Lukas Vischer:

Committed to the Transformation of the World?
Where are we 40 years after the World Conference on Church and Society in Geneva (1966)?

1. Place and Date of Publication
World Council of Churches (ed.): The Ecumenical Review, Vol. 59 No. 1, January 2007, Geneva, 27-47.
2. Historical Context

The World Council of Churches’ Conference on Church and Society in Geneva, 1966, was borne by
the hope for a new and more just social order and an almost undivided confidence in the progress of
science and technology. Lukas Vischer’s critical analysis specifies some areas in which the conference
underestimated the magnitude of the challenges humanity was facing.

3. Summary
1966 — 2006: Seven contrasts

1. The potential for destruction inherent in the scientific and technological revolutions has
proved to be in reality a threat for the whole life on planet earth.

2. The conception of social justice has proved to imply struggle and has to be achieved within
the limits of growth: “The rich must live more simply so that the poor may simply live.”

3. Since 1966, the number of challenges has multiplied and has become less and less
manageable for ordinary people.

4. The “secular city” offers freedom and the opportunity for individuals to develop their own
self. But it does not provide the moral ground for a society of solidarity and responsibility.

5. The struggle of colonies for independence and economic self-reliance has not managed to
break up the structures of injustice. The gap between rich and poor nations persists.

6. At the Geneva conference, open violence was considered to be the inevitable answer to
the hidden structural violence of oppression. Today, violence is omnipresent: not only in
interpersonal relations but also in our relationship to creation as a whole.

7. Ecumenical collaboration with the Roman Catholic Church at the universal level began to
reach limits soon after 1966. On the other hand, awareness of inter-religious dialogue, of
gender issues, and of the role of non-governmental organizations has developed.

New theological frontiers: Two examples

The theme of the Geneva conference was human self-development. Creation was understood as
the stage or the arena of human history. In order to respond credibly to the ecological crisis, a
revision of Christian anthropology is called for. The scientific and technological revolutions have
shaken the inherited structures of society. Lack of wisdom in dealing with the gifts of God’s
creation has led to destruction. This development represents a humiliation of humankind.

What then is the task of the churches today?

God will ultimately not abandon his creation. The Spirit is still at work in our midst. Whether
“successful” or not: The churches have their task in acts of love and solidarity as signs of God’s
future. “The fulfilment of God’s love is the purpose of the world, its symbol the cross.”
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