 
17. Making use of a familiar idea from our faith traditions and practices gives us an incentive to integrate 
our work for justice and peace with our faith. These traditions speak in different ways about pilgrimage. 
Together they remind us that pilgrimage requires new courage, honest and humble attitudes, willingness to 
take new roads and routes, always seeking closeness to reality in us and around us. Above all, the 
pilgrimage expresses in a new way a deep desire and prayer that the kingdom of God will come, that the 
will of God be done on earth as it is in heaven.  
 
18. The pilgrimage theme has also strengthened the ability to foster hope within the ecumenical movement 
through dual dimensions of self-reflection: critique and construction. We must name what is wrong, and 
make a contribution together to change. We are doing this exercise of accountability both to dismantle the 
evil of the cross and to foster the rebirth and renewal of life through the resurrection. This has created a 
practice and attitude of mutual accountability. We are not so afraid of listening to what others are saying – 
even critically – if we can do it in a joint commitment to speaking the truth to one another. We never do 
so with the purpose of diminishing or discriminating against the other, but to correct our direction, to 
learn from our mistakes and join our steps forward. 
  
19. To further expand on this, to critique is to specifically name what needs to be changed; construction 
calls upon us to offer contributions to the life together in hope.    
 
20. “When our Lord Jesus Christ said ‘repent,’ he meant that the whole life should be one of repentance.” 
This was the first thesis of Martin Luther in 1517, and the beginning of the processes called Reformation – 
which will be commemorated and celebrated in the coming year. The impulse to deal with sin seriously, 
also our own mistakes and shortcomings, has been an inspiration also for the ecumenical movement. To 
address what is wrong – our divisions, our failing to witness to the truth, our insufficient work for justice 
and peace, our complicity with unrighteousness, neglecting to be sensitive to places of discrimination, 
racism, oppression, and violence in an honest, serious and consistent way, not cheating or covering up 
while absolving ourselves from the realities – addressing these should be a sign of a Christian throughout 
his or her whole life. This should also be the approach from us as churches together.   This repentance is 
needed for the purpose of service to those in need and to repudiate a focus on our own self-
destructiveness or our own self-righteousness.  
 
21. The other dimension of a pilgrimage is to be constantly aware of how the resurrection of Christ 
changes our perspectives and our perceptions, our aspirations and our understanding of how 
transformation is possible. The power of the resurrection is working in our lives, in the whole of creation, 
and in the church. This is particularly emphasized in the tradition shared with all of us from the Orthodox 
family, who are now gathered in Crete for the historic Holy and Ecumenical Synod, under the leadership 
of the Ecumenical Patriarch, Bartholomew. Last November I was very moved by being in the 
“Resurrection of Christ” Cathedral in Tirana, Albania. There, former WCC president Archbishop 
Anastasios hosted a gathering of the Global Christian Forum to share and discuss how to show Christian 
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unity and solidarity with Christians who are living under different threats, discrimination or even 
persecution. Through his experience and his biblical reflections he guided us into the deep meaning of the 
resurrection of Christ present also under such circumstances. We are called to be light in the world, the 
light of Christ, not to provoke, but to give a real hope.  
 
22. The hope we have been given is not something we can keep for ourselves, but something intended to 
be shared, and to be made present in all contexts and before all people. We do this in the service of God’s 
mission. The last mission statement, Together towards Life: Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes, also 
carries this calling to be aware of how the God of life is at work, and particularly among those who are in 
the so-called margins. We are looking not only at our own lives as individuals, but at our churches, our 
communities, our nations, our fellowship as one humanity, with different religions or no religion, still in 
the one world. The pilgrimage is fundamentally a way of relating to one another and to God, in this world 
that is our home. We are on a pilgrimage to search for change, for transformation of ourselves and of the 
world in which we live. We do so in the name of the coming kingdom of God with its justice, peace and 
joy. 
 
23. We find in places where the values of the kingdom of God are ignored, violated, even destroyed, that 
the struggle for justice and peace calls upon all resources and creativity and time available. We see signs of 
how the churches, with the strength of conciliar fellowship nationally, regionally and globally are able to 
contribute to the justice and peace so urgently called for. We see that the WCC can make a difference; we 
see that by changing ourselves we can inspire others to change. 
 
24. The pilgrimage perspective means trying new directions and being willing to be ahead, in the forefront 
of what we recommend for the churches to do. This is demanding, but utterly exciting, sometimes 
empowering, sometimes though, rather overwhelming. Concretely, we would wish there were always more 
resources available, even as we are able to adjust to changing currency exchange rates. In all we do on our 
pilgrimage, we need to continue to be faithful stewards of our resources, not at least our human resources.  
 
25. The theme of pilgrimage has focused the role of the World Council of Churches to be one of 
facilitating, convening, sharing, and strengthening cooperation and new relationships under a common 
vision. We have seen how the openness implied in our pilgrimage makes us open to new methods, new 
partners, and ways of moving. Being open about our intentions and our strategies has made the WCC a 
more comprehensive organization, even with fewer funds. Seeing ourselves as a fellowship, a movement, 
an institution, a network, our task is thus to facilitate and convene so we make use of the many dynamics 
between us.  
 
26. Once again, we do this in mutual accountability, in terms of self-critique and critique, and in sharing 
the real reasons for and signs of hope. This is a unique character of being a follower of Christ: we are not 
afraid of taking responsibility for both our sins and our hope, both the cross and the resurrection, both the 
regret and the affirmations of our contributions. 
 
3. In Changing Landscapes 
 
27. When we in this Norwegian context for this particular central committee meeting in 2016 are reflecting 
on what it means to be on a pilgrimage in changing landscapes, we are inspired by the geography around us, as 
well as the vivid expressions of pilgrimage for women and men of today coming to this city of Trondheim, 
literally walking in these landscapes. We also see that our presence here is a call to open new landscapes 
for those who are pilgrims here and those who guide them or receive them, to help people in this place see 
that they are all called to the great vision of justice and peace in the world and in themselves. 
 
28. We are also here in the area of the Sami peoples, and they remind us of the deep connection between 
land, people and identity. The days before our central committee meeting, there has been a significant 
consultation among representatives from indigenous peoples and churches around the world here in 
Trondheim. Their statement will be made known to us through media and their contributions belong to 
our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.  
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29. The metaphor “changing landscapes” requires some reflection. One of the reasons for trust and 
stability is that at least some parts of our landscapes remain the same. For the population making their 
living from fishing off the coasts of Norway, the old mountains gave clear points for orientation, even 
conveying the sense of belonging and connection to home. So the idea of a possible change of landscapes 
could be a threat rather than something exciting. And I am sure many would recognize that we want 
something to be stabilized, not changing. 
  
30. There are at least three relevant aspects that make sense to talk about “changing landscapes” in our 
context as a meaningful metaphor:  
 

a) There are different ways to see the landscapes, different perspectives visible to us through 
changing light, changing weather and seasons.  
 

b) We are assessing differences because we are moving, describing and comparing, learning and 
making stories to be told and to be understood about the landscapes. 

 
c) Landscapes are cultivated through care, agriculture, or may be developed through buildings, 

roads or other constructions. We must not forget the landscapes that are changing through 
lack of care, ignorance, or activities that lead to deterioration, destruction, or even catastrophes 
where new barriers dividing people and life may come into being. This is our interaction with 
reality, an accountability we cannot move, or fly away from. What we know is that we can 
participate in the work of the creator by serving the life of the creation and the life of 
communities. 

 
31. As you hear, the metaphor of landscapes leads us to the three-fold scheme of doing theology in a 
context: to see, to assess, to act. We also realize that the landscape metaphor brings us to another 
connection between metaphor, faith, and reality. It is in this dynamic our hope is developing. 
 
32. All three aspects in different combinations play into our reflection on pilgrimage of justice and peace. 
In very concrete meanings and in more symbolic meanings, we see changing landscapes, changing realities 
around us that have relevance for what the pilgrimage of justice and peace means. 
 
33. We do not use these metaphors only for rhetorical effect. It is to make us aware that we are really in 
this world, in nature, in God’s creation, not living in an abstract state, when we are talking about our life 
together as churches and our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. We should be attentive to the landscape 
around us, just as you are when you are literally walking and not driving or flying over a landscape. The 
pilgrimage theme is both an image and a reality, as are the symbols, the sacraments, the concepts of church 
and the world, so too with the ecumenical movement and the World Council of Churches. 
 
34. We know that communication belongs at the heart of being on a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. We 
cannot give account of the reality around us, or articulate our hope if we are not communicating this to 
one another and to the world. To share is to inform, but also to bring a challenge and a motivation into 
different contexts.  Over the last two years we have been developing new means of communication, 
introducing greater flexibility, more images, more voices, more faces, more ideas, and more sharing. We 
are understanding communication as a dimension of what we are doing and how we are doing it, not only 
telling about we have done and where we have been. The objectives for our work in communication are to 
develop a more thorough practice of giving account and analysis of our struggles, injustices and 
destructive conflicts, but also to communicate how people of faith share hope and are acting to create 
hope, in all contexts and landscapes. 
 
4. Moving in Changing Landscapes 
 
35. Let me share some observations in changing landscapes of great relevance for the work of the WCC 
over the last years. I cannot have any ambition of giving a total picture, but will offer some pictures of 
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relevance for determining where we are and where we are going. We see these through the lens of our 
Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.  
 

a. The ecumenical landscapes 
36. We ought first to reflect on where we are in our hopes for the unity of the church and the many 
expressions of stronger relations between our churches. In different ways we can see that the agendas and 
objectives of the WCC are shared more widely, and there are new openings for working with member 
churches and ecumenical partners. Consistently cultivating relationships with international organizations 
yields substantial contributions. 
  
37. There are many signs of how member churches are bringing expectations and commitment to the 
work and role of the council. It can be seen in involvement and participation in our work and in 
willingness to maintain or even increase contributions in times of financial challenges. The pilgrimage 
theme has been transformed into many initiatives by member churches and partner organizations, such 
that relating to the WCC is much more than following a programme from Geneva. Rather it is about being 
involved in the same movement and objectives from within different contexts and from different 
perspectives. The visits to many member churches, and participating in events at regional or national 
levels, have been significant opportunities to find new expressions of what this pilgrimage means. 
  
38. In the wider ecumenical landscape we see some significant developments. The pilgrimage approach to 
ecumenical relations is strongly emphasized in Pope Francis’ messages on several occasions addressing the 
call to unity and common witness and service in the world. This has been expressed also in his address to 
the WCC as we celebrated 50 years of the Joint Working Group with the Roman Catholic Church last 
year. The openness to new ways for seeking the unity and common life of churches was also recently 
expressed in the meeting in Cuba between Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church and Pope 
Francis. Incidentally, in Cuba the churches just celebrated the 75th anniversary of the Council of Churches 
of Cuba, one of the oldest councils of this kind in the world.  The meeting between the WCC and World 
Evangelical Alliance leadership teams in Bossey last month is another sign of how there are merging 
objectives and agendas in addressing the call to contribute to justice and peace in the world. We also had a 
meeting for renewing the relationships between the WCC and the United Bible Societies in Bossey 
recently. We find that most of the themes of the programme of WEA and the UBS correspond to 
programmes in the WCC. Even more encouraging, I find that knowing that we have overlapping 
constituencies, we also are identifying more overlapping agendas. A lot of these common agendas are 
addressing how we can offer hopeful Christian witness for people experiencing injustices, conflict, lack of 
security, even persecution. Acknowledgment of places of hurt in the world and the efforts to reflect our 
life-giving hope in Christ play out in new ways. 
  
39. Within our analysis we unfortunately also see new divisions. Some are more focused on the protection 
of national identity, culture, territories, and often privileges. When borders are closed in Europe to 
refugees in urgent need for protection and help, because of the overt or disguised reason that they are 
Muslims, with the argument that this is in the interest of the Christian heritage and values, we have to say 
that is not an expression of Christian heritage and values.  We need to nurture a common understanding 
of how we inspire hope and overcome fear when we are facing challenges and crises like these, giving 
priority to the human needs of those who have nothing. This is really about giving priority to those who 
need their human dignity and rights respected, and about giving them hope. 
 
40. There are other challenges to the unity of the church experienced within the churches and the 
communions of churches. Some of them are related to different understandings of how best to provide 
direction and hope for the life we live in our closest relations of love and loyalty. As the churches find 
methods to deal with these challenges to their unity, the WCC should be offering a space to reflect on 
these challenges together in an atmosphere of trust and openness. The WCC does offer a way of 
practicing mutual accountability to one another through the procedures and practice of consensus-
building. In that way we build consensus for common decisions through active listening to one another. 
We also build a sense of accountability to the differences by distinguishing between where we do have 
consensus and where we do not have, or in which part of an issue we have consensus and in which we do 
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not. This opens us up for conversations about difficult issues in an atmosphere where we do not have to 
make majority-based decisions overruling those in the minority. This also makes us able to promote 
initiatives to discern how we can live in our fellowship with the remaining differences. 
 
41. To give life to our hope, we have to focus on how our shared faith in Christ calls us to relationship, 
before we define the differences in interpretations and traditions. We should emphasize the significance of 
what we do share in our faith in the crucified and resurrected Christ, and understand that it exists prior to 
other dimensions of our belief and expressions of faith in words and deeds. These principles and methods 
of the WCC, operating on a basis of consensus, can also give inspiration to churches and communions 
dealing with their differences and divisions.  
 

b. In the landscapes of suffering and war 
42. The WCC has had ambitious programmes in different landscapes since the last central committee. The 
commitment to address certain conflicts within countries where our churches are struggling for justice and 
peace has been expressed in visits to accompany and to contribute to peace processes. Colleagues and 
partners, members of our governing bodies, including the leadership of the central committee, have been 
actively involved in visits and initiatives in this sense. 
  
43. We need to continue to focus on what a just peace means and how it can be pursued in all the different 
contexts in which we are called to offer signs of hope. I am convinced that in all contexts and landscapes 
we are in, we should be the voice that brings the focus and effort to establish a just peace. To end the 
suffering of the people and bring a platform of justice for a sustainable peace must be the highest priority. 
We have continued to emphasize that there is no military solution to the war in Syria. We have insisted on 
pursuing the peace processes as the highest priority, to stop the senseless wars and killings and the 
consequences for the whole population of Syria. As the effect of the war now has even more implications 
for other countries, particularly Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, but also the great flow of refugees to 
Europe, the constantly remaining question is how to end the war itself. Several encounters with the UN 
envoy to Syria, Steffan de Mistura, have confirmed the importance of the churches nationally and globally 
in these efforts, as well as inter-faith dialogues for this purpose. 
 
44. The values, the attitudes, the willingness to work for a just peace take place in all four dimensions that 
we have developed in our call to just peace. Since Jamaica in 2011, we have together called for just peace 
in the communities, in the market places, among the people and the nations, and with the earth. 
   
45. In all these contexts I see different roles for the WCC involvement. First of all, it is to support and 
secure the presence of churches and their representatives in the initiatives for peace. This is a primary task 
for the WCC. We do so in cooperation with other ecumenical partners, like the regional ecumenical 
organizations and national councils of churches, the specialized ministries and other ecumenical actors. 
This is to get a constructive dynamic between being local and knowing what is going on and with whom to 
work for just peace, and being connected to an international fellowship of churches with the relations, 
experiences and the freedom to act and speak in other ways than the local and national church can do. 
Further, we can facilitate work together with international partners and organizations, e.g., the UN 
agencies, to mobilize attention to and support for initiatives that can lead to a just peace.  
 
46. Our role is also to be part of the spirituality of peace, the prayers, the preaching and teaching that open 
the spaces for the real conversations – the mutually accountable encounters that can speak both about the 
sins and the hope, seen in the light of our faith in Christ. That means we need resilience in caring for the 
values, the attitudes, and the willingness to work for a just peace whatever happens. 
 
47. Critically we can ask what has been achieved, whether our involvement makes a difference. This 
cannot be answered sweepingly and in a generalized way. We could wish we had more power to be heard 
and seen, particularly to strengthen even more the role of the churches in establishing just peace. 
Nevertheless, the role of the churches, and their strength when united for the sake of peace in a nation or 
a region, is affirmed in so many contexts. I am grateful and deeply impressed by how many of our member 
churches and ecumenical partners contribute to the peace processes. 
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48. Some of you, accompanied by staff, have been involved in this work for peace, as have I. For that 
purpose we have visited Korea, Ukraine, Lebanon (to address the situation in Syria and Iraq), Israel and 
Palestine, South Sudan, Burundi, Colombia, Nigeria, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. These have 
all been real expressions of the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, and should be understood as such in a 
spiritual and practical way. These have been pilgrimages of listening, caring, accompanying, assessing, 
acting together in advocacy and building relations of justice and peace. 
 
49. This year we focus particularly on the needs for just peace in the Middle East, giving new attention to 
the conflict between Israel and Palestine. We have no other agenda than just peace for both people. We 
have a significant expression of the pilgrimage of justice and peace in our Ecumenical Accompaniment 
Programme in Palestine and Israel, and we are revising and renewing it with our partners to make it as 
relevant as possible. We do see – together with the accompaniers – the daily incidents of injustices and 
problems for the people in the occupied territories, and the lack of peace for the Israeli and the Palestinian 
peoples. Many with us do see that this an issue of justice that must be addressed to avoid even worse 
realities for both peoples. The occupation and its effects create an impossible situation that must be 
addressed to find a way toward peace. We are also this year particularly working strategically with our 
member churches in the USA to discuss how this aspect can become a shared basis for advocacy in the 
American context for a just peace.  
 
50. The WCC has had a strong and on-going commitment to work for nuclear disarmament, and since the 
last central committee meeting we have also addressed the enormous risks of our use of nuclear power to 
produce electricity. I visited Japan, including the affected Fukushima area, after the breakdown of the 
nuclear power plant. A group of several church leaders led by Bishop Mary Ann Swenson visited 
Hiroshima last year, making significant contributions to this particular call to accountability and respect for 
the hope for peace for humanity. 
 
51. We have established a network of peace initiatives. Last week we gathered church participants from 
several of these countries for a workshop in Johannesburg, South Africa commemorating 40 years since 
the Soweto massacre. The churches share with one another, from different parts of the world, how we are 
fulfilling our role of being peacemakers and calling for justice. 
  
52. How we share the experiences and the wisdom that we are gaining, often in a very costly way, belongs 
also to our legacy of ecumenical formation. Therefore, the costly unity and the accounts of hope we are 
seeking have to be developed through formation and education. The investments we make in our 
ecumenical formation programmes are significant, because they are investments in people and their 
development as church leaders and activists, bringing signs of hope into all kinds of contexts. I am 
encouraged to meet former Bossey students on my visits to countries and churches. I get a strong sense 
that they are resource persons for the work for unity in each place, but also a source of inspiration for 
building communities of justice and peace. 
   
53. We have initiated new short-term courses of diakonia instead of offering individual scholarships for 
students of diaconal work. We believe that this is serving the churches and the entire ecumenical 
movement, building capacities to be agents of hope. 
 

c. The landscapes of religion and violence 
54. Religion should be a source of hope. Where it becomes a motivation to support the interests of a few, 
their power and even their abuse of power into violence, going so far as to build communities based on 
such a violent expression of religion, we see the extreme anti-metaphor of a Pilgrimage of Justice and 
Peace. We do see examples of religion as a motivation for violent actions and attitudes, and we have to 
admit that for many human beings religions represent more of a problem than a blessing and 
encouragement. 
  
55. The issue of violence and religion will be dealt with in this meeting. It is an issue in the changing 
landscape of how religion may be explicitly used for legitimizing extreme positions and violence, even if 
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there is no support from religious leaders. Initiatives to address these challenges in a joint inter-faith 
framework have been pursued by the WCC over the last years. 
 
56. We have prepared a conversation through a text shared with you before the meeting, to bring our 
wisdom together on the theme of religion and violence in this meeting. This is a moment where we can try 
to understand how the violence against groups identified by religion or violence committed in the name of 
religion, is growing and threatening people in all continents. 
  
57. We also see that the willingness to address needs for justice and peace more and more dominate the 
inter-religious dialogues and encounters in which we are involved as WCC. We have sought conversations 
among Christians and Muslims in Syria and in Nigeria. After the summer the WCC will participate in 
launching a Muslim-Christian monitoring centre in Nigeria, an exercise about “being in the shoes of the 
other” in terms of seeing, assessing and walking with the other. This is a model developed after an 
international and interfaith visit three years ago. It has now grown into a new and remarkable initiative for 
justice and peace. We shall monitor together, as Muslims and Christians in Nigeria, the violence – 
particularly targeting religious groups or motivated by religious affiliation. We also want to see this institute 
be a model for what can be done in other contexts and countries. 
   
58. Another expression of interreligious cooperation for justice and peace has been the joint project with 
the International Labour Organization to support Muslim-Christian initiatives in Egypt to address social 
justice and access to decent work. This has received a lot of positive attention as a sign of hope for how 
we can join forces to achieve a better future for young people living together in a multi-religious context 
with many challenges. 
  
59. These initiatives are driven by a sense of accountability to the hope given in Christ that the will of 
God-Creator should be done also for those who are not believers in Christ. 
 
60. Domestic violence, particularly against women and children, are affecting approximately 15 per cent of 
all women in the world. Some of this violence is accepted as part of life without being addressed as an 
attack on humanity, on all humanity. Could we imagine ignoring a report saying that 15 per cent of the 
world population is tortured now and then? This is not to be disconnected from the reflection of violence 
and religion. We have to admit that those who commit domestic violence and those who are victims of it, 
belong also to religious communities. For several years the WCC has been leading the campaign 
“Thursdays in Black” to combat rape and violence against women. This is an initiative that deserves 
attention and support, particularly from men. 
 
61. Moreover, we find that there are religious practices and cultures that can legitimize this kind of 
violence through ideas about superiority, domination and privilege of men versus women, and falsely 
claiming a right to use violence in the education of children. This dreadful legitimation continues through 
acceptance of women being discriminated against as part of patriarchal societies or as a result of 
consumerism related to sex, or unquestioned economic injustices that lead to abuse of women or child 
workers. These problems are interconnected. What we have to admit is that they also are connected to 
practices and teaching of religion, and that even texts of religions are used to justify attitudes of this kind.  
 
62. When we as WCC reflect on the multifaceted connections between religion and violence, we must do 
so by being accountable to our hope in both senses elaborated above. We have to be critically accountable 
for ways in which religion and also our Christian religion can be a motivation for fundamentalism, 
absolutism, exclusion, enmity and even violence. Moreover, we must be accountable to the resources of 
hope for creating nonviolent, vibrant, life-promoting communities and relations focusing on the best and 
most constructive dimensions of religion and those who are followers of religious faith. We have to go 
beyond saying that it is about abuse or misunderstanding of religion; it is also about using religious texts, 
authorities and practises in a non-accountable way. 
  
63. None of us can use a reference to God or any religion to legitimate destructive and provocative actions 
of violence. None of us should try, and none of us should get away with using religion to crush, to destroy 
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or to deny other human beings their right to have hope. They are all created in the image of God and 
included in the love and power of the crucified and resurrected Jesus Christ. Particularly we as Christians 
should be very strong and clear in conveying such messages in the inter-religious dialogues and relations. 
The accountability for our hope should be particularly focused in these landscapes.  
 

d. The landscapes of discrimination, xenophobia and racism 
64. Since we are in Europe, let us reflect on how the situation here received a lot of attention this last year 
due to an unprecedented flow of refugees and migrants seeking to enter Europe via the Mediterranean Sea 
and the Aegean Sea. In other continents there are more displaced persons than here, but they do not get 
the same attention, year after year staying in refugee camps e.g., in Kenya.  
 
65. The refugee “crisis” is a most relevant expression for the refugees and their homelands, the challenge 
to be addressed for the European countries and their citizens. This became very near and clear as the vice-
moderator H.E. Metropolitan Gennadios invited colleagues and me to visit Greece to get first-hand 
information about the refugee situation. In October last year we visited Idomeni, on the border with 
Macedonia, where so many refugees have been blocked from further travels to other European countries. 
Again we saw there and in Athens how the churches locally and nationally use their resources to give hope 
to people who have left everything behind in fear for their lives. 
 
66. Together with European church leaders the WCC organized two consultations to facilitate the sharing 
of knowledge and support among the churches to determine how to react in a way that could give those 
who needed asylum hope of a better life. We did so together with UN agencies, exploring how the civil 
society and particularly the churches and other religious communities in Europe could contribute to 
advocacy, and to addressing the material and social needs of refugees. 
 
67. As churches we have to be firm in our call for justice. The rights of the asylum seekers from Asia, the 
Middle East and Africa are the same as those who benefited from them in the years after they were 
expressed in the Geneva conventions (1951). This is a matter of international law and of justice in a moral 
sense. 
   
68. Among the many reactions to this situation, the growing xenophobia, the racist reactions to people 
from other parts of the world, particularly mixed with Islamophobic connotations, have been alarming. 
The churches are tested in their understanding of what Christian values really are. The tendency to make a 
political gain from the right-wing politics has been disappointing to see, particularly when it is mixed with 
nationalistic and Christian pretentions. 
 
69. The situation in this country of Norway is one we see in other European countries today. The increase 
of asylum seekers has become a political challenge, and to some extent a situation where some are 
provoking polarization in the people. Churches in several countries in Europe have together with other 
partners called for and offered a lot to establish stronger cooperation in this situation. The challenges are 
real and must be handled with wisdom and justice, but they will not be solved by politics nurturing 
attitudes of fear.  
 
70. While we see fewer wars between states than some years ago, be they hot or cold wars, we see many 
conflicts evolving between different groups within one and the same country. This is also manifested in 
the many incidents and even massacres driven by racism. Walls are built to secure and to exclude, to divide 
and to discriminate, whether they are physical walls or not. 
 
71. Here, too, the WCC has had ambitious programmes in different landscapes in the period since Busan. 
In addition to visits to churches in countries experiencing the violence of war, we have organized 
pilgrimages to address injustices, discrimination, violence and conflicts in contexts where the churches 
have called upon us for accompaniment and action. This has resulted in visits by church leaders, members 
of the WCC central committee, colleagues and myself to the USA, to Canada, to South Africa and to 
Brazil. I assume that you have been informed through our website and other sources of information about 
how and when these visits and initiatives have been carried out. 
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72. The reality of racism in the US became a shocking experience for the pilgrimage led by Dr Agnes 
Abuom in April. She shares with insight and passion about this in her report. The interaction between US 
churches and leaders and the wider ecumenical fellowship on these issues is helpful for all. This was also 
what happened during the time of the Programme to Combat Racism, where the interaction for example 
between the civil rights movement in the US and the anti-apartheid movement shaped the discussions and 
the efforts of the WCC. As I mentioned, in South Africa two weeks ago we commemorated 40 years after 
the Soweto Student Uprising, the event that became so important for the fight against the evil of 
apartheid. It reminded us that we have to act, and act together, in urgency, against the systems of racism. 
People are injured and dying, and a just peace must be pursued. The need for a living hope is present, the 
programme finished but the task to overcome racism is ours as well. 
  
73. Jim Wallis has written about “America’s original sin.” Racism is a feature in the history of the USA, 
and it is becoming visible in a new way, even exacerbated by statements in the on-going presidential 
election campaign. Racism is expressed as violent attacks, in practical and subtle discrimination through 
the legal system, or in blunt disrespect for others due to their origin, their ethnic or social background, 
their religion or their political positions. We cannot ignore this growing phenomenon in any country, nor 
in any church nor in the fellowship of churches. This is especially so, since we hoped it should be better 
after years of combatting racism and after improvement through legislation, for example in the USA after 
the strong civil rights movements some decades ago. 
  
74. The expression “original sin” is very appropriate to describe the dimensions of obvious and 
unconscious forms of racism in the US. That nation has a very special history, but it also reflects the reality 
of the world outside it. Therefore, I find it remarkable how the situation there is a mirror that can make 
more visible the landscapes of racism, superiority, privilege, xenophobia, discrimination, division, ethnic-
based violence, hate speech, exclusion, and persecution in other countries and continents. 
 

e. The landscapes in which children (and grandchildren) play 
75. We are all children in the first part of our lives, when we all depend on the care, love and protection of 
others. Later on, we learn that it is our responsibility to give the same to the next generations coming up. 
They definitely need to have space and reasons for hope. Children have the right to trust that there is 
access to nutrition, a home, to care, to nurturing of their spiritual and social needs, to proper education 
and that they have rights to protection from violence and abuse from adults in their close relations. Still, 
this is not the case for so many children in the world. Moreover, we know that religion sometimes 
legitimizes or condones violence against children as part of their upbringing. I belong to the first 
generation that lives with legislation against any form of violence against children in this country. 
  
76. The initiative to have a formal cooperation with UNICEF to protect children, to make churches safe 
spaces for children, to commit ourselves as churches to work for children’s rights and wellbeing, comes as 
a very natural part of our Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. This is also a way to remind ourselves as WCC 
and as churches that human rights are universal, something that corresponds to our deepest theological 
convictions in the faith in the triune God, who has created all of us in the image of God. God, who is 
bringing life and salvation to all of us, does so irrespective of our age and level of education or 
understanding. This is a new track that has been opened for us as WCC, and I am very grateful to 
UNICEF and to our member churches and governing bodies who have strongly supported that we make 
these commitments and also enter into relationships that really can improve our capacities to address the 
rights of children. 
  

f. The landscape of ecology and economy 
77. The landscapes in which the next generations shall have their livelihood, their food and clean water, 
are the landscapes we are living in today. There is not an alternative planet. There is no other alternative to 
leaving this planet in better shape for them than it is now, and definitely there is no alternative but to stop 
the emissions and the destruction of our lands that follows from the way we live, using energy for all kind 
of purposes. 
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78. The WCC involvement to address climate change has been on-going for decades, and we have been a 
leader in mobilizing faith communities to take responsibilities and call all to accountability for the earth, 
our common home. This has become a strong ecumenical and inter-religious agenda, and many of our 
member churches have been and are leading in the national and international discourse and initiatives to 
make the changes required to stop the global warming with all its negative effects. 
   
79. In 2015 pilgrimages for the climate became a new and unprecedented common action around the 
world, inspired by the WCC Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace. I participated here in Trondheim and in 
many other places, also toward the goal of the COP 21 in Paris. Together we handed over more than 1.8 
million signatures from participants in these pilgrimages. From the reactions and the character of the 
discussions in Paris, I am convinced that this faith-based – but open to all – expression has had an effect 
on the politicians in the world and in reaching their agreement. I was asked to address the summit on 
behalf of all faith-based communities present, and I did so by claiming that our word of faith must be a 
word of hope. We can make it, we can make a difference together; it is not too late. We have the right to 
hope that there is a future in this common home for ourselves and our descendants. 
  
80. We have decided to link the work on ecology and economy as we see more clearly how these issues are 
connected in so many ways. The exploitation of resources and the inequalities in the sharing of the fruits 
of economic activity are significant issues of global injustice. Climate change must be addressed by another 
economic model, based on a sustainable use of resources and renewable energy. Moreover, this new green 
economy should not be a privilege for only the industrialized and developed world to benefit from. This 
should be a new opportunity to steward the resources in our common home in a better and fairer way. 
The greed of this world is leading to enormous economic inequalities, but also to the enormous 
destruction of the environment in which we have to live. The cooperation with ecumenical partners on 
this agenda is of great importance, and we are already planning new initiatives to address both ecological 
challenges and concrete challenges in the financial architectures and practices in the world.   

 
g. The landscape of sustainability and development  

81. The UN member states, with the UN agencies and other international organizations, are in an 
implementation phase of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) for 2030. More than before, the 
WCC is asked to be an active partner to many of them in their efforts to reach these very comprehensive 
and ambitious goals. This is indeed not a new landscape for us, but is larger and more relevant as we are 
trying to respond positively and realistically to these invitations. 
  
82. David Navarro, who is coordinating the UN efforts in this respect, said to us and our partners in a 
meeting this winter that due to the holistic character of these goals, there is no way to reach them without 
the active cooperation of faith-based organizations (as they call us). The closeness of religious 
communities to the realties, but also to the people who should have access to the development we are 
aiming at, the value-based approach, the commitments to the international networks, the many 
opportunities to inspire others and offer leadership – all of this and more are special advantages of ours 
that we should be proud of and use for these purposes. 
  
83. We easily get fixated with what is wrong or what can go wrong, which definitely is understandable, but 
we do so without seeing the beauty and the blessings of the lives we have together. There are even more 
signs of hope, of positive development in the world, than we have ever had, and this must not be ignored. 
There are more people above the level of extreme poverty than before, there is a higher percentage of 
children in the world receiving education than ever, there is more access to health services than ever, there 
are more people elevated from poverty over the last decades than before, and there are fewer wars 
between nations than for many years. There are real results of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
up to 2015. 
  
84. In a seminar on how churches and other actors from the labour movement can work together to 
pursue the SDGs, the general director of ILO, Guy Raider, said we are facing two types of crises in the 
world today. The crisis related to development, inequalities, unemployment, social injustice, education, 
health, and so on, are well documented and are addressed in different ways by the UN and its agencies. 
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But there is also another type of crisis, which he called a crisis of values. The diminishing role of values, 
even the absence of the understanding of the need for them, he finds very worrying: “To speak about 
solidarity in some circles where the market and the market economy is highly regarded, gives me a feeling 
like swearing in the church.” 
     
85. I think this shows that it is sometimes others, more than we ourselves, who see the enormous potential 
to address the urgent needs of our times within our value-based communities and common efforts in the 
ecumenical movement.  We are not just looking at the landscapes, or moving in them, we are shaping 
them and cultivating them in so many different ways. We have to acknowledge our own role, without 
becoming self-occupied or self-sufficient. The attitude that corresponds to hope is both courage and 
gentleness, knowing that we are “called out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Peter 5:5 and 2:9).  
   
86. Diakonia is a word we should use more and be more proud of. This is the service of the church, and it 
is something we are now engaging with afresh with many partners, expressed in our advocacy for justice 
and peace, our ministry to the needy, as well as in our daily witness. Together with ACT Alliance we are 
exploring the ecumenical meaning of and commitment to diakonia, finding new ways to demonstrate the 
inclusiveness of all, the service of the local churches, and the international initiatives as our common 
calling. 
 
87. Churches with their many partners have been involved in diaconal ministry since the time of the 
apostles, often long before other parts of society or the states. We are grateful for instruments like ACT 
Alliance in the ecumenical family to provide resources and capacity to increase international and 
ecumenical diakonia and the ability to be part of joint projects. Developing human resources and capacities 
in the churches for work related to health, development, and other areas is a very strategic part also of our 
common efforts in the coming years. We are committed to a stronger cooperation with ACT Alliance, and 
we have a comprehensive initiative for following up a consultation in Malawi in 2014 in this respect. 
 
88. In this meeting we are invited to approve a pastoral letter together to our churches. This is a proposal 
to celebrate the achievement of the last ten years of common efforts to build HIV/AIDS friendly 
churches and to break the stigma and end the exclusion that are so destructive and even dangerous. It is 
also a call and a commitment to continue this work together. The work of EHAIA and of EAA on HIV 
and AIDs are now both ecumenical initiatives under the WCC’s stewardship, and we are thereby 
committing ourselves to continue the efforts to end this pandemic and to address the many attitudes that 
are obstacles to do so.  This work has brought so much hope to those in need of another perspective than 
that of the disease for their lives. The ecumenical endeavours have made a lot of difference to many. The 
contributions from faith-based actors are now seen as one of the most strategic ways to address HIV and 
AIDS, strengthening the knowledge and the support in the communities to make the changes that can 
stop this disease. 
 
5. Conclusion: The Way Forward 
 
89. The challenge before us, friends, is to continue to move together, without fear, with clear motivation in 
our living hope. We must have the role of being the promoter of relations, also of quality of relations, with 
all people of good will who will share our aspirations for building and sharing hope. 
  
90. As sisters and brothers in the ecumenical family, we must be willing to continue to learn from one 
another about the challenges in our landscapes, also in our own, when we do not see them clearly 
ourselves. 
  
91. We must be willing to address the real and greatest challenges for us as humanity. Are we the sign of 
the one humanity God has called us to be? Are we showing that we are able to live with our basic 
identities as human beings and as Christians, embracing the differences we have in parts of our lives, 
pursuing a multifaceted fellowship with courage and real commitment to justice and peace? Are we ready 
to not be the great provider of funds but instead to mobilize resources to be stewarded, shared, and used 
together in the ecumenical family? 



WCC central committee -  Report of the General Secretary Doc. No. GEN 03 Page 14 of 14
 
 
92. Pilgrimage in whatever form – physical, spiritual, mental – must, after our meeting here in Trondheim, 
always challenge us to a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, always seeking the best, in hope. 
  
93. We continue to pray and work for the kingdom of God and God’s will to be present among us here in 
our common home, the earth. We are pilgrims called to see, to assess, to move. We do so in the name of 
our God, the Father, our creator and sustainer; and of the Son, our liberator and saviour, the crucified and 
resurrected Jesus Christ who calls us to follow him; and of the Holy Spirit, giver of life and who creates 
gifts of joy in communion, a life to be nurtured and shared in all landscapes in this world, our common 
home.  And so let us pray:  
 

God of life, together we give thanks for the living hope we are given.  
Give us the wisdom and the courage to give an account of this hope wherever you call us to be, in our pilgrimage for 
justice and peace! 

 


