Section 4 (moderated by Erik Berggren)

9:00 - 9:30, Emilie Jovanovic, How can the Church listen to the Word of God? A
comparative theological inquiry into Dietrich Bonhoeffer and a Mennonite ecclesial
perspective

Dietrich Bonhoeffer lived, as we do today, in a context marked by polarization, both in the
political sphere and within the Church. In response to this environment, he developed an ethical
framework in which the central task is to discern where truth is to be found and which path
constitutes the right course of action for both the individual Christian and the ecclesial
community. Thus, for Bonhoeffer, the fundamental ethical question, “How shall I do what is
good?” is replaced, in theological ethics, by the question: “What is the will of God?” Similarly,
with regard to the Church, rather than asking, “How can the Church remain relevant?”, one
must ask the question: “What is the will of God for His Church, hic et nunc?” As the Church
and ecumenical organizations are in a world increasingly shaped by polarizing forces, their
primary task is to seek to listen to God rather than to the world, and to perceive the world
through the God who has taken it upon Himself in Jesus Christ.

To engage this question in relation to the contemporary world, | propose to investigate the
resonances between Bonhoeffer’s theology and the ecclesial practices observed within French
Mennonite congregations. These communities, shaped by a distinctive tradition of being a peace
church, seek to listen to the Word of God and to embody Christian discipleship. By examining
the forms of communal discernment enacted within these churches and interpreting them
through the lens of Bonhoeffer’s thought, we can deepen a specific ecclesiology—one that
embodies practices of peace capable of enriching the whole Church.

9:30 - 10:00, Hadje Cresencio Sadje, The Political Economy of Polarization and the Calling
of the Church: A ZiZekian Analysis of Universality, Particularity, and Class Struggle

This paper examines the political economy of polarization through the lens of Slavoj Zizek’s
dialectical materialist concepts of universality, class struggle, and particularity, synthesizing
empirical research on polarized pluralism with theological reflections on the church’s calling
in divided times. Drawing on Pelizzo and Babones’ analysis of four historical cases, including
Weimar Germany, the French Fourth Republic, the Italian First Republic, and the Spanish
Republic, the paper demonstrates that political polarization responds significantly to changes
in macroeconomic conditions, with economic hardship intensifying the fear that drives “us
versus them” thinking. Jamil Khader’s engagement with ZiZek provides a framework for
understanding how universal emancipation must be fought through or at the site of a thwarted
particularity, recognizing that true universality emerges not from abstract commonality but
from the gap within every particular identity. However, Khader’s critique of Zizek’s tendency
to place the ethical burden of subjective destitution on the colonized and oppressed demands
democratization: all revolutionary subjects must embrace the universal gap within themselves.
Against this backdrop, the paper turns to Pieter Vos’s theological reflection on the church’s
response to polarization. VVos argues that overcoming polarization requires not primarily better
arguments or more dialogue between opposing sides, strategies that may inadvertently fuel
polarization, but a fundamental recalibration of the church’s own attitude from the sources of
faith. Through critical self-reflection and first person narrative, the church can contribute to
depolarization not by solving conflicts directly but by modelling a different way of being: a
community that recognizes common humanity beneath apparent differences, inhabits its
identity in Christ as marked by the cross and open to the other, and witnesses to reconciliation
as both gift and foretaste of God’s ultimate purpose for creation.



10:00 - 10:30, David Kulke, Imperial Teleology and Ecclesial Subjectivity: The Heritage of
the Kyivan Rus’ between Russian Imperial Appropriation and Ukrainian Self-Assertion

The heritage of the Kyivan Rus’ stands at the centre of one of the most consequential ecclesial
disputes in Europe. Only since the end of the seventeenth century did Russian imperial
historiography begin to incorporate the baptism of 988 and the broader legacy of the Kyivan
Rus’ into a teleological narrative culminating in Moscow, thereby absorbing the ecclesial
history of Ukraine into an “all-Russian” continuum. In this framework, the Kyivan tradition is
deprived of theological agency and reduced to the prologue of an imperial ecclesiology. Yet
this imperial paradigm has not remained confined to its original context. It has too often been
adopted and reproduced in Western scholarship. Decades-old publications — which
unfortunately remain standard reference works to this day — still speak of the “Baptism of
Russia” and present Ukrainian Christianity as a regional variant of a larger Russian whole, often
without critical reflection on the historiographical presuppositions involved.

This paper argues that imperial church historiography functions as a colonizing practice
precisely through such transnational adoption and reproduction. Decolonizing church history
thus entails not only exposing Russian imperial appropriations of the Kyivan heritage but also
confronting the epistemic responsibility of academia in the West. The modern Ukrainian effort
to reframe its ecclesial past — frequently dismissed as “nationalization” — must therefore be
understood as an act of epistemic restoration and ecclesial self-assertion. Focusing on the
Kyivan Rus’ as the crystallization point of competing origin narratives, the paper proposes
criteria for a decolonized church historiography. In times of polarization, academic and
theological integrity does not consist in false neutrality, but in critically interrogating inherited
imperial teleologies and restoring suppressed ecclesial subjectivity.



