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As we enter into the second wider circle of answering the question, what does God require of us? 
Discerning, Confessing and Witnessing in a time of COVID19 and beyond. We must ask the question, what 
does it mean to confess for us?  For the Reformed Communion, at this critical juncture, perhaps, the idea of 
confession can be fleshed out in three ways. 

 

I. Engaging with Our Confessions 

Firstly, we are a confessional body. The World Communion of Reformed Churches is a communion of 
churches that draws from the protestant traditions of the 16th century and particularly from the theology of 
John Calvin. The protestant reformation of the 16th century was not only a religious reformation that 
asserted certain theological principles, but these theological principles also emerged from and engaged 
with economic and political ideals.  

In many ways, the protestant reformation was a reaction to the increasing commodification of society in 
which everything, including salvation, was reduced to a value in the Market. It is precisely in this context 
that grace (gratis) emerges as a theological principle to indicate that not all of life can be subsumed to a 
monetary value and that salvation was not for sale. It was a strong assertion that not all of life could be 
monetized.  

To own Calvin's legacy is to assert that the economic system serves human interests and particularly the 
interests of the poor. Calvin's gift in the present time should encourage us to engage with economic 
systems contextually and pastorally from the perspective of justice, ensuring that our economies serve 
people's interests and not the large multinational companies. And today we once more assert that we 
cannot monetize faith or let it be co-opted for the sake of profit. The legacy of Calvin calls us to place life 
before profit. To put back the protest in protestant. 

But the protestant reformation was also had political and specifically anti-imperial implications. It was a 
move away from Rome's hegemony to assert the independence and autonomy of the city-states. While it is 
undeniable that the city-states had their own systems of exploitation, particularly of the surrounding rural 
areas, this was a significant move away from the imperial logic of the Roman See. It was also this anti-
imperial logic that paved the first in-roads for democracy, autonomy and human dignity. This logic came 
into its fruition in the Synod of Emden, which rejected a hierarchical church structure and instead 
suggested that "No congregation should claim priority or rule over other congregations, no pastor over 
other pastors, no elder over other elders, no deacon over other deacons."  

To be a confessional body is also to claim our communion and our unity. There is a need to theologically re-
signify our understanding of unity. When we argue that the Church is one, we are claiming a unity of which 
Christ is the head. This implies that the unity of the Church is directed to the ends that Christ himself taught 
us. That is to say that we are united not for exerting power but rather for the sake of powerlessness. This 
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can be expounded as a Christology of kenosis, where Christ, in the giving up of his divinity, reconciles the 
world to himself and each other. It is in the giving up of power that true communion is achieved. It is a an 
active act of humility that brings into question the evil machinations of power. Moreover, communion is to 
be directed towards the sake of justice. The unity that the Church is called into is the unity of and for the 
sake of the oppressed and the marginalized of the world. It is a unity that has its heart the decentring of 
illegitimate power and drawing the focus to the margins. 

 

II. Confessing Guilt 

But to confess also means that we confess our sin, our complicity in systems of oppression. The reformed 
churches bear the double edge of the theological basis of oppression as well as offering the theological 
resources of resistance to it. Reformed theology was the theology of the slave owners and was the basis on 
which opposition to slavery also emerged. Apartheid was a reformed theology, but resistance to apartheid 
again emerges from the reformed traditions. Our collaboration is in our silence and in the active oppression 
of racialized communities, the poor, the marginalized, women, and people with sexualities that question 
the normative.  

Bonhoeffer reminds us, the church confesses that it has witnessed the arbitrary use of brutal force, the 
suffering in body and soul of countless innocent people, that it has witnessed oppression, hatred and 
murder without raising its voice for the victims and without finding ways of rushing to help them. It has 
become guilty of the lives of the Weakest and most Defenceless Brothers and Sisters of Jesus Christ. 

We speak much against Empire, but we are also churches that often act as empire, which in the first circle 
we identified as global apartheid; in some contexts, the national Church has sided with imperial designs. 
We are no longer a minority who is being hunted down by Empire, but the church today is Empire. We are 
powerful and are responsible for much exclusionary violence around the world. The fact is that we have the 
privilege, and we have to be able to unlearn our privilege. I would argue that we have to unlearn our 
privilege and see our privilege as our loss. That precisely because we as a church are in positions of power, 
we can no longer speak the truth that we are losing out on salvation as a result. We need to defamiliarize 
and unlearn our notions of power as individuals and as institutions as well. We have to learn some humility 
and set out to learn from the very people we intend to teach. To confess, our sin is to be able to unlearn 
and listen to those voices from the margins and allow ourselves to be led by them. 

But we also account for the silent among us who are forced into silence, those against whom violence has 
forced silence on, those victims of brutal systems of patriarchy, capitalism, racism, casteism. Whose silence 
is not complicity but a confession of resistance and non-compliance.  

 

III. Becoming a Confessing Church 

But we also need to move away from both these notions of confessional and confession towards being a 
confessing church, a living confession. To embrace the spirit of resistance that is to be found in the Barmen, 
Belhar and Accra confessions. To affirm that Jesus is Lord and that all other claims to lordship are 
idolatrous. That neither the Market, political system, race, or gender has the right to lord it over others 
because only Jesus is Lord. That we are called to reject any ideology which would legitimate forms of 
injustice and any doctrine which is unwilling to resist such an ideology in the name of the gospel. 

The Accra confession calls the faithful to understand that justice is a matter of faith; it is a matter of 
confession. It is the very heart of God. To put it in other words, it is not Christians who should be involved 
with acts of justice; rather, it is doing acts of justice that make us Christian as the Accra confession puts it 
"Speaking from our Reformed tradition and having read the signs of the times, the General Council of the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches affirms that global economic justice is essential to the integrity of our 
faith in God and our discipleship as Christians. We believe that our faith's integrity is at stake if we remain 
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silent or refuse to act in the face of the current system of neoliberal economic globalization. Therefore, we 
confess before God and one another.1" 

In our outlying of the COVID19 and beyond process, the ideas of confession are designed to align with Lent 
and Easter. In preparing this document, we were reminded that the Church tends to move too quickly 
beyond lent, past Good Friday and Holy Saturday and into Easter. To embrace hope without the pain of 
passion. Good Friday is too close for many of our communities, and Easter Sunday is yet too far away. In a 
context where dominant forces have coopted hope to maintain rather than challenge the prevailing social 
structures.  

But we also learn from the women around Jesus, women present at the birth, his ministry and the cross of 
Jesus in his crucifixion. Women in the gospels are shown to be what the models of discipleship are but are 
never believed, never listened to, not in the gospels and not in our times. Those who carried perfumes and 
spices swaddled and anointed, while the men misunderstood, denied and brought whips and nails. While 
the men were staring at the semi-darkness of the upper room and the mesmerizing gloom of Saturday, the 
women were already turning their faces to the rising sun of Resurrection Sunday.  

In the gospels, the passion of Jesus is met with two confessions. One of the centurion who confessed Jesus 
as the son of God. Of course, looking up at the man dying on the cross and comparing him to Caesar was an 
anti-imperial stance. But the Church has taken this same narrative and fixed Jesus on the cross, the Christ 
becoming the legitimization of suffering, the emblem of imperialism that calls for suffering and seeks to 
take away life. But there is also another confession, Mary's confession, who confessed Jesus as Rabboni, as 
he wanted to be approached. No longer as master, but as a friend who had laid down his life for the other. 
Not a glorification of suffering but instead as Immanuel, as God with us, who walks with us, accompanies 
us. To answer us when we ask, what does God require of us?  

And the answer is that we confess a cross that is a revolt against a scandalous world. In the cross we find 
the power of God who acts to annul the power of the forces of death, it is powerlessness confronting 
illegitimate power and emptying it. The cross and the resurrection are not events that are meant to be 
venerated but are instead God’s revolt against a scandalous world. It is a call to action, for the church to 
join the revolution of the powerless against the powerful. To be with the people’s movements on the 
margins. 

 It is the power of Jesus that is the power of the powerless: And this is made true to us in the story of the 
passion. As he enters Jerusalem from the east, it is a counter procession to the one the Governor and the 
Roman legions are staging from the west. Theirs with armies, horses, chariots and weapons of war 
representing the empire of oppression, exploitation, and enslavement. Jesus enters, riding on a donkey, 
surrounding by the poor and oppressed. But the clang of weapons and the sounds of might  on the other 
side of the cityare no match for the songs and the shouts of joy of the poor. The Roman procession is a 
show of violent, destructive, exploitative power. The Christ procession is a display of joy, faith, and courage 
which the empire cannot begin to comprehend.  

That is the power of the powerless. 

Before Pilate, the governor (the hegemon) and before the High Priest, Jesus stands as the accused. He is 
expected to bow to their will, to plead for mercy, to beg for his life. Pilate's question, "Are you the king of 
the Jews?", is not innocent. He is giving Jesus an "out", an opportunity to deny, thereby willingly, 
(pleadingly) putting his life in Pilate's hands. Jesus refuses. "You said it." In other words, "You know I am, 
which meanss I am challenging the authority and legitimacy of your Caesar and your empire. What I am 
cannot be diminished or taken away by you.  

That is the power of the powerless. 

On the cross Jesus annuls the power of death and of the principalities who put him there. They think they 
have accused, judged, and found him guilty. That they now have the right to condemn him to this most 
horrific death the empire could conceive. But the crucifixion is the death Rome reserved for runaway 
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slaves, rebels, and revolutionaries whose threat to the empire was so severe that this was the empire's only 
way to "stop" them. So even in the crucifixion they acknowledge that his is a power that threatens the 
mightiest power on the face of the earth. But this is the power of the powerless. 

 


