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humanity open to that dimension of quality which is always possible and
always needed. That is what the metaphors of artistic process and aesthetic ex-
perience seek to do with their symbols of peace and justice and solidarity: to
release those energies of vision and possibility in the midst of dwelling so as to
bring to appearance those qualities of life which are so easily lost and forgotten
in the normalcy of what passes for everyday.
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CHAPTER XVIlI

Free and Compassionate:
A Perspective on Religious '
Foundation of Political Ethics

by Koson Srisang*

INTRODUCTION

One of the clearest characteristics of the present human condition is the
widespread and deeply felt experience of some kind of crisis. And the situation
seems to be deteriorating. Searching for solutions to this problem people h'flve
proposed a variety of answers. An important mode of such proposals for action
is in the form of political theology or political ethics.

A few introductory remarks may be helpful. The title of this essay reflects my
conviction about the intricate relatedness of religion and politics. “Freedom”
and “compassion” seem to me to be the two most encompassing symbols in
human life and history, and as such, they are at root religious and are,
therefore, crucial for politics. Further, this essay is basically a case study, r.eﬂec‘
ting on the “short-lived Thai political freedom of 1973-1976" w'hlch constitutes
the first part of the paper. The first section tells the story, which for me is in-
tegral to any political ethics. The second section focuses on the necessary
method; here we must emphasize that method and substance for us are e,ssen—
tially two sides of the same coin. In the third section we IO.Ok at peop?les par-
ticipation as politics from below, and in this context we discuss the issues of
“reedom” and “compassion” specifically as these issues relate to Fhe probl§m of
development and surrounding issues. Finally, we conclude by briefly looking at
the religious nature of political ethics.

L. THE STORY IS NOT ONLY TO BE TOLD:
THE SHORT-LIVED THAI POLITICAL FREEDOM OF 1973-1976

1. We All Wear a Pair of Spectacles

The year was 1961 A.D.

When headman Lee called the village assembly.
“Pm just back from the meeting in town”,

he declared, confident and proud.

“The government has just announced

a new development policy:

we must now raise ‘sukorn’ and poulery.”

Dumb-founded was grandfather See:
“What in the world is this ‘sukorn’, excellency?”
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Standing up straight, enjoying his pride,
headman Lee uttered a reply,

“Ah! the sukorn, it’s nothing more

than the ordinary dog we all know.™

Thus goes a modern Thai folksong, originating from and still very popular in
the northeast province of Isan. The song is an apt commentary on the “top-
down” development policy in Thailand which, unfortunately, has not substan-
tially changed in the last twenty odd years. Language alone is a good reflection
of this, a case in point: “ukom” is the word for pig in the official parlance of
Thailand, which is usually unfamiliar to most villagers whose word for a pig is
“moo”. But this word is considered low-class, improper and therefore unofficial.
Given such a policy, the pig (sukom) becomes a dog even for the village head-
man Lee!

Yet, not all the problems originate in Bangkok. That day in 1961, flattered by
the clever Chinese merchant in town, Lee bought a pair of black spectacles. It
was a bright sunny day, but through the black spectacles he saw a different
world, “My goodness, it’s going to rain!” he thought. Feeling dizzy because of
the spectacles, he took them off. It was the same clear day on which he had
started his journey home.

We can hardly laugh at headman Lee, unless we are willing to laugh at
ourselves as well. For we all wear a pair of spectacles. | mean, of course, we do
have our own biases — be they ideological, philosophical, or even theological
positions. The question is not whether we wear glasses, but rather what kind of
glasses — exclusive or inclusive, destructive or life -affirming, enslaving or
liberating — do we wear? It is, in short, the question of perspectives. That is, it
is the question of perception, understanding, commitment, interpretation, and
appropriation, all of which constitute the foundations of our action, political or
otherwise.

2. Despair and Hope

The development action based on the top-down, elitist perspective has caus-
ed much suffering, despair and protest for the people today. In this suffering we
have to look for the signs of hope if we are to understand the full implication of
political ethics.

“I look to the mountains: where will my help come from? My help will come
from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 121:1-2). This cry of the
ancient Israelite was at once one of despair and hope. Oppressed and desperate,
people cry to heaven for help and deliverance; and their hope lies in none other
than the Lord of heaven and earth. Such a cry is to be found in all religious
traditions. Indeed it is a familiar cry, but its volume and urgency today seem to
fill the air. Listen to the following poem by one of the sons of Isan (1957):

In the sky there’s no water
Worse still only sand in the soil
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Mixed with tears forever falling
Our blood covers this thirsty land.

There’s power in our arms and shoulders
Everyone hears our voices raised in anger.
Isan man, stand up and fight

To the end with your two strong hands.

When the dry wind blows and shriek
Blurring the line between forsest and field
There emerge the mass of our people.
Who could ever dream to crush us all.?

This is a particular cry of protest. It is also a particular expression of people’s
consciousness of their plight and power. Truly particular, it is therefore truly
universal. Do we not hear the same cry all over the world? The underlying
theme is the same: poverty, exploitation, powerlessness and despair. Created,
however, in the image of God, people are eternal, God is on their side. THe
human spirit will not give up, after all and in spite of it all. But it is not easy, in
fact, it is very costly. The need is clear: the power to be and to act for people, in
order for them to create their own history and to enjoy their own culture as
well as the blessings of the earth which God has given them. However, if the
need is*clear, the question of “where do people turn for such a liberating
power?” is very complicated. The answer is difficult to come by, and when it
does come, it is always ambiguous.

3. The October Mystery in-the Thai Story

Moving now to the national scene proper, telling the dramatic story of the
Thai people’s struggle for liberation during the 1973-1976 period is particularly
instructive for our present concern for political ethics. For this indeed is the un-
folding drama where all actors and all powers were involved, all the major sym-
bols and conflicting ideologies were laid bare on the Thai political landscape,
the relation of religion and politics was clearly manifested, and the possibilities
and the ambiguities of the Thai future were disclosed.

a) Ethos and symbols. Among other things, the drama of the 1973-1976 period
was a conflict between different interpretations of the Thai ethos and symbols,
as we shall see below. Our contention here is that an adequate inquiry on
political ethics has as its proper locus the interpretation of ethos and symbols.

Ethos, as Pitcher and Winter point out, “refers to the way in which symbol,
myth, language and ritual lend direction to the human life of a people. Or-
dinarily the ethos of a society is an unexamined reality; its power as the shap-
ing, informing and ordering source comes to light only when the meaning of
the common life comes into question.” A people’s ethos is grounded in and
draws its inspiration from their common religious vision, that is, the fullest ex-
pression of their experiencing of the divine power.

b) Thai ethos. Drawing on my earlier work, it is clear that the ideal of
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compassionate Buddhist Kingship has been the encompassing ethos of the Thai
social order. This ethos had been translated into ideology taking the form of
nation (chat), religion/Buddhism (sasana) and king (phramahakasat). Since 1932
however, a fourth member has been added to this trinity, namely, constitution
(rattathammanun).* The nation element has been invoked only in times of war
or border conflicts. The religion element is usually ignored except when pomp
and ceremony is needed to boost the aura of those in power. The king element
has both regained prominence and become very crucial in Thai politics in re-
cent years.® It has been both ambiguous and controversial. In the prevailing
Thai ideology today the trinity has been fully revived and the king element has
become all-pervasive and encompassing, and through all this the constitution
has dropped out altogether.

c) October 1973. If the number of constitutions is the measure, Thailand must
be one of the richest countries on earth. Since the revolution of 1932, we have
had twelve different versions.$ It was a public demonstration to demand one of
them that led to the famous student led revolution of October 14, 1973. Hun-
dreds of thousands of people took to the streets of Bangkok, the most massive
demonstration ever, and toppled the twenty five years of military domination.
The people were victorious and in the early phase of this period enjoyed full
political freedom. Gradually, however, opposition by the power elite began to
emerge and some of the student leaders were assassinated. Farmers and workers
began to organize in coalition with the students. Strike and demands for better
wages and land reforms were still being heeded by those in power. Socialism
had gained prominence, providing promise of better 'society for many and a
serious threat to the powers that be. The Communist Party of Thailand began
their real political bidding. But there was another act ‘that was reaching
another climax at the time, and it took place in 1976.

d) October 1976. On October 6, 1976 Thai police, on the order of the govern-
ment, invaded Thammmasat University, killing some 40 students and wound-
ing hundreds; they also arrested some three thousand people.” Freedom had
been brutally assassinated with one sweep. Hatred filled the air, compassion
was nowhere to be found. If October 14, 1973 brought life and hope to
Thailand, October 6, 1976, ushered in darkness and doom.

This then is the Thai context. Its challenge is there for all concerned, in-
cluding those interested in political ethics. This is precisely our task in the pre-
sent project. For the story is not only to be told.

1. THE PROBLEM OF POLITICAL ETHICS

1. The Renewed Attention

There have been quite a few discussions in the recent years in religious and
political circles on political ethics.® The common underlying reason for the
emergence of this concern, I believe, is the pervasive awareness of the societal
crisis of our times, a crisis at once political and spiritual in character.
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i i ion: ion ot vision, or of
If this is true, there is then a prior questxo.n. the qt.xbest : s
perspective — that which is both encompassing and liberating.

2. Towards an Encompassing and Liberating Perspective

Four perspectives have emergid i}r: the ecumenical process of reflection and
ialogue on the issue of political ethics: o
dli) gthics of responsibility. In his famous essay, “Politics. as a Vo'ca;[ﬁ);;ceh/ttﬁ)é
Weber sees politics as a “striving to share power or stnvmg't}c:' mh 1ce the
distribution of power, either among states or among groups within tletison S;l ;
State,” he goes on to say, “is a relation of. men dommatlr?g. men,) a .r;:nce » }Ee
ported by means of legitimate (i.e. consxder.ed to be l.egmmatf: vi ¢ éiven
modern state is a compulsory association which organizes don'nnat:op. Oiver
this understanding, Weber distinguishes two types 9f ethxcs:' ”an eth ic of
ultimate ends” or “an ethic of intention” or “a dlSpOSlthFlfl et:hx}c1 orz }: e (I): e
hand, and “an ethic of responsibility” or “a” power ethlc‘ on : e.ci nzrt. o
Weber, Christian ethic is “the ethic of love, whose Fnax1m is 1'“?5181 ot him
that is evil by force.” On the other hand, the maximr for pf)b itu;a eh o
Weber is “you shall resist evil by force, or else you are responsi he 01; Oto (; Zat :
winning out.”? On the surface, Weber would seem to mal.<e p;r apil o eac 2
distinction between a religious ethic and a pohtfc.al' et}’x’lc. Ctlfla yW e oo
ethics do converge ~in the person of tbe politician, whoh orth e ; s
everybody, in one way or another. That is, they converge wt hen" e perso
comes to a point when s/he says, “Here I stand; I can do no other. o
Continuing in this heritage, Wolfgang Huber (of Germa.ny) goes -t; er (0
include three more elements: participation of people, dlglogl{e wxlx 2 other
religious and cultural heritage, and exempl?ry life styles an actlfotnh.. erspec—
this broad ecumenical inclusion, tl;le excluls(lvely European root of this persp
ive i evident throughout his work. o
tugr) 1;:}}?;‘})\; involvement and action. The key to this' Perlspecslve is 1as ;ilrllciosr
theology to overcome its isolation, not onlhy from politica a? socxli serious:
but also from people’s life and struggles. This appfoac%l, theire 14:>re1, ta esto fous
ly people’s life context (suffering, injustice, ch.) in dlalecslhca re a:i:rlll 0 some
{deological and/or theological value—assumpthns, responding ;;pe ol ; 0 pec-
ple’s needs, aspirations and capacities for knowing and acting. lhe a mis 0o st
than true self-reliance, as people begin to take charge of the organization
of their own life. N
m?ﬁge;::;ective rejects any absolute value in scienti.ﬁc kno:l‘edgﬁ, pﬁ:lt;ﬁg
that such value is shaped by the interests of the cla§ses m\{olve int le 3 ipnci
and accumulation of knowledge. More posit'{vely, it consu:le_rs1 popular lsec’:seem‘
or popular (folk) wisdom at the ba§e of society to be crucial to peop
powerment in their struggle for justice and sFlf—rellance. - ctical school
Notably, this ethic of involvement and action draws from the critl  schocl
of social scientists who, in the last decade, have prom‘oted the participa yon
tion research. Although widespread, the most articulate advocates among
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them are from Latin America, associated with such names as Paulo Freire and
Orlando Fals Borda.!2 More recently however, some critical voices have emerg-
ed from within Latin America itself, a good example of this is Professor J.
Ramalho (from Brazil) who has criticized the lack of attention to the native (In-
dian) cultural and religious heritage and women’s participation in this par-
ticular approach.!? .

¢) Ethics of story-telling. Having emerged from the Asian experience of people’s
struggle, this perspective shares much with the involvement and action ethic.
There are, however, two distinctive additions: the vision of messianic kingdom
and the recovery of people’s religious and cultural heritage.!

More specifically, four major elements may be identified in the ethic of story-
telling. First, faced with the abject poverty and systematic oppression, and in-
spired by the vision of the messianic kingdom (both Christian and other
religious inspirations), the people are engaged in the struggle for a just society.
Second, in search of their identity and power, poor and oppressed people
reinterpret and recover their historical roots, their cultural and religious
‘heritage, their collective memory and their folk wisdom. Telling and inter-
preting significant historical epochs, foundation myths, folktales, and the arts
and literature — i.e., the legacy of symbols and ethos — are crucial in this con-
nection. Third, articulating the present reality, analyzing and identifying both
the demonic forces and the liberating possibilities. Fourth, based on the above,
this ethic accepts the sharing of the cup of suffering and joy of the people (com-
passion) on the one hand and organizing for people’s power and action for
liberation and justice (freedom) on:the other.!?

d) Ethics of interpretation. Drawing from both European and North American
intellectual heritage, this perspective is based on the theory of interpretation.
As such, a paradigm of reading the text is fundamental. With regard to the pro-
blem of political ethics, the text to be read, as Winter points out, is the societal
text, and entdils three moments or steps which are interwoven in any actual
reading of a text:

1. guessing (sensing) the structure of the whole;
11. analytical explanation of the sense of the text;
I1L. comprehension of the referential meaning of the world the text projects.'¢

More specifically, from this perspective, “the text of political ethics is the
politico-historical life of the People in the context of faith. Any attempt to
shortcut the People’s story by imposing a program from the top violates this
understanding of political ethics, adding one more oppression to the existing
structures. The People’s story is a praxis, an historico-political struggle for
liberation from suffering and oppression . .,. . This means that political, ethical
and theological interpretations and proposals are qualified by the contingencies
of the People’s story.”?

The hermeneutic approach, advocated by Pitcher and Winter, locates the
problematic of the common life in deeper conflicts in humart being’s relation to
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his/her ethos and the source of his/her being. “The ethos is understood as a
bestowal of meaning through symbol, myth, language, institutions and rela-
tionships in which the human finds its possibilities. The human pdrticipates in
a creative process through language and community, yet the bestowal of
possibilities is concealed as well as manifested in the emergence of history.”8
The hermeneutic perspective is, therefore, concerned with the interpretation of
historical possibilities in the light of divine grace as the locus of meaning and
truth.

An explicit critique or judgment on these tour perspectives is, at this point,
premature and perhaps unnecessary. What becomes clear in these discussions
in the light of the Thai October story is the areas which need to be covered in
any discussion on the method and content of political ethics. These concern
areas are: first, that political ethics has a lot to do with symbols, ethos and
religious vision. Second, that political ethics essentially concerns the specific ac-
tualization of the religious vision, the application of the ethos and the transla-
tion of symbols into action, mediated by ideology and other forms of power.
Third, that political ethics has a great deal to do with personal motivation,
moral commitment, ethical courage and practical wisdom on the part of the
“politician.”

While deeply appreciating the contribution of the various perspectives, I may
note at this point (to be elaborated in the last section of this essay) that the pre-
sent inquiry identifies with the story-telling and the hermeneutic perspective,
with two distinct additional concerns: the motivation and political education
of the politician, and practical wisdom and organization power for effective ac-
tion. .

i L THE CENTRALITY OF THE PERIPHERY:
FOCUS ON PEOPLE’S PARTICIPATION IN DEVELOPMENT

1. Freedom and Compassion: The Substance of History

Human beings, in their journey toward personal and social fulfillment, build
their life-path (or tread those already built) with two kinds of substance:
freedom and compassion. The journey’s travail, its joys and sorrows, has two
dimensions to it: the historical and the eternal. Shaping and characterizing both
the historical and the eternal dimensions of the human journey or experiences
are the dynamics of the relationships between these two substantive elements,
freedom and compassion. However, the nature of this characterizing dynamics
is basically differentiated. That is, characterizing the historical, the dynamics of
freedom and compassion is both creative and destructive, and thus ambiguous.
But characterizing the eternal, freedom and compassion become one, united
and identical. In Christian theology, this union is known as eschatology, the
final coming of the Kingdom of God. In Buddhist philosophy, it is known as
Nirvana, True Liberatiori.

These two dimensions of human experience, historical and eternal, are
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dialogically related but finally distinct at the same time. The historical refers to
that dimension of human experiencing which is shaped, in time and space, by
the contingencies of human needs and the availability or scarcity of things
which satisfy those needs, mediated or effected by the exercise of power. Exer-
cising power to meet their needs, human beings have the capacity to embody
or actualize freedom and compassion,, whose actualization not only links the
human species with eternity but also distinguishes that species from others. But
in reality this is not always the case, thus rendering the historical always am-
biguous. Basically political, the historical partakes deeply of the religious.

The eternal, on the other hand, refers to that dimension of human experienc-
ing which dwells in the historical but at the end transcends it. That is, ultimate-
ly religious, the eternal finds expression in history and politics. In truth, it is the
religious-eternal that motivates self-sacrifice. Moreover, it is the common shar-
ing of such religious-eternal vision that constitutes the human community,
unites its members, underlies its history, motivates its historiography and pro-
vides its sense of destiny and power. In short, the eternal provides the ground
and inspiration to the historical; the historical is the plane for the actualization
of the eternal.

Inspired by the eternal, human beings dwell on the historical realm. In the
unfolding of the historical dwelling, we need both to be free and to belong.
That is, we need to develop our identity or selfhood, actualizing our potentials,
etc. But at the same time, our identity does not exist in a vacuum; in fact, it is
formed.in relation to a community. Therefore, we also need to belong and to
participate. It is by belonging and participation — bound together by love or
compassion — that gives meaning to our life and history. However, it is precise-
ly the dynamic interplay and conflicts between these needs which makes
history both exciting and tragic. Their perverted relation leads to tyranny and
dictatorship. For justice and human dignity, an appropriate relation between
them is required. True freedom is the proper realization of selthood. Compas-
sion is that value which not only unites people but also motivates them to
make self-sacrifice for others. Therefore, freedom and compassion together con-
stitute the substance of human history. Their presence brings life and joys;
their absence spells death and sorrows. Unfortunately, the latter is more real
today, bringing hunger and deprivation, loneliness and alienation,
powerlessness and despair. One of the main reasons behind this, I submit, has
to do with uneven development.

2. Uneven Development

The third development decade has already started, with the United Nations
continuing to champion the cause. All nations of the world are caught up in
the development game. But, as we have seen in section I, poor and oppressed
people are still crying and dying in pain.!?

As the song about headman Lee, quoted in section I, indicates, modern

i
i
i
it
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development planning and execution from its very inception was (and still is)
top-down, elitist, power centered strategy with little, if any, attention to
people’s participation, except as that participation takes the form of obedience
to what the government officials tell them to do. In order to rectify this we need
a people-centered perspective which will shift the focus of development so that
those who participate and benefit from it are the people. Here, space does not
permit a thorough treatment of all the issues involved. Suffice it, therefore, for
us to deal with people’s participation in the context of WCC contribution to
this issue. particularly in connection with the ecumenical participation in
development.

a) The centrality of the Periphery: the poor. In his reflection after the Melbourne
world conference on mission and evangelism in 1980, Dr. Emilio Castro, direc-
tor of the WCC Commission on World Mission and Evangelism, made the
following observation:

Another symbol that made an impact in the Melbourne conference was that of Jesus Christ
crucified outside the gates of Jerusalem; Jesus walking towards the periphery of life, looking for
the marginals, the down-trodden and with them and through them working for the transfor-
mation of the whole society.?°

It was Dr. Kosuke Koyama who, in his plenary address, actually articulated
this plain truth of the Christian gospel: the centrality of the periphery, the im-
portance of people and their participation. For Koyama, “the Lamb of God
who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29) builds his community with
his mutilated hands; and he challenges the power of efficiency mindedness of
the present technocratic society with his crucifixion outside the gates of
Jerusalem, i.e, with a totally inefficient method, by the measure of modern ra-
tionality. Yet, that is the secret of his power. The crucified Christ who is the
center is always in motion towards the periphery; he challenges the power of
religious and political idolatry. In this he reveals the mind of God who is cori-
cerned about the people of the periphery. Jesus Christ is the center becoming
periphery. He affirms his centrality by giving it up. From this utmost point of
periphery he established his authority; and by moving to the periphery, he
bestows his authority upon it.

The poor are periphery; Jesus Christ moves toward the poor. That is his
message: in freedom and compassion, the center becomes the periphery; eterni-
ty finds expression in history.

3. Commission on the Churches’ Participation in Development
(CCPD): WCC Response to the Development Challenge

This centrality of the periphery, i.e., poor people, is indeed the primary motif
of the CCPD story. Created in 1970, CCPD was designed to achieve three over
arching objectives: to increase church involvement in development issues; to

help give more coherence and direction to disparate church efforts in develop-

ment; and most importantly, to serve as a creative growing edge for churches
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engaged in development — an effort not bogged down in years of traditional
ways of thinking and acting, nor confined to existing charnels and relation-
ships.2! This has been the functional mandate for CCPD within the WCC.

When the CCPD was created, the conception of development in the WCC
had been a product of a series of conferences dealing with the issues related to
the problem of development. Beginning with the 1966 conference on “Church
and Society,” the economic growth model of development was seriously ques-
tioned. The debate continued at the 1968 Assembly of the WCC in Uppsala.
Then at the 1970 Montreux consultation on development, the economic-
growth model was finally rejected, along with the very notion of “model” itself.
Development was now understood as a process of people’s struggle, and what
came to be known later as the*Montreux trinity” was agreed upon, namely, the
development process is for the sake of social justice, self-reliance, and economic
growth, all closely related to one another. Following Montreux, WCC'’s
understanding of the place of poor and oppressed people in the development
process shifted significantly. Rather than being the objects of (at best) charity,
the poor and oppressed people must take major responsibilities and make the
primary decisions on their own development. The best thing the Churches can
do is to participate by way of support and solidarity with them. This was im-
plicit in the very name of the Commission. Given this unique freedom to ex-
plore and experiment, CCPD continued to grow, and since 1979 is has been
focusing its energies on four areas of concentration:

1. building a network of relationships for mutual learning and support in the struggle
for justice at all levels;

2. mobilizing sharing of resources to enhance the power and freedom of the poor (including
the Ecumenical Development Fund);

3 . enabling and formation of participating leadership;

4 . basic studies, delineating root causes and searching genuine solutions to the problems faced
by the poor and the oppressed.

This, then, is what constitutes the present CCPD of the WCC, with its cen-
tral motif of “following Jesus Christ in his movement to the periphery, with all
the risks and sacrifice involved.” This means taking the centrality of the
periphery, the poor, more consciously and more truly in the life and work of
tbe CCPD. This means, among other things, the centrality of people’s par-
ticipation.

4. People’s Participation: Action to Shape One’s Own History

In a nutshell, people’s participation means people’s:action to shape tHeir own
history and future, with others and under God, of course, but not exploited by
others. To act in this way, people require identity, dignity and power. The aim
of such participating action is to liberate themselves from all forms of bondage
and oppression on the one hand (freedom), and to recreate a just, participatory
and sustainable community on the other (compassion).
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Opening the nutshell, people’s participation cannot simply mean their par-
ticipating in the programs and activities initiated, or worse, imposed by domi-
nant classes within the nations or by the imperialist powers of any camps.
Rather, authentic participation leads not merely to liberation from bondage
and oppression, although that is extremely important; but it also leads to a new
community of justice and dignity, self-reliance and identity, freedom and com-
passion, friendship and celebration. For there, in the participatory community,
people’s basic needs will be adequately met in the spirit of sharing and sacrifice
instead of competition and selfishness. That, in short, is an ideal conception of
people’s participation. Supportive involvement on the part of the Church in
this kind of people’s movement for participation is not only Christian
faithfulness but also an essential path towards the renewal of the Church.

5. People’s Participation and Political Ethics

In section II, we have seen that a political ethic is about the historico-political
struggle of the People for liberation from suffering and oppression. And we
have seen above that people’s participation means people’s action to shape their
own history and future, liberating themselves from suffering and oppression as
well as creating a just, participatory and sustainable community ot society.
Clearly, there is a very close connection between people’s participation and
political ethic. In truth, people’s participation may be seen as political ethic in
action. Without an adequate political ethic, people’s participation could be drif-
ting in the air.

People as an encompassing symbol is central to both political ethics and peo-
ple’s participation. Moved by freedom and compassion toward history and eter-
nity, the centrality of our action is none other than the periphery.

CONCLUSION

What is the role of Christians and the churches in their participation in the
political process and action? Given the present human condition, our religious
and cultural heritage and the search for a political ethic, what is required of us?
How valid are the answers which we have inherited? What is the “text” or locus
of the problem? And what perspective is required? Our discussion far from be-
ing a full answer, is offered in the hope that it will take the dialogue on political
ethics a step further.

We may now conclude that a political ethic has ultimately to do with the
political dimension of the religious vision, the most profound experiencing of
the divine power and grace, i.e. the political dimension of. the gospel. Acting
politically, Christians and the churches set their eyes on the cross and the
resurrection of Jesus Christ, the promise of God’s kingdom and the liberating
power of the Holy Spirit in their action in solidarity with the poor. This
ecumenical solidarity can take the form of “incarnational participation” in the
suffering of the people as they seek to transform their political predicament.
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The suffering of the people constitutes itself a witness against the corruption of
power, crying out not only for liberation but also for a fundamental transfor-
mation, a movement toward a participatory and therefore just society.

This, then is a perspective on the religious foundation of a political ethic.
Methodologically, this ethic will need to be worked out, first and foremost, by
the people in the situation themselves. If our present inquiry makes any sense,
however, the search for a viable political ethic will need to be rooted in the suf-
fering and hope of the people, the recovery of the power embedded in the
legacy of their ethos and symbols, and the building up of both the personal
capacity and the organizational power of the people to act toward liberation
and justice at the same time. Therefore, three symbols stand out for political
ethics: freedom, and compassion, and their full realization in the life and history

of people.
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