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Relation, Vulnerability, Love: Theological Anthropology in the 21st Century 

Short paper sessions: Abstracts in chronological order 

 

THURSDAY 15 SEPTEMBER 2016, 4.00-5.45 PM: PARALLEL SESSIONS 1 

 

MIGRATION [MTC 00.12] 

 

1. Susanna Snyder (University of Roehampton, London), “Breaking Point”: Fear and Migration in Europe 

 

Anti-migration rhetoric and imagery is rife in Europe, with far right groups growing in strength and a 2015 report 

suggesting that over half of the European population wish to see a decrease in migration. “Breaking Point” shouted a 

poster that Nigel Farage, leader of UKIP, unveiled during the British EU Referendum campaign in June 2016. Such 

hostility is exacerbating the fragility already experienced by migrants seeking to come to Europe for safety and a new 

life: it is breaking them. This paper argues that fear is largely to blame, and explores some of the political, economic, 

social and security-related sources of this fear. These fears, rooted in an increasing sense of vulnerability among many 

communities and intensified by policies, politicians and the media, lead to an “us” and “them” mentality that 

diminishes the humanity of all. The result is a self-perpetuating ecology of fear. How can and should theologians 

respond? If we turn to the Bible, we need to acknowledge that there are texts that echo these fears of outsiders and 

foreigners—and, in fact, exploring Ezra-Nehemiah can help is to understand contemporary anxieties more deeply. 

However, there are many more narratives which encourage us to understand the “other” as a life-bringer and God-

bearer, and which suggest the flourishing of humanity depends upon mutual encounter between those who are 

different and openness to what such relationships can bring. The book of Ruth provides one example. The paper ends 

by arguing that we are indeed at a breaking point, and invited to be so by God: non-migrants are invited to stand 

alongside migrants and refugees in the face of multiple breaking/s, and to be broken open themselves as individuals 

and societies in an ongoing journey towards establishing beautifully diverse, justice-making and hopeful 

communities. 

 

Migration; refugees; fear; flourishing communities; Ruth; Ezra-Nehemiah; mutuality; breaking; other; justice 

 

2. Lawrence Pedregosa (KU Leuven), A Theological Anthropology of Bayani: Vulnerability amidst Love and 

Sacrifice in the Context of Overseas Filipino Labor Migration  

 

This paper argues that the Filipino concept of bayani (hero/patriot) provides a theological anthropology in the context 

of Philippine labor migration, which was initiated through its government labor-export policy in 1974. Due to the 

significant contribution of Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) to the Philippine economy, they were recognized by 

the government as mga bagong bayani (new heroes/patriots). However, behind this recognition are the numerous 

sacrifices committed and hardships encountered by OFWs to uplift their families from poverty. In this aspect, the love 

given by OFWs as breadwinners of their families through their sacrifices paradoxically creates a vulnerable situation 

on their part due to the demands of the global political economy. This topic was chosen because most discussions on 

international migration are focused on issues confronted by receiving countries while pre-dominantly sending 

countries, such as the Philippines, are usually neglected. Aside from this issue, the religious dimension of migration 

is inadequately discussed among scholars. Given these issues, this study fills the lacunae in two ways: 1) by discussing 

the political cultural situation of the country of origin of migrants and 2) providing a theological reflection based on 

the migration culture of the sending country. In other words, this paper methodologically approaches theological 

anthropology ‘from below’. The first section deals with the historical-conceptual development of bayani. The second 

section demonstrates the practical paradoxes that Filipino labor migrants encounter abroad to show the various factors 

that reinforce their vulnerability. This part is followed by a correlation of bayani as a heuristic device to understand 

the Messianic tradition embodied by Jesus of Nazareth as expressed in various popular Filipino cultural and religious 

practices. Based on this theological anthropology, the study explicates its ethical and pastoral implications for migrant 

communities and their 'left-behind' families. 

 

Bayani; heroism; Filipino popular religiosity; Filipino migrant communities; vulnerability, love as sacrifice 
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DISABILITY AND AGING [MTC 00.08] 

 

3. Adanna James (KU Leuven), Who do you say that I am? Using a Poetics of Identity to appreciate the 

Vulnerability of the Person with Intellectual Disabilities 

 

This paper is located within the narrative turn in disability theology and intends to improve upon this methodology 

by offering an alternative with the relational identity poetics of French-Caribbean postcolonial scholar Édouard 

Glissant. While the narrative turn assists theologians in reflecting upon aspects of humanity, particularly of the person 

with intellectual disabilities that may be sidelined in mainstream discussions on contemporary theological 

anthropology, for example understanding the person as relational, in relationship with others, their environment etc., 

other aspects more pertinent to the experience of profound intellectual disability also prove problematic in being 

represented within a narrative framework, especially one committed to a Western narrative context. What Glissant 

offers with his understanding of identity as poetics is a model that can embrace humanity in its vulnerability especially 

as it relates to paradoxes of the human experience including the non-communicability of humanity, acutely observed 

in persons with profound disabilities. Two main Glissantian themes this paper will address concerns his particular 

conceputalisation of identity as relation which for him, is in progress, always expanding and has chaos and turbulence 

at its core and his notion of opacité which refers to the non-communicable dimension of humanity. This paper will 

trace echoes of these themes in some of the writings of disability theologian Jean Vanier as it seek to chart the 

beginnings of a theological anthropology grounded in the poetics of the person with profound disabilities.  

 

Profound intellectual disabilities; theological anthropology; vulnerability; narrative; poetics; opacity; Édouard 

Glissant; Jean Vanier 

 

4. Caireen Likely (University of Aberdeen), You Love Me: Ageing and the Challenge of Dependent, Embodied 

Humans in Bonhoeffer’s Theological Anthropology 

 

In this paper, I propose that the theological anthropology the Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer develops in 

his 1933 lectures Creation and Fall challenges us to construe love, particularly in our understanding of human 

flourishing, primarily in terms of receiving love and only secondarily in terms of giving love. In particular, I will 

suggest that this theological anthropology, which presents our relationality and vulnerability in terms of the human 

characteristics of bodiliness and dependence, draws attention to our physicality as an inextricable aspect of our being 

and thus all our interactions with others and the world; and highlights passive receiving from the other as the central 

aspect of human relationships, whether they be God-human or human-human. Moreover, I will argue that interpreting 

these two characteristics through the lens of Bonhoeffer’s conception of humiliation, as he employs it in his 1933 

lectures on Christology, presents the possibility of identifying bodily passive receiving as the revelation in humiliation 

of genuine human action. Such an interpretation of human action should lead us to consider the passive receiving of 

love as not only equally indicative of human flourishing as the giving of love, but more fundamentally so. 

Finally, I will suggest that this reimagining of love, as regards human flourishing, predominantly in terms of receiving 

has a positive impact on our perception of the ageing who find themselves moving from a posture of giving to a 

posture of receiving, marking them as genuine subjects and affirming their status as humans. 

 

Theological anthropology; ageing; Bonhoeffer; subjectivity; end of life 

 

5. Daniel De Haan (University of Cambridge), Still in imago Dei: Dependent Rational Animals and the 

Personhood of Patients with Dementia 

 

Does dementia efface the image of God from the human person? This is the question dementia poses to theological 

anthropology. In this paper I presume that Christian theological anthropology must maintain that despite the many 

forms of human vulnerability, such as suffering from dementia, humans are still persons and are still in imago Dei. 

My aim is to defend a traditional theological anthropology of the imago Dei rooted in the personhood of the human 

as a dependent rational animal, that draws upon the resources of contemporary science, philosophy, and theology. I 

begin with a summary of the challenges of dementia to the imago Dei: physiological, psychological (cognitive and 

conative), existential, social, and political. Focusing on the first three, I then turn to conceptions of the human person 

and imago Dei that I argue are problematic or incomplete, and so incapable of adequately addressing the challenge of 

dementia. I argue what is needed instead is a more holistic theological anthropology of the human person as a 
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dependent rational animal, one which can integrate the partial truths highlighted by hylomorphism, animalism, 

relationalism, and personalism. I conclude with a sketch of such a holistic theological anthropology and show how it 

promises to address the challenge of dementia to the imago Dei. 

 

Holistic theological anthropology; dementia; dependence 

 

 

FRIDAY 16 SEPTEMBER 2016, 11.00 AM -12.30 PM: PARALLEL SESSIONS 2 

 

CRIME, POLICING AND PRISON [MTC 00.12] 

 

6. Alistair McFadyen (University of Leeds), On Having and Loving enemies: Terror, Torture, Theology … 

Policing 

 

Love of enemies might justifiably be considered a distinctive, if not dominant, trope in Christian faith, life and ethics. 

Yet academic deliberation on what it might mean to love enemies, what love might be that it can be conjoined to 

enmity,  is sparse. The understanding that appears to predominate in academic as much as non-academic discourse 

tends to assume that love does away with enmity, supplanting it with an alternative, like friendship and love consists 

in a refusal of enmity. By contrast, this paper urges the acknowledgment of appropriate enmity and offers an 

interpretation of love of enemies that is both realist and radical in situations where people are structured into 

relationships constituted by opposition and vulnerability. It argues that love of enemies requires the holding together 

of enmity and love in a way that allows love to discipline and modify enmity in a way attentive to the vulnerable 

humanity of the enemy whilst still engaged in a stance of opposition against a real enemy. At the same time, love is 

redefined or recalibrated by being capable of being conjoined with enmity as a form of orientation towards the 

humanity of the enemy. 

The discussion begins by observing the absence of serious consideration of enmity and enemies in post-9/11 

theological discussion either of torture or of the 9/11 and 7/7 terrorist attacks. I suggest reluctance to focus on the acts 

of the terrorists indicates underlying Christian/theological bad conscience concerning enmity. Comparison with the 

more extensive and coherent post-9/11 discussion of torture supports the suggestion that Christian concerns around 

enmity operate in a determining, yet unacknowledged way, structuring theological response and responsibility to and 

in the world, post-9/11. Reading both literatures as veiled attempts to deal with enmity yields significant illumination 

on what it might mean to love enemies. 

A constructive proposal in that regard is developed by considering a community of practice almost entirely ignored 

in theological reflection: policing. In particular, elements of policing practice (including counter-terrorist policing) 

are considered where we find enmity and recognition of humanity combined in criminal justice, and caregiving 

responsibility taken for vulnerabilities, including those created by police intervention and action. 

 

Enmity; love of enemies; terrorism; torture; policing; public theology; William Cavanaugh; 9/11; 7/7; vulnerability; 

humanity 

 

7. Pieter De Witte (KU Leuven), Do not unto criminal offenders what you do not want them to do to you The 

Golden Rule and the Ethics of Prison Chaplaincy 

 

The starting point of this paper is the experience that prisoners generally appreciate the work of chaplains and use 

their services even in times and places where religion has become a marginal phenomenon for large groups of people 

in society. In Belgium, the law on the fundamental rights of prisoners provides for state-funded religious (as well as 

non-religious, i.e. humanistic) counsellors. Officially, this is legitimized by reference to the basic human right to free 

religious exercise. It can be argued, however, that one needs a description of the work chaplains and other counsellors 

that is richer than an account in terms of individual rights. Chaplains seem to bring ‘something’ to the prison system 

that the system itself fails to provide.  

In a recent statement by the European prison chaplains, issued in relation to the challenge posed by religious 

radicalization in prisons, the work of chaplains is explained in terms of an ‘ethics of reciprocity’ and the Golden Rule. 

This may seem surprising as there is a tendency to describe the radical nature of Christian ethics in terms of ‘otherness’ 

and ‘asymmetrical’ relationships. I will argue  that the Golden Rule is in the prison setting actually no less radical 
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(and in some sense even more radical) than, for instance, the more ‘asymmetrical’ commandment to love one’s 

enemies. I will explain this with reference to two ethical relationships Christian counsellors are involved in. 

First, chaplains encounter inmates and the ethics of this pastoral relationship can be very well formulated in reciprocal 

terms, such as fostering brotherhood and sisterhood between those inside and outside prison (without thereby 

excluding the possibility of the brotherly or sisterly correction). The defense of reciprocal relationship should not be 

confused with forms of political egalitarianism. Rather, the Christian faith and its theology of creation, sin, penance 

and grace may enable chaplains to interact with prisoners on the basis of a radicalized version of the ‘presumption of 

innocence’, which is so often neglected in the criminal justice system. 

Second, chaplains in prisons stand in a relationship to society as a whole, a society which decides to punish criminal 

offenders and thus to willfully inflict pain upon them. The reality of punishment is puzzling from the perspective of 

an ethics of reciprocity, as it seems to have at its core the conviction that one has to do unto others (namely cause a 

form of suffering) what you do not want them to do to you. I will, therefore, investigate the consequences of a Christian 

ethics of reciprocity for the attitude of chaplains (and other Christians) towards the reality of punishment in society. 

 

Golden rule; prison; pastoral care; ethics of punishment; categorical imperative; presumption of innocence 

 

VULNERABILITY, GENDER AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE [MTC 00.08] 

 

8. Paul Fiddes (Regent’s Park College, Oxford), Love and vulnerability in several cultures: the Islamic ‘A 

Common Word’, some recent women’s writing, and a new project for the study of ‘love in religion’  

 

“The Islamic open letter to Christian leaders called A Common Word understands love of neighbour as ensuring the 

neighbour’s  religious liberty. This implies care for the vulnerable in a majority Islamic context, but this concern is 

not rooted in an awareness of one’s own vulnerability such as Judith Butler stresses, with her understanding of love 

as a network of interdependent relationships. On the other hand, A Common Word grounds love for the neighbour in 

an ontology, namely a responsibility before a God who commands each to obedience in their own religious tradition. 

Butler appears to find interdependent relations of love to be ontological, but not vulnerability itself which emerges in 

historical contingency.  While the notion of God is certainly not invoked by Butler, she finds something mysterious 

(and I suggest, quasi-transcendent) about networks of interdependence, and the theologian Elizabeth O’Donnell 

Gandolfo urges the advantages, when facing vulnerability, of conceiving of a divine love which cannot be defeated. 

This comparison between Islamic, non-religious and Christian approaches to love and vulnerability shows the 

potential within a new Oxford project that seeks to explore the resources in different religious traditions for the 

understanding of love as final reality.” 

 

Love; vulnerability; Islamic perspective; A Common Word; Judith Butler; Elizabeth O’Donnell Gandolfo 

 

9. Pamela Sue Anderson (Regent’s Park College, Oxford), Love and Vulnerability: Towards a new 

philosophical imaginary 

 

It is my contention that a new philosophical imaginary – which will transform the myths we live by – is needed to 

reconceive our affections, love and vulnerability. In this paper, I would like to appropriate Judith Butler’s relational 

ontology for the purpose transforming a patriarchal myth which projects onto ‘vulnerability’ the negative affects of 

fear and shame; the result of this projection has been violence in the name of paternalistic control and/or ‘protection’ 

of the so-called vulnerable. My proposal for transformation aims at liberating love and vulnerability from the 

excessive fear and violence which has been conveyed mythically by our (western) philosophical imaginary. This 

would mean that, for instance, the affect of shame, which arises after intimate violence, can become reparative (in 

other words, redemptive) and not only negative. Ultimately the aim of my current research is a new philosophical 

imaginary, in which vulnerability is a capability for an openness in mutual affection; but this would require reciprocity 

in affective, conative and cognitive relations. Reciprocal affection in vulnerability would aim to renew our conception 

of love: it would render loving affection in mutual, self and other relations. But this affecting needs to be learnt by 

allowing ourselves to attend to each other; in all seriousness, we would need to attend to politically induced 

‘vulnerabilities’ (what Butler might call, ‘precarity’). Insofar as this affection has functioned, according to a 

patriarchal myth of differentially privileging (e.g., white western; or middle-eastern…) fathers above all others, 

mythical gender types will have determined vulnerability in a hierarchical and divisive manner. So my focus is on 

how our philosophical imaginary has configured in its mythical images, narratives and symbols, a separate class of 
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‘the vulnerable’: this is ‘the feminine’ conceived as the weak and woundable, including women, children, the disabled, 

etc – in need of protection, even when this means (more) violent acts. In response I am arguing that we begin to re-

vision the gender implicit in that pervasive hierarchical myth concerning vulnerability; this re-visioning would aim 

to liberate the loving qualities, which freely emerge in response to a new narrative – inspired by Michèle Le Doeuff 

– reconfiguring the vulnerability of a young girl, named ‘Dawn’. 

 

Vulnerability; imagination; mutual relations; affection; feminism 

 

10. Marianne Moyaert (VU Amsterdam), Ricoeur’s Vulnerable Self and the Meeting between Religions 

 

“Power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9) 

 

In the relevant literature it is often said that vulnerability is a key condition to any real and authentic interreligious 

encounter. However, what this notion entails precisely and how it affects or undergirds the meeting between those of 

other faiths is a question that needs further elaboration. To that end I turn to the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur, 

who developed a holistic and integrated understanding of the person as both powerful and vulnerable, finite and 

infinite, capable and incapable, suffering and acting. In Ricoeur’s account, these contrary dimensions stand in tense 

complementarity without ever reaching a seamless harmony. Ricoeur’s self is a clearly vulnerable creature marked 

by unchosen dimensions, caught up in a finite and often distorted world, and yet is capable of creative transformation 

and is summoned to responsibility. In this short paper I will briefly contrast Ricoeur’s account of the vulnerable self 

with Descartes’ cogito, because it is his particular critique of Descartes (1596–1650) provides the foundation for his 

own understanding of a fissured subject that admits to lacking mastery and that is inevitably interconnected with 

others, opens up a space of encounter between self and other. Next, I will explore Ricoeur’s anthropological account 

of a vulnerable self. I will end by showing how vulnerability is an ambivalent condition, which may both enable and 

hinder interreligious dialogue. I will conclude by arguing that not only is vulnerability a human condition – it is also 

a choice that breathes power and courage.  

 

Vulnerable-self; Paul Ricoeur; Descartes’ cogito; interreligious dialogue; vulnerability as a choice 

 

BODY/MIND/SPIRIT: NEW MATERIALISM AND THEOLOGY [MTC 00.07] 

 

11. Kristien Justaert (KU Leuven), Queer Christian Anthropology Through a New Materialist Lens: Marcella 

Althaus-Reid and Karen Barad Against Dualisms 

 

This presentation is an attempt to rethink theological anthropology, and more specifically the notions of relation, 

vulnerability and love, from a ‘new materialist’ perspective. As the latest new development in metaphysics, and 

emerging from insights in quantum physics, ‘new materialism’ differs from ‘old’ materialism in that it rejects a 

modernist, rational, dialectical and anthropocentric metaphysics. It distinguishes itself from linguistic postmodernist 

accounts of reality in that it acknowledges the real influence of matter on meaning, and from structuralist 

understandings of reality in that it stresses the agency of all beings on a micro-level. As there have been very little 

responses formulated to new materialism within the domain of theology, this presentation is centered around the 

question whether a new materialist metaphysics can help us to better understand the message of Jesus Christ in our 

times. 

In order to introduce new materialism as it is developed by the physicist and philosopher Karen Barad, in theology, 

and to critically evaluate this dialogue, I will bring together Marcella Althaus Reid’s queer theology and new 

materialism on the three levels of ontology, epistemology and ethics. Queer theology will serve as my point of entry 

because the new materialist paradigm seems to undergird queer theology’s critique of dualisms and hierarchies, as 

well as its immanent and embodied understanding of love and the divine. Ontologically, I investigate the relational 

and mysterious character of reality. On the level of epistemology, I study the entanglement of matter and meaning, 

and the effect that the overcoming of this former dualism has on a Christian understanding of the human. Lastly, I 

turn to the ethical domain, in which I interpret love as response-ability, namely: as the ability to respond, to relate.  

 

New materialism; queer theology; relationality; Althaus-Reid; Barad 
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12. Ino Mamic (KU Leuven), Practical Christology: Re-configuration of the Life of an Addicted Person through 

the Cenacolo Method of Empowerment 

 

My paper discusses the vulnerability of drug addicts as a vehicle for their empowerment, based on a strong 

incarnational Christology. The empowerment process takes place through the multiple entanglements of matter and 

meaning realized in the framework of the Cenacolo method, developed by the religious sister Rita Petrozzi in Italy 

and applied in sixty Cenacolo fraternities in Africa, Latin America, the US, and Europe. The method is deeply 

relational, daily performed through loving commitments sprouting from Petrozzi's vision of "God who loved us so 

much that he sent his Son so that we can have life, and life in abundance". The Son is, in Petrozzi’s vision, reborn 

every day in each of us and the task of Cenacolo community core members (therefore of the drug addicts) is to 

incarnate Christ in their quotidiano. The Cenacolo method challenges conventional hierarchical divine/human, 

teacher/pupil or assistant/patient relationships by focusing on the human capacities of goodness, solidarity and 

gratuitous reciprocity. The process of empowerment occurs through the transfiguration of the wounded bodies of drug 

addicts by their engagement in multiple inter-personal relations and in the creative transfiguration of the material 

world that surrounds them.  

In this research I read Petrozzi’s method in dialogue with the method of agential realism, developed within the 

philosophy of new materialism, by Karen Barad, US philosopher and quantum physicist from the University of Santa 

Cruz, California. 

The underlying methodology of the research relies on agential realism’s central concepts of diffraction, 

indeterminacy, apparatus, differentiation, dynamic ethics, entanglement and relationality. This paper shows that the 

methodology of agential realism significantly adds to the capacity of empowerment projects to deal with complex 

personal and societal issues. Agential realism’s ethical concerns, based on the praxis of response-ability (the ability 

to respond), contribute to the harmonization of the messy realities of people at the margins, making them capable for 

gradual change through the acknowledgment of the hidden potentials of their previously denied vulnerability.  

 

Addiction; rehabilitation; vulnerability; new materialism; method; entanglements; diffractive knowledges 

 

 

FRIDAY 16 SEPTEMBER 2016, 1.30-3.00 PM: PARALLEL SESSIONS 3 

 

SUFFERING I [MTC 00.07] 

 

13. Deborah Casewell (King's College London), What has Athens to do with Golgotha: Examining the 

Anthropological Implications of the Rise of Analytic Theology 

 

Questions of the passibility of God have in recent years taken the form of exploring the emotional engagement of God 

rather than focusing on the suffering of God. This follows on from a renewed interest in how human characteristics 

such as emotion, vulnerability, and suffering are the key to understanding how God can and should be passible. 

However, within theology itself there is a renewed emphasis on analytic, rational approaches to knowledge of God. 

The aim of this paper would be to analyse the impact on theological anthropology of this privileging of rationality 

over other forms of human based knowledge of God. In order to do so, this paper shall explore recent developments 

in theological anthropology that incorporate and reflect emotions and vulnerability, and compare those accounts of 

theological anthropology to what can be gleaned about theological anthropology from the methodology of analytic 

theology. Whilst both accounts have a positive account of human nature in that both see that there is a way to come 

to knowledge of God from human nature, whether rational or emotional; they come to different conclusions about 

what is good in human nature. This paper will examine what privileging either the rational or the emotional means 

for theological anthropology, and explore whether there is necessarily a conflict between rational and 

emotional/experiential approaches to knowledge of God. It shall be argued that an acceptance of vulnerability is the 

key difference between these two approaches, and that it is this embrace of vulnerability, which enables emotional 

and experiential accounts of knowledge of God to have a more positive and nuanced account of theological 

anthropology.  

 

Passibility; Love; Vulnerability; Emotions; Theological Anthropology; the Being of God; Suffering; Analytic 

Theology 
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14. Katelynn Carver (University of St Andrews), This Terror, This Ecstasy: Intersubjective and Experiential Being-

With as Spiritually Oriented Relational Vulnerability in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway  

 

Writings on Virginia Woolf and process theology as separate ideas are extensive and multifaceted both within and 

beyond academia; work integrating these fields, however, is virtually nonexistent despite the myriad parallels between 

them. I therefore offer an interdisciplinary reading of Woolf, bringing together process theology, theopoetics, and the 

post-secular theological and cultural sensibility to bear upon her works, underscoring the cross-contextual primacy of 

interconnected experience, and by extension interpersonal vulnerability within relationship, within the 

paradigmatically interrelational universe that Whiteheadian process metaphysics outlines. By critically engaging 

Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway with specific attention to how relationality and relationship are used to shape and give texture 

to the plot, focusing on the uncanny connection experienced by Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Smith, I highlight 

the post-secular, process theological themes (as informed crucially by such modern process thinkers as Catherine 

Keller, Philip Clayton, Roland Faber, Jay McDaniel, Sallie McFague, Majorie Hewitt Suchocki, and Arthur Peacocke, 

et al.) of relationality, contrast, and creative meaning making within relationship as the component parts of value in 

human experience that drive the novel. Moreover, this opens a dialogue into the reading of Woolf—and the potential 

to read literature at large—as working in support of a post-secular, spiritually-imbued commitment to interrelational 

creative advance toutside specific doctrinal or religious confines. By taking seriously the way that Woolf reverences 

the pattern “behind the cotton wool” of everyday life through which “all human beings...are connected,” I explore the 

ways Woolf uses her characters to substantiate the creative cultivation of meaning-in-relation (which is axiomatically 

imbued with vulnerability) and how it operates as a significant practice of spiritual value both within and outside of 

traditional models of spirituality, thereby highlighting new inroads for scholarly understandings and readings across 

numerous subdisciplines in theology, philosophy, literature, and beyond. 

 

Process theology; theopoetics; Virginia Woolf; interdisciplinary studies; Mrs. Dalloway; process thought; 

relationality; intersubjectivity 

 

 

NEUROSCIENTIFIC AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES [MTC 00.12] 

 

15. Patrick Nullens (Evangelical Theological Faculty, Leuven), Vulnerable Hope, a Moral Theological Engagement 

with Hope in Positive Psychology 

 

After the financial crisis, and in the face of migration issues, ecological challenges, and the rising dangers of terrorism, 

there is a broad quest for collective hope. The radiance of hope is eclipsed but hasn’t disappeared (Atlan & Droit, 

2016, p. 7-17). Hope is a complex concept full of ambiguities, as is the case for the human person as a moral agent. 

We are hardwired to hope (Mittleman, 2009, p. 25). In dark times our soul moves towards the light of hope (Marcel, 

1944 p. 48). Positive psychology has recently demonstrated interest in understanding the contribution hope can make 

to human happiness. Most prominent is the cognitive approach (Snyder, 1994). In this approach hope is perceived as 

“the ability to produce pathways to achieve goals and to motivate oneself to use those pathways” (Rand & Cheavens, 

2011, p. 323). This focus on mental conditions as well as human behavior as being goal directed, assimilates well 

with our modern obsession of problem-solving reasoning (Marcel, 1944). Yet this cognitive model is criticized for 

being based on a reductionist and too individualistic anthropology and therefore results in an inadequate 

understanding of hope and the agency of the person. More attention needs to be given to aspects such as emotions, 

spirituality, community, religion, social images and worldviews. Recently such a model in positive psychology has 

been provided by Scioli & Biller (2009). According to them, hope is a complex emotion that reflects several goal 

strivings: mastering motives, longing for connectedness and basis issues of survival. Based on the Scioli & Biller 

model, trust, exposure and vulnerability are explained as core characteristics for hope. The human person is vulnerable 

in all his/her aspirations, dependent on the other and God. This vulnerability of our hope requires a moral framing. 

Not all hope is true hope contributing to a more just society and human flourishing. A Christian ethics of responsibility 

has the hermeneutical task to make this difficult discernment. In dialogue with the theological hope ethics of Jürgen 

Moltmann (2012) and the justice-theory of Nicholas Wolterstorff (2004) an initial case is made for the importance of 

transformational hope and liberating justice for the orientation of our hopes.  

 

Hope; positive psychology; vulnerability; anthropology; justice; theology; ethics 
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16. Olivier Davies (King’s College London), Integrating Advances in Evolutionary Anthropology and the 

Neuroscience of Social Cognition Within a Theology of Love   

 

Recent work in evolutionary anthropology and in the neuroscience of social cognition casts new light on the structure 

of our foundational human sociality or ‘hyper-cooperation’, from the perspective both of our evolutionary 

development and the structure of our modern human brain. In combination, these sciences present us with the 

challenge of developing an integrated account of the human, within contexts of philosophical and theological inquiry,  

as capable of love.  

Here we track the way in which the discovery of the basal self as dedicated, participant sense-maker of the human 

other creates tensions within the ‘observer’ optic of the scientific method itself. Diverse strategies of naming our 

social cognition, which is both dynamic and ‘self-organizing’, appear in the technical scientific literature. Further, the 

discovery of our social cognition as based in the reflexes of the pre-linguistic ‘motor-system’ opens up questions 

about the relation between our basal social embodiment, with its pre-thematic reasoning (‘evaluation’), affectivity 

and empathy,  and our own modern advanced linguistic consciousness, in the phenomenon of love. Arguably it tracks 

the nexus of relation and vulnerability within love. As a participant form of reflection and imagining, theology is 

uniquely well-placed to complement scientific and philosophical discussion around this newly discovered social 

system.  

In this paper I shall briefly explore the question of naming the ‘in-between’. This will be followed by a survey of 

three primary areas of dialogue for theology: the ‘pragmatic anthropology’ of Kant and Foucault, the 

‘phenomenological hermeneutics’ of Paul Ricoeur and Claude Romano, and the ‘anthropology’ of Tim Ingold  

(‘movement’) and Agustín Fuentes (‘extended evolutionary sythesis’). The paper concludes with an examination of 

the possibilities implied in a theological naming of  the ‘in-between’. 

 

Social cognition; niche construction; hyper-cooperation; altruism; love 

 

 

POSTCOLONIALISM [MTC 00.08] 

 

17. Amey Victoria Adkins (Duke University, Durham), For the Love: Mary, Glissant, and Theology-in-Relation 

 

What is your place in this world? The Christian tradition echoes the stories of strange people finding themselves in 

strange lands—encountering oppression, enacting resistance, and sustaining change. These narratives of queer life, 

of spiritual strivings both historical and contemporary, have often (necessarily) operated through such alternative 

horizons of possibility, imaginaries of justice founded in the persistence of love. Centering on the person and work of 

the Virgin Mary, Theotokos, this paper considers the vulnerable body and the power of love through the lens of 

Éduoard Glissant’s expositions on Relation. Writing on the horrors of the Atlantic slave trade, and the space of 

crossing in the slave ship, Glissant explains that “Relation is not made up of things that are foreign but of shared 

knowledge. This experience of the abyss can now be said to be the best element of exchange.”  

Glissant narrates oppression and vulnerability, and more importantly imagines their resistance, through a powerful 

overcoming of chaos, through Relation as a mode of life. The essay proposes and demonstrates a methodology of 

Relation, one that is poetic, theoretical, genealogical and diasporic—its bonds neither finite nor transparent—as an 

account for the bonds of love and collectivity of human sociality broadly. From the starting point of the Relation 

between Mary and her Son, Jesus Christ, it offers an intersectional praxis for engaging the vulnerabilities of the black 

body and the gendered body within Christian theology, making legible the importance of race for theological 

anthropology. It considers Relation as an allowance for encounter and engendering change, and as a corollary to love 

as an ethic of justice. 

 

Glissant; Mary; virginity; poetics; relation; slavery; race; love 

 

18. Eleonora Dorothea Hof (Protestant Theological University Amsterdam), Intersectional Vulnerability as a 

Sensitizing Concept towards Postcolonial Theological Praxis 

 

Recent forays into vulnerability make it clear that keeping the window of vulnerability open (Dorothee Sölle) in order 

to allow transcendence to impact our lives, is a critical practice in a world of tightening border control, xenophobia 
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and islamophobia. In this contribution I will suggest that vulnerability, understood as a critique of binary constructions 

of the weak and the strong, undergirds a postcolonial praxis of mission. 

I propose therefore to infuse the concept of vulnerability with resources from intersectionality theory as developed 

within feminist theory. Bringing intersectionality into vulnerability means that vulnerability can be understood 

alongside multiple axes, enabling a distinction between the fundamental openness of humanity to each other and to 

the divine on the one hand, and the harmed or abused vulnerability on the other hand. While all of humanity shares 

in the vulnerable condition, I follow the lead of Julia Kristeva, who labels it a cliché to maintain that “we are all 

vulnerable,” because an undifferentiated espousal of vulnerability hides the structural inequality of the distribution of 

vulnerability.  

Rooted in the incarnation, the Christological foundation of vulnerability takes its significance from the vulnerable 

border-crossing between the divine and the human realm. Consequently, border-crossing for the sake of the gospel, 

for example as carried out by mission and humanitarian organizations, should therefore always be carried out through 

the Nachfolge of Christ. The concept of intersectional vulnerability can therefore serve as a sensitizing concept for 

humanitarian and mission organizations in so far these organizations work with a delineation between those who are 

vulnerable and those who assume the power to help those who are vulnerable. Vulnerability as a foundational concept 

for a theological anthropology undermines therefore the binary distinction between the weak and the powerful. 

Consequently, the espousal of vulnerability safeguards against managerial approaches in the praxis of mission 

organizations by dismantling the foundation of a managerial approach through incorporating a praxis of epistemic 

openness as a postcolonial virtue.  

 

Intersectionality; Postcolonial theory; mission; incarnation; border-crossing 

 

 

FRIDAY 16 SEPTEMBER 2016, 5.15-7.00 PM: PARALLEL SESSIONS 4 

 

RETHINKING FREEDOM [MTC 00.08] 

 

19. Yin-An Chen (University of Kent), Freedom in the Power Relations: Rethinking the Concept of Freedom in 

Liberation Theology  

 

This article will rethink what freedom is from the perspective of Foucault’s social theory. The concept and the practice 

of freedom are significant themes for liberation theologians of Latin America, feminist theologians, African/black 

theologians, and Asian theologians. They regard the meaning of freedom as to let humans free from the domination 

and the oppression of the power in order to make themselves as the agent of their destiny. So, freedom is liberation 

of the power servitude. However, the article will start with the suspicion of Foucault that humans can wholly escape 

from power relations because power deployments have already imposed omnipresently on various levels of 

knowledge, human body, sexuality and desire. In Foucault’s sense, to set free is not to liberate the people from power 

but rather to find their subjectivity ‘in’ power relations. That is, freedom is to have capacities to contest and change 

those autonomous practices that constitute human nature if humans are always vulnerable to power relations. This 

freedom practice leads to a new ethic of freeing oneself for the invention of new forms of life and it can also be seen 

as a new theological anthropology of ‘subjectivation’. 

In order to demonstrate the meaning of freedom, the article will choose Gustavo Gutierrez as an example to show the 

concept of freedom in liberation theology in Latin America. And then, by the comparison with Foucault’s theory, it 

will illustrate that to have freedom is to be a subject who is vulnerable and not independent from the social structure 

and power relations. So, this article will show how theology cooperates with social theory and another dimension of 

theological anthropology.  

 

Freedom; Liberation theology; power relations; subjectivation; Gustavo Gutierrez; Michel Foucault 

 

20. Joas Adiprasetya (Jakarta Theological Seminary), From Kurios through Doulos to Philos: Interpreting Relation, 

Vulnerability, and Love from the Perspective of Friendship 

 

The paper discusses the importance of “friendship” as the main theological category for interpreting three keywords 

of the conference: relation, vulnerability, and love. The idea of friendship is of importance in our task of constructing 

a Christian anthropology based on the idea that the Triune God is Friendship (Deus est amicitia, Aelred of Rievaulx). 
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Using the relational metaphor of friend and friendship in the Gospel of John, I suggest that friendship love leads us 

to two different direction. First, the relation is marked with vulnerability, since the fourth gospel always defines a 

friend as the one who “lays down one’s life for one’s friends.” Second, the relation is creating a new ecclesial 

community centered on Christ as the Friend.  

Such a friendship-based anthropology is then employed to discuss critically two models of power relation in the 

church: kyriarchy and doularchy. While the first refers to the leadership my masters (kyriarchy), which is 

characterized by a pyramidal and top-down relationship, the second points to the leadership by servants (doularchy), 

which attempts to criticize the first model by modelling an upside-down pyramid of power relation. I argue that the 

two models fail to express the friendship-based anthropology, since both do not depict the Christian idea of relation 

as equal, quotidian, and transformative. On the contrary, my proposal is that of leadership by friends (philliarchy), 

which, I believe, makes a space for equal relation, quotidian vulnerability, and transformative love. 

 

Friend; kyriarchy; doularchy; philiarchy; equal; quotidian; transformative 

 

 

21. Khrystyna Mykhaliuk (KU Leuven), Religion-Related Vulnerability and the Relation between Harm and 

Offence: A Christian Religious Perspective 

 

The religion-related vulnerability is an understudied phenomenon. However, when people feel offended on the ground 

of religious affiliation by some free expressions, it implies their vulnerability of being-a-believer, a vulnerability that 

needs conceptualization. Surprisingly and in my view unjustly the term “vulnerability” is used in the literature on 

religion and free expression rather infrequently. A more popular term is “religious sensitivities.” Quite a strong 

opposition exists against a “special status” for religious sensitivities which is justifiable, but it risks identifying 

religious sensitivities with “mere feelings” with somehow unfavourable or undesirable connotations (like 

“capriciousness”).  

In this paper, I intend to show that the concept of religious-related vulnerability, when appropriately used, is not at all 

superfluous in the discussions about freedom of expression. On the contrary, it does justice to the essential human 

condition of being “homo religious” in the midst of cultural values which are not always favourable to it. By showing 

the sources of vulnerability of religiously-minded person, I will demonstrate how the religious sensitivities may 

acquire a more serious meaning without falling into exorbitance.   

Secondly, I will attempt to contribute to the recent discussions on the relation between harm and offense, while 

offering more consistent references to religious vulnerability. Also, I will employ often overlooked Christian 

theological perspectives which take loyalties to God and vulnerability of believer more seriously. Theology may 

propose a new light on the disturbing aporias of political solutions. By way of example, John Stuart Mill’s fear that 

defending one’s sensitivities everyone will require others to act as s/he would like them to act may be theologically 

turned inside out in the Gospel’s claim “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 

 

Sensitivity; religion-related vulnerability; harm; offence; freedom of expression; Christianity 

 

 

THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY IN CYBER AGE [MTC 00.12] 

 

22. Scott Midson (University of Manchester), ‘Self-Help for Cyborgs: What are the Merits and Challenges of 

Hybridity as a Model of 21st-Century Relational Theological Anthropology?’ 

 

The contemporary situation might be characterised as a ‘technocultural lifeworld’, where we exist alongside 

widespread technologies that range from mobile phones to robots. For many writers, the level of immersion in this 

kind of technological lifeworld demands theorising about a new kind of society – namely, the ‘information society’ 

(cf. Poster, Castells) – and a new kind of human figure – namely, the ‘cyborg’ (cf. Haraway, Gray). What is notable 

about the cyborg, in the context of the information society at least, is that it emphasises how technologies are not 

merely extraneous objects that the subject relates to, but in fact they constitute that subject by means of fusions. This 

has been referred to as ‘hybridity’ (cf. Latour, Scott), which is a significant yet ambiguous term. It is significant 

insofar as the coming together of different parts that it refers to has consequences for how we consider the bounded 

self, a key notion in theological anthropology. (By this, I refer primarily to a substantive notion of the human as 

uniquely bearing imago dei that divides it from nonhumans such as animals. This dichotomy relates to a self-other 
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distinction that hybridity actively challenges [cf. Kirchhoffer].) It is ambiguous, however, in terms of whether we 

recognise the hybrid being as a composite of distinct parts, or whether we extend the term to account for the fusions 

of those ‘distinct’ prior parts, tracing this understanding back endlessly. Clearly, this is a daunting and confusing 

proposition, and so there are important conversations about hybridity to be had that this paper will suggest and 

critically consider; but hybridity, it shall be proposed, may overall and on balance be insightful and useful in its 

providing a way of reflecting on the nuances of our technocultural lifeworld, and our place in it. 

 

Cyborg; hybridity; technocultural anxiety; relationality; information society 

 

23. Gábor Ambrus (Pontifical University of St. Thomas, Rome), Transcending “Relation” between Players: the 

Ontology and Theology of “Play” 

 

The way we usually think about concepts like “relation”, “vulnerability” and “love” undergoes a curious 

transformation once they seek a place within the rich notion of “play”. While these concepts are usually associated 

with intersubjectivity, a play is something more than a process between subjects; it does not originate from subjects. 

As soon as they engage in a game, subjects become players belonging to the game rather than one another. From the 

moment they come to be engrossed in the game players are certainly vulnerable, but this does not bring about any 

anxiety as long as they really play, that is, are totally absorbed in their game. Whatever informs the players’ relation, 

love, dislike, or indifference, it gives way to the love of the game that is a deep sense of belonging. 

Games vary enormously. Still, what is common to all of them is an ordered motion, a kind of “to and fro”, which is 

not limited to the human sphere: animals and machines can also play, so much so that it is more proper to say that 

human beings play, too. Human beings as “players”, however, open up a genuinely theological perspective: their play 

is conditioned by the divine, which manifests itself in games like salvation history or liturgy. 

Human players’ ontological and indeed theological “belonging to the game” assumes an unforgettable form in the 

central allegory of Ingmar Bergman’s film “The Seventh Seal”, in which Death and the Knight engage in a game of 

chess which becomes an allegory of human life. Even though the result of the game is inevitable, and the figure of 

Death denies holding any secrets of an afterlife, it is transcended by the spirit of the game and the sense of belonging 

— not to Death, but to the game. 

 

Relation; game; chess; Ingmar Bergman; sense of belonging; ontology 

 

 

24. Luis-Miguel Torró Ferrero (Pontifical Gregorian University, Rome), Considering Human Vulnerability and 

Transhumanism: Some Theological Perspectives 

 

Our present times, in which we are living, are deeply marked by the great and fast technological innovation and 

change. For some scholars, these technological changes are arriving to a not return point in which we even should 

consider that technology overcomes the human condition.  

Among those who are proposing that technology is producing a deep anthropological change we find transhumanists.  

When talking on transhumanism we should be aware of the complexity of the many and distinct proposals that 

composes it. Transhumanism does not constitute a homogeneous thinking system, nor it is a unique movement.  

But, at least, we may say that transhumanism makes reference to the idea that we (humans) are in transition to become 

posthumans. In the most radical transhumanistic proposals a posthuman is, in fact, a new species different to the 

human one 

So, for transhumanists, a posthuman is a future stadium that we will reach by the application of technology (specially 

the NBIC technologies) on humans.  

Transhumanism not only welcomes all these technological innovations, but goes further by suggesting several critical 

interpretations of the technological issue and, in particular, about the understanding of human beings.  

The goal of transhumanism is to become better humans, or even better-than-humans. But, one of the main perils of 

this proposal, as many critics show us, it’s the fact of a possible dehumanisation. As some scholars propose, I find 

human vulnerability in the core of the debate: perhaps transhumanism is seeking the end of the human vulnerabilities, 

or trying to render us invulnerable.  

Despite vulnerability is not a strictly theological concept it may result useful in order to build a theological response 

to the questions that technology in general and transhumanism in particular are posing about the sense of being human. 
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Transhumanism; posthumanism; human vulnerability; theological anthropology; technology 

 

 

PERSONALISM REVISITED [MTC 00.07] 

 

25. Christof Betschart (Pontifical Theological Faculty Teresianum, Rome), The Imago Dei as the Person’s 

Individuality in Edith Stein 

 

In past decades, the complex theological treatment of the person as imago Dei has focused on ontological, functional, 

relational or eschatological features of the person, which either belong or possibly belong to all human beings. It is 

however unusual to encounter a reflection on the person’s intrinsic individuality as imago Dei. Pannenberg identifies 

the prinicipium individuationis with history (Pannenberg 2011, 472), but is this all about personal individuality. For 

Edith Stein intrinsic or apriori individuality refers to an ontological dimension of the person, i.e. a unique quality of 

the person’s soul which unfolds more or less fully in the unity of the person’s body-soul-spirit: «the soul is destined 

for eternal being, and this destination explains why the soul is called upon to be an image of God in a “wholly personal 

manner.”» (FEB 504 [422]) This ontological approach contributes to a consideration of interpersonal relationship as 

based on intrinsic and qualitative alterity. In response to denial of historical, cultural, religious and also essentially 

personal alterity it offers a reflection on interpersonal enrichment through love, as a way to personal fulfillment and 

to complementarity through communion. An ontological approach to personal individuality thus paradoxically leads 

to the discovery of the existential primacy of relationality. 

 

Imago Dei; personal individuality; personal fulfillment; interpersonal relationship; relationality; Edith Stein 

 

 

26. Reet Otsason (John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin), The Unity of Human Person and His Acts of Knowing 

and Willing – According to Aquinas’ Concept of Anima Separata 

 

According to Thomas Aquinas both the activities of human cognition as well as love will survive the moment of death. 

In his theory of anima separata Aquinas claims (especially in his earlier works – from Commentary on the Sentences 

to Summa contra Gentiles II, c. 81) that at the moment of death the human soul will receive (in a natural way) an 

influx of intellectual forms (species intelligibilis) from the higher substances and will have a new mode - free from 

matter and sensibility -  of cognition and love of God, other souls and angels. It may seem, that the relations acquired 

during persons embodied life, the attachment to the corporeality and matter are not needed after the moment of death, 

as they rather hinder the human person in her aspiration to perfect knowledge and love. However, in his later works 

(e.g Summa theologiae, q. 89, Quaestiones de Anima, art. 15-20) Thomas finds that human intellectual activities of 

knowing and willing can not be perfect without the body (the sensitive dimensions of human life) involved. In my 

paper I’ll concentrate – referring to Aquinas’ theory of anima separata -  on the concept of unity of human activities 

in Aquinas’ anthropology, according to which spiritual activities of human person require the cooperation with 

sensitive faculties (body), constituting the unity, both before and - in compliance with the later ideas of Aquinas - also 

post mortem. 

 

Medieval vs modern anthropology; Aquinas’ philosophical anthropology; Aquinas’ theological anthropology; 

Aquinas’ concept of anima separata; the unity of human person; Aquinas’ concept of love; Aquinas’ concept of 

knowledge.; human knowledge and love after death 

 

 

27. Axel Liégeois (KU Leuven), A Revision of Louvain Personalism in the Care Context 

 

Louis Janssens is the founder of the Louvain tradition of personalism. He develops an anthropology that consists of 

eight essential and constitutive aspects or elements. This view is still valuable, but more than thirty years old. Hence, 

the aim of this paper is to propose a revision of personalism in the contemporary context of the care sector. Based on  

the anthropological givens of time and space, we situate the human person on a time line between origin and 

destination and on a space line between connectedness and individuality. Based on the bio-psycho-social and spiritual 

model in care, we discern nine dimensions of the human person, which together form a dynamic whole. 
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We also elaborate on the most important element of this revision, the concept of relation. Janssens’ personalism still 

approaches relation from the perspective of the subject: the subject inters into relation. Should the order not be 

reversed: the person is first relation, and only becoming a subject through relation? In our opinion, individuals cannot 

exist without relations, but there is also no relation without individuals. Therefore, we reconsider the human person 

in a relational tension between their individuality and their connectedness with others and the world. This is fully 

relational since tension expresses how the two poles of an apparent contrast relate to each other.  

People experience this relational tension in a particular way in the care sector: in the asymmetric relation with 

professionals, patients are especially vulnerable because of the tension between their individuality and autonomous 

wishes on the one hand, and their connectedness and dependence on care on the other hand. How can the balance 

between individuality and connectedness be restored? If well understood, love can connect both poles: a 

compassionate care for the other, but not without a respectful reinforcement of the other. 

 

Personalism; relation; care; autonomy; vulnerability; love 

 

SATURDAY 17 SEPTEMBER 2016, 9.00-10.30 AM: PARALLEL SESSIONS 5 

 

SUFFERING II [MTC 00.07] 

 

28. Julia Meszaros (KU Leuven), ‘Suffering is the Price of Love’. On Love’s Relation to Sin and Death 

 

It is a now widely accepted truth that love and vulnerability are inseparable: we cannot love another without making 

ourselves capable of being wounded. Yet our equally prevalent, romanticised view of love and our profound unease 

with suffering speak to the fact that it is typically only on a notional level that we confess to the link between love 

and vulnerability. The idea that ‘suffering is the price of love’ (Caryll Houselander) fills most of us with dread. 

In this paper, I want to suggest, firstly, that our anxiety about making ourselves genuinely vulnerable derives from 

our tendency to view suffering as antithetical to human happiness and to think of love as an altogether happy affair. 

Christianity challenges both these assumptions. Without attributing any intrinsic value to suffering, Jesus says that 

‘happy [blessed] are the persecuted’ and loves us in a way that passes through deep sorrow for him and all who love 

him.  

In a second step, I try to address the complicated question of why it is that love requires an openness to being wounded 

and that, according to Christianity, the path to perfect love and happiness is indeed bound to involve pain. I will 

suggest that this is the consequence of sin and death, and argue that a genuine embrace of our vulnerability must 

involve a continuous confrontation of these two dark facts of human life. This is no easy undertaking and one which, 

as I will argue, can ultimately succeed only in the face of the hope that love will ultimately prevail over death. Fully 

owning up to one’s vulnerability thus requires faith, or the knowledge that where we remain in love even when it 

hurts, love ultimately prevails over death. 

In exploring the connection between love, vulnerability, and suffering, I will draw on a range of writers, with a 

particular emphasis on Caryll Houselander, a 20th century writer, who proposed a deeply incarnational Christian 

spirituality without softening Christianity’s challenge to worldly images of human fulfilment.  

 

Vulnerability; love; suffering; happiness; sin; death; incarnation; Caryll Houselander 

 

29. Julia Feder (University of Notre Dame), Fortification: Posttraumatic Healing and Teresa of Avila’s Theology 

of Courage 

 

Trauma psychologists have noted the importance of courage in the work of posttraumatic recovery.  As psychologist 

Judith Herman describes, recovery requires a “tolerance for the state of being ill.”  This tolerance or “holding on” is 

empowered by a hope that wholeness is still possible, despite the very real gravity of the evil endured and the damage 

suffered.  As Herman puts it, traumatic recovery does not rest “on the illusion that evil has be overcome, but rather 

on the knowledge that it has not entirely prevailed and on the hope that restorative love may still be found in the 

world” (211, emphasis added).  What can support this hope for victims of traumatic violence?  In this paper, I will 

argue that the Christian theological tradition can offer resources to support posttraumatic healing, particularly in 

Teresa of Avila’s theology of courage.  Because traumatic experiences wound individuals and communities in every 

sphere of human be-ing (materially, interpersonally, socio-politically, and spiritually) it is critical for spiritual 

traditions to contribute their wisdom to the (communal) task of posttraumatic recovery.  Courage is a particularly apt 
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virtue to assist in the work of posttraumatic recovery since as Rebecca Konyndyk De Young argues, “[c]ourage, or 

fortitudo—so named from the Latin fortis (strong)—is the virtue most directly concerned with power and 

vulnerability, strength, and weakness” (150).  A theology of courage offers victims of trauma an opportunity to 

reclaim agency and power (i.e., that which has been lost in traumatic violence) in the face of apparent powerlessness.   

Teresa’s dominant image of the self as a castle, a fortified structure, foregrounds the strength that is available to one 

who possesses self-transparency and transparency to God.  Teresa thus plays creatively with images of vulnerability 

and invulnerability in order to capture the dynamic realities of courage in the work of (restorative) love.   

 

Trauma theology; Teresa of Avila; healing; courage; hope 

 

 

ECOLOGY AND CITIZENSHIP [MTC 00.08] 

 

30. Steven Van den Heuvel (Evangelical Theological Faculty, Leuven), The Importance of Relationality for 

Ecological Anthropology: A Bonhoefferian Perspective 

 

The anthropogenic ecological crisis urges theological anthropology to thoroughly reflect on the relationship between 

human beings and nature. Responding to this, many call for the abandonment of anthropocentrism, and argue instead 

for various forms of non-anthropocentrism, in which human beings are ‘dethroned’ and primarily understood as 

dependent on, as well as deeply related to, non-human nature (among many theological proposals along this line are 

Moltmann, 1985; and Kärkkäinen, 2015). Methodologically, these proposals presuppose that a change in how one 

sees oneself in relation to nature will lead to less ecologically destructive behaviour. This remains, however, a largely 

untested hypothesis (cf. Brennan & Lo, 2011), with evidence suggesting there could be no relation at all (cf. Northcott, 

1996). In light of this, it is important to foster and develop motives for ecological care that are more directly related 

to human action. One such motive is that of relationality – the ecological crisis is intrinsically bound up with the social 

crisis and the two mutually influence each other. This has been noted, for example, in the recent encyclical Laudato 

Si’ (Francis, 2015). In this paper, I want to further explore this insight theologically, in conversation with the German 

theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In his commentary on Genesis (Bonhoeffer, 2007) he offers an interpretation of the 

imago Dei that stresses its relational content. On the basis of that, he develops, throughout his works, a nuanced 

account of the self-in-relationship, both with others as well as with nature (cf. esp. Bonhoeffer, 1998), that in many 

ways is an untapped theological resource for environmental ethics. Particularly promising is the way Bonhoeffer 

recognizes the fact that while human beings are indeed intrinsically part of the earth, we have a different, more distant, 

relationship with the earth than with other human beings – in this sense Bonhoeffer differs from other eco-theologians 

(cf. Conradie, 2005), but I will show that his distinctions are both important and fruitful in the contemporary 

discussion.  

 

Bonhoeffer; ecology; imago Dei; relationality; theology 

 

31. Milja Radovic (Independent scholar), Performative and Transformative Practices of Citizenship: Radical Love 

and Acting towards the foreign “Other” 

 

This paper focusses on performative and transformative practices of citizenship: I approach acts (of citizenship) 

through the work of Hannah Arendt, and as both political and ontological category. The aim of this paper is to explore 

how activist citizens are constituted by their transformative and political acts towards the foreign “Other” and how 

these acts redefine the notion of citizenship as belonging. In that sense I explore acts as “communion with Others” 

and how Self is “relational” and ontologically bound to Other(s). I argue that acts are ontological, and I explore how 

activism, as an actualization of act, has ontological orientation towards Other(s) and at the same time how acting 

towards Other(s) represent political act par excellence. I further deconstruct the contemporary perceptions and 

representations of the foreign “Other” and performative and transformative practices of activist citizens. I re-consider 

the concepts of "radicalism" proposing that only through radical love – which is the expression of ontological freedom 

when we act to protect “our neighbour” –  the full potentiality of Being is realized. I argue that such transformative 

practices of political acts construct activist citizens and redefine the ways of “being-with-others.” I consider the 

liturgical premise of “dependability of each and all” as a political category, and as crucial for further deconstruction 

of acts, activism and citizenship as belonging. I argue that radical love expressed through acts of citizenship represents 

radical political activism.   
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Acts; citizenship; transformative practices; otherness; ontological freedom; radical love 

 

 

ART AND IMAGINATION [MTC 00.12] 

 

32. Sander Vloebergs (KU Leuven), Envision an Artistic Theology. About the Process of Artmaking, the Visionary 

Experience and the Fragility of the Material 

 

In this presentation I will explore the relation between art and theology from an insider’s perspective. I will highlight 

interesting parallels between the reflective yet liberating process of artmaking and the theological practice. As an 

artist-theologian I am searching for a creative method to incorporate the artistic vision and the religious experience 

into my theological exercise. In this presentation I will use the medieval visionary experience as stepping stone and 

inspiration to envision this method that can visualize theology in our contemporary context.  

I used the visions of Hadewijch as a focal point to engage in a dialogue between traditional imagery and artistic 

creativity. Hadewijch was a mystic who lived in the Low Countries during the beginning of the thirteenth century. 

She used poems and visions as a medium to describe, explore, perform and reflect about her theological-mystical 

experience in a context which is radically different than our own context. The Late Medieval world of the mystic was 

an enchanted place, a dwelling for creator and Creator where extraordinary events happened. The mystic/artist was 

an adventurer who traveled at the interspace between the divine spheres and the human history which was the locus 

for theological vision and human transformation.  

Our modern culture lost this familiarity with the immediate performance of the divine in the created material order. 

Human history appears to be restricted to causal principles which do not allow God to interfere. Matter is a cold 

substance that is analyzed and exploited. The human body is brutally vulnerable, a limitation to man’s dream for 

eternal life. The enchantment of embodiment seems lost without its divine Creator. Reading the literary genre of the 

vision from a modern perspective could thus be a alienating experience.  

Nevertheless, it is this alienating experience that draws me. My ‘reading’ is based on a creative involvement, an 

artistic-theological exchange that aims to overcome the cultural and religious gap between the medieval and 

contemporary visual culture. I dug into the process of art making from an insider perspective, which - in my words – 

could be described as a mystical embodied prayer, a kenotic incarnating movement into the fragility of the material, 

the vulnerability of existence. Using this multilayered dialogue between the visionary Hadewijch and the visual artist, 

I try to inspire the contemporary context to open up to the fragility of existence, the enchantment of embodiment and 

the visual/visionary encounter with the divine.  

 

Artistic theology; vision; Hadewijch; art; embodiment 

 

33. Maureen O’Connell (La Salle University, Philadelphia), If These Walls Could Talk: The Theological-

Anthropological Imagination of Community Muralism  

 

Imagination is critical to the idea of encounter, which is fundamental to pope Francis’ theological anthropology and 

all that grows out of it, including his ideas about evangelization in his apostolic exhortation Evangelli Gaudium 

(2013), the role of mercy in Christian discipleship, and more recent comments on the centrality of discernment in 

pastoral ministry. In this session, we'll consider the way in which a 30-year old mural movement in Philadelphia is 

revitalizing the "social imaginary" of the poorest of the large cities in the U.S., a collective expression of moral agency 

essential for community that has been significantly hindered by the legacy of racism in this city. In so doing we'll 

explore how community murals honor dimensions of theological anthropology denied or rejected in cultures of white 

supremacy and make space for new ways of being human together across the color-line.   

 

 


