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MISSION IN THE CONTEXT OF
RACISM, RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AND

RECONCILIATION

Rodney L. Petersen

Christian mission is a majority world initiative in the 21st century. As this
volume makes clear, mission is an endeavor of the global church and not
limited to any one people or racial stock. Yet, mission is still located in the
context of global racism1 – and racism has often provided the foundation
for unjust relationships, even slavery. The opening text on the cover of
John Wesley’s booklet, Thoughts upon Slavery (Wesley, 1774), “And the
Lord said – What has thou done? The vices of thy brother’s blood crieth
unto me from the ground ” (Gen 4),2 expresses a sentiment that underlies
the other event of September 2001, now overshadowed by the terrorist
attack on New York’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon: the “World
Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Re-
lated Intolerance,” held in Durban, South Africa.3

Issues of race and subsequent unjust social relationships have not
only shaped civil politics and church polity through years of growing global-
ization, from the fifteenth century to the present; they continue to provide a
context for contemporary Christian mission. Whether set in the context of
human trafficking, consumer desires and industrial production, or outright
discrimination and identity politics, race sets an agenda for conflict.4 It will
remain to the future to see whether racism, and its destructive outcomes,
or reconciliation under gird by justice will best define mission in the 21st
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century – and the question of global terrorism is not distant from this con-
junction of issues.

At no time in history than since 9/11 has the world more needed a
consciousness of common humanity. Jessica Montell, Israeli human rights
activist, calls the name of the organization that she helped to found, B’Tselem
Elohim, Hebrew for “in the image of God.” This recalls that Jew and Arab,
Hutu and Tutsi, Afrikaner and Bantu, are all made “in the image” (Gen 1:27).5
Lamentably, Miroslav Volf, writing out of his experience in Southeast Eu-
rope, finds the concept of “otherness” to be the defining theological issue
for our times. What does it mean, he asks, to welcome equally cetnik and
ustashe? Or, from the perspective in North America, to so welcome Native
peoples, Euro-American and Asian, African, or the multitude of others who
now populate American continent?6 Thoughts like these must shape a con-
temporary mission mentality.

Racism and Slavery
The Christian movement and its churches have had a mixed record on the
race issue, particularly since the fifteenth century. This is only intensified
when we consider racism in relation to justice and reconciliation. The Christ-
mas rebellion of 1831, led by newly baptized Deacon Samuel Sharpe in
Jamaica, may be seen as leading to the English Reform Bill of 1834, thus
ending race-based slavery in the British Empire. Churches have been quick
to claim the moral benefits of ending slavery; few have acknowledged their
depth of complicity.7 In Jamaica alone, the Act of Emancipation (1838) that
granted “full freedom” to approximately 320,000 black slaves was followed
by compensation of £20,000,000 to former slave-owners, leaving the newly
freed unattended. Race-based slavery may have ended, but racism con-
tinued. It has sometimes been said that the eighteenth century saw the end
of white slavery, the nineteenth century the end of black slavery, yet today
we find conditions in central Africa or Southeast Asia that are similar. Some
have even been tempted to find parallels here with contemporary corpo-
rate scandals and the treatment received by local populations respecting
global capitalism.8 Writing on racism in the eighteenth century, John Wesley
insisted on the social and spiritual ills attributable to slavery for master and
slave alike.

Long and serious reflections upon the nature and consequences of slavery
have convinced me, that it is a violation both of justice and religion; that it is
dangerous to the safety of the community in which it prevails; that it is de-
structive to the growth of arts and sciences; and lastly, that it produces a
numerous and very fatal train of vices, both in the slave, and in his master.9
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American culture has been shaped by the politics of race.10 We
may not like this. We may try to deny this. We may not move beyond this
even though the social and personal ills attributable to slavery have long
been documented. Recent events and court cases continue to revolve
around this issue that has divided American culture since the European
settlement of these lands.11 It is not only an American issue. It is one that
the historical sociologist W. E. B. DuBois said would divide the twentieth
century. And it did. That century began with the Armenian genocide, passed
through the Holocaust, and ended with the atrocities of southeast Europe
and Rwanda.12 It was a century torn by the imposition of ethnic and racial
boundaries and the struggle to overcome them.13 The twenty-first century
is beginning with the same cadence of racial intolerance. The problems of
alienation, resentment, and violence that we face are global.

Each of us is invited to join the conversation about racism and its
relationship to justice and reconciliation differently.14 Racism, discrimina-
tory behavior or prejudice towards those of another race, has been defined
in terms of its ideological, structural and historic significance for the strati-
fication of population in order to promote or maintain privilege. Race, along
with socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, religion and other factors,
shapes how a person views the world. While race and culture interrelate,
they are not the same. Nevertheless, the extent to which a person’s color,
or ethnic identity, becomes an overt or covert source of discrimination af-
fects behaviors that encourage good or poor communication, social cohe-
sion and division, and effect or impede conflict resolution.15 Social discrimi-
nation, xenophobia, ill-treatment of the most vulnerable, violence and rape
and the economic consequences that follow were all aspects of racism
addressed by the World Conference.

The destructive effects of racism in America are well documented
from the quays of Charleston, to the auction blocks of Anacostia and the
banks of Boston.16 In the American setting this has been most often white
racism respecting persons of African descent. Orlando Patterson summa-
rizes the toll that racism took upon a people. He cites broken bloodlines
with their impact upon gender relations, crises in marriage and family life
among African-Americans. The impact upon images of masculinity and
patterns of social accountability are further described.17 All of this bears
itself out in current crime statistics.18 The effect of a racist social reality
upon the youth of America is detailed in its chilling reality by Fred Smith.19

While the recently published, Reporting Civil Rights, tracks the way in which
American society began to deal with the crisis of racism in the latter half of
the twentieth century racism continues like a festering wound in the Ameri-
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can body politic.20 Randall Robinson calls the slavery which lies behind
racism a human rights crime that “produces its victims ad infinitum long
after the active stage of the crime has ended.”21

Lawrence H. Mamiya applies the challenge of racist America to black
church life, one of the places in which African Americans have found
strength to overcome a history of abuse.22 Drawing upon the national study
of black churches completed by Mamiya and C. Eric Lincoln,23 Mamiya
defines a role for the black church in its critique of white Christianity and
American society, its maintenance of a holistic ministry, and push for
multiculturalism in America. In the face of discrimination, African American
Christianity found its way forward at the Bluestone Church in Virginia, Mother
Bethel in Philadelphia, and the First African Meeting House in Boston.
Churches like these have offered a general sense of empowerment to an
often dispirited community. This follows a history of Christian evangelism
as Africans were converted to the practice of Christianity, participated in
the American Revolutionary War, and helped to build the nation, making
possible its prosperity. The irony of this challenge is that it stands as an
outrage against white exclusivism in churches called to represent a new
and inclusive humanity (I Peter 2:9-10).

A “restorative justice” is a way of dealing with this harm. John de
Gruchy, long involved with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC)
in South Africa, writes that, “reconciliation is about restorative justice.”24 If
we do not see the harm, it is difficult to find the way ahead. On the basis of
her experience working in southeast Europe as a part of the Preventive
Diplomacy and Conflict Resolution Program, Center for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies, Olga Botcharova found that no skill training for problem
solving was possible so long as feelings of trauma were left unaddressed
and a sense of victimhood remained. Achieving forgiveness made it pos-
sible for parties to move forward toward reconciliation.25

The irony is that while there is a need, American society is becom-
ing more retributive and less restorative. This, at least, is the conclusion of
David Garland in a major work of social and criminological analysis over
the past quarter century.26 It is highlighted in the response of the United
States government following the attacks September 11, 2001. In fact, one
author has recently argued that our political system and the impact of sla-
very upon American society have helped to define the treatment meted out
to those who have broken the law and are deemed criminals.27 As in the
effort to end legal apartheid in South Africa, churches here have an oppor-
tunity to work together and in concert with other religious and ethical tradi-
tions toward justice that is restorative.28 The work of mission societies can
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be especially valuable here as they are frequently the churches’ leading
edge for individual and communal renewal.29

John Dawson argues that a faith-based effort toward ending hatred
constitutes the agenda for churches and individual Christians in the twenty-
first century.30 Racism shapes mission and is an agenda for mission. Cen-
tral to Dawson’s argument is the need to overcome global racism, not just
Black and White relations in North America, but the hatred that exists be-
tween Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda, racial strife in new world cities, postcolonial
states, and ethno-religious convulsions in Europe. In analyzing what he
refers to as the “wounds of the world," Dawson finds racism endemic to
many of the conflicts around the world today. The outline that he develops
for finding the way forward through forgiveness to reconciliation involves
restitution or restorative justice.

Restorative Justice
So what do we do with racism? Justice, the determination of what is right
and fair, might compel us to do a variety of things. Retaliatory justice might
call forth a race war. Punitive justice would wish harm to come to the of-
fender. Distributive justice would call forth an equitable division of goods.
Compensatory justice might foster Affirmative Action Plus. Restorative jus-
tice seeks to repair damage done. Each of these justice scenarios is a
possible fore view of this century, shaped as well by a possible scarcity of
resources and environmental collapse.31

How do we measure the damage done by racism? This is not a
question that can be answered in the abstract. Furthermore, our very effort
to work at the problem can easily be subject to misunderstanding, suspi-
cion, and disinterest because of previous failed attempts to deal adequately
with issues of human identity and racial difference.32 Hatred and contempt
easily manifest themselves because of a deeper fear of talking about the
problem or desire to control the outcome while failing to deal with deeper
issues. Some may even fear that American society as presently consti-
tuted cannot establish or safeguard the humanity of African Americans,
giving violence some measure of legitimacy.33 Appropriately, Robert J.
Schreiter writes about the cost of reconciliation. Christian faith has recog-
nized this in its doctrine(s) of the atonement that reaches directly into its
understanding of the nature of divinity.34 Few have drawn this out as co-
gently for contemporary human relations as has René Girard with his theory
of mimetic violence and social scapegoating.35 Because restorative justice
draws us to the deepest core of our identity, many have found it uniquely
related to spiritual or religious perspectives.36
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Apology and Reparations
Dealing seriously with the issue of racism draws us to the question of repa-
rations for the fact of slavery. Is an apology for slavery in order? Is an
apology sufficient? The years immediately prior to 9/11 were called the Age
of Apology.37 At the writing of this chapter American society seems shaped
by a conflicted attitude of retribution. What becomes mere rhetoric in the
domain of apology and what makes for a rhetoric of apology that is linked to
restorative justice and meaningful reconciliation? Do we even want racial
reconciliation if it brings up the painful question of slavery?

After all, history is a trail littered with the detritus of history.38 How
do we address a past that is past? Forgive and forget? Can we take re-
sponsibility for the past? Do we want to do this? What makes European
and Euro-American racism so difficult to countenance, particularly as it
draws us to slavery and its consequences, is that it was not slavery borne
of victory in conflict so much as the direct, forcible enslavement of a popu-
lation for purposes of empire.39 Whether in the American setting or in other
regions of the world experiencing the wounds of history, especially those
related to racial abuse, it becomes a question of asking whether we really
feel we have an obligation to open up the domain of such abuse to an
analysis involving restorative justice.

To do so, we might follow a series of questions developed by Janna
Thompson to guide our thinking as we negotiate the terrain between ven-
geance and forgiveness. It might first be asked whether we have an histori-
cal obligation to repair the harm that has arisen from the practice of sla-
very.40 Those who were shoved through the gates of the Cape Coast castles
are no longer among us. The Irish Famine is over. The agony of Kosovo
must be worked out. Bantu and Afrikaner must live together without prey-
ing upon one another. Palestinian and Israeli peoples are every bit as hu-
man as one another. Must we who are alive pay for the deeds of the dead?
We honor treaties, legal contracts, deeds and entitlements which prede-
cessors have made. Positive historical obligations like these draw us to the
dark side of obligations, or reparations.41

Second, there is the question of what is owed? In the case of sla-
very, the history of Liberia reminds us that we cannot return to conditions
ante enslavement. There is no compensation equal in value. Whether it is
the recovery of a West Africa ante-fifteenth century, a Greater Serbia ante-
thirteenth century, or a Native America before the waves of European colo-
nization, it cannot happen. So the question becomes, what can victims
claim in light of historical injustice?42 There is contrition. There is apology.
However, as the critics of the TRC have argued, some people made it
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through with very little accountability.43 When does apology, even contri-
tion, seem to allow for impunity?44 How do we open the way for a future so
as not to remain in a past cycle of anger and resentment that only yields
further retribution and violence?45 Restorative justice provides a set of prin-
ciples and practices to enable discussion toward what might be reparative
acts. Restorative justice can authenticate apology.

Third, if restorative justice principles can enable a discussion of
what might constitute reparative acts, certainly this discussion needs to be
set in a wider context of obligations and entitlements faced by the living.
Bad consequences can come from dwelling on the injustices of the past,
particularly when they impact the present negatively. As in our personal
lives, so in corporate life, dwelling on past resentments can yield acts of
revenge that only fuel a continuing cycle of anger and violence. Justice
must be concerned about the equitable distribution of goods not only in
relation to the past, but primarily for existing people. The present cannot be
held hostage to the past.

Fourth, how far back do we reach in seeking to right wrongs? Think-
ing only of the history of the West for the past two millennia: Does Christian
and Jewish treatment of one another count from the second century? What
about Constantinopolitan politics in the fifth and sixth centuries respecting
populations in the Eastern Mediterranean basin? Christians and Muslims
have had difficulties since the seventh century. How about the English and
the Irish since the twelfth century? And do we consider Africans in the
fifteenth century or Mennonites in the sixteenth century? Then there is the
twentieth century.

These four questions open us to the place of restorative justice: 1)
Do I have an obligation? 2) What is the nature of that obligation? 3) How
does this obligation fit into a wider context of community? 4) How far do we
need to go to root out the problem? Restorative justice is a conception of
justice that offers a way to repair harm, restore relationship and build com-
munity. The discovery or rediscovery in some national settings, of tradi-
tional ways of dealing with crime and community harm has been a stimulus
to restorative justice thinking. The Maori and Melanesian communities in
the Pacific, native peoples in North America, African ideas of ubuntu and
other peoples and ideas have contributed to this movement. 46 Similarly, it
is argued that attitudes in Western societies became more retributive and
punitive after the 12th century.47 Justice became the business of judges
and lawyers in a process that was increasingly complex and costly, while
citizens were relegated to jury duty. The contemporary idea of restorative
justice draws from these streams, not so as to eliminate our present justice
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system, but so as to promote a more restorative approach to crime.48

The Terms of Restorative Justice
The concept of restorative justice involves three aspects. First, restorative
justice asks us to view crime through the lens of impact upon the parties to
a crime (the victim, the offender, and the community).49 From this perspec-
tive crime is more than lawbreaking and justice is more than punishing or
treating the offender. Rather, a restorative justice focuses on the damage
done to people and relationships, holding that justice should be about re-
pairing harm. The focus of justice is shifted to the harmed party rather than
the breaking of a law. Presently, our justice system puts victims last after
the consideration of the needs of the State. Writing about the efficacy of
restorative justice to deal more appropriately with crime, lawyer Dan Van
Ness argues, first, if crime is more than lawbreaking then justice requires
that we work to heal victims, communities, and offenders who have been
injured by crime. Second, victims, communities and offenders should have
opportunities for active involvement in the justice process as early and as
fully as possible. Third, we must re-think the relative roles and responsibili-
ties of the government and the community. “Government is responsible for
preserving a just order and the community for establishing a just peace.”50

If racism and the unjust social relationships that flow from it are seen as
harm inflicted on a community then it is the community that must deal with
racism.

A leading theorist of restorative justice, Mennonite scholar Howard
Zehr, writes that defining harm and what needs to be done to repair it re-
quires the input of those most affected by crime, victims and community
members. The first question to be asked, about the nature of the harm,
implies assessment. The second question, about what needs to be done,
calls for a case plan. The third question, about responsibility, seeks to de-
termine roles.51 A “case” is no longer simply an offender, but instead, a
victim, community and an offender. In other words, the whole community
must deal with racism.

Viewing a case through this three dimensional lens is the systemic
change in criminal justice sought by restorative justice. It transforms inter-
ventions so as to promote public safety, sanctioning and rehabilitation. Barry
Stuart writes from his perspective as a Judge in the Canadian Yukon: “Crime
should never be the sole or even primary business of the state, if real dif-
ferences are sought in the well-being of individuals, families, and communi-
ties. The structure, procedures, and evidentiary rules of the formal criminal
justice process coupled with most justice officials’ lack of knowledge and
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connection to (the parties) affected by crime preclude the state from acting
along to achieve transformative change.”52 Or, as put in London by Tony
Marshall, “Restorative justice is a process whereby the parties with a stake
in a particular offense come together to resolve collectively how to deal
with the aftermath of the offense and its implications for the future.” 53

Restorative justice is also about how we choose to deal with crime.
It is not about one process or another, such as victim-offender mediation.54

Instead, restorative justice is a set of principles that may orient the general
practice of any agency or group with respect to crime. It is a problem-
solving approach that seeks to involve the parties themselves and the com-
munity where possible, in an active relationship with appropriate legal juris-
dictions. It is even a process that can occur when the victim does not wish
to meet directly with the offender. For example, an empowering verbal im-
pact statement delivered in the courtroom can also be viewed as restor-
ative. A community service project that seeks input from the victim and
involves the offender and community members in defining and meeting a
genuine community need is a legitimate practice. What is critical in restor-
ative justice is the focus on stakeholder involvement in repairing the harm
caused by the crime.

One way to enlist and empower community involvement is through
the circle process.55 The value of using a circle is found in a number of
areas. It fosters a shared sense of leadership and equality. It permits visual
contact among all participants at all times. It offers a sense of focus. It
permits connection. It stimulates respect and mutual accountability. Circles
seek input from all involved and they encourage all to participate. Circle
guidelines are clear and immediate. There are to be no interruptions when
one is not the recognized speaker. Persons are asked to speak respect-
fully and honestly, to listen when others are speaking, to speak as briefly
as possible to make one’s point, and to speak with confidentiality.

The objective of restorative justice is to balance the three basic
community expectations of safety, accountability and competency devel-
opment.56 At this point most in the restorative justice movement finds a
confluence of values among the three parties to a crime in the following
way. The goal for the offender should be the development of social compe-
tency. In other words, offenders who enter the juvenile system should exit
more capable then when they entered. Those involved in the harm of rac-
ism should be more aware of its reality and their culpability. The goal for the
victim should be accountability achieved. In other words, when an offense
occurs, there is an obligation to the victim and, often, to the community that
must be met. The goal for the community should be community safety. In
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other words, the justice system has a responsibility to protect the public.
Does restorative justice “work?” There is a growing body of litera-

ture that assesses the viability of restorative justice principles and prac-
tices with respect to juvenile crime, adult misdemeanor and felony crime.
This literature comes from a variety practices and represents different crimi-
nal behaviors.57 It also represents different global cultures.58 Assuming the
positive nature of this evidence, the question for us is how does this move-
ment in the criminal court system apply to the church, to mission boards,
or even in a more diffuse way to Christianity as a movement?

Restorative Justice, Churches and Faith Communities
There is a generally consistent emphasis throughout the restorative justice
movement on the importance of spirituality and spiritual values. This has
included a continuing vision for churches and Christian involvement in its
various manifestations. Churches as well as para-church groups like Prison
Fellowship, the Alternatives to Violence Program (AVP), and Partakers have
emerged supportive of restorative justice. There are at least three reasons
for this from a strictly utilitarian perspective for civic culture. First, faith com-
munities are an important place for community integration. This includes
the reintegration of ex-offenders into life outside of incarceration.59 Second,
they are a source for the kinds of voluntary efforts that are needed in suc-
cessful restorative justice work. Third, from a strictly sociological perspec-
tive, churches and other faith communities provide an independent value
and institutional base from that of the state or local civic jurisdiction.60 They
are places where those standing in some degree of alienation from society
can begin to find wholeness and healing.

But faith communities and churches in particular, need to look for
more than simply their utilitarian value to society. We would like to think that
they foster a forgiveness that moves toward reconciliation and that recon-
ciliation is grounded in justice, the meeting place of truth, mercy, justice,
and peace (Psalm 85:10).61 To be reconciled to another, not merely to toler-
ate the other, means that change is required on the part of both parties as
we seek the restoration of each other. Another way to refer to such pat-
terns of relationship is to use the term “reparative” justice or even “transfor-
mative” justice. This perspective about how we might live together draws
upon the Hebrew Bible, or both Old and New Testament assumptions –
and also upon the best wisdom traditions of indigenous peoples and other
religions or faith traditions. It emphasizes the humanity of both victims and
victimizers. It seeks to repair social connections, to foster peace rather
than retribution against offenders.
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In other words, the values inherent to the ethos of the Christian
movement are those that should support and promote ideas of restorative
justice.62 The New Testament supports a "restorative" approach to crime.63

The Sermon on the Mount introduces a revolutionary concept, the notion of
forgiveness. Forgiveness is central to helping to heal the wounds inflicted
by crime, for victims, for offenders, and for the community. This is bound up
with the New Testament idea of "turning the other cheek" while still holding
offenders accountable.64 According to René Girard, Christ breaks the mythic
cycle of violence that relies on an all too frequent "scapegoating" of offend-
ers (e.g., social ostracism, imprisonment). The challenge for Christians in
the criminal justice system today is the need to reconcile a theology of
unconditional love and forgiveness with the need to ensure public safety
and respect for the rule of law. This challenge also comes with divisive
social issues like that of racism. The restorative justice movement pro-
vides a way for social healing to happen. Indeed, this is visualized in Canada
in the annual Restorative Justice Week sponsored by the Correctional
Service of Canada.

The task of the church draws it to this work. Religious conviction,
writes Harvard’s David Little, “reaches out” and supplements moral thought
and practice. Church leadership emboldens action “in the paths of righ-
teousness,” applies general morality to specific circumstances, and pro-
vides motivation for living up to the demands of morality in face of weak-
ness of will.65 In other words, the church’s own ethos as a community and
fundamental identity is in a perspective that supports restorative justice.
Not surprisingly, a number of different faith communities have been drawn
to this work. The Mennonite community has been in the forefront of restor-
ative justice work throughout the world. The reports and policy statements
issued by such churches as the Presbyterian Church, U. S. A., the United
Methodist Church, and the United Church of Christ indicate its embrace. In
several regions around the world the Roman Catholic Church has been
actively pursuing restorative justice.

There are three illustrations of restorative justice work that I would
like to highlight. These indicate different ways in which faith communities
have become involved in restorative justice work with a racial horizon. The
first is the Ella J. Baker House, an entity of Azusa Christian Community in
Dorchester, Massachusetts. In a paper that considers retributive and re-
storative justice against a larger historical backdrop; executive director
Kenneth Johnson discusses the value of family conferencing and commu-
nity peace-making circles. He writes, “By relying upon the internal resources
of the community to try to resolve the conflict, it tends to empower the
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community and de-center the role of police and other entities of the state,
promoting self-reliance by that community.” It is out of this perspective that
the Ella J. Baker House has provided direct service to high-risk youth and
their families since 1988. This has included case management with youth
in the Department of Youth Services, regular meetings between religious
leadership and law enforcement, alternative and safe havens for youth with
programming that seeks to open up future opportunity. The work of the
Azusa Christian Community contributed to the development of the nation-
ally known Boston Ten-Point Coalition, the National Ten-Point Leadership
Foundation and Operation 2006.66

Second, is the work of Roca.67 Roca is a youth services facility that
promotes training in community building, work with the Department of Youth
Services (DYS) and with the Department of Social Services (DSS). Roca
lives and breaths restorative justice. All Roca programs use restorative
justice circles to deal with personal and community harm in a section of
Boston that draws its population from every region of the world.68

Third, students and others from the Boston Theological Institute were
involved with peace-making efforts as theology students from Serbia, Bosnia
and Croatia were gathered together at the Swiss Moral Re-Armament head-
quarters in Caux, Switzerland, to discuss what it meant to study for reli-
gious leadership following ten years of conflict principles of restorative jus-
tice came to the fore.69 This effort was an example of broader and more
overtly political considerations that have been reported on from many set-
tings around the world. For example, in Bougainville, off the coast of Papua
New Guinea, in the context of their struggle through the crisis of civil war,
people have returned to traditional peacemaking and conflict resolution pro-
cesses as the western court system collapsed. Roman Catholic priest and
executive director of the PEACE Foundation Melanesia, Pat Howley, de-
scribes assisting a marrying of custom law with Western learning on re-
storative justice and win-win mediation. “The success was so remarkable
that the processes set up are now being used in most village communities
as the norm for conflict resolution and the village court system is largely
superseded.” Restorative justice practices were especially helpful as people
sought to move beyond the legacy of damage to traditional society in the
form of low morale, lack of discipline and the breakdown of family relation-
ships and an attitude in the younger generation of mi yet pasin (self first,
the community last), a residue of post-traumatic stress disorder, and a prob-
lem with alcohol abuse with related a-social behaviors. Howley describes
creating a ritual to deal with trauma: 1) an explanation of trauma and how it
manifests itself in different individuals, groups, and communities; 2)
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storytelling, i.e., people relating experiences of the crisis; 3) community
support; 4) a time of grieving and a time of “sorry”; 5) expressions for mov-
ing on and putting aside thoughts of vengeance, a realization that one can-
not spend life living in the past and feeling sorry for oneself; and 6) further
ritual, perhaps repeated annually.70

There are parallels in Howley’s description with similar work done
elsewhere, among the Maori of New Zealand71 and the peoples of the Yukon
(Roberts and Hudson, 1993).72 Olga Botcharova describes work in over
eighteen countries.73 John Paul Lederach writes out of his experiences in
Nicaragua.74 Andrea Bartoli details work in Mozambique.75 David Steele
writes of Bosnia and Herzegovina.76 Peter Storey describes the establish-
ment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa.77 John
Brathwaite writes of the work in Australia.78 The point is not to be exhaus-
tive here.79 What is central for something to be considered restorative jus-
tice is that it holds together the goals and objectives of victim, offender, and
community. It seeks to institutionalize peaceful resolutions to criminal and
human rights violations which might range from international peacemaking
tribunals such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa
to innovations within our courts, jails, and prisons, such as victim-offender
dialogue, community justice committees and victim impact panels. Rather
than privileging the law and the state, restorative justice engages the vic-
tim, offender and the affected community in search of solutions that pro-
mote repair and reconciliation. Restorative justice seeks to build partner-
ships to re-establish mutual responsibility for constructive responses to
crime and wrongdoing within our communities. The book that continues to
say this well is Desmond Tutu’s own account of his involvement with the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, No Future Without Forgiveness.

Reconciliation

The Cost of Reconciliation
Reconciliation is about the restoration of justice. Christian theology is predi-
cated upon the idea that reconciliation does not happen without a cost.80

The term “Reconciliation” (katallagé) has good religious rootage. As used
by the Apostle Paul (II Cor. 5:16-21; Eph. 2:11-22), it was a word that de-
noted monetary exchange in the Hellenistic world. It meant “the making of
what one has into something other” or, by extension, one becomes a new
person by exchanging places with another. In this sense, the deepest mean-
ing of reconciliation inherent to Christian mission is not distant from the
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issues of restitution that are implicit in restorative justice. It only happens
with effort (Matt. 5:38-41). In the Christian scriptures the term implies agree-
ment after estrangement, with the apparent theological premise that sin
has separated humanity from God but that God purposes to aid God’s en-
emies. Such biblical paradigms of reconciliation as that of Joseph and his
brothers in Egypt (Gen 50:15-21), the embrace of Esau and Jacob (Gen
33:4) or, finally, Jesus’ death on our behalf imply great cost. Here, one be-
comes a new creation because a power from without enables one to be
other than what one was before.81

The expensive nature of reconciliation for human relations is noted
in the Kairos Document, arising out of South Africa’s Truth and Reconcilia-
tion process. It contrasts “cheap reconciliation,” in analogy to Bonhoeffer’s
“cheap grace,” implying a reconciliation without justice, against the true cost
of genuine resolutions. It raises the question of the temporal sequencing of
justice and reconciliation and whether justice as perceived by all parties
can ever be finally determined hence need for truth, as we are bound in
patterns of victim and perpetrator.82 In this light, we might speak of “national
reconciliation” and wonder about “collective healing” and the pursuit of “po-
litical unity,” but by whose definition. A contemporary critique of restorative
justice is that behind its rhetoric lies a precarious trust in the wrongdoer’s
performance of contrition.83 In personal relations this has been described
as the “forgiveness bypass,” a shortchanging of justice on the way toward
reconciliation.84

This is why reconciliation must be linked with the principles of re-
storative justice and with practices that draw us to one another even when
we are not clear what path to take.85 Everett L. Worthington writes that
“Forgiveness happens inside an individual; reconciliation happens within a
relationship.”86 Miroslav Volf, substituting the term “embrace” for “peace,”
claims four points about the relation between justice and embrace: 1) the
primacy of the will to embrace, 2) attending to justice as a precondition of
actual embrace, 3) the will to embrace as the framework of the search for
justice, and 4) embrace as the horizon of the struggle for justice.87 These
views, taken from the domain of national life and inter-personal relation-
ships, remind us of the Latin root for reconciliation, concilium, or a delibera-
tive process in which conflicting parties meet “in council.”88 We may ac-
knowledge places of forgiveness surrounding the reality of racism, but a
question remains regarding the reality of reconciliation, meaningful mutual
acceptance of one another in community.
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Forgiveness as a Means toward Reconciliation
To be “in council” might mean to look for new forms of community hereto-
fore unrealized. Forgiveness is the means to enlarge community. Forgive-
ness is the “boundary” between “exclusion and embrace.”89 When we for-
give we enlarge our understanding by learning to see the world through the
eyes of the other, our neighbor. We begin to see ourselves as a part of a
cycle of victim and oppressor, and as needing to learn new skills and com-
petencies for living with accountability in community safely.90 By entering
into the process of forgiveness we begin to appreciate more fully the meaning
of personhood, how others and we are made gifted, yet often undermine
and mare the very gifts we bring to life. This is the triumph and tragedy of
the South African experiment. It is why apartheid is not just a sin, but also
a theological heresy. The degree to which we forgive reflects the extent to
which we are willing to live in community.

Second, the different nuances to the term forgiveness reveal differ-
ent ways in which the term shapes our self-understanding, our relation-
ships with others, and the nature of emerging patterns of community in
various degrees of diversity. For example, forgiveness might be seen as a
commitment to a way of life and practice (Jones, 1995).91 It might be de-
fined as a commitment of the will.92 It may also imply that which entails
liberation from the past.93 Forgiveness might focus upon and be seen as
applicable to the secular realm and public policy,94 or it might be seen as
focused upon motivations that reduce interactions with one who has hurt
us.95 One researcher, Joanna North, writes, “Forgiveness is a matter of a
willed change of heart, the successful result of an active endeavor to re-
place bad thoughts with good, bitterness and anger with compassion and
affection.”96 Another, Michelle Nelson, writes of stages of forgiveness, de-
tached, limited, and complete along a road toward healing.97 Journalist and
political philosopher Hannah Arendt writes of Jesus as the “discoverer” of
forgiveness.98

With racism and its grounding for slavery in mind, Müller-Fahrenholz
writes:

To understand what forgiveness does to our relationships we need to see the
bondage that evil creates. In Song of Solomon the African-American novelist
Toni Morrison writes, “If you take a life, you own it. You are responsible for it.
You can’t get rid of nobody by killing them. They are still there, and they are
yours now.” This is a forceful way of saying that every act of transgression
constitutes a bondage that keeps the perpetrator and victim locked together.
The more violent the transgression, the deeper the bondage.99
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Third, this statement alerts us to the negative and positive ways in which
we might be related. Forgiveness breaks bonds of necessity that yield only
alienation, resentment, and violence. Forgiveness allows for freedom of
relationship. The freedom granted one another makes possible the exist-
ence of the church, a product of mission, from an historical perspective.
For example, consider how “forgiveness” might define the church: There is
no worship apart from forgiveness (Matt. 5:23-24). Forgiveness constitutes
the material identity of the church (John 20: 21-23). Forgiveness, as it tends
toward reconciliation, defines (II Cor 5:19) vocation. Indeed, it might even
be said that just as there are degrees to which we are willing to forgive so,
to, there are degrees to which we might find community. Each of these
aspects of forgiveness has valence for the shape of mission in the 21st

century.
In conclusion, what gives reconciliation substance? This is a vital

question as we consider the work of churches, and more particularly that
of mission societies, as entities charged with fostering global healing in the
21st, whether in the area of racism or elsewhere.100 Models of restorative
justice can help to answer this question and give meaning to reconciliation.
Churches can help to ground such work with deep ontological value through
understandings of the atonement.  Mission societies, as non-governmental
agencies have a unique role to play as well in our globalized and globaliz-
ing world, and a unique responsibility in light of their self-understanding:101

Mission must include in its agenda social justice even as social justice will
shape the perceived legitimacy of mission.

T. Richard Snyder who has spent years teaching theology and eth-
ics in Sing Sing prison, writes of lessons that he has learned working in the
justice system toward the restoration of persons, lessons that have a unique
applicability to our topic.102 The first lesson is the importance of covenant,
agreements or an understanding that honors the person of one another,
B’Tselem Elohim as noted by Jessica Montell. Covenants bind us to one
another for mutual well-being and the shalom of God. A second lesson
involves the meaning of incarnation, “incarnatus,” or “made flesh.” Putting
aside doctrinal debate and the question of exclusivity, the point is reconcili-
ation made real. On the street this is called “respect.” As Christians believe
that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself” (II Cor 5:19), so
they are to make it real. This implies relationship, drawing us to Snyder’s
third point, that all reality is essentially relational. Christians see this in the
notion of the Trinity: God is fundamentally relational and exists in commu-
nity – and so do we.

Through restorative justice churches, mission agencies and the
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societies in which they find themselves, can work through the nihilism and
cultural pessimism that so encumbers us today.103 We are called to be one
another’s blessing. Understanding, respect, and relationship are terms that
ground the church’s work in its core identity. This is the restoration of one
another. This is the only sure means to a future in a world giving way to
terror.

A version of this chapter first appeared in Missiology: An International Review, Vol.,
XXXII, No. 1, January 2004.
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