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Hope, concrete realities the focus at gathering of African theologians
Joshua J. McElwee

| Sep. 11, 2012

NAIROBI, Kenya -- Bring up the subject of Africa at dinner conversation and you may feel like you've
removed the air from the room.
By any measure, the problems facing the world's second-largest continent loom large. There's an HIV/AIDS
crisis that touches the majority of its 57 countries, ongoing violent conflicts that tear at national identities, and
perennial questions of development, hunger and health.
In big and small ways, each of those problems was in focus during a theological conference here in late August.
But the key message of the event, the first to bring together a wide range of Africans -- lay, religious, clergy and
bishops -- engaged in theological ethics, was much more hopeful.
In broad strokes, said the 35 Africans gathered here from 15 countries during the Aug. 21-23 event: We're here,
we're engaged and we're addressing the problems before us.
Summing up the tone, Jesuit Fr. Victor Adangba, a key presenter at the event and the president of the Ivory
Coast's Jesuit School of Theology, put the feeling of the Africans this way: "We are not outdone by the
difficulties facing us. There is a lot we are doing."
The conference, which was hosted by a global network of scholars called Catholic Theological Ethics in the
World Church, was described as a way to engage the Synod of African Bishops that was held in Rome in 2009.
The conference also followed a larger gathering hosted by the theological ethics group in Trent, Italy, in 2010,
which saw for the first time some 600 Catholic ethicists assemble from around the globe to discuss the future of
their discipline (NCR, Sept. 3, 2010).
The 2009 synod, which resulted in the papal exhortation Africae Munus, was noted at the time for its focus less
on high theological concepts and more on the concrete realities of the continent, as highlighted by its theme:
"The Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, Justice, and Peace."
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"Make their voice heard";
"Take responsibility for and participate fully in the life of the church";
-- Joshua J. McElwee
"Express their talents through initiatives that reinforce their worth, self-esteem and uniqueness";
"Enable them to occupy a place in church and society equal to that of men -- without confusing or
conflating the specific character of each -- since both men and women are the 'image' of their creator."

Of the 35 participants in the event, 15 were women, due partly to a program sponsored by the theological ethics
network to find funding for seven native African women to pursue doctorates at African Catholic universities.
Explaining the program at a session during the gathering, Jesuit Fr. James Keenan, the chair of the ethics
network, said he sees the program "as a way of changing the face of theology on the continent."
"If this program succeeds, we are looking at the future of theological research, scholarship and writing on the
continent of Africa," said Keenan, who holds the Founders Professorship in Theology at Boston College and is
noted for his work on HIV/AIDS ethics. "And that's the face. Right here, right now."
Keenan's theology network is now planning a number of other regional gatherings of theologians, the next
planned for Bangalore, India, in 2015.
They're also gathering contributors for a continuing series of volumes on current strains of thought in Catholic
theological ethics. The first in the series, edited by Keenan, was published last December and collected some of
the talks from the Trent conference. The next, due in 2013, is to focus on feminism.
[Joshua J. McElwee is an NCR staff writer. His email address is jmcelwee@ncronline.org.]
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Those assembled for the Catholic Theological Ethics in the World Church gathering in Nairobi pose for a group
shot Aug. 22. (NCR photo/Joshua J. McElwee)

Image not found
https://ncronline.org/sites/default/files/styles/article_slideshow/public/stories/images/09142012p22b.jpg?itok=i9oCdnWj

Social Service Sr. Anne Arabome (Photo by Jesuit Fr. Yiu Sing Lucas Chan)
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