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PUBLIC WITNESS

HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCACY IN 

THE LUTHERAN WORLD FEDERATION

Peter N. Prove

In 1977 in Dar es Salaam, the Sixth Assembly of  the 

Lutheran World Federation (LWF), meeting under the 

theme “In Christ—A New Community,” declared:

Advocacy for justice is an essential, integral part of  

the mission of  the church. It belongs inherently to the 

proclamation of  the word. Justice under the law of  

God is a witness to the universal sovereignty of  God’s 

law over all his creation.1

This statement, made half  the LWF’s lifetime ago, might 

come as something of  a surprise to those who continue to 

harbor preconceptions about “Lutheran quietism” and the 

interpretation of  the “two kingdoms doctrine.” It is true 

that the recorded history of  many Lutheran churches may 

indicate a low priority for issues of  political responsibil-

ity and public witness for justice. And yet already in 1957, 

Bishop Hanns Lilje2—himself  having been a vocal oppo-

nent of  National Socialism in Germany at a time when the 

silence of  German Lutheran churches was inspired by a 

combination of  “[f]ear plus the two kingdoms doctrine”3—

highlighted this risk in the life of  the LWF.

It would be an extremely questionable indication of  

the theological integrity and strength of  the LWF if  it 

were to fail to recognize the theological relevance of  

these questions of  international politics. This would 

mean that the Lutheran church in the world would be 

cutting itself  off, in one of  the most important areas, 

from the translation of  its faith into action.4

It is not the purpose of  this article to examine in detail 

the biblical and theological grounds for public witness 

for justice, which territory has been, and continues to be, 

explored by many more appropriately qualified authors. 

But a review of  the history of  the LWF’s approach to and 

engagement in public witness and advocacy for justice and 

human rights demonstrates strikingly the extent to which 

this commitment has been theologically-driven. And per-

haps after all this is a distinctively Lutheran characteristic.

The sort of  theologically-inspired critique offered by 

Bishop Lilje was certainly a significant factor in the self-

realization of  the LWF as an instrument of  churches’ public 

witness for justice. Theological reflection—along with the 

pressures of  current events and circumstances—has also 

driven the LWF’s specific engagement with issues of  human 

rights, which Bishop Lilje had particularly promoted. The 

Fifth Assembly in 1970 in Evian, France (originally planned 

for Porto Alegre, Brazil) gave a new prominence to human 

rights in the life of  the LWF. Reflecting on the human rights 

violations under the military regime in Brazil (which had 

prompted the change of  venue), the Assembly noted that 

Brazil was not the only locus of  concern.

Our concern is far more broad, reaching into an 

almost universal crisis symbolized by increasing vio-

lation of  human rights. Brazil is simply a demonstra-

tion of  a circumstance which exists in many other 

countries. The concern of  this Assembly is directed to 

the deprivation of  God-given human rights wherever, 

whenever, and for whatever reason it may occur.5

This concern gave birth to the human rights program 

of  the LWF Commission on Studies. Characteristically, this 

program focused on reflection on “Theological Perspec-

tives on Human Rights,” leading to a 1976 consultation 

in Geneva and a publication under this title which was 

presented to the LWF’s Sixth Assembly in Dar es Salaam 

in 1977. Correctly, the LWF study process did not seek to 

appropriate human rights as “church property” or to claim 

an exclusive Christian heritage for human rights. It focused 

instead on advocacy for the implementation of  human 

rights as part of  Christian responsibility for the neighbor, 

for human dignity, and for the world. It also confronted 

what has long been the ideological faultline within human 

rights—the alleged division between individual and social 

rights—insisting that human rights be understood holisti-

cally, that individual and social rights not be held in contra-

distinction, and that freedom and justice belong together:

[O]ne group of  rights is frequently played off  against 

another and sometimes directly absolutized in dif-

ferent societies. This is offensive to the meaning of  

human rights. They refer to an indivisible whole, to 

something which is for the benefit of  all human beings, 
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as human beings, independently 

of  all empirical circumstances 

and conditions. Whoever is con-

cerned for man must struggle for 

the realization of  all aspects of  

human rights.6

Exploring further the holistic 

understanding of  human rights (and 

in the process addressing many ques-

tions that remain the subject of  lively 

debate today), the LWF study process 

emphasized that peace is a precondi-

tion for any human rights, and recog-

nized the relationship between human 

rights and the environment by noting 

that “full realization of  human rights 

can only happen in a world… in which 

an equilibrium of  life is maintained.”7

The results of  this study process 

presented to the Sixth Assembly in 

Dar es Salaam in 1977 led to the adop-

tion of  a pivotal resolution on human 

rights (set against the background of  

rising international concern about 

violations in Zimbabwe, South Africa, 

and Namibia), to the commitment to 

public advocacy, and to the launch-

ing of  new programmatic attention 

to human rights and social and eco-

nomic injustice.

Beyond that, the study process on 

human rights—together with the 

results of  a study on “The Identity 

of  the Church and Its Service to the 

Whole Human Being”—collided 

with current political circumstances 

and ongoing discussions on the inter-

nal structure and governance of  the 

LWF to produce one of  the landmark 

events in the life of  the LWF: the 1977 

resolution on “Confessional Integrity” 

in which apartheid as practiced in 

Southern Africa was defined as a status 

confessionis, following which the mem-

bership of  two white Southern Afri-

can member churches was suspended. 

With this event, if  not before, concern 

for human rights penetrated the very 

structure and fabric of  the LWF.

Though led by theological reflec-

tion, the LWF’s concern for justice and 

human rights has never been abstract 

or academic. It has always been 

informed by the lived experience of  

LWF member churches and—impor-

tantly—its World Service programs. 

Founded in 1947 especially as an 

instrument for serving human need in 

Europe in the aftermath of  the Second 

World War, this humanitarian/dia-

conal calling has remained prominent 

in the life and work of  the LWF ever 

since. Mounting years of  LWF experi-

ence in the humanitarian/develop-

ment field began to demonstrate the 

longer-term unsustainability of  such 

efforts unless the root causes of  social 

and economic injustice were identi-

fied and addressed. Along with the 

deductive study processes examining 

theological bases for public witness for 

justice, this inductive process and the 

insights it produced drew the LWF inev-

itably and inexorably towards actions 

and expressions that might broadly be 

termed “political.” The LWF’s Guid-

ing Principles for Sustainable Development8 

(issued in 2000) gave special promi-

nence to the human rights dimension 

of  sustainable development. And with 

the formal adoption of  a rights-based 

approach to its World Service work,9 

human rights have been placed at the 

very forefront of  the LWF’s diaconal 

response.

In the light of  the experience and 

realities of  national and local expres-

sions of  the Lutheran communion in 

contexts that were sometimes and in 

some places difficult and dangerous, 

the LWF has always exercised a degree 

of  circumspection on whether, when, 

and how to raise overtly human rights 

and other “political” issues. In 1984 

the Studies Department compiled a 

list of  criteria for public pronounce-

ments or official silence in cases of  

human rights violations.10 In its public 

witness for justice, the LWF continues 

to be cautious about the potential of  

its statements and advocacy actions to 

bring down additional suffering and 

hardship on the heads of  its member 

churches and staff  in the situations of  

which it speaks, and so inadvertantly 

to reduce their capacity for Christian 

witness and humanitarian action in 

those contexts.

Nevertheless, advocacy for justice 

and human rights is now part of  the 

essence of  the LWF. Any examination 

of  the LWF’s periodically collected 

Public Statements and Letters in the Area of  

International Affairs and Human Rights—

and of  the activities of  LWF World 

Service programs and LWF Mission 

and Development programs and proj-

ects—will demonstrate the diversity 

of  issues that the LWF addresses in its 

current public witness and the broad 

range of  contexts in which it seeks to 

do so.

One of  the key contexts in which 

the LWF seeks to exercise its public wit-

ness for justice is the United Nations 

(UN). Founded upon its experience of  

practical cooperation with the UN for 

humanitarian relief, the LWF swiftly 

became engaged in humanitarian 

policy discussions in UN forums. In 

1952, the LWF was awarded official 

“consultative status” through the UN 

Economic and Social Council. “Con-

sultative status” for non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) is a notion that 

can be traced to Article 71 of  the UN 

Charter, which stipulates: “The Eco-

nomic and Social Council may make 

suitable arrangements for consultation 

with non-governmental organizations 

which are concerned with matters 

within its competence.” It should 

be pointed out that NGOs, including 

churches and church people, were 

key participants in the discussions sur-

The LWF confronted 

what has long been the 

ideological faultline 

within human rights—

the alleged division 

between individual and 

social rights—insisting 

that human rights be 

understood holistically.
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rounding the formation of  the United 

Nations itself  and in the drafting of  the 

UN Charter and other foundational UN 

texts, including the Universal Declara-

tion of  Human Rights.11 Consultative 

status is therefore a limited recogni-

tion of  the fundamental—not periph-

eral—significance of  NGOs for the UN. 

It permits a relationship between the 

UN and NGOs that goes beyond that 

between funder and implementer, but 

in which NGOs are also engaged in the 

international discourse on matters of  

economic and social policy. This rec-

ognition entitles the LWF, along with 

the other NGOs holding such status, 

to have access to the premises and 

forums of  the UN and to make state-

ments in both written and oral form 

on shared policy concerns—includ-

ing everything from human rights to 

international economic governance. 

The LWF uses these entitlements often 

and in many different contexts.

For example, the LWF has regularly 

attended the sessions of  the former UN 

Commission on Human Rights and 

its successor body, the Human Rights 

Council, to lobby and make statements 

on a range of  issues including free-

dom of  religion and belief, the human 

rights impacts of  economic liberaliza-

tion, Dalit human rights, and repres-

sion in Zimbabwe. The LWF has also 

become closely engaged in the work 

of  the UN human rights treaty bodies 

(the independent expert committees 

established to monitor implementa-

tion of  the provisions of  the major 

UN human rights treaties) and the new 

Universal Periodic Review mechanism 

(whereby the human rights record of  

every UN member state is reviewed by 

the Human Rights Council every four 

years), assisting member churches and 

LWF field programs to make submis-

sions to these bodies on the human 

rights situations in their own coun-

tries. At the World Conference Against 

Racism in Durban, South Africa, the 

LWF led a delegation of  over two hun-

dred activists campaigning for recog-

nition and action against caste-based 

discrimination in South Asia and else-

where. At the time of  writing, the LWF 

is attending the Durban Review Con-

ference in which the implementation 

of  the commitments made in Durban 

in 2001 is being reviewed.

The LWF is also working closely 

with the UN Conference on Trade and 

Development on the question of  “ille-

gitimate debt,” in which context the 

problem of  foreign debt—so long a 

concern of  international development 

and ecumenical communities—is 

being addressed from an ethical per-

spective rather than just according to 

the narrowly economic calculations 

of  “sustainability.” And beyond the 

UN system itself, the LWF is periodically 

engaged in policy exchanges with the 

leadership of  the World Trade Orga-

nization on the social and economic 

impacts of  international trade liberal-

ization.

The LWF’s commitment to public 

witness for justice is also demonstrated 

in its active promotion of  and partici-

pation in advocacy networks, such as 

the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance 

(EAA),12 which currently campaigns on 

two focus issues (HIV-AIDS and Food 

Security), and the International Dalit 

Solidarity Network,13 which addresses 

itself  to the challenge of  untouch-

ability and caste-based discrimina-

tion around the world. The LWF was 

a founding member of  both of  these 

networks, and has been actively 

engaged in many others in the past, 

including the International Campaign 

to Ban Landmines.14

At the first Assembly of  the EAA, 

the LWF participated in the formula-

tion of  a “Covenant for Action”15 that 

declared:

We are impelled by our faith in 

Christ to lead just lives and to 

confront unjust structures, prac-

tices, and attitudes that deprive 

human beings of  their dignity, 

and to offer alternative visions 

based on our understandings 

of  the Holy Scripture… As rep-

resentatives of  churches and 

related organizations, we believe 

that by working together and by 

focusing our efforts, we will be 

better able to challenge powers 

and principalities which have 

failed to create conditions in 

which all of  God’s children can 

live in peace, justice, and dig-

nity.

This document described “ecumenical 

advocacy” as “a specific form of  wit-

ness on political, economic, cultural, 

and social issues by churches and their 

members, church-related agencies, 

and other organizations, which aims 

to influence policies and practices 

of  governments, international insti-

tutions, corporations, and our own 

communities in order to bring about 

a more just, peaceful, and sustainable 

world.”

The potential of  cooperation in 

advocacy for deepening ecumenical 

relationships is a topic that is coming 

increasingly to the fore. Apart from the 

most visible expression of  this trend in 

the establishment of  the EAA, this issue 

has been raised in some of  the formal 

bilateral dialogues in which the LWF 

is engaged, including especially that 

with the Anglican Communion. And 

it is noteworthy that in a November 

2005 meeting with Pope Benedict 

XVI, Mark Hanson, presiding bishop 

of  the ELCA and also president of  the 

LWF, in the context of  discussions on 

the implications of  the Joint Declara-

tion on the Doctrine of  Justification, 

remarked:

There should be no doubt that 

Lutherans and Roman Catho-

lics, together with others, also 

see issues of  ethics and social jus-

tice in the light of  the doctrine 

In 1952, the LWF 

was awarded official 

“consultative status” 

through the UN 

Economic and Social 

Council.
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of  justification.  As an expression 

of  the gospel itself, the message 

of  justification provides impor-

tant perspectives for the church’s 

involvement with the poor and 

those suffering from political 

oppression and abuse… As 

Christian churches we are com-

mitted to ecumenical coopera-

tion in the area of  human rights 

on all continents in the years to 

come.16

The LWF Office for International 

Affairs and Human Rights (OIAHR), 

created in the mid-1980s (alongside 

the Office for Ecumenical Affairs) in 

order to support the General Secre-

tary in the task of  public witness for 

justice, provides a resource and advo-

cacy vehicle for member churches, 

World Service programs, and partners 

concerned with these issues. Though 

advocacy responsibilities are widely 

disseminated throughout the LWF sec-

retariat and network, and the range 

of  issues addressed covers a broad 

sweep of  the international social and 

economic policy agenda, OIAHR plays 

a special role in terms of  engagement 

with the United Nations human rights 

mechanisms. A new Human Rights 

Accountability Project17 managed by 

OIAHR on behalf  of  an ecumeni-

cal collectivity provides a new and 

user-friendly point of  access to the 

major UN mechanisms for promoting 

accountability to international human 

rights obligations.

There are very important practical 

reasons for international church orga-

nizations to engage actively with such 

mechanisms, as remote and obscure as 

they may appear. Firstly, these mecha-

nisms are the main tools available for 

promoting accountability to interna-

tional human rights obligations. While 

they do not have direct enforcement 

capacity, hardly any international 

legal mechanism has such enforce-

ment capacity vis-à-vis sovereign 

states; they rely on the significant “soft 

power” of  their moral content. No 

state today is entirely impervious to 

international criticism of  its human 

rights record. And that very sensitivity 

to international opprobrium creates 

opportunities for promoting positive 

change. In these circumstances, the 

“moral weight” of  churches and other 

religious entities can greatly enhance 

the potential for progress.

Secondly, the strength (or weak-

ness) of  these mechanisms is directly 

proportional to the extent of  civil 

society engagement. The mechanisms 

typically have no research or analysis 

capacity of  their own to cross-check 

on government reports and are almost 

entirely reliant on civil society sources 

(including churches and related orga-

nizations) for credible independent 

information about realities on the 

ground. And the implementation of  

UN recommendations for the improve-

ment of  human rights situations—

given the UN human rights system’s 

lack of  strict enforcement powers—

must generally depend on civil society 

mobilization of  public pressure for 

action. Therefore, no one can legiti-

mately criticize the weakness of  the 

UN human rights system without criti-

cizing their own failure to use and to 

act in support of  these instruments.

And this is especially true of  the 

mainline historic churches, since there 

is no other structure in human soci-

ety that is both horizontally-distrib-

uted in almost every remote corner 

of  the world and at the same time 

vertically-integrated and able to con-

vey the sufferings of  the grassroots to 

the policy forums of  the international 

community. And therein lies the great 

potential—and responsibility—of  the 

churches for public witness for human 

dignity.

To be sure, this potential remains 

very imperfectly realized. The LWF, 

along with the rest of  the global 

Christian family, continues to strug-

gle to live out the implications of  

communio in ministry and witness. 

National interests—even nationalist 

self-identities—continue to impede 

the churches’ witness in this regard. 

The LWF has a strongly declared iden-

tity as a communion of  churches. 

This vision promotes continual reflec-

tion on how to respond to any given 

situation as members of  the body of  

Christ, rather than as a collection of  

churches defined by the political and 

geographic boundaries within which 

they live and minister.

In addition, globalization and the 

emergence of  heightened religious 

tensions internationally (especially 

since September 11, 2001), have 

together greatly sharpened the chal-

lenge of  neighbor-love. In our “global 

village” we are more closely intercon-

nected than ever before. And yet we 

are at the same time seemingly more 

deeply divided along religious lines 

than ever before. In the LWF, the lived 

experience of  interreligious coopera-

tion for human development may yet 

prove to be an important asset in this 

regard. Though many of  the LWF’s 

World Service programs are con-

ducted in majority Christian contexts 

in cooperation with member churches 

or other church partners, some—

such as those in Cambodia, Nepal, 

and Mauritania—are not. In those 

contexts, given that the vast majority 

of  the staff  are locally employed, the 

LWF exhibits the same demographic/

Mainline historic 

churches are both 

horizontally-distributed 

in almost every remote 

corner of  the world 

and at the same time 

vertically-integrated 

and able to convey 

the sufferings of  the 

grassroots to the 

policy forums of  the 

international community.
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religious profile as the general popula-

tion. This is an experience from which 

the LWF—and also those members of  

other religious traditions who work 

for the alleviation of  human suffer-

ing alongside the LWF—may be able to 

distill important lessons.

To repeat a truism, global problems 

require global solutions. And climate 

change, regardless of  arguments about 

its causes, may prove to be the biggest 

global problem of  all. In facing a chal-

lenge of  this magnitude, churches and 

all religious communities will necessar-

ily have to play an important role and 

to find common cause in the effort. No 

doubt renewed theological discourse 

on the relationship of  humankind to 

and with creation will accompany and 

sustain the churches’ participation in 

this cause.

In order to become fully engaged 

in this and other global issues, atten-

tion will have to be given to a resid-

ual aloofness in some churches from 

political engagement, particularly in 

what may be regarded as a “leftist” 

agenda. But though the issues may 

be “political” in the broadest sense, 

there cannot be any political partisan-

ship when it comes to the protection 

of  human dignity and God’s creation. 

A new generation of  prophets must 

raise their voices. The church and the 

world needs to hear them. LF

PETER N. PROVE is Assistant to the LWF 

General Secretary for International 

Affairs and Human Rights.
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