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Dear sisters and brothers in Christ, leaders of the churches, colleagues in the ecumenical 
movement, and all who have gathered for this solidarity visit: 

We come to Zimbabwe as guests. We come to listen, to learn, to pray, and to stand 
alongside the churches in a time of continuing national difficulty. We do not come with 
ready-made diagnoses or imported solutions. We come because the body of Christ is one 
body. When one part suffers, all suffer together; when one part perseveres in hope, the 
whole body is strengthened. 

Remembering 2017: A Moment of Hope 

Our point of departure is the Ecumenical Solidarity Visit of 2017. To remember that visit 
faithfully, we also remember the atmosphere of hope that surrounded it. Many Zimbabweans 
experienced the end of Robert Mugabe's long rule as the beginning of a new historical 
possibility. The language of a "new dispensation" expressed the expectation that a different 
political culture might emerge—one marked by accountable leadership, constitutionalism, 
economic renewal, restored public trust, and an honest process of national healing. 

The churches did not create that hope. They received it, guarded it, and sought to give it 
moral and spiritual depth. 

It was in this context that the General Secretary of the All Africa Conference of Churches, 
Fidon Mwombeki, addressed a conference about the Sabbath Call in 2019 and described 
the church's vocation as priestly, pastoral, and prophetic.  

These are not three separate tasks but one integrated calling. The church is priestly because 
it stands before God in worship, confession, and intercession. It is pastoral because it 
accompanies people in suffering and protects their dignity. It is prophetic because, from 
within prayer and accompaniment, it speaks truthfully about injustice, violence, exclusion, 
corruption, and the abuse of power. 

The 2017 visit therefore represented more than an expression of international concern. It 
affirmed the churches of Zimbabwe as communities capable of holding together dialogue 
and truth, reconciliation and justice, hope and realism. Our return begins by honouring that 
witness. 
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Returning as Ecumenical Companions 

Nine years after the ecumenical visit in 2017, we return in a different atmosphere. 

Many of the hopes associated with political transition have not been realised. Economic 
hardship continues to burden communities. Public trust has diminished. Political polarisation 
persists. Many Zimbabweans continue to live with uncertainty, disappointment, and fatigue. 

Yet it would be presumptuous for visitors to reduce this complex reality to a simple 
judgement. The churches of Zimbabwe have reflected on these questions with far greater 
knowledge, courage, and pastoral sensitivity than outsiders can claim. 

Solidarity therefore begins with disciplined modesty. 

We are not here to stand above the situation but within a relationship. We come to ask 
where hope has survived, where ministry has become more difficult, where new forms of 
courage have emerged, and where the wider ecumenical family can offer meaningful 
support. 

The church's public vocation cannot be reduced to supporting one political programme or 
opposing another. It must remain open to dialogue without allowing dialogue to replace truth. 
It must accompany suffering without romanticising victimhood. It must call for accountability 
while refusing despair. Above all, it must resist neutrality in the face of injustice. 

Our task as ecumenical companions is therefore not to speak instead of the churches of 
Zimbabwe but to strengthen their witness through prayer, theological companionship, and 
international solidarity. 

Reading Zimbabwe through Trauma Theology 

As we have listened to Zimbabwean church leaders over many years, we have become 
increasingly aware that some of these realities can be illuminated through the perspective of 
collective trauma. 

We use this language carefully. 

Trauma is not a diagnosis imposed upon a nation. It is a lens through which we may 
understand how violence, fear, and silence continue to shape public life long after particular 
events have ended. 

Zimbabwe carries many histories that resist being compressed into a single narrative: 
colonial violence, the liberation struggle, Gukurahundi, political violence surrounding 
elections, contested memories of land and dispossession, economic collapse, migration, and 
the intergenerational consequences of fear and mistrust. Different communities remember 
these histories differently. Some wounds have been publicly acknowledged; others remain 
contested or largely unspoken. 

Trauma theology offers an important insight. Healing cannot be identified with forgetting. Nor 
can reconciliation be measured by the absence of open conflict. A society may appear 
peaceful while distrust continues beneath the surface. Official narratives may proclaim 
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closure while families continue to carry what the Indonesian theologian Septemmy Lakawa, 
following Shelly Rambo, calls "the suffering that remains" 

Lakawa, who has worked with communities that are traumatised by religious conflicts in 
Indonesia, distinguishes between wet and dry wounds. 

A dry wound has become a scar. It bears witness to suffering, but healing has taken place. A 
wet wound remains open, vulnerable, and prone to reopening. 

Her point is not that healing is impossible. Rather, Christian theology often moves too quickly 
from Good Friday to Easter, from violence to reconciliation, from confession to closure. 

Trauma theology asks us to remain longer with the wounds that are still wet. 

This is not an invitation to remain imprisoned in the past. It is an invitation to hope truthfully. 

Wet wounds cannot be healed simply by declaring them closed. They require patient 
attention, truthful naming, and relationships in which suffering can be acknowledged without 
being exploited. 

This, I believe, is one of the church's most important vocations. Not to reopen wounds 
carelessly. But neither to cover them prematurely with religious language. 

What Kind of Church Does a Wounded Nation Need? 

The language of trauma raises an unavoidable ecclesiological question. If societies bear 
wounds that endure across generations, what kind of church is called to live faithfully within 
them? 

The answer cannot simply be that the churches should do more. Before asking what the 
church should do, we must ask what the church is called to be. 

In situations marked by fear, distrust, and competing memories, the church's first contribution 
is not a programme but a presence. Before it speaks prophetically, it must become a 
community whose own life makes truthful speech credible.  

A church that proclaims reconciliation while reproducing exclusion within its own fellowship 
undermines its witness. Likewise, a church that denounces injustice without embodying 
compassion risks becoming another ideological voice within a polarised society. 

The church therefore becomes a sign of hope not because it possesses moral superiority but 
because it seeks to order its common life according to the reconciling work of Christ. 

In line with the categories of Fidon Mwombeki’s keynote, this calling can be described in 
three closely related dimensions. 

First, the church is a community of worship. Worship continually re-orients the church away 
from itself and towards the living God. In prayer, Scripture, and the celebration of the 
sacraments, Christians learn that history is not finally determined by violence, power, or fear, 
but by God's faithfulness. Worship forms a people capable of hope because it teaches them 
to see reality in the light of God's promises rather than merely through the evidence of the 
present. 
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Second, the church is a community of accompaniment. It walks alongside those who suffer 
without claiming to possess easy answers. It creates spaces in which grief may be 
expressed, memories shared, and dignity restored. Such accompaniment is not passive. It 
reflects the ministry of Christ himself, who drew near to the wounded before calling them 
towards new life. 

Third, the church is a community of public witness. It cannot retreat into private spirituality 
while injustice shapes public life. Its prophetic vocation is not an optional activity for a few 
courageous leaders but an expression of its faithfulness to the Gospel. Yet prophetic witness 
must always arise from worship and accompaniment. Detached from prayer and pastoral 
presence, prophecy easily becomes ideological denunciation rather than Christian testimony. 

These three dimensions belong together. Worship deepens compassion. Compassion gives 
credibility to public witness. Public witness, in turn, protects worship from becoming an 
escape from the realities of the world. 

The church becomes trustworthy before it becomes persuasive. 

Trust cannot be demanded; it is earned through patient faithfulness. Communities learn to 
trust a church whose words are sustained by its life, whose convictions are expressed 
through service, and whose hope is visible in its perseverance. 

Such trust is especially important where public institutions have been weakened or where 
political rhetoric has repeatedly disappointed expectations. In these circumstances, the 
church's credibility depends less on the force of its declarations than on the integrity of its 
communal life. 

This brings us naturally to one of the most significant ecumenical confessions of the 
twentieth century. 

Learning Where God Stands 

In 2026, the Belhar Confession marks its fortieth anniversary. Born in the struggle against 
apartheid, it emerged from a context in which the Gospel itself had become a matter of 
public conflict. The authors of Belhar recognised that Christian unity, reconciliation, and 
justice could not be treated as separate concerns. Each belongs intrinsically to the life of the 
church because each belongs to the work of Christ. 

For that reason, Belhar is not only a historical confession. The confession is best understood 
as an ecclesiology of discipleship, where God’s gift of unity leads to reconciliation, which, in 
turn, is expressed in acts of justice. It continues to offer theological orientation wherever 
churches seek to bear faithful witness amid division, exclusion, and injustice. 

Its three central affirmations form a coherent movement. 

Unity is God's gift before it is the church's achievement. Christians do not create 
communion; they receive it in Christ and are called to make it visible in their common life. 

Reconciliation is God's work before it becomes a human possibility. The church does not 
proclaim reconciliation because conflict has already disappeared. It proclaims reconciliation 
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because God has reconciled the world to himself in Jesus Christ and continually calls human 
communities into that reality. 

Justice is not an addition to reconciliation but one of its essential expressions. Reconciliation 
that ignores injustice becomes little more than a demand that victims accept the status quo. 
Genuine reconciliation seeks restored relationships through truth, accountability, and the 
protection of human dignity. 

The confession reaches its theological climax in one remarkable sentence: 

“The church must stand where God stands: namely against injustice and with the wronged” 
(Art. 4). 

This is more than an ethical imperative. It is an ecclesiological claim. Belhar does not first 
ask what the church should do. It asks where the church belongs. Its answer is profoundly 
theological. The church stands with the wronged because this is where God is.  

This insight acquires fresh significance when read through the lens of trauma theology. 

Trauma theology asks where God is present when wounds remain open, memories 
contested, and reconciliation incomplete. Belhar answers that question before it asks any 
others. 

Consequently, the church does not enter wounded places to bring God there. It discovers 
that God is already present among those who suffer and is called to join the work that God 
has already begun. 

This changes the character of Christian solidarity. 

The church is not a benefactor approaching wounded communities from a position of 
strength. It is itself a community of grace, continually learning to receive before it gives, to 
listen before it speaks, and to accompany before it leads. 

Standing with the wronged therefore requires disciplined humility. It calls the church to resist 
the temptation to resolve suffering too quickly or to offer theological explanations that silence 
lament. Instead, it learns to remain present where hope has become fragile, trusting that 
God's reconciling work often unfolds through patient companionship rather than dramatic 
intervention. 

Belhar thus offers not only a confession of faith but a way of inhabiting wounded history. The 
question is no longer how the church can contribute to reconciliation. The deeper question is 
whether the church is willing to stand where God already stands. 

From Wounds to Witness 

Belhar tells us where the church stands. Dietrich Bonhoeffer asks what becomes possible 
when the church remains there in its witness to a wounded society. His thoughts help us 
understand how societies marked by violence, fear, and broken trust can move towards a 
future that is neither captive to the past nor trying to suppress it. 

In his Ethics, Bonhoeffer has discussed the relationship between reconciliation and justice. 
In this deliberation, he also uses the metaphor of scars and asks what is needed to heal 
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wounds that have been inflicted by historical events. In these deliberations, Bonhoeffer 
carefully distinguishes between the reconciliation God grants to the church and the historical 
responsibilities of nations.  

Through Christ, the church lives from the forgiveness of sins and the promise of a new 
beginning. The church does not create healing. It participates in the healing work that God 
has already begun. 

Nations, however, cannot simply begin again. They must live with the legacy of their guilt. 
Historical guilt cannot be erased by proclamation or forgotten through the passage of time. 
It remains part of a people's shared history and must be addressed within the fragile 
realities of public life. 

For nations and societies, wounds can only heal into scars when there is a return to justice, 
the rule of law, and peace. Justice does not erase the past. It creates the conditions under 
which the past no longer governs the future. Only when justice gradually restores public life 
can wounds begin to heal. The wounds do not disappear. They gradually become scars. The 
scar remains a visible reminder of suffering. Yet, it also witnesses that violence no longer 
has the final word. Christian hope is therefore not the promise that history can be rewritten. It 
is the promise that wounded histories need not determine the future forever. 

Standing with the wronged is the church's location. Rebuilding trust is the fruit of remaining 
faithfully in that place. In situations of trauma, the church has therefore two vocations. With 
Blehar, they have to stay with the wronged and against injustice.  

Beginning with their internal relationships, the church is called to live by word and deed into 
the promise of reconciliation in Christ, who makes all things new. The church participates in 
the healing work that God has already begun, not by offering premature closure but by 
helping to create relationships in which truth may be spoken, responsibility accepted, 
forgiveness sought, and trust slowly rebuilt. It invites Christians and people of good will to 
become communities in which memories may be shared without being manipulated and 
suffering acknowledged without becoming a permanent identity. By doing so, the church’s 
example becomes a witness to the world which can open new possibilities of life for society 
and the world (Belhar, Art. 3). 

But the church’s calling does not stop here. In its public ministry, it must remind the world 
that healing can’t be separated from justice. “Forgiveness within history can come only when 
the wound of guilt is healed, when violence has become justice, lawlessness has become 
order, and war has become peace” (Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 54). 

Forgiveness within history is demanding work – for society as well as for the churches. It 
requires patience and rarely yields quick success. It asks churches and people of good will 
to remain present where political attention has already moved elsewhere. Such presence 
does not erase the past. But it opens the door to the future. 

Co-Creating a National Narrative 

Because Christ continues to gather his people, the church is called to become a community 
in which truthful remembering can take place. If trust is rebuilt through truthful relationships, 
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we must ask how such communities can shape society's attempts to come to terms with the 
past. 

Societies are sustained not only by institutions but also by the stories they tell about 
themselves. Where violence has divided communities, those stories often become 
fragmented. Different groups remember different histories, emphasise different sufferings, 
and inherit different understandings of justice. When these narratives cease to speak to one 
another, distrust becomes self-perpetuating. 

Applied to national healing, co-creation means that no state, political party, ethnic 
community, generation, church, or external partner can claim exclusive authorship of 
Zimbabwe’s story. A national narrative worthy of reconciliation must be polyphonic. It must 
allow multiple memories to enter public life without assuming that all memories are morally 
equivalent or factually beyond examination. Truth remains essential. Co-creation is not 
relativism. It is the communal work by which truth becomes shareable, accountable, and 
capable of sustaining a common future. 

In trauma therapy, healing does not occur because a therapist supplies the correct story. The 
therapist creates a relationship of sufficient safety in which the person can approach painful 
memories without being overwhelmed by them. The survivor remains the primary agent and 
interpreter of the experience. Through attentive listening, careful questions, recognition of 
neglected strengths, and the gradual linking of fragmented memories, a narrative may 
emerge in which the traumatic event is neither denied nor allowed to define the whole 
identity of the person. 

The word “co-creation” names the relational character of this process. No one narrates 
alone. Stories are told to someone, received by someone, questioned by someone, 
remembered within families and communities, and shaped by the language available to a 
culture. Yet co-creation does not take authorship away from those who have suffered. It 
creates conditions in which they can recover authorship. The listener does not own the story. 
The listener helps protect the space in which the speaker can discover how the story may be 
told and what future it may allow. 

The church cannot impose a single national story. Nor should it attempt to silence legitimate 
differences of memory. Its calling is rather to create spaces in which different memories may 
be brought into conversation without denying their complexity. 

In this sense the church becomes a narrative community. 

Its liturgies can hold lament and hope together. Its pastoral practices can protect vulnerable 
testimony. Its prophetic ministry can challenge official amnesia and partisan manipulation of 
memory. Its congregations can bring into relationship people whose histories have been 
separated. Its educational institutions can preserve archives, train facilitators, and cultivate 
truthful theological reflection. Its ecumenical structures can convene conversations across 
denominational, regional, ethnic, political, and generational boundaries. 

The church remembers because Christian faith itself is an act of remembrance. Again and 
again Scripture recalls God's faithfulness amid exile, oppression, failure, and renewal. The 
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Eucharist gathers believers around the memory of Christ's suffering and resurrection, not as 
an escape from history but as God's transforming presence within history. 

This faith compels us to ask: How can the church become a conducive site for missional 
formation that embodies its witness to the cross and the resurrection? How can the church 
become a community of witnessing disciples? How can the church learn practices through 
which fractured memories can be received, shared, and transformed into a common future? 
How can Christians learn to tell the truth about suffering without surrendering to despair; to 
remember injustice without allowing resentment to become the final word; to speak of hope 
not because history has already been redeemed, but because Christ has entered history and 
continues to gather a people who live by the promise of God's coming reign? 

This shared remembrance shapes the church's public witness. 

Such witnessing communities can contribute decisively to the common good. They cultivate 
habits of listening, truthful speech, forgiveness, and mutual responsibility. These practices 
may appear modest, yet they prepare the social conditions in which reconciliation can take 
root. 

Christian witness is not first what the church says. It is the life that becomes possible when it 
remains where Christ stands. 

Meeting Christ in the Midst of Fear 

The Gospel of John offers a striking image of such a community. 

After the crucifixion, the disciples gather behind locked doors. Fear shapes their life together. 
The future appears uncertain. Their hopes have collapsed, and they struggle to imagine 
what faithfulness now requires. 

Into this room the risen Christ comes. His first gift is peace. His second gift is neither 
explanation nor certainty but the wounds of his crucifixion. 

The risen Lord does not conceal the marks of violence. Resurrection does not erase Good 
Friday. The wounds remain visible because they belong to the truth of God's reconciling 
work. Only then does Christ breathe the Holy Spirit upon his disciples and send them into 
the world. 

The sequence is profoundly significant. The church is not sent because it has overcome fear. 
It is sent because Christ enters its fear. It is not commissioned because every wound has 
healed. It is commissioned by the One whose own wounds remain visible. 

Witnessing discipleship therefore begins not with strength but with grace. The church bears 
witness because it has first encountered the wounded and risen Christ. This image 
illuminates everything we have considered together. 

Like the disciples, churches often find themselves in rooms shaped by uncertainty. Like 
them, they are tempted either to retreat into self-protection or to seek premature certainty. 
Yet the Gospel points towards another possibility. 
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Churches become places where wounds may be shown without shame, where truth may be 
spoken without fear, and where hope is born not from denial but from Christ's living 
presence. 

Such a church is able to accompany wounded societies because it knows that it, too, lives 
only by grace. 

Conclusion 

As we return to Zimbabwe, we do so neither with easy optimism nor with resignation. 

We come as fellow pilgrims. We come to worship with the churches of this country, to learn 
from their faithfulness, and to strengthen one another in our common calling. 

The years since 2017 have reminded us that political transitions alone don’t heal wounded 
societies. Healing requires patient work: truthful remembrance, justice, restored trust, and 
communities willing to remain present where suffering endures. 

The church has a distinctive contribution to make to this journey. It worships the God who 
remains faithful. It accompanies those who suffer. It bears public witness to truth and justice. 
It remembers that reconciliation is God's gift before it becomes humanity's achievement. 

Above all, it learns again where God is to be found. Belhar expresses this with remarkable 
clarity: 

The church must stand where God stands: against injustice and with the wronged. 

The Gospel according to John shows us why. The risen Christ is already there. He stands 
among fearful disciples. He bears wounds that have become signs of life. He breathes 
peace into anxious hearts. And he sends his church into the world as a community of hope. 

Peace be with you.​
May our solidarity therefore be more than an expression of concern.​
May it become a participation in Christ's own ministry of reconciliation. 

May we have the courage to remain where wounds are still open, the patience to 
accompany one another in hope, and the faith to trust that the God who raised Jesus Christ 
from the dead is still gathering, healing, and sending his church today. 

Amen. 
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