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Editorial 

1) Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the 

arm of the LORD been revealed? 2) For he grew up before him like 

a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or 

comeliness that we should look at him, and no beauty that we 

should desire him. 3) He was despised and rejected by men; a man 

of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men 

hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 

4) Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we 

esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 5) But he was 

wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; 

upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his 

stripes we are healed. 6) All we like sheep have gone astray; we 

have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD has laid on 

him the iniquity of us all. 7) He was oppressed, and he was 

afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the 

slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he 

opened not his mouth. 8) By oppression and judgment he was taken 

away; and as for his generation, who considered that he was cut 

off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my 

people? 9) And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich 

man in his death, although he had done no violence, and there was 

no deceit in his mouth. 10) Yet it was the will of the LORD to bruise 

him; he has put him to grief; when he makes himself an offering for 

sin, he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days; the will of 

the LORD shall prosper in his hand; 11) he shall see the fruit of 

the travail of his soul and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the 

righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous; 

and he shall bear their iniquities. 12) Therefore I will divide him 

a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the 

strong; because he poured out his soul to death, and was numbered 

with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and made 

intercession for the transgressors. 
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Dear Readers, we present to you issue number 21 of Africa 

Tomorrow at a particularly sad and distressing time in human 

history. People are suffering from a relatively unknown illness.  

There are many who carry fear in their hearts because of the 

illness. Perhaps they are not so much afraid that they are going to 

become victims of the virus itself; perhaps what frightens them is 

the economic insecurity that the illness seems to be inviting into 

the homes not only of the unemployed but also the homes of those 

that have become accustomed to work at a job day in and day out 

for twenty, thirty, or forty years.  

At Jordan University College we pray that students and their 

families will not let the socio-political and economic fragility of 

the moment intimidate them to the point of backing away from the 

commitment they have made to pursue the high quality education 

that we on the staff of the university are offering them. Indeed it 

should be crystal clear to anyone who knows our university that we 

lecturers are not modulating our vigour and zeal according to the 

money that we may or may not be receiving. Even though our 

religious communities may not have the food and water that we 

need, our purpose is not to make money.  

Our purpose is to introduce our students to the beauty and value 

of the truth – the truth that gives backbone – spinal stamina – to the 

family, to the local community, to the region, to the nation and to 

the world. It is the truth that shines forth in the human heart so that 

the heart may make concrete choices for social, political, 

economic, educational, moral, and spiritual integrity. No one can 

buy integrity. Without this integrity, the world crumbles and 

dissipates into a morass of self-centred secularism, relativism and 

outright ignorance of the path that leads to our true eternal home 

with God. 

What we at Jordan University College have to offer our 

students, our staff, our local community, our nation and the world 

is freedom, specifically, freedom from the schools of suspicion.  

The masters of suspicion have been an oft-repeated theme in 

this journal of Africa Tomorrow. The very renowned philosopher/ 

theologian from the University of Chicago, Paul Ricœur, described 

these masters and their schools in his book Le conflit des 

interprétations (Paris: Seuil, 1969), pp. 149-150. Pope St. John 
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Paul II took up the theme in his catechesis on the Theology of the 

Body, with a focus on the sub-topic, “Purity of Heart” and 

designated Marx, Freud and Nietzsche as masters of suspicion 

(General Audience of 29 October 1980).  

Both Ricœur and John Paul are clear and accurate in their 

summaries of the schools of suspicion. The ones who subscribe to 

these schools tailor their goals, their methods, their energies and 

their zeal according to their conscious – or perhaps unconscious – 

desires for money (Marx), social and sensual euphoria (Freud), and 

power, position and prestige (Nietzsche). These three «maîtres du 

soupçon» suggest that these desires for profit, for social and 

sensual pleasure and for power are so dominant that the human 

heart can never be pure. In short, they “suspect” the human heart. 

Freedom from the schools of suspicion means the freedom to 

go beyond self-preoccupation and subscribe to the ethic of self-gift. 

Those who promote the ethic of self-gift perceive the women, men 

and children who live by their side as people capable of loving and 

being loved. Those who live in my personal ambience may not 

seem to be ready to receive the gift I am offering them. They may 

not deserve my gift of myself, with all my talents, energies, 

priorities, goals, hopes, fears, dreams, and aspirations. I am also 

offering them my weaknesses with the full confidence that I will 

find strength precisely in them, in those God has given me, in those 

to whom I offer the gift of myself. 

In the present issue of Africa Tomorrow, the notion of self-gift 

is the current of energy that gives meaning, value and grace to the 

thought patterns and articulations of its contributors.  

The present issue offers the reader an article that comes forth 

from the hand of an international expert on the notion of love as 

self-gift and on the concomitant sexual abuse issues that begin to 

mushroom when men and women do not live according to the ethic 

of self-gift. Janet Smith, the adviser to the United States 

Conference of Catholic Bishops on the issue of sexual abuse, has 

been recognized for several decades now as the philosopher most 

equipped to explain the ethical potholes that scar the human psyche 

and the human heart when men and women treat each other as 

sexual objects rather than as persons destined to be a gift to each 
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other. Presently she is supervising the doctoral dissertation of 

a JUCo interdisciplinary lecturer.  

She and her publisher were very happy to give Africa Tomorrow 

permission to print an article entitled “Conscious Parenthood”, that 

she had published for the first time in the journal Nova et Vetera, 

the 2008 issue, and then reprinted in her own book Self-Gift. True 

to the title of the article, Smith explains that the choice to engage 

in marital intercourse is the choice to respect the other person as a 

potential parent. Her article shines with her own spiritual 

appreciation for the priceless value of the mission inherent in every 

act of intercourse: namely, the mission to act as a “co-thinker” with 

God and as a “co-creator” with Him. It is not only the child who is 

a precious gift that reflects heavenly activity; parenting itself is 

both a gift from God and a task defined by a nobility that reaches 

heavenly horizons. (The one writing this editorial is the oldest of 

fourteen children.) 

So what kind of article would be appropriate to follow the 

incisive insights of an expert who speaks of the “natural greatness” 

of God’s co-creators, the ones that we refer to as “parents”? 

If you are guessing that the ensuing article is about the parental 

task of naming children, you are correct. Filbert Athanas of Jordan 

University College publishes in our journal the results of 

a semantic analysis of Kisukuma personal names. The article 

greatly resembles a work of art: Athanas paints for us the picture 

of a spiritual and cultural milieu that finds its colour and its beauty 

in the multi-dimensional currents of thought that occupy not only 

the minds but also the hearts of parents when they choose names 

for their children according to Kisukuma custom and tradition. 

Still within the confines of Jordan University College, Anneny 

Bernard Nahum teamed up with Esther Andrew Mdegipala to 

introduce the theme of self-gift into the business world. One 

important technique for self-giving in the business milieu is that of 

cultural and organizational design. So that innovators may think 

freely and publish their designs without fear that their ingenuity 

and diligence will be infringed upon by others who might 

plagiarize their work, they need legal protection. They also need to 

know that they will be paid fairly for the thought patterns they have 
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contributed to innovative design. Their designs are their gift to 

business and to the culture-at-large. 

Even though the analogy may seem farfetched, the kind of 

protection that a designer or an innovative thinker needs in order to 

publish his or her work without fear that others will steal it or that 

they will not receive just compensation is the same kind of 

protection that every human being needs of what is most valuable 

to them in the deep recesses of the heart. The analogy I have in 

mind is that of marriage: how would a marriage proceed freely, 

confidently and creatively – with the uninhibited expectation that 

future children would live under the vigilance, care and attentive 

love of both parents – if one of the spouses (or both!) were to 

always live with the dreadful feeling that there is another person 

who may “steal” the sexual companionship that only legally 

married spouses are to enjoy with each other?  

Just as the spouse would want to feel that the sacredness of her 

love for her husband matches the sacredness of her husband’s love 

for her so that their relationship remains inviolable, so the design 

thinker must be able to live with the feeling that his or her creative 

insights enjoy the quality of inviolability. Our authors explain the 

possible instruments of protection that are – or should be – 

available. Once again the reader is able to detect in the thought 

patterns of these authors the gifts God gives when he endows 

people with the special innovative ability of business and cultural 

design. 

At this point in the present issue we turn our attention to the 

Giver, God himself. Indeed he is the source of our ability and desire 

to give ourselves to others within an atmosphere where the 

capability of loving and being loved is paramount.  

Jordan University College’s Leonce Rambau, CSSp, focuses on 

the text of 1Pet 2:18-25 to show how those people who find 

themselves in the position of the last and the least are one with 

Jesus Christ in his humble submission to the Father’s will. Rambau 

discusses the authorship of First Peter: a favourite topic for many 

biblical scholars in today’s world is that of the authorship of 

biblical texts. There is a fascinating unanimity among the Church 

Fathers that St. Peter was an uneducated Jewish fisherman when he 

first met Jesus, that his First Letter is written in stylistic Greek, and 
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that Peter the fisherman-become-shepherd for the universal Church 

is the author of the First Letter.  

St. Peter explains, then, that just as Jesus Christ, the chief 

Shepherd, is God’s gift to the world (John 3:16), so the slaves, 

women and other people who are in a subordinate position in their 

social and cultural milieu may become blessings to those who 

exercise authority and power over them. In other words, they 

become God’s gifts to those who may strive to ridicule, humiliate 

and persecute them. Jesus, the chief Shepherd is very close to those 

Christians who find themselves embedded in a milieu of hostility. 

Indeed Jesus redeemed them through his own humiliation and 

brutal death on the Cross. With this conviction in mind, Rambau 

has chosen a passage from the First Letter of Peter, specifically, 

2:18-25, where Peter exhorts those who are suffering in a hostile 

environment for bearing the name of Christian, to imitate Jesus and 

to find in Jesus a salvific meaning for their suffering. 

John Gibson, OCD, of Jordan University College undertakes 

a thorough historical survey of what theologians call the 

“Theopaschite Controversy” in order to unearth the more profound 

meaning of God’s suffering and death. The Catholic Church has 

affirmed with clarity and vigour that the one who suffers and dies 

on the cross is God. God accepts suffering and death for himself 

not out of weakness – God in his divine nature cannot suffer – but 

as a divine, never-ending surge of compassion – God in his human 

nature suffers with those who suffer. 

This issue ends, then, with the joy and life-giving energy of the 

Resurrection. James Gibson, CR, explains the charism of the 

Resurrectionists who quite recently have received the blessing of 

seeing their first Tanzanian brother, Phillip Justinian, to become an 

ordained deacon on his way to priesthood. Together with the 

Resurrectionists, we may thank God kwa makofi na vigelegele. 

“Amen! Alleluia!”   

 

The EditorThe EditorThe EditorThe Editor 



PHILOSOPHY & HUMAN SCIENCE 
 

Conscious Parenthood 

Janet E. Smith 

Advisor on Sexual Abuse Issues 

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops1 

 

Introduction 

In both his pre-papal writings and throughout his pontificate, 

Pope John Paul II expended an enormous amount of intellectual 

energy defending the Church’s teaching on contraception.2 His 

particular interest was to defend this teaching from the point of 

 
1 Editorial note: A member of the Church’s order of consecrated virgins 

and a very humble person, the philosopher and ethicist Professor Janet Smith 

is well-known as one of the world’s leading experts on the moral issues 

involved in Humanae Vitae. More than two million copies of her talk 

Contraception: Why Not? have been distributed in CD and MP3 format to 

nations around the globe. Besides her doctoral degree in classical languages, 

she is the recipient of two honorary doctoral degrees, the Veritas Award (Ave 

Maria University), and a number of other awards especially in the field of 

ethics. She is presently supervising the doctoral dissertation of a JUCO 

lecturer who is integrating Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body with his 

more philosophical Love and Responsibility so as to bring forth a Personalist 

Philosophy of Human Sexuality.  

Professor Smith first published the present article in Nova et Vetera, 6/4 

(2008), 927-950. Then she re-published it in her own book Self-Gift: Essays 

on Humanae Vitae and the Thought of John Paul II, Steubenville, Ohio: 

Emmaus Academic 2018. Both she and her publisher gave Africa Tomorrow 

permission to re-publish this article in our university journal. All the footnotes 

are those of Professor Smith unless otherwise noted. 
2 Let me commend readers to the unpublished dissertation of John 

Grondelski, “Fruitfulness as an Essential Dimension of Acts of Conjugal 

Love: An Interpretative Study of the Pre-Pontifical Thought of John Paul II” 

(PhD diss., Fordham University, 1985). 
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view of the nature of the person rather than exclusively from the 

nature of the sexual act as directed towards the procreative good. 

Yet he did not try to sidestep or supplant the importance of respect 

for the procreative good as a keystone in sexual ethics; indeed, he 

continued to recognize the procreative good as the primary good of 

marriage and greatly expanded our understanding of the value of 

the procreative good in the direction of personalism. Wojtyła 

progressively clarified that central to his understanding of sexual 

ethics was the view that the procreative good is not simply the cild 

that results from sexual intercourse, but the conscious and even 

eager acceptance of the connection between the sexual act and 

becoming a parent with another person. Stated simply, Wojtyła 

maintained that the fact that sexual intercourse leads not just to 

children but to parenthood is a truth that those who would engage 

in sexual relations must acknowledge and accept for their sexual 

relations to be moral; they must be committed to what I called 

conscious parenthood. In making such an acknowledgement and 

letting it guide their decisions about sexual matters, spouses will 

experience many personal goods, among them growth in self-

mastery, the ability to select a spouse well, and the ability to be 

loving spouses and parents. 

In this essay, using Love and Responsibility as my primary 

source, I will show how Wojtyła used the concept of conscious 

parenthood in his attempt to meld natural law ethics with his 

personalistic ethics in his explanations of the Church’s teachings 

on sexuality. We shall also see how these themes are present and 

central to the argument of Humanae vitae. Indeed, Wojtyła 

identified responsible parenthood – the usual translation of 

conscious parenthood – as the central theme of Humanae vitae.3  

1. Living by the Truth 

A fundamental principle that underlies all of John Paul II’s 

anthropology is that human dignity is rooted in man’s ability to 

know the truth and choose freely to live in accord with the truth. It 

 
3 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, “The Truth of the Encyclical Humanae vitae,” 

L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English (16 January 1969), 6; 

available from www.ewtn.com/library/Theology/WOJTLAHV.HTM. 
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is a principle he enunciates throughout his work. Veritatis 

splendor4 provides a succinct formulation: “Although each 

individual has a right to be respected in his own journey in search 

of the truth, there exists a prior moral obligation, and a grave one 

at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once it is known” (VS 

34). Man’s dignity resides not only in his ability to know the truth 

10the truth. He in his subjectivity must make objective truth his 

own. In an article celebrating the tenth anniversary of Humanae 

vitae, Wojtyła claims: 

Man becomes capable of seeing in a more mature way the 

authenticity, the reasonableness, and the beauty of the objective 

moral order when he conceives it with his own conscience as 

subject. Perhaps then is accomplished precisely what St. Thomas 

Aquinas wanted to express by speaking of the “participation of the 

eternal law in the rational creature.”5 The encyclical Humanae 

vitae follows the same direction, postulating that man “observes 

with intelligence and love” the laws “written by God in his nature” 

(no. 31).6 

In Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła speaks of the objective 

truths that man must know in order to conduct his sexual life 

morally, as truths of justice: 

Man is endowed with reason not primarily to “calculate” the 

maximum pleasure obtainable in this life, but above all to seek 

knowledge of objective truth, as a basis for absolute principles 

(norms) to live by. This he must do if he is to live in a manner 

worthy of what he is, to live justly. Human morality cannot be 

grounded in “utility” alone, it must sink its roots in “justice.” 

Justice demands recognition of the supra-utilitarian value of the 

person; and in this the contrast between “justice” and mere “utility” 

is most clearly evident. In sexual matters in particular it is not 

 
4 John Paul II, The Splendor of Truth “Veritatis splendour”, Boston: 

Pauline Books and Media 1993; hereafter referred to in text as VS. 
5 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II, q. 93, a. 2; (hereafter ST). 
6 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, “La Visione Antropologica della Humanae 

vitae,” Lateranum 44 (1978), 125-45, trans. William E. May; available from 

www.christendom-awake.org/pages/may/anthrop-visionjpII.htm.  
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enough to affirm that a particular mode of behaviour is expedient. 

We must be able to say that it is “just.”7 

Wojtyła characterizes sexual relations that are directed 

primarily to pleasure as utilitarian: they involve using the other 

(and/or allowing one’s self to be used) as a sexual object.8 To 

engage in sexual relationships morally is to be just to the various 

relationships involved in sexual relations: it is to know the various 

goods that are objectively at play in the sexual realm and to be true 

to them. 

Wojtyła identifies three relationships that demand justice in the 

realm of morality, a justice that must be true to the objective truth 

of the human person and the nature of the sexual act.9 (1) he speaks 

of the need to be just to the “order of existence” – that is, to the 

ordination of the sexual act to the procreation of a new human 

being, an inestimable good. (2) He speaks of the need to be just to 

the Creator who made the order of nature. (3) He speaks of the need 

to be just to one’s beloved, who deserves to be treated with love 

rather than sexually exploited. These are all objective reasons why 

the procreative good is important; these are the truths of which 

people should be conscious to ensure that their sexual acts are 

moral. 

2. The Order of Nature 

In his essay “The Problem of Catholic Sexual Ethics,” written 

in 1965, Wojtyła speaks of two interdependent ways of 

determining sexual morality.10 One way is the naturalistic or 

teleological way, which looks to procreation, the objective natural 

end of the sexual act, as the norm that should govern moral 

decisions. He notes that this way has fallen somewhat from 

 
7 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, Love and Responsibility, San Francisco: 

Ignatius 1993, 239. 
8 Love and Responsibility, 39. 
9 Love and Responsibility, 245-249. 
10 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, “The Problem of Catholic Sexual Ethics: 

Reflections and Postulates,” in Person and Community: Selected Essays, 

trans. Theresa Sandok, OFM, New York: Peter Lang 1993, 279-99. 
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popularity but has lost nothing of its “metaphysical value.”11 The 

other way is the personalistic way, which involves an appeal to the 

experience of the human person, an experience which realizes the 

need to convert the sexual urge from an instinct directed to selfish 

pleasure to a motive for building a loving relationship with another. 

These two ways could also be distinguished as the objective way 

of assessing goods and the subjective, or personalist way of 

assessing goods. 

Let me note that subjective here does not have the connotation 

of something private and perhaps idiosyncratic and opposed to the 

objective and measurably true. Subjective refers to the interior 

experience of the person; subjective goods are immanent goods; 

many of them redound to the benefit of the character of the subject. 

These goods can have a universal status; for example, courage is 

good for all human beings, but it is a good that is experienced as 

an interior good, as a good of the subject. Objective goods are 

goods outside of the acting person. Perhaps a rather pedestrian 

example might serve to illustrate the difference between objective 

goods and subjective goods. Some might own a dog for protection; 

protection, then, would be the objective good. Others own dogs in 

order to train them and sell them for profit; in this instance the 

objective good of dog ownership would be the financial profit. Dog 

ownership, of course, can also be the source of significant 

subjective goods such as feeling loved. We can even expect that 

the owner will develop certain virtues. Parents who make the brave 

decision to allow their children to own a dog hope that feeding, 

disciplining, exercising, and cleaning up after the dog will help 

their children become more responsible and diligent and even that 

their hearts will become more loving, tender, and committed. These 

are the personalistic, or subjective, values of dog ownership. No 

one should undertake owning a dog unless he or she is conscious 

of all the responsibilities that come with owning a dog and are 

prepared to accept those responsibilities; those who responsibly 

 
11 Wojtyła, “The Problem of Catholic Sexual Ethics”, 280. It is important 

to note that Wojtyła maintains that the naturalistic approach seems “implicitly 

to contain elements of the personalistic view” (284).  
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care for dogs will experience many subjective as well as objective 

goods. 

These two ways of assessing goods are abundantly displayed in 

Wojtyla’s approach to sexual morality. In Love and Responsibility, 

Wojtyła refers to two orders: the order of nature – equivalent to 

objective goods – and the order of the person – equivalent to 

subjective goods:  

In the sexual relationship between man and woman two orders 

meet: the order of nature, which has as its object reproduction,12 

and the personal order, which finds its expression in the love of 

persons and aims at the fullest realization of that love. We cannot 

separate the two orders, for each depends upon the other. In 

particular, the correct attitude to procreation is a condition of the 

realization of love.13 

So far from being at odds with each other, the order of nature, 

with its end of procreation, and the personal order, with its end of 

reciprocal love, should be realized together. Again in Love and 

Responsibility, we read: 

In the world of persons… instinct alone decides nothing, and 

the sexual urge passes, so to speak, through the gates of 

consciousness and the will, thus furnishing not merely the 

conditions of fertility but also the raw material of love. At a truly 

human, truly personal level the problems of procreation and love 

cannot be resolved separately. Both procreation and love are based 

on the conscious choice of persons. When a man and a woman 

consciously and of their own free will choose to marry and have 

sexual relations they choose at the same time the possibility of 

procreation, choose to participate in creation (for that is the proper 

meaning of the word procreation). And it is only when they do so 

that they put their sexual relationship within the framework of 

marriage on a truly personal level.14 

Clearly, Wojtyła considers consciousness not simply to be 

awareness that X is linked to Y: those engaging in X should accept 

the possibility of Y and be prepared for it. And as noted above, 

 
12 Although Wojtyła uses “reproduction” here, more regularly he uses 

“procreation.” 
13 Love and Responsibility, 226. 
14 Love and Responsibility, 226-227. 
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Wojtyła is not speaking of a begrudging acknowledgment that 

sexual intercourse leads to children; he is speaking of a joyful 

acceptance of the connection between sexual intercourse and all the 

responsibilities entailed. Those who have a fuller understanding of 

the procreative good – the good of the life of the child and the good 

of parenthood for the parents – are more likely to achieve that 

joyful acceptance. Wojtyła sketches out what would be the 

elements of that fuller understanding. 

3. Procreative Good as an Objective Good 

In Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła uses a classic argument to 

establish that the proper end of the sexual urge or act is procreation, 

an argument that some people might characterize as being right out 

of the manuals. Some dissenters have rejected the Church’s 

teaching on contraception because they believe it is physicalistic or 

biologistic in placing an emphasis on the biological consequence 

of sexual intercourse, the perpetuation of the species.15 They object 

that this view puts human sexual intercourse on the same level as 

animal sexual intercourse and that it does not recognize that human 

sexual intercourse has a spiritual as well as a physical dimension. 

Wojtyła is certainly not guilty of identifying human sexual 

intercourse with animal intercourse, though he does not shy from 

noting that in a global scheme there are similarities in the purposes 

of both. In portions of Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła speaks of 

the defining feature of sexual intercourse, both ontologically and 

ethically as the child that may result from an act of sexual 

intercourse. He speaks of the sexual urge as having a “necessity” 

for the whole human species: 

The [human] species could not exist if it were not for the sexual 

urge and its natural results. So that a sort of necessity is clearly 

discernible. Human kind can be maintained in being only so long 

as individual people, individual men and women, human couples, 

obey the sexual urge… Obviously then it is not the love of man 

and woman that determines the proper purpose of the sexual urge. 

 
15 Fr. Charles Curran regularly makes this objection; for an early instance, 

see Contemporary Problems in Moral Theology, Notre Dame, IN: Fides 1970, 

142-48. 
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The proper end of the urge, the end per se, is something supra-

personal, the existence of the species Homo, the constant 

prolongation of its existence.16 

But Wojtyła does not understand the act of maintaining the 

existence of the species to be merely a biological good. In 

observing that sometimes the procreative purpose is seen as 

a nuisance, Wojtyła notes that man “often accords the sexual urge 

a merely biological significance” and does not realize that the “link 

with the very existence of man and of the species Homo… gives 

the sexual urge its objective importance and meaning.”17 Note that 

Wojtyła does not link the biological purpose simply to reproducing 

a species, but links it also to bringing into existence a human being 

and continuing the species of man, a species that is on an entirely 

different level from animals. The act of bringing into existence 

another member of the human species is an entirely different kind 

of act. In days prior to the arguments of such philosophers as Peter 

Singer, who argue that human life does not per se have greater 

value than animal life, such a claim did not need further 

justification.18 

The claim that continuing the species is a service to mankind 

meets with resistance in a world that has for decades been terrified 

that we are killing ourselves by overpopulating. Nonetheless, in 

spite of the hostility to human beings expressed by some 

environmentalists, most people would acknowledge that the 

continuation of the human species is a good thing and that, thus, at 

least some reproductive acts of human beings are good. The 

growing awareness that many portions of the globe are not 

reproducing themselves and thus facing severe economic 

challenges may restore our awareness of the goodness of 

reproducing the human species.19 

 
16 Love and Responsibility, 51. 
17 Love and Responsibility, 53; Wojtyła revisits this point later in Love 

and Responsibility, 230. 
18 See Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 2nd ed., Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 1993. 
19 See Steven Mosher, Population Control: Real Costs, Illusory Benefits, 

Piscataway, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2008. 
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In Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła distinguishes the order of 

nature from the biological order, the order occupied by plants and 

animals that are directed by laws of which they are not conscious. 

Wojtyła maintains that although the human sexual act is also 

directed to the general biological purpose of reproducing the 

species, it does not have a purely biological significance. The 

human sexual urge belongs not just to the biological order but also 

to the order of nature or the order of existence. He describes this 

order: 

The order of nature is above all that of existence and 

procreation. We intend the word to be taken in its fullest sense 

when we say that the order of nature aims at “procreation” by 

means of the sexual act. Sexual intercourse, on all occasions, is in 

the nature of things affected in one way or another by its primary 

purpose, procreation. Looked at objectively the marital 

relationship is therefore not just a union of persons, a reciprocal 

relationship between a man and a woman, but is essentially a union 

of persons affected by the possibility of procreation.20 

Wojtyła goes on to explain that procreation is the proper term 

for human sexual intercourse rather than reproduction. 

Reproduction refers to the purely biological process of bringing 

forth a new being, a new member of any species, whereas 

procreation refers to the bringing forth of a new person, which is 

of infinite value in itself. 

This point cannot be stressed enough. All other entities that 

come to be through the biological process are instrumental goods; 

they are here to contribute to the good of the whole, which itself is 

ordered to the good of human beings. Only human beings have an 

intrinsic, infinite value. Thus the human act of sexual intercourse 

has an infinitely greater value than acts of animal sexual 

intercourse. The respect due to a human sexual act derives not from 

the simply natural biological fact that it is by nature ordained to 

reproduction, but that it is by nature ordained to the procreation of 

something of infinite value. Thus, we can see that the high 

valuation the Church sees in human sexual relations is not at all 

biologistic or physicalistic – it is not based solely or primarily on 

 
20 Love and Responsibility, 226. 
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the physical nature of the sexual act as a means of reproducing 

a species; it is based on the physical nature of the sexual act that is 

a means of procreating a new human being. That new human being 

is the procreative good that is of inestimable value. 

Furthermore, Wojtyła maintains that well-raised children are 

a benefit to the nation, state, and Church.21 While Wojtyła does not 

elaborate on what kind of goods a child supplies to the nation, state, 

and Church, surely among them would be included the fact that, 

for the most part, a child brings talents and energy to a culture, not 

to mention economic benefits.22 

Not only is having a baby beneficial to the species and to 

society, having a baby is also a service to God. In Love and 

Responsibility, when explaining why human existence is not just 

of biological significance, Wojtyła speaks of man and woman as 

being “rational co-creators of a new human being,” which is not 

just an “organism” but a spiritual entity.23 A spiritual entity cannot 

come to be without the help of God. 

For something more than the love of parents was present at the 

origin of the new person – they were only co-creators; the love of 

 
21 Love and Responsibility, 217. 
22 See Julian Simon, The Ultimate Resource 2, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1998. 
23 Love and Responsibility, 55. It is interesting to note that Church 

documents that compare the relationship of the work of the spouses to the 

work of God in creating new human beings do not speak of them as co-

creators. Rather, Church documents speak of spouses as “co-operators” with 

God, “collaborators” or “coworkers” with God. I suspect the choice of words 

in Church documents is made to avoid the metaphysical problems with 

attributing creation to man; to create technically is to bring something into 

existence from nothing. Only God can do so; spouses can only provide pre-

existing material, the ovum and the sperm, whereas God creates a new human 

soul out of nothing. Yet, I think there are merits to the term co-create. 

“Cooperate” in English more or less suggests that one is not resisting and to 

some extent is helping in the work of the other. To “collaborate” means to 

participate in work with another. Fr. Louis Madey, a native Polish 

philosopher, informed me that the Polish words translated as “create” and 

“co-create” in Love and Responsibility have more the sense of “artist” and 

“coartist”; “create” was likely chosen as a translation because both “artistry” 

and “creation” have a sense of creativity and newness about them, 

connotations lacking from “cooperation” and “collaboration.” 
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the Creator decided that a new person would come into existence 

in the mother’s womb. Grace is, so to speak, the continuation of 

this work. God Himself takes the supreme part in the creation of 

a human person in the spiritual, moral, strictly supernatural 

sphere.24 

Through an act of physical love, lovers help transmit existence 

to a new person, a new immortal being. Spouses are co-creators 

with God in bringing forth a new human soul. It is difficult to think 

what work of spouses could be more important than this task.25 

Wojtyła observes that the truth about the sexual urge is “not 

a fundamentally obscure and incomprehensible matter.” He says it 

is “in principle accessible to, penetrable by the light of human 

thought,” and one that revelation makes even clearer.26 Man by the 

light of his own reason can realize that human life and thus human 

sexual acts are not just of biological importance. Man can realize 

that the good of human life is incomparably greater than any 

biological purpose; indeed, he can recognize God’s work in 

creating new human life. Revelation gives us an even fuller picture 

of the value of the human soul. If spouses were to understand their 

acts of sexual intercourse as acts of co-creation with God, they 

would not likely see that procreative power of the sexual act as 

a nuisance that they must fix by technological means. 

In the chapter of Love and Responsibility entitled “Justice to the 

Creator,” Wojtyła gives fuller attention to the need for couples to 

justify their relationship to others and also to God. And by justify 

he means “make just.” How can sexual relations be just? Wojtyła 

notes that each person is truly the property of the Creator and owes 

the Creator something for his existence. Wojtyła asserts: “The 

value of the institution of marriage is that it justifies the existence 

 
24 Love and Responsibility, 56. 
25 See John Paul II, Evangelium vitae (25 March 1995), n. 43: “A certain 

sharing by man in God’s lordship is also evident in the specific responsibility 

which he is given for human life as such. It is a responsibility which reaches 

its highest point in the giving of life through procreation by man and woman 

in marriage… [We] wish to emphasize that God himself is present in human 

fatherhood and motherhood quite differently than he is present in all other 

instances of begetting ‘on earth’” (AAS 87 [1995]: 401-522). 
26 Love and Responsibility, 56. 
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of sexual relations between a man and a woman.”27 And while he 

notes that marriage is a conglomerate of many acts and many 

different kinds of act, all of which should be performed in a loving 

fashion and which should serve love, he speaks of the sexual act as 

presenting a “particular moral problem, the internal problem of 

every marriage.”28 As he did earlier, he makes it clear that the 

sexual act presents a particular challenge to the personalistic norm, 

since it is so easy in the sexual realm for people to use each other 

“to degrade the act of mutual love between persons to the 

‘utilitarian’ level.”29  

Wojtyła speaks of justice to one’s spouse, one’s children, and 

society as horizontal justice and justice to God as vertical justice. 

He reminds us that God “too is a Personal Being, with whom man 

must have some sort of relationship.”30 He speaks of the rights of 

God, the Creator, and the duties of man, the creature. Man must 

recognize that God made the whole of creation, the essences or 

natures of all things, and the whole order of nature. Wojtyła 

instructs, “Man is just towards the Creator when he recognizes the 

order of nature and conforms to it in his action.”31 But since the 

order of nature is a product of the thought of God, when man abides 

by the order of nature, he participates in the thought of God and 

becomes a partner of the Creator (particeps Creatoris), a sharer of 

the Creator. Wojtyła observes, “This participation is an end in 

itself. The value of man, a reasonable being, is nowhere more 

obvious than in the fact that he is particeps Creatoris, that he shares 

in God’s thoughts, and His laws.”32 

Wojtyła tells us, “Justice towards the Creator, on the part of 

man, comprises as we see two elements: obedience to the order of 

nature and emphasis on the value of the person.”33 He insists that 

those who love God will love their fellow man. When he applies 

this to conjugal love, he says that justice to the Creator requires 

 
27 Love and Responsibility, 224. 
28 Love and Responsibility, 225. 
29 Love and Responsibility, 225. 
30 Love and Responsibility, 245. 
31 Love and Responsibility, 246. 
32 Love and Responsibility, 247. 
33 Love and Responsibility, 247. 



Smith, “Conscious Parenthood” 23

men and women to conduct their relationships in accord with the 

personalistic norm that dictates that all human beings must be 

treated with love.34 

Wojtyła clearly means that spouses should think of the act of 

having a baby as an act of service to the species and as an act of 

justice towards God, for God designed sexual intercourse to be the 

source of new human life. Wojtyła understands these to be truths 

based on a metaphysical understanding of the value of the human 

person and on a religious understanding of the relationship of God 

to his world. Both ideas may seem strange to today’s culture 

because we largely think of sexual intercourse as an act that is 

purely physical and simply for the pleasure of the spouses – not 

one that involves the species or God or even a future child. Indeed. 

The modern world is ambivalent about the value of children: on the 

one hand, children are often treated as huge economic burdens; on 

the other hand, most people truly do love their children as the best 

thing that has ever happened to them. The notion that in addition 

to being a great source of love, pleasure, and meaning for the 

parents, children have an ecological worth and an intrinsic worth, 

and also are of extreme value to God, are notions largely foreign to 

the modern mind. Yet these are the very truths that Wojtyła 

believes to be essential to the moral use of sexuality. 

As we have seen, in Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła gives four 

naturalistic, objective reasons that procreation is a good: (1) it 

results in a new human being, which is an inestimable good to the 

new human being and foundational for all other goods; (2) it 

contributes to the survival of the species; (3) it contributes to the 

good of the state and the Church; and (4) it is an act of justice 

towards God who desires more souls. 

4. The Order of the Person 

Wojtyła also gives four personalistic reasons why 

consciousness of the multifold goodness of the procreative good is 

good for spouses: (1) the realization of the responsibilities that 

come with procreation assists an individual in gaining control over 

the sexual urge; (2) conjugal love is not possible without 

 
34 Love and Responsibility, 40-44. 
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acceptance of the importance of the procreative good; (3) raising 

a child is the occasion for becoming more self-giving and loving; 

and (4) the realization that one is chosen to be a co-creator with 

God enables people to realize their intrinsic greatness. 

5. Overcoming the Sexual Urge 

As we have noted, Wojtyła repeatedly makes reference to the 

necessity that spouses be conscious of the natural purpose of the 

sexual act – the fact that it leads to a child who benefits the species 

and the culture – and of the spouses’ obligations to God in 

reference to the sexual act. Those claims remain central to his 

personalistic evaluation of sexuality, for it is in respecting the order 

of nature that the values of the order of the person can be realized: 

The proper way for a person to deal with the sexual urge is, on 

the one hand, consciously to make use of it for its natural purposes, 

and on the other to resist it, when it threatens to degrade the 

relationship between two persons to a level lower than that of love, 

lower than the level on which the value of the person is affirmed 

in a union with a truly personal character. Sexual (marital) relations 

have the character of a true union of persons as long as a general 

disposition towards parenthood is not excluded from them. This 

implies a conscious attitude to the sexual instinct: to master the 

sexual urge means just this, to accept its purpose in marital 

relations.35 (my emphasis) 

Indeed, the goal of Love and Responsibility is to discover and 

explain how it is possible to relate to another person sexually 

without using that person. Love and Responsibility identifies 

respect for the procreative end of the sexual urge as a key to 

ensuring that sexual attraction does not lead to exploitation of 

another, but leads rather to loving treatment of another. Wojtyła 

states the problem in this way:  

Does not a woman constitute for a man, in the sexual 

relationship, something like a means to the various ends which he 

seeks to attain within that relationship? Equally, does not a man 

 
35 Love and Responsibility, 229. 
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constitute for a woman the means towards the attainment of her 

own aims?36 

He quite immediately provides an answer to that question; he 

speaks of the need for the two to share a common good and to be 

conscious that they do.37 He states: 

Love between two people is quite unthinkable without some 

common good to bind them together. This good is the end which 

both these persons choose. When two different people consciously 

choose a common aim this puts them on a footing of equality, and 

precludes the possibility that one of them might be subordinated to 

the other.38 

… Man’s capacity for love depends on his willingness 

consciously to seek a good together with others, and to subordinate 

himself to that good for the sake of others, or to others for the sake 

of that good.39 

Wojtyła then goes on to specify what this common good40 must 

be between a man and woman who seek a sexual relationship with 

each other: 

The end, where marriage is concerned, is procreation, the future 

generation, a family, and at the same time, the continual ripening 

of the relationship between two people, in all the areas of activity 

conjugal life includes. 

The objective purposes of marriage create in principle the 

possibility of love and exclude the possibility of treating a person 

as a means to an end and as an object for use.41 

Wojtyła clearly states here that the project of having and raising 

children together is a project that enables the spouses to redirect 

their sexual urge from simply being a matter of seeking selfish 

pleasure to seeking the good of others, to seeking the good of 

giving another person – one’s child – a new life, and to giving one’s 

spouse the opportunity to be a parent. 

 
36 Love and Responsibility, 26. 
37 Michael Waldstein, “The Common Good in St. Thomas and John Paul 

II,” Nova et Vetera 3, no. 3 (2005), 569-78. 
38 Love and Responsibility, 28-29. 
39 Love and Responsibility, 29. 
40 Love and Responsibility, n9, 291-92. 
41 Love and Responsibility, 30. 
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We have already spoken of the good of life for a child, and will 

soon speak of the good of parenthood for the spouses, but first we 

need to look at Wojtyla’s understanding that consciousness of 

prospective parenthood enables those sexually attracted to each 

other to emerge from the sensual and sentimental fog that 

characterizes sexual attraction to a consideration of the true values 

of the object of one’s sexual interest. To put it simply, the project 

of selecting a person who will be the parent of one’s children is 

very different from the project of seeking a sexual partner. Wojtyła 

never loses sight of the importance of sexual attraction – which he 

calls the “raw material” of love42 – but he insists that for true love 

to happen, the lovers must have a true understanding of their 

beloved, and that is best gained by having a realistic assessment of 

their suitability as a partner in the shared project of raising children. 

Wojtyła holds that the sexual urge is something that “happens 

to” human beings – it happens without conscious thought.43 Our 

very dignity, on the other hand, lies in our ability to use our 

consciousness to lead us to govern that urge; we only act freely if 

we are able to choose the means by which we allow that urge to 

achieve its natural end. Wojtyła discusses a “libidinistic 

interpretation” of the sexual urge which holds that the ultimate 

purpose of the sexual urge is pleasure. Against this interpretation, 

Wojtyła argues that recognition of the procreative end is essential 

to correcting this hedonistic understanding of human sexuality. He 

notes that the natural purpose of the sexual act, the ordination of 

that act to the procreation of another human person, transforms the 

sexual urge into something directed towards others rather than to 

one’s own selfish pleasure: 

If it follows its natural course the sexual urge always transcends 

the limits of the “I”, and has as its immediate object some being of 

the other sex within the same species and for its final end the 

existence of the whole species. Such is the objective purpose of the 

sexual urge, in the nature of which there is – and this is where it 

differs from the instinct of self-preservation – something that 

 
42 Love and Responsibility, 108. 
43 Love and Responsibility, 46. 
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might be called “altero-centrism.” This it is that creates the basis 

for love.44 

Importantly, Wojtyła does not think it sufficient simply to 

master the sexual urge; rather the sexual urge should be put to work 

for the positive values of sexuality, for the creation of new life and 

new love: 

For the will does not merely combat the urge: it simultaneously 

assumes within the framework of betrothed love responsibility for 

the natural purpose of the instinct. This is of course the 

continuation of the human race, which concretely requires that 

a new person, a child, shall be the fruit of conjugal love between 

man and woman. The will makes this purpose its own, and in 

consciously working towards it seeks greater scope for its creative 

tendency. 

In this way true love, profiting from the natural dynamic of the 

will, attempts to give the relationship a thoroughly unselfish 

character, to free their love from utilitarian attitudes… [This] is the 

significance of what we have called here the struggle between love 

and the sexual instinct. The sexual instinct wants above all to take 

over, to make use of another person, whereas love wants to give, 

to create a good, to bring happiness.45 

Those who have mastered their sexual urges, and this is done 

by considering the importance of the procreative good, are free to 

give fuller attention to the values of the person; indeed, should 

one’s sexual passion diminish or change, the love will remain: 

The sexual values which a man finds in a woman, or a woman 

finds in a man, must certainly help to determine the choice, but the 

person making it must in doing so be fully aware that what he or 

she is choosing is a person. So that although the sexual values in 

the object of choice may disappear, and however they may change, 

the fundamental value – that of the person – will remain. The 

choice is truly choice of a person when it treats that value as the 

most important and decisive one. So that if we consider the whole 

process by which a man chooses a woman or a woman a man, we 

can say that it is set in motion by recognition of and reaction to 

sexual values, but that in the last analysis each chooses the sexual 

 
44 Love and Responsibility, 65. 
45 Love and Responsibility, 137. 
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values because they belong to a person, and not the person because 

of his or her sexual values.46 

It is very clear from the writings of Wojtyła that the choice of 

a spouse should very much include the suitability of this spouse to 

be a parent. He repeatedly states that those who would be married 

must be conscious of the fact that they may become parents with 

each other: 

When a man and woman capable of procreation have 

intercourse, their union must be accompanied by awareness and 

willing acceptance of the possibility that “I may become a father” 

or “I may become a mother.” … [Sexual union] is raised to the 

level of the person only when it is accompanied in the mind and 

the will by acceptance of the possibility of parenthood. This 

acceptance is so important, so decisive that without it marital 

intercourse cannot be said to be a realization of a personal 

relationship. … Neither in the man nor in the woman can 

affirmation of the value of the person be divorced from awareness 

and willing acceptance that he may become a father and she may 

become a mother. … If the possibility of parenthood is deliberately 

excluded from marital relations, the character of the relationship 

automatically changes. The change is away from unification in 

love and in the direction of mutual or, rather, bilateral, 

“enjoyment.”47 

Wojtyła states that love, the respect for the person, requires 

respect for nature. Wojtyła states this repeatedly: “Acceptance of 

the possibility of procreation in the marital relationship safeguards 

love and is an indispensable condition of a truly personal union.”48 

He speaks of the “creative power of love” expressing itself in 

procreation.49 He speaks of the acceptance of parenthood serving 

to “break down the reciprocal egoism – (or the egoism of one party 

at which the other connives).”50 

 
46 Love and Responsibility, 133. 
47 Love and Responsibility, 228; see “Parenthood as a Community of 

Persons,” Person and Community, 331.  
48 Love and Responsibility, 230. 
49 Love and Responsibility, 230. 
50 Love and Responsibility, 230. 
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Throughout Love and Responsibility Wojtyła states his view 

that by rejecting the procreative good, one is also rejecting the good 

of the person: 

The intentions, and attention, of each party to the act should be 

directed towards the other person, as a person, the will should be 

wholly concerned with that person’s good, the heart filled with 

affirmation of that person’s specific value. By definitively 

precluding the possibility of procreation in the marital act a man 

and a woman inevitably shift the whole focus of the experience in 

the direction of sexual pleasure as such.51 

Wojtyła states that if a couple “rule out even the possibility of 

parenthood their relationship is transformed to the point at which it 

becomes incompatible with the personalistic norm.”52 He notes that 

the danger arises that nothing will be left of their relationship 

except “utilization for pleasure.”53  

Indeed, Wojtyła finds support for his views in Gaudium et spes. 

In “Parenthood as a Community of Persons” (1975), Wojtyła 

states, 

[Gaudium et spes 48] makes it perfectly clear that parenthood 

constitutes the central meaning of the marital community. In the 

birth and education of offspring, the spouses “experience the 

meaning of their oneness, which increases day by day.” The 

meaning of marital communio personarum and all it involves, 

particularly conjugal intercourse, is the child. In other words, the 

meaning of marriage is the family. One of the reasons children 

come into the marital community of husband and wife is to 

confirm, strengthen, and deepen this community. In this way, the 

spouses’ own interpersonal life, their communio personarum, is 

enriched.54 

The language of Gaudium et spes is very strong: the meaning of 

marriage is the child, but it is precisely in committing themselves 

to having children and then in performing the tasks of parenting 

that the parents become a communion of persons with each other. 

 
51 Love and Responsibility, 234-45. 
52 Love and Responsibility, 228. 
53 Love and Responsibility, 228. 
54 Love and Responsibility, 232-33. 
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Wojtyła responds to the objection that his claim that spouses 

must have a “conscious and willing acceptance” of the possibility 

of parenthood55 entails that they must “positively desire to 

procreate on every occasion when they have intercourse.”56 He 

speaks of this as being “an exaggeratedly strict ethical position” 

and maintains it would be “at odds with the order of nature,” since 

nature does not necessitate that each sexual act result in 

procreation, nor does man need to intend that each sexual act result 

in procreation.57 Furthermore, while he approves of timing 

intercourse in order to enhance the possibility of conceiving, he 

notes that the view that spouses should have intercourse only when 

intending offspring is possibly to reduce the sexual act – and one’s 

spouse – to a utilitarian purpose and thus to violate the personalist 

norm.58 

Not only does Wojtyła speak against using sexual intercourse 

in a utilitarian way to produce offspring; he insists that the sexual 

act is also necessary for expressing love within marriage: 

“Intercourse is necessary to love, not just to procreation.”59 The 

conjugal act uniquely allows spouses to make a mutual gift of self 

to each other. In having sexual intercourse spouses should be intent 

on expressing love and should not concentrate on the baby-making 

power of the act to the extent that this would mean “a diversion of 

attention from the partner.”60 Wojtyła says it is sufficient “to say 

that ‘in performing this act we know that we may become parents 

and we are willing for that to happen.”61 

6. Conjugal Love and Conscious Parenthood 

We have spoken earlier about how having children helps the 

parents grow in self-giving love. The strongest statement that 

Wojtyła made about the connection between parenthood and the 

growth in love of the spouses is perhaps in “Fruitfulness and 

 
55 Love and Responsibility, 232. 
56 Love and Responsibility, 233. 
57 Love and Responsibility, 233. 
58 Love and Responsibility, 233. 
59 Love and Responsibility, 233. 
60 Love and Responsibility, 234. 
61 Love and Responsibility, 234. 
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Responsible Love,” a speech he gave commemorating the tenth 

anniversary of Humanae vitae, given only a few months before he 

was elected Holy Father: 

Parenthood belongs to the nature of this specific love which is 

conjugal love: it constitutes its essential feature, it forms this love 

in the sphere of purpose and intention and signs it finally with the 

seal of particular fulfilment. Conjugal love is fulfilled by 

parenthood. Responsibility for this love from the beginning to the 

end is at the same time responsibility also for parenthood. The one 

participates in the other and they both constitute each other. 

Parenthood is a gift that comes to people, to man and woman, 

together with love, that creates a perspective of love in the 

dimension of a reciprocal lifelong self-giving, and that is the 

condition of gradual realization of that perspective through love 

and action. Parenthood, the gift, is therefore at the same time a rich 

task whose receiving and successive fulfilling is synonymous with 

receiving a gift: a gift moreover, which the persons themselves 

become for each other in marriage: the woman for the man, the 

man for the woman. Their reciprocal offering to each other of what 

they are as man and woman reaches its full sense through 

parenthood, through the fact that as husband and wife they become 

father and mother. And this is precisely the dimension and sense 

of the responsibility that essentially corresponds to this gift.62 

Here we see that counterpoised to conjugal love and intricately 

wrapped up with conjugal love is the procreative good, understood 

not as the child, but as parenthood. And a great personalist good 

that comes from marriage is the love that the spouses have for each 

other as parents, as those who have given each other the great gift 

of parenthood. 

7. Natural Greatness 

In the closing pages of Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła returns 

to the importance of the procreative good, to the importance that 

man be conscious of the importance of this good to make his acts 

truly loving: 

 
62 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, Fruitful and Responsible Love, New York: 

Seabury Press 1979, 23-24. 
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The true greatness of the human person is manifested in the fact 

that sexual activity is felt to require such a profound justification 

[that it can lead to a new human being]. It cannot be otherwise. 

Man must reconcile himself to his natural greatness. It is especially 

when he enters so deeply into the natural order, immerses himself 

so to speak in its elemental processes, that he must not forget that 

he is a person. Instinct alone can resolve none of his problems, 

everything demands decisions from his ‘interior self,’ his reason 

and his sense of responsibility. And this is particularly true of the 

love to which human kind owes its continual renewal. 

Responsibility for love, to which we are giving particular attention 

in this discussion, is very closely bound up with responsibility for 

procreation. Love and parenthood must not therefore be separated 

from the other. Willingness for parenthood is an indispensable 

condition of love.63 

Throughout his writings Wojtyła speaks of the need for man to 

“reconcile himself to his natural greatness”; in respect to sexuality 

this means both that man must use his reason and sense of 

responsibility to control his instincts and also that he should realize 

what an enormous honour and privilege it is to be able to resemble 

his Creator in his ability to love and to be able to bring forth new 

human life. 

The themes of the centrality of the procreative good and the 

necessity of conscious acceptance of the procreative good to sexual 

ethics are not confined to Love and Responsibility. They reappear 

in Wojtyla’s pre-papal writings, such as the Lublin lectures. They 

appear as well in Humanae vitae, likely as a result of various paths 

of influence Wojtyła had on the composition of Humanae vitae. 

They also appear in many of the speeches Wojtyła gave about 

Humanae vitae after its promulgation. We will not have time here 

to look into these many appearances. What we will do is take 

a quick look at some of the more important appearances of these 

themes in Humanae vitae, with particular attention to conscious 

parenthood. 

 
63 Love and Responsibility, 236. 
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8. Humanae Vitae 

Both themes appear in the very first line of Humanae vitae, 

which speaks of spouses “fulfilling a mission of transmitting 

human life and thereby rendering a conscious and free service to 

God the Creator.”64 Here we have an echo of Wojtyla’s argument 

that honouring the procreative good is part of a just relationship 

between man and God. Humanae vitae does not speak of spouses 

as co-creators with God of new human life but it does speak of 

marriage as being established by God for the purpose of bringing 

forth new life, of all “parenthood” being rooted in the fatherhood 

of God the Creator, and also of spouses “sharing with God the task 

[operam socient] of procreating and educating new living beings” 

(HV 8). And while the words “order of nature” do not appear in 

Humanae vitae, the encyclical makes many references to natural 

law and the laws of God written into nature (see HV 3, 10, 11, 12, 

13 (twice); 18, 24, 31). Humanae vitae also speaks of the 

procreative good as a value to the parents in their loving 

relationship; section 9 cites a key passage from Gaudium et spes 

(48): “Marriage and conjugal love are ordained [ordinantur] by 

their very nature [indole sua] to the procreating and educating of 

children. Offspring are clearly the supreme gift [donum] of 

marriage, a gift which contributes immensely to the good of the 

parents themselves.”65 

Talk of laws of nature, of God as Creator, and of spouses as 

those who cooperate with God come together in a single passage 

from Humanae vitae, section 13: 

[Spouses] should acknowledge that it is necessarily true that an 

act of mutual love which impairs the capacity of bringing forth life 

contradicts both the divine plan which established the nature 

[normam] of the conjugal bond and also the will of the first Author 

of human life. For this capacity of bringing forth life was designed 

by God, the Creator of All according to [His] specific laws. Thus, 

 
64 I will be using my own translation of Humanae vitae; see also Chapter 

2 of my book Self-Gift. My translation has been published as appendix I to 

my Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later, Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 

University of America Press 1991. 
65 Gaudium et spes, n. 50, in AAS 58 (1966), 1070-72. 
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anyone who uses God’s gift [of conjugal love] and cancels, if only 

in part, the significance and the purpose of this gift, is rebelling 

against either the male or female nature and against their most 

intimate relationship and for this reason, then, he is defying the 

plan and holy will of God. On the other hand, the one who uses the 

gift of conjugal love in accord with the laws of generation, 

acknowledges that he is not the lord of the sources of life, but rather 

the minister of a plan initiated by the Creator. 

Thus the naturalistic, teleological argument against 

contraception is well represented in Humanae vitae. Although 

there is no reference to the goodness of procreation as a means of 

continuing the species, the other three reasons for which Wojtyła 

extols the procreative good – the inestimable goodness of the life 

that results, the mutual good of the spouses, and the service to God 

– are all clearly present in Humanae vitae. 

Conscious parenthood, often translated as responsible 

parenthood, is a very prominent theme in Humanae vitae.66 Indeed 

Wojtyła, in the piece published in L’Osservatore Romano in 1969, 

stated: “The analysis of responsible parenthood constitutes the 

principal theme of the encyclical.”67 

Let me clarify the meaning of conscious/responsible 

parenthood; the words translated as responsible parenthood are 

conscia paternitas. The word “responsible” is not a perfect 

translation of conscia and misses some of its important 

connotations. The word conscia appears in the very first line of 

Humanae vitae, which speaks of the “free and conscious service of 

transmitting life” that spouses render to God. This line is 

reminiscent of a key passage in Gaudium et spes that speaks of the 

dignity of the human person requiring that he make “conscious and 

 
66 Let me also note that the term conscious parenthood is prominent in the 

report that was written by a commission set up in Krakow to respond to the 

reports that were produced by the special commission set up by Pope Paul VI 

to advise him on “birth regulation.” That report, commissioned by Karol 

Wojtyła, is “Les Fondements de la doctrine de l’Eglise concernant les 

principes de la vie conjugale,” Analacta Cracoviensia (1969); 194-230; for 

an English translation, see Chapter 12 of my book, Self-Gift. The phrase is 

also prominent in section 12 of The Letter to Families Gratissimam sane, in 

AAS 86 (1994); 868-925. 
67 Wojtyła, “The Truth of the Encyclical Humanae Vitae,” 6. 



Smith, “Conscious Parenthood” 35

free choices” – and not act under the influence of blind impulse 

(17).68 

We have seen above that the term plays an important role in 

Love and Responsibility. Fr. Louis Madey69 informed me that in 

Polish the word świadomość, which is translated as “conscious” 

throughout Love and Responsibility, connotes a deeply 

personalistic meaning: it means being vividly aware of some 

reality; it conveys experiencing something with one’s emotions as 

well as one’s intellect. Other words translated as conscious convey 

different notions: in one instance the word odczuwa translated 

means something like “gut feeling,” something deeply experienced 

or of which one has a deep awareness; in another instance the word 

reflecksji means “conscious thought.”  

Wojtyła uses the word conscious frequently, much more 

frequently than he uses the word rational, a word that also can be 

used to indicate that one knows the reality and is accepting of 

reality. I suspect that Wojtyła speaks of conscious behaviour more 

frequently than rational behaviour because to speak of 

consciousness seems to emphasize the act of a particular person 

more than rationality does. To think and act rationally for the most 

part links the action with some objective universal order; to speak 

of being conscious reflects the individual’s personal appropriating 

of some truth. The subjective and objective come together more. 

I believe any work influenced by the thought of John Paul II that 

includes the word conscious carries many of the connotations of 

the discussion of conscious parenthood in Love and Responsibility. 

The word responsible does not truly convey what the word 

conscia connotes. English speakers when they hear of responsible 

parenthood generally think of parents who perform their duties as 

parents well. In the context of Humanae vitae, it is reasonable for 

readers to understand that responsible parents are those who realize 

that they are to raise children to be good citizens in God’s kingdom 

or those who manage their family size well. But a close reading of 

 
68 GS, n. 50: “Dignitas igitur hominis requirit ut secundum consciam et 

liberam electione magat, personaliter scilicet ab intra motus et inductus, et 

non sub caeco impulso interno vel sub mera externa coactione.” 
69 Fr. Maday is a native of Poland; currently he is vice-rector at Sts. Cyril 

and Methodius Seminary in Michigan. 
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section 10 suggests that Wojtyla’s notion of the consciousness of 

the connection between sexuality and the procreative good is very 

much operative there. It includes the senses of responsible just 

identified but means something much more.  

The English word conscious is a cognate of conscia and is 

a better translation of conscia than responsible, but it too is not 

quite a match for what the concept seems to convey for Wojtyła. 

Certainly the word conscious means that someone is aware of the 

reality that he holds in his consciousness. To speak of an agent 

acting consciously indicates that the agent knows what he or she is 

doing; it also suggests that he or she is aware of the consequences 

of an action and accepts responsibility for those consequences. The 

additional element for Wojtyła seems to include that the agent 

accepts that reality and the consequences as good; that is, a person 

conscious that sex leads to parenthood is aware of that reality and 

accepts it as a good. 

These various meanings of conscious appear in Humanae vitae 

10. I am going to translate the phrase conscia paternitas as 

conscious parenthood. Admittedly, it sounds awkward at several 

points, but it helps to focus our attention on what is being said. We 

shall look at each instance where it appears in Humanae vitae 10. 

Humanae vitae 10 begins with the statement: “Conjugal love 

requires that spouses be fully aware of their mission [munus] of 

conscious parenthood. Today’s society justly calls for conscious 

parenthood; thus it is important that it be rightly understood. 

Consequently, we must consider the various legitimate and 

interconnected dimensions [rationibus] of parenthood.” The first 

dimension of which spouses should be conscious is that of the 

nature of man’s biological processes: “conscious parenthood 

means that one knows and honours the responsibilities [munerum] 

involved in these processes. Human reason has discovered that 

there are biological laws in the power of procreating life that 

pertain to the human person. If then we look to the innate impulses 

and inclinations of the soul, conscious parenthood asserts that it is 

necessary that reason and will exercise mastery over these impulses 
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and inclinations of the soul.”70 This passage is very reminiscent of 

Wojtyla’s discussions in Love and Responsibility, both of the 

necessity of respecting the natural order wherein sexual intercourse 

leads to offspring and of the necessity of man taking control of his 

sexual urges. 

The next passage speaks of parents consciously planning their 

family size. It states: 

If we look further to physical, economic, psychological and 

social conditions, conscious parenthood is exercised by those who, 

guided by prudent consideration and generosity, elect to accept 

many children. Those are also to be considered conscious parents, 

who for serious reasons and with due respect for moral precepts, 

decide not to have another child either for a definite or an indefinite 

amount of time. (HV 11) 

Some Catholics believe that just letting the babies come is the 

default position of the Church, but this passage – and other 

passages in works of Wojtyła – suggest that parents are to 

diligently assess their ability to care for more children. Some may 

determine that they have the resources to just let the babies come 

and thus for them doing so would be prudent. Deliberation about 

the goodness of having a child should be a regular practice for most 

couples. Indeed, this process may lead them to have more rather 

than fewer children. What Humanae vitae is advancing is that 

spouses should be intentional about having children. 

The next paragraph reinforces the sense of the earlier one that 

spouses should consciously plan their family: 

The conscious parenthood of which we speak here has another 

intrinsic foundation [intimam rationem] of utmost importance: it is 

rooted in the objective moral order established by God – and only 

an upright conscience can be a true interpreter of this order. For 

which reason, the mission [munus] of conscious parenthood 

requires that spouses recognize their duties [officia] towards God, 

towards themselves, towards the family, and towards human 

society, as they maintain a correct set of priorities.  

 
70 In Chapter 2 of my book, Self-Gift, I have retranslated my own 

translation of Humanae vitae to highlight the presence of the word conscious, 

previously translated by myself and others as responsible.  



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 38 

Those who are deliberating on whether to have a child or most 

likely another child should be considering those who are impacted 

by that decision: God, themselves, their family, their society. 

Mention here of duties that has to God, the spouses themselves, 

their family, and society indicates, I believe, that a pronatalist bias 

may be the default position: God, the spouses, the family, and 

society generally benefit from new life. Nonetheless, there may 

certainly be times when a new life would make it difficult for 

spouses to fulfil their duties to God, their marriage, their family, 

and their society.  

The principles here are very reminiscent of a passage from Love 

and Responsibility:  

Man is a rational being, and to aspire to the fullest possible 

participation of his consciousness in all that he does is consonant 

with his nature. This applies equally to the aspiration to become 

a mother or a father (no distinctions must be made here) with 

conscious intent. A man and a woman who have marital relations 

must know when and how they may become parents and regulate 

their sexual life accordingly. They have a responsibility for every 

conception, not only to themselves but also to the family which 

they are founding or increasing by that conception.71 

Man’s ability to think and choose is the source of his dignity; 

Wojtyła is simply saying that man’s power of thinking and 

choosing are rightly employed in considering what size of family 

to have. 

Humanae vitae also sounds the theme of the benefit that comes 

to the spouses from their consciousness of the procreative good and 

the efficacy in that consciousness of helping them overcome any 

tendencies to use each other. Wojtyła argues that conscious 

parenthood is a key to achieving self-mastery and that self-mastery 

is a key to conjugal love. Humanae vitae 21 states: 

Right and worthy family planning requires that spouses 

recognize and value the true goods of life and the family, and also 

that they acquire the habit of complete mastery of themselves and 

their desires. 

It goes on to list benefits of attaining self-mastery: 

 
71 Love and Responsibility, 279. 
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Truly, discipline of this sort – from which conjugal chastity 

shines forth – cannot be an obstacle to love. Rather, discipline 

imbues love with a deeper human meaning. Although [such 

control] requires continuous effort, it also helps the spouses 

become strong in virtue and makes them rich with spiritual goods. 

And this [virtue] fosters the fruits of tranquillity and peace in the 

home and helps in the solving of difficulties of other kinds. It aids 

spouses in becoming more tender with each other and more 

attentive to each other. It assists them in dispelling that inordinate 

self-love that is opposed to true charity. It strengthens in them 

a consciousness of their responsibilities. And finally it provides 

parents with a sure and efficacious authority for educating their 

children. As [their] children advance through life they will come 

to a correct appreciation of the true goods of Man and employ 

peacefully and properly the powers of their mind and senses. 

In fact, it is easy to think that Wojtyła must have been the author 

of the above passage; it is so reminiscent of his thoughts about 

sexual morality. 

Veritatis splendor provides a succinct formulation of a principle 

John Paul II enunciates throughout his work: “Although each 

individual has a right to be respected in his own journey in search 

of the truth, there exists a prior moral obligation, and a grave one 

at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once it is known” (34).72 

In an essay written a few months after the promulgation of Humane 

vitae, Wojtyła wrote: 

Conjugal love must be fruitful love; that is, “directed toward 

parenthood.” Parenthood which comes from love between persons 

is “responsible parenthood.” One could say that in the Encyclical 

Humanae vitae responsible parenthood becomes the proper name 

for human procreation.73 

In sum, the truth in respect to sexuality that is key for Wojtyla’s 

sexual morality is the truth that sex leads to parenthood. Those who 

are conscious of that fact can make moral choices in respect to their 

sexual behaviour, for that consciousness leads them to achieve self-

mastery, and those who have self-mastery choose better in respect 

to spouses – they are able to choose out of love rather than out of 

 
72 See, for instance, Evangelium vitae, n. 19. 
73 Wojtyła, “The Truth of the Encyclical Humanae Vitae,” 6. 
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a troublesome sexual urge. Those who marry out of love will desire 

out of love to have babies, whom they love and whom God surely 

loves. And those who are conscious that they are co-creators with 

God will, as Wojtyła notes, become more conscious of their natural 

greatness. 
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Abstract 

A semantic analysis of Kisukuma personal names was conducted 

so as to effect a discernment of the norms and values of Kisukuma 

expressed through names. The study was conducted in the Mwanza 

region, particularly in the Kwimba district, specifically in the five 

wards of Kikubiji, Sumve, Mantare, Malya and Ngula. The sample of 

50 respondents consisted of native speakers of the Kisukuma language 

and were chosen for their suitability for providing the information 

necessary to do the analysis. The study brought to light the fact that 

there are a number of dimensions considered during the process of 

naming in the Sukuma society. Names are chosen, for example, that 

correspond to a state of happiness, to the arrival of visitors, to death, 

to the untimely flight of a parent, to the manner of birth, to the place 

of birth, to the time of birth, or to a conflict or quarrel within the 

family. Also the study brought into consideration the nick-names in 

Sukuma society that people give to each other. All in all, the study 

concentrated on the fact that Sukuma names convey meanings that 

depend on the manner – either according to custom or 

idiosyncratically – by which the process of naming is conducted. This 

is to say that naming derives from an existing phenomenon that those 

who are doing the naming wish to highlight. 

Introduction 

Kisukuma is one of the Bantu languages spoken in the north-

western sector of Tanzania, mainly in Mwanza, Shinyanga, 

Simiyu, and Geita, but also in some parts of the Kagera and Singida 

region and in small sectors of Kigoma and Rukwa (Chenya, 1988). 

The name Kisukuma originated from the word Sukuma which 
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means ‘north’. The people who speak this language are called 

Bhasukuma which means ‘northern people’. This is because the 

Sukuma people came from the South and established their 

settlement in the North. Approximately 5,500,000 Tanzanians 

speak Kisukuma as their mother tongue. This means that 12% of 

the population speak Kisukuma; indeed it is the most spoken 

language in the country (MLUTA). The Kisukuma language has 

four major dialects: all the dialects are understandable to Kisukuma 

speakers. The dialects consist of Kemunang’weli, Kemunadakama, 

Kemunasukuma and Kemunakiya (Batibo, 1985). The names of 

the Kisukuma dialects are associated with directions. Ng’weli 

means East, Kiya means West, Dakama means South and Sukuma 

means North.  

1. Personal Names 

A personal name identifies the person by distinguishing him or 

her from everyone else. Before children were given names, they 

were not regarded as having a full identity (Mugambi & Kirima, 

1976, p.25). In every culture, names have a cultural and a social 

milieu that identifies the bearer. This is to say that every person in 

this world has a name that identifies him or her as unique, 

irreplaceable, irreducible and unrepeatable. Algeo (1992:728) 

aptly points out that “People are almost invariably named; indeed, 

a human being without a name would be socially and 

psychologically less than a full man.”  

In the Old Testament (Genesis 2:19), the names of individuals 

are meaningful. For example, the word ‘Adam’ means ‘human 

being’ and so distinguishes him as a person with capabilities that 

can belong to both males and females.  

The general trend in the world is that children are given names 

at birth that reflect something of significance or describe the course 

of their lives. Often they are names of canonized saints or people 

recognized as historically extraordinary. For example, Solomon 

means ‘peace’ and the king with that name was the first whose 

reign was without warfare. 
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2. Linguistic Aspect of Naming 

Finegan and Besnier (1989) assert that language is primarily 

a system of signs, not symbols; and in European society naming is 

primarily a system of reference, not symbolization. Words signify 

a presentation of some likeness or logical link to their referents. 

Proper names differ from common referents to identity in that 

the proper names are unique in their function of indicating specific 

people, places or institutions as opposed to the loose and relatively 

vague set of referents contained in common identifiers. Thus we 

distinguish between the lexicon and the onomasticon, which 

contains the list of the proper names that are typically capitalized 

(in the languages concerned). While proper names conform to the 

phonetic patterns of specific languages, they are generally not 

listed in dictionaries and normally not translated.1  

3. The Study Design 

A research design provides the framework for the collection of 

data in a way that makes them analysable and comparable. The 

design must include the method for selecting the sample because 

the sample must in one way or another validly represent the 

population that constitutes the focus of the researcher’s 

investigation. 

4. Research Approach 

The study used a qualitative approach. This is because the 

approach is more concerned to understand the quality of the data 

that each respondent offers in contrast to how many people are 

offering the data. In the qualitative approach each respondent’s 

 
1 The editor notes that in an Oriental language, names do not admit of 

capitalizations; but in support of the author’s hypothesis, they always carry 

translatable meanings that correspond to the Oriental mindset. The editor’s 

Korean name, for example, is: 손 명 진. The Korean would recognize it 

immediately as a proper name. When the name is Anglicized, capitals are 

used: Sohn Myong-Jin.  

Korean names are translatable: Sohn (손)is the editor’s family name 

(Gibson) and means ‘grandson’ while Myong (명) means ‘brightness’ and Jin 

(진) means ‘truth’. 
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contribution carries a significance that is often overlooked with the 

quantitative approach (Bell, 2007:7-8). The researcher chose the 

qualitative approach in order to secure meaningful data from each 

respondent that would allow for a more accurate semantic analysis 

of Kisukuma personal names. 

5. The Meaning of Kisukuma Personal Names 

Through in-depth interviews and focused group discussions, the 

respondents reported that nearly all the Sukuma personal names 

convey meanings which depend on the circumstances of the 

naming process. Examples would be naming related to the time of 

birth, to the delay involved in begetting a child, to the place of birth, 

to the season (meteorologically speaking) or to the events of the 

year, to the running away of the parents, to death, to quarrels or 

conflicts among the family members, to the manner of birth and to 

the milieu of euphoria, happiness or joy. 

5.1 Names Related to the Place of Birth 

 A child may be given a name that coincides with the place 

where he/she was born. Such places may include farms, roads, 

hillsides, or lakeshores.  

Name Gender Meaning 

Mashamba male gender “farm” 

Matongo male gender  “farm” 

Malale male gender  “farm” 

Mayila male gender “a way”  

Nzila/ Nyanzila female gender “road” 

Kadutu both genders “a leaf” 

Mandege male gender “maize” 

The names Matongo, Mashamba, and Malale are the names 

given to male children who are born on a farm. The names Mayila 

for a boy and Nyanzila for a girl are the names given to children 

born when the mother was travelling. The names Kadutu or 

Madutu are given to children born when the mother had laid upon 

some tree leaves when she was giving birth. 
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5.2 Names Given Related to Seasons and Events in 
the Year 

The seasons or events of the year may include hunger, famine, 

floods, high rainfall, invasion of locusts on a farm and drought. The 

names given to children according in these circumstances include: 

Name Gender Meaning 

Mayala male gender “hunger” 

Nyanzala female gender “hunger” 

Ng’wakami female gender “bad year” 

Mabula male gender “plentiful rainfall” 

Kabula female gender “little rainfall” 

Mayige male gender “locusts” 

Nyanjige female gender “locusts” 

5.3 Names Related to the Time of Birth 

The meaning of Kisukuma personal names may depend on the 

time when the child is born. The Kisukuma notion of time gives 

rise to the categories of morning (Dilu), late morning (Misana), 

afternoon (Limi), evening (Mhindi) and night (Bujiku). The 

Sukuma people may use the time of birth to name their new-borns. 

The following are the names which are related to time of birth. 

Names Gender Meaning 

Dilu both genders “morning” 

Misana male gender “late-morning” 

Kasana female gender “late morning” 

Malimi male gender “afternoon” 

Limi female gender “afternoon” 

Mhindi both genders “evening” 

Wile male gender “when it’s dusk” 

Nyawile female gender “when it’s dusk” 

Bujiku male gender “night” 

Majiku female gender “night”  
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5.4 Names Related to Parents Who Flee or Refuse the 
Baby 

The Sukuma names may come from the tragedy that either one 

of the parents leaves the family or that one parent especially the 

father refuses to accept the woman’s pregnancy. When the child is 

born within this situation, there are names relevant to what has 

happened that may be bestowed upon them. The names include: 

Names Gender Meaning 

Mpelwa for both genders “to be left by someone” 

Kulekwa for both genders “to be left” 

Shileng’wa for both genders “the refused one” 

Kuleng’wa for both genders “to be refused” 

5.5 Names Related to Happiness or Joy 

In the Sukuma society, there is a period during which the people 

are celebrating festivals. The festivals may include the giving of 

the bridal price whereby people join together in happiness and 

drink some local beer, and dance together. So when a mother gives 

birth during this occasion, she may call the new-born baby any one 

of the following names: 

Name Gender Meaning 

Bukombe male gender “traditional wedding” 

Masanja male gender “bringing people together” 

Walwa male gender “local beer” 

Buyegi male gender “happiness/ joy” 

Butogwa both genders “happy” 

Masanja is a very common name in Kisukuma for the baby boys 

connoting the bringing together of couples who hitherto had been 

separated due to misunderstandings between them. 

5.6 Names Related to Conflicts or Quarrels within the 
Family  

In the Sukuma tradition, there are various names given to a new-

born child that are related to conflicts or quarrels within the family. 

Hence these names show various circumstances prevailing during 
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birth when the mother was pregnant. During the pregnancy of 

a mother, for example, other members from the family may dislike 

her, hate her, abuse her and use a variety of hate words or gossip 

about her. Commenting on a society unrelated to the Sukuma, 

Suzman (1994:26) asserts that friction names are commands or 

questions that often identify the source of conflict and so provoke 

a situation where the sources of the conflict become public. 

Name Gender Meaning 

Nemelwa female gender “failure” 

Nh’oyela female gender “talks to him/ her” 

Baliyinjaho female gender “they remove themselves” 

Bankolwa female gender “they hate her” 

Bahayage both genders “discuss them” 

Shiduki male gender “the abused one” 

Yombo male gender “quarrels” 

Mihayo female gender “many words” 

Balinago female gender “they have” 

Balahaya female gender “they will say” 

Manugwa both genders “the hated one” 

5.7 Names Related to Death 

Death may affect the naming system of the Sukuma. Parents 

give death-related names to children especially when the parents 

have lost hope for the survival of their children due to the fact that 

several children may have died in consecutive order. The names 

are as follows:  

Names Gender Meaning 

Gema both genders “try again” 

Kwigema both genders “try for each other” 

Mgema male gender “the one who tries” 

Njile female gender “goer” 

Dalali both genders “nothing” 

Milembe female gender “cheater” 

Maduhu male gender “nothing” 

There are occasions, therefore, when the names Gema, 

Kwigema and Mgema are given to the children of either gender 
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because the parents have been hesitating to feel confident that the 

new born baby would survive. Because they have had to try again 

to have a baby, they give the baby a name, Gema, that literally 

means “try”. 

5.8 Names Related to a Delay in Getting a Child 

There are circumstances which may lead a mother to experience 

a delay in her attempts to be pregnant or have a baby. This situation 

may lead the mother to consult a traditional healer in Kisukuma, 

who is called a nfumu; and a mother may be given some traditional 

medicine to cure her fertility problem. So children born after this 

exercise may be called by one of the following names: 

Names Gender Meaning 

Maganga male gender “traditional medicine” 

Nyamiji both genders “roots” 

Kulindwa both genders “awaited” 

5.9 Names Related to the Mourning of a Deceased 
Person 

The Sukuma people have the tradition of mourning when 

a person in the community dies. This period of mourning may 

coincide with a woman’s pregnancy. When a mother gives birth 

during the community’s time of grief, she may give the new-born 

baby a name that is related to mourning. This helps a mother to 

remember what happened when she was pregnant. The names 

include: 

Name Gender Meaning 

Misoji female gender “tears” 

Shililo male gender “tears” 

Nhungwi/ Nhungu female gender “the one who laments” 

Malongo both genders “soil” 

Masalu male gender “sand” 

Ponyiwa both genders “channel away” 

Mayanga male gender “death problems” 
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5.10 Names Related to the Manner of Birth 

There are names which may be given to a child because of the 

manner by which the child came to see the light of day. These 

names include: 

Name Gender Meaning 

Kashinje both genders “a child born legs first” 

Bundala male gender “a child born by normal delivery” 

Munde female gender “a child born by normal delivery” 

Kabisi female gender “unripe” 

Mabisi male gender “unripe” 

Ndebile both genders “not yet fully ready to live on its own” 

Kanagana both genders “not yet fully ready to live on its own” 

The names Kabisi, Mabisi, Ndebile and Kanagana refer to the 

premature babies born before nine months. The comparison with 

unripe fruit seems apt in their regard. So when the baby is born, the 

families pay much attention to that baby so as to make sure that the 

child is kept alive to bring it to maturity. 

5.11 Names Related to Twins 

In Sukuma society, there are special names that correspond to 

the twin scenario. The names include: 

Name Gender Meaning 

Kulwa both genders “the first to come out from the womb” 

Doto both genders “the second to come out from the womb” 

The Sukuma people also assign names to the children born 

following the twins.  

Shija both genders “the one who remained” 

Mhoja both genders “comforter of the twins” 

Kamuli male gender “light giver” 

Kasanda male gender “driving away the twins” 

Buholo male gender “end of delivering twins” 

Kija both genders “carrying the twins” 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 50 

Conclusion 

Personal names do not merely distinguish people from each 

other; they also operate as linguistic indicators of how socialization 

takes place within families. Names may reflect the traditional 

patterns and the idiosyncrasies that may be representative of 

various social relationships within the family. African personal 

names give insight into the socio-cultural changes or events in the 

community. Personal names reflect the history, culture and socio-

political events which have marked the national scene. What 

perhaps may be most important is the fact that the names and the 

people identified by the names become unrepeatable, irreplaceable, 

irreducible and unique threads in the fabric of the nation’s identity. 
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Abstract 

This article highlights how laws of Tanzania enhance thinking in 

culture and design by ensuring that there is sustainable development 

and effective management in Tanzania’s businesses. This paper 

focuses on legal aspects relating to culture and business, design 

thinking and the protection of human endeavours in order to give 

business development a certain degree of security and in order to make 

proper legal management a reality. It is noteworthy that the general 

principles of business law are adequately applicable to culture and 

design formulations with a view to offering legal protection to its 

stakeholders and fortifying sustainable development and management. 

This paper begins by elaborating the concepts of culture and design 

configuration and how the two fit into the legal perspective to bring 

about business development and management. It will be noted that the 

most valuable resource of the human person is his or her intellect, the 

ability to think in a novel manner and the capability to innovate. All 

 
1 Paper presented during Culture Week in March, 2018, at Jordan 

University College, Morogoro. The theme of the week was Culture and 

Business Development and Management. 

o The author is currently the Head of the Department of Law and can be 

reached by phone at +255 713 390 750; email: anahum89@gmail.com.  

o The co-author teaches law at Jordan University and can be reached by 

phone at +255 763 112 989; email: esthermdegipala@gmail.com. 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 52 

of this happens, of course, with the help of the One who designed the 

human intellect.  

In Tanzania, culture and design configuration fall within the 

category of the many forms of business that are regulated under the 

sector of the Intellectual Property Law that concerns the formation of 

a business enterprise such as sole trade, partnership or company. 

Those who innovate, invent or create businesses require legal 

protection and recognition to institute proper management and to 

render sustainable development secure. The laws put in place and 

protected by the judiciary provide safeguards for the owners’ 

economic rights.  

Furthermore, this paper examines the existence of new design 

thinking in online business. New design thinking has contributed 

much to the rapid development of retail business and hence has 

propelled efforts towards sustainable development and effective 

business management. It is proposed that to have sustainable 

development and effective business management through culture and 

design thinking, undertakings have to be channelled through the 

proper legal protocol. 

Introduction 

Culture has been defined as the state of development in art and 

thought that prevails in a given society, represented at various 

levels by the foci of knowledge and training.2 Business culture 

refers to the norms, values and beliefs that are involved in the 

manner of doing business in an area.3 This involves an everyday 

guide for conducting business. In particular, laws regulating 

business matters in Tanzania create the norms that act as an 

everyday guide for conducting business. 

Design thinking has been defined as a discipline where the 

designer in a business enterprise develops and uses various 

methods and technology as a feasible strategy to add value to the 

 
2 H. SPENCER-OATEY (2012) What is Culture? A Compilation of Quotations, 

15. As cited in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 

http://warwick.ac.uk/globalpadintercultural [accessed 29/09/2017]. 
3 K. ASWATHAPPA (2006) International Business, 2nd ed., New Delhi: 

McGraw-Hill, 124. 
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business.4 Design thinking involves three components of 

innovation,5 namely, technology, human desire and economic 

viability.6 For these components to operate effectively they need 

the legal regulation that offers protection to the content of the 

thought involved in design creation.7 

Design refers to such features as shapes, configurations, 

patterns, and ornamentation applied to an industrial process8 with 

2D and 3D features of surface and decoration that include those 

that are applied to the wallpaper and to the textiles utilized for the 

surface and to the ornamentation involved in the decoration.9  

For every design there are rights attached. Colston reminds us 

that “design rights are rights that provide protection for aspects of 

the appearance or arrangement of commercially exploited articles, 

whether functional, aesthetic or artistic, which fall between the 

protection of patents and copyright.”10 and it is conferred where the 

right does not fall within Convention obligations, novel and 

original.11 These “design rights adjust protection to facilitate 

competition in products, a competitor’s need to use functional 

features in the interests of achieving a particular function or 

compatibility of products, and for production on an industrial scale. 

Design rights are applied to articles, but the features of the article’s 

design, and not the article itself, are the subject of protection.”12 

 
4 E. SIMON (2016) Design Thinking in the Automotive Industry. Creativity 

and Innovation, Hamburg: Anchor Academic Publishing, 23. 
5 SIMON, Design Thinking, 24. 
6 SIMON, Design Thinking, 24.  
7 In law, a thought is represented through copyright, patent, or 

a trademark, as the case may be. 
8 Section 213 of the Copyright Design Patent Act 1988 and C. COLSTON 

(1999) Principles of Intellectual Property Law, London: Cavendish, 286. 
9 RDA, 1949. See COLSTON, (1999), Principles, 286. 
10 COLSTON (1999), Principles, 303. 
11 Features of shape and configuration of an article which enable the 

article to be connected to, or placed within, around or against, another article 

so that either article may perform its function. See p. 295. 
12 COLSTON, Principles, 303. 
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1. Forms and Characteristics of Culture 

In this paper we will address principally the Internet Culture and 

Business Culture, which deals with the development and 

management of a particular business. Internet culture refers to the 

attitude of netizens (users of the internet),13 i.e., the state of 

development in art and thought that prevails in the use of the 

internet, according to the various stages of accumulated knowledge 

or training that typify its users.14 

Most scholars are of the view that culture is learned not 

inherited, that it is shared with an organisation or group of people, 

that it is trans-generational,15 that it is symbolic in its 

presentations,16 that it is patterned in an interlocking manner 

whereby changes made in one structure bring changes to another, 

and that it is adaptive since it is based on the human capacity for 

change.17 

2. The Jurisprudence Associated with Intellectual 
Property 

“A narrower proposition is that property is concerned with the 

ownership of objects.”18 Where a person has shares and asserts his 

or her rights against all others then the suggestion is that there is 

a proprietary right in those shares.19 This is to say that every 

property can be bought and sold at a certain value; and every 

property confers the owner the exclusive right to do the buying and 

the selling.20 Thus, shares can be sold and bought: the same applies 

 
13 H.W. DUTTON & G. BLANK (2013) “Cultures of the Internet: The 

Internet in Britain”, Oxford Internet Survey 2013 Report, 4. 
14 Individuals obtain knowledge by conducting online business, 

e-commerce. 
15 Passed from one generation to the next and shared by way of being 

permitted for public use. 
16 One could think of a Trade and Service Mark. 
17 K. ASWATHAPPA (2006) International Business, 2nd ed., New Delhi: 

McGraw-Hill, 123. 
18 R.J. SMITH (2009) Property Law, 6th ed, London: Pearson Education, 3. 
19 SMITH, Property Law, 4. 
20 Emphasis by PENNER, “The Idea of Property in Law”, Chapter 4, as 

cited by Smith (2009) Property Law, 3. 
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to the holder of those shares who has exclusive rights over all 

others; this proposition goes as far as to include houses and cars. It 

is safe to say that, “the law recognizes and offers a finite number 

of proprietary rights.”21  

There are real property and intellectual property in which every 

type of property gains its protection subject to the legislation of that 

particular country.22 This paper discusses the protection of 

intellectual property rights in Tanzania.  

It should be noted that intellectual property rights bring about 

proprietary rights just as with any other property.23 In a legal sense 

most intellectual property rights are assimilated to ‘chose in action’ 

as opposed to ‘chose in possession’. In a 1902 case, Channell 

described ‘chose in action’ as a legal expression used to describe 

all personal rights which can only be forced by legal action and not 

by taking physical possession.24 ‘Chose in possession’, on the other 

hand, refers to a thing that the person has the right to enjoy and of 

which he has actual enjoyment or possession. Protection of 

intellectual property rights has been expressly provided by statutes 

whereby acts of parliament were enacted to offer protection for 

copyrighted materials by preventing copying of those materials 

without permission of the author or owner.25 Protection for 

inventions was established in 1565 and trademark protection came 

into vogue in 1875 under the Trade Marks Act. 

Intellectual property rights prevent others from taking 

advantage of the labour employed in the creation of an intellectual 

property.26 Not surprisingly, the notion of intellectual property 

 
21 PENNER, “The Idea…”, note 20. The implication here is that private 

persons rather to say parties are not allowed to create their own new categories 

of proprietary rights since rights are recognized for different forms of 

property. There is real property, and there is intellectual property. 
22 In Tanzania, real property such as land is protected under the Land Act 

[Cap 113] and Village Land Act [Cap 114 RE 2002] 
23 D.I. BAINBRIDGE (2009) Intellectual Property, London: Pearson 

Longman, 10. 
24 Described by J. Channell in Torkington vs. Mage [1902] 2KB 427 at 

430.  
25 SMITH, Property Law, 9. 
26 J. DAVIS (2003) Intellectual Property Law, 2nd ed., London: 

Butterworths, 5. 
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rights suggests a solution to other proprietary problems in the 

public forum such as the patent.27 

As far as jurisprudence is concerned, the justification for the 

protection of intellectual property rights was established in the 18th 

century, when the philosopher John Locke made a statement 

consistent with his approach: “Individuals have a right to the fruits 

of their labour.”28 This is to say that appropriate norms of 

protection, clearly articulated, should apply to every creative work 

including those that are intellectual in nature so that the labourer 

responsible for the work preserves his or her right to do with the 

work as he/she wishes.  

The theory does not oppose the cumulative production of 

knowledge where intellectual labourers exchange their findings 

with each other and it does not oppose the common ownership of 

its raw materials.29 (This is why libraries are more or less public 

places.) Hence there is in place concurrently the exclusive 

possession of intellectual property rights on the part of the owner 

of the creative work and, on the other hand, the right of third parties 

to enjoy the benefits of intellectual creativity with permission of 

the owner or author. In proceeding this way, business development 

and management are achievable. 

3. Applicable Laws Enhancing Culture and Design 
Thinking for Business Development 

There are laws that protect those who innovate and design the 

innovations and at the same time protect the rights of third parties. 

The laws we are examining manifest clearly that for any business 

to develop and experience effective management there must be 

a way by which such business is carried out and that way is through 

the norms of laws set in place which create the culture of that 

business and encourage innovation. It should be noted that in 

Tanzania, designers do not have specific laws that protect them. 

This poses a contrast to UK which has instituted the Copyright, 

Design and Patent Act of 1988. In Tanzania the laws we are about 

 
27 DAVIS, Intellectual Property Law, 6. 
28 DAVIS, Intellectual Property Law, 7. 
29 DAVIS, Intellectual Property Law, 9. 
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to analyse confer protection for articles that would feature as 

designs in the UK but are protected under copyright or patent laws. 

3.1 Constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania of 
1977 

According to Article 24 of the Constitution of the United 

Republic of Tanzania of 197730 (herein after referred to as the 

Constitution) provides inter alia that, “every person has the right to 

own property, and has a right to the protection of his property held 

in accordance with the law.”31 Intellectual property falls within the 

ambit of property; thus it gains the same protection under the law 

as emphasized by the Constitution. Although it is not clearly stated 

that intellectual property rights are a Constitutional category, the 

simple fact that it is a property means that it ought to gain 

protection under Article 24 of the Constitution. Relying on this 

constitutional provision every individual pursuing business 

development has assurance of legal protection. 

3.2 Copyright and Neighbouring Rights Act 

The Copyright and Neighbouring Rights Act provides for the 

protection of IPRs which involve copyrights and includes the 

neighbouring rights in relation to literary, written and artistic 

works.32 In the context of this Act, IPR refers to Intellectual 

Property Rights. It also should be pointed out that an IPR can refer 

to an Inter Partes Review, that is to say, a trial proceeding that is 

conducted at the Patent Trial and Appeal Board to review the 

patentability of one or more claims of an issued patent. For the 

purposes of this article we shall use IPR as initials that refer to 

Intellectual Property Rights unless otherwise indicated. 

Neighbouring Rights are the royalties that are due to a sound 

recording copyright holder. They are to be distinguished from the 

composition copyright that pays the songwriter and publisher. 

They usually accompany, as “neighbours”, the performance rights 

that are given as a permission to actually perform publicly what has 

 
30 [Cap 2 RE 2002]. 
31 Article 24 (1) of the Constitution. 
32 Long title to the Act herein referred to as the CNA. 
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been recorded. This means that if a person or group uses someone’s 

song with permission in a public concert, the one who did the 

performance deserves payment but also the one who did the sound 

recording deserves a payment as a neighbouring right.  

This also means that there are two basic types of copyrights 

attached to every song, the one for the composition of the song and 

the one for recording the song. The composition copyright pays the 

songwriter and publisher while the sound recording copyright pays 

the artist that recorded the song and the record label. To synthesize 

everything that has just been said, copyright laws ensure that all 

involved in the labour of bringing forth the composition, design, 

production, publication, and exposition/performance of any useful 

or artistic entity receive their proper share of the payments. 

The Act (herein referred to as the CNA) protects the economic 

and moral rights of owners or authors of the copyrighted work and 

its recordings (when recordings are involved).33 The CNA uses an 

issuance of licences as a tool of protecting against the infringement 

of copyright works since the economic rights under section 9 are 

exclusive to the owner of the copyrighted material.34 This kind of 

recognition and provision for protection guarantees effective 

management and the development of business.  

This scenario is possible since Part V of the CNA introduces 

sanctions that provide remedy for owners of a copyrighted work 

and at the same time acts as a deterrence to persons who potentially 

may infringe upon the rights of authors and designers and hence 

provides a protection measure from unfair dealing and derogation 

of the copyrighted work. Section 36 declares that the injured party 

may seek relief by means of injunctions, payment of damages and 

the right to destruction.35  

Section 42 provides for criminal sanctions that aim at deterring 

the one who infringes upon the rights associated with a copyrighted 

 
33 Section 9 and 11 respectively of the CNA [Cap 217 RE 2002] These 

rights include the right to reproduction, distribution, rental, public exhibition, 

translation of the work, adaptation, public performance, broadcasting the 

work, importation of copies and claim of authorship and the right to seek relief 

for derogation acts of the work.  
34 Section 17 of the CNA. 
35 Section 38 of the CNA. 
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work from ever doing such acts. The Act imposes fines not 

exceeding five million for first-time offenders and ten million for 

second-time offenders,36 or imprisonment from three to five years 

for subsequent offenders. With the guaranteed rights and protection 

against infringement of the designer’s thoughts, the law ensures 

development of business and its effective management.  

3.3 Patent Act 

The Patent Act provides for a rightful monopoly for an 

invention after application and examination for patentability has 

been made and certified.37 Section 14 was enacted to provide for 

the patent rights.38 The law aims at promoting innovation and 

invention of things with a view to guaranteeing just protection by 

way of a regulation patent.39 The Act is based solely on the 

protection granted by the Patent and stipulates the requirement that 

all inventors are to register their novelty or invention with an 

industrial application to the Patent Office40 and that a license may 

be given for the invention at the request of the owner.41 This is to 

say that the tools of protection under the Patent Act are the 

registration of one’s invention and the requirement of the issuance 

of the license whereby the owner of the patent will request the 

Registrar to make an entry that the license is available as a right 

associated with the purpose of the patent.42  

Sections 67 and 70 provide for the relief due to the rightful 

owner of the patent and the criminal proceeding directed towards 

the person responsible for the patent infringement. Reliefs include 

injunctions, damages and any other forms of relief that are 

available in civil suits.43 Section 70 specifically imposes a penal 

sanction of a fine or five years imprisonment for a person who 

 
36 Section 42(1) of the CNA. 
37 COLSTON, Principles, 4. 
38 Patent (Registration) Act [CAP 217 RE 2002], 
39 Preamble to the Act. 
40 Section 3 of the Patent Act. 
41 Section 61 of the Patent Act. 
42 Section 61 (1) of the Patent Act. 
43 Section 67 of the Patent Act. 
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infringed upon a patent with intention.44 The penal sanctions are 

less effective since the fine exacted is too trivial to really 

discourage those who infringe upon patents as first or subsequent 

offenders because patents bring with them great fortune so five 

hundred thousand shillings is nothing compared to what the 

infringer has gained.45 Imprisonment of five years for first time 

offenders is quite okay to deter the violation of IPRs under patent. 

Enhancing this culture, business is guaranteed to develop by 

gaining legal protection and recognition.  

3.4 Trade and Service Marks Act 

The Trade and Service Marks Act enhances the subculture that 

creates marks, symbols and colours in order to develop a business 

by means of its image and so attract public and private interest 

groups. The Act regulates registration and protection of Trade 

Marks in Tanzania. Traders are prohibited from registering 

identical marks in respect of goods and services so as not to cause 

confusion.46 A well designed and developed business culture 

necessitates the prohibition of signs that will cause confusion save 

where there is honest and concurrent use. 47 

Section 21 concerns the registration of Trade and Service 

Marks. Users of marks are to apply for registration. It should be 

remembered that application is made in writing to the Trade and 

Service Marks Office. Section 22 confers priority protection over 

registered trademarks in Convention countries.48  

 
44 S.70(1) Any person who intentionally infringes a patent shall be guilty 

of an offence and shall, on conviction, be liable to a fine not exceeding five 

hundred thousand shillings or to a term of imprisonment of five years or to 

both the fine and the imprisonment and the forfeiture of the goods made 

through that patent. (2) In the event of recidivism, the maximum penalties 

shall be doubled. (3) If the recidivism shall be deemed to have occurred within 

the preceding five years, the offender may be convicted of the infringement 

of a patent. 
45 Section 70(1) of the Patent Act. 
46 Section 20 Trade and Service Marks Act [RE 2002 CAP 326]. 
47 Section 20 Trade and Service Marks Act. 
48 Convention Countries are the parties to the Convention/ International 

Treaty who have participated in the negotiation of the treaty, in its signing, its 

ratification, and its acceptance or accession. 
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Sections 56 to 59 of the Marks Act provide inter alia for 

offences and penalties in case of the infringement of a trademark 

or a service mark under section 32 of the Marks Act. Offences 

under the Act include making a false entry of a mark into the 

register,49 false representation of a mark that is not registered as if 

it is registered,50 and deceiving an officer who has been appointed 

to do the registration.51 The general penalties include a payment of 

ten thousand shillings as a fine and a three-year imprisonment or 

both, upon conviction. The general penalty is quite trivial based on 

the offences in question and the profit a person enjoys in using 

another person’s mark. The same can be said for the penalties under 

section 57: a fine of fifty thousand is indeed trivial and cannot deter 

the practice of infringing business and service marks in the current 

economy. Thus, these fines need to be increased from a ten and 

fifty thousand fine to between twelve and fifty million shillings. 

The Marks Act provides for criminal sanctions only. The 

problem with criminal sanctions is that the state benefits from the 

infringement of a proprietor’s mark. The Act ought to provide for 

civil remedies whose purpose will be to compensate and bring 

relief to the proprietor of the infringed mark. 

3.5 The Merchandise Marks Act 

The Merchandise Marks Act is another piece of legislation that 

protects IPRs on the Tanzania mainland particularly when it comes 

to forgery and false trade descriptions. The Merchandise Marks Act 

of 1963 prohibits the selling of goods that bear a false trade mark, 

that use marks that are likely to provoke false notions concerning 

whom the marks really represent, or that resemble the mark of 

another business transaction or service.52  

The 1963 Act prohibits importation of goods with forged 

marks.53 The rationale of such prohibition is to protect consumers 

 
49 Section 56 of the Marks Act. 
50 Section 57 (1) (a) of the Marks Act. The penalty for a false 

representation of a registered upon conviction is a fine of fifty thousand 

shillings and seven years imprisonment or both. 
51 Section 58 of the Marks Act. 
52 Sections 6 and 4 of the 1963 Merchandise Marks Act. 
53 Section 10. 
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from deceptions about the real source of the goods and the 

concomitant quality of the goods and to protect the government 

from the shady dealings of importers who simply wish to hide their 

identity from law enforcement officials. However, it was not 

possible to protect trademarks under this Act until 2005 (see 

above). 

Penalties under the 1963 Act include forfeiture of the 

counterfeit goods in the absence of the owner and destruction of 

the same upon their seizure.54 Under the Regulations, penalties 

shall not exceed five million shillings;55 however, in the authors’ 

opinion this penalty is still trivial compared to what the infringer 

benefits from his acts. 

The possible remedies provided under the Regulations include 

the possibility of the applicant to receive the right to an Anton Piller 

Order,56 to Mareva Injunctions57 and to a number of orders that are 

listed in the first schedule of the Regulations. 

Act No. 3 of 2012 constituted another substantial amendment 

that was made to the Merchandise Marks Act. Section 2 of this 

2012 amendment articulates what amounts to a definition of 

Intellectual Property Rights.58 The 2012 amendment defines and 

 
54 Section 14 of the Merchandise Marks Act, 1963. 
55 Regulation 48 and 2nd schedule of the Merchandise Marks Regulation. 
56 Regulation 18 (4) of the Merchandise Regulation and see MREMA, 

A.N., Recent Legislative Changes in Trademark Law in Tanzania, Mkono & 

Co., Tanzania, 5. The Anton Piller order is an order to detain and preserve the 

subject matter, by granting ex-parte an order to the claimant to enter the 

defendant’s premises for the purpose of searching, seizing, copying or 

photographing any material that pertains to an infringement of IPR or shows 

evidence of goods delivered or maintained as a result of the infringement. In 

brief, Anton Piller orders are mandatory, interlocutory injunctions which 

allow a claimant to search a defendant’s premises and seize or copy evidence 

of an infringement. See Colston, 426. 
57 Regulation 2, Ibid, 6. Mareva orders refer to an order to freeze the assets 

of the defendant preventing them from being disposed of or transferred out of 

the jurisdiction to a place where the claimant has reason to believe that those 

assets may be moved. See Colston, 422. 
58 Intellectual Property Rights, therefore, mean any right protected under 

the Copyright and Neighbouring Rights Act [Cap 218], the Trade and Service 

Marks Act [Cap 326], the Patent Act [Cap 217], the Protection of New Plant 

Varieties Act [Cap 344] and any other related law. 
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gives a list of protected goods under the Merchandise Marks Act 

and hence increases the scope of protection of the goods that bear 

upon or embody intellectual property rights. Section 3 of this 

amendment prohibits any person from dealing with counterfeit 

goods.59  

Generally, the 2012 amendments have been made to increase 

penalties for persons dealing in counterfeiting. According to 

Section 6, a first-time offender shall pay a fine not exceeding ten 

million or five years imprisonment; and a subsequent offender shall 

pay a fine not less than fifty million shillings and fifteen years 

imprisonment.  

The 2012 amendments contain as well relevant provisions 

relating to Intellectual Property and the evolution of Information 

and Communications Technology (ICT).60 Section 18B protects 

IPRs by prohibiting persons to host websites or other electronics 

networks that display or advertise counterfeit or pirated goods or 

copyrighted materials. The Chief Inspector has the power to issue 

an order that compels the hosting website either to remove such 

counterfeit material within three days or to dismantle the site itself 

that displays the counterfeit goods or copyrighted materials. The 

penalty for contravening the removal order or dismantling of the 

website is two years imprisonment or twenty million shillings.61 

Section 18C of the 2012 Amendment articulates further 

prohibitions concerning the advertisement of what is counterfeit 

through the media. This includes even aiding, abetting or assisting 

such advertisement.62  

It is the authors’ opinion that the amendments of the 

Merchandise Marks Act puts no shade of doubt about the gravity 

of protecting IPR in Tanzania in the ICT evolution. Not only does 

the government intend to protect trademarks but also copyright and 

intellectual property rights in the ICT evolution. 

 
59 The prohibitions of this section mean, therefore, that it shall be an 

offense for any person to own, possess, produce, manufacture, control, 

expose, exhibit, distribute, import, or export goods that the law considers 

counterfeit. 
60 Section 18 B (1) Act No. 3 of 2012. 
61 Section 18B (3) of Act No. 3 of 2012. 
62 Section 18C (a).  
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3.6 Plant Breeder’s Rights Act63 

The Plant Breeder’s Rights Act was enacted with the aim of 

protecting the discoveries of new varieties of plants or their 

development through genetic modification and other techniques 

that result from agricultural research.64 The new law offers legal 

protection to plant breeders who discover new plant varieties or 

develop the plants through such methods as genetic manipulations. 

These breeders are granted patent rights and copyrights.65  

Sections 12 to 17 provide for plant varieties that are protected. 

Plant genera and species are the categories protected under the Act. 

Specifically, a novel and distinct variety that is stable and uniform 

is the one that earns the protection.66  

Section 29 offers protection to the breeder from the date the 

grant is given for rights of production, reproduction, offering for 

sale, sale, exporting, and importing. The grant lasts for twenty 

years from the date of the grant and may be renewed for another 

five-year period, making it twenty-five years.67 

The Plant Variety Act provides for criminal and civil remedies 

as forms of redress to the injured holder before a Court of 

competent jurisdiction based on the facts of the particular case.68 

A Court may issue an injunction or damages or both.69 Section 40 

provides for the right to own a licence as a way to prohibit 

infringement.  

General penalties under the Act include one year in prison and 

a fine not exceeding ten million or both based on the type and 

gravity of the offence as indicated by section 49. Offenses include 

false activity that cons the Registrar’s office into granting breeders’ 

rights to an applicant who in fact should not be receiving them. 

 
63 [Cap 344]. 
64 Preamble to the Act. 
65 Preamble to the Act.  
66 See section 13 (1) of Part III of the Act. 
67 Section 33(1) of the Plant Breeders’ Rights Act. 
68 Section 34 of the Plant Breeders’ Rights Act, 2012. 
69 Section 34 (3). 



Nahum & Mdegipala, “Culture and Design Thinking” 65

3.7 Cyber Crimes Act 2015 

With the influx of technology in Tanzania, there arose a need 

for the Cyber Crimes Act.70 The intention of this Act was to 

criminalize certain behaviours that individuals or groups may 

perpetrate in computer networks.71 In particular the Act forbids and 

criminalizes any violation of the innovation subculture in the 

internet. 72 Section 24 of the Act criminalizes all intellectual 

property infringement in Tanzania, i.e., copyright infringement, 

domain name violation and software manipulation.  

This section gives emphasis to the fact that one’s business can 

develop and expect intelligent management when it remains 

unhindered by unlawful interference. This section meets the 

internet’s need for protection against any violation of intellectual 

property rights. Hence this section is vital to the norms, rules and 

subcultural configurations that protect the design thinking of every 

activity in the internet.  

3.8 Electronic Transactions Act of 2015 

The Electronic Transactions Act provides for, inter alia, the 

recognition of electronic transactions in Tanzania. This law, 

therefore, enhances the movement to create new businesses in 

cyber space, and to give already existing businesses the possibility 

of transactions by means of the internet, which allows the 

businesses to grow and eases burdens of office management. 

Anyone can notice that there are hundreds of thousands of online 

shops and market activity,73 auction sites74 and other forms of 

economic interaction.75 

 
70 Act No. 14/2015. 
71 Section 4 to 29 of the Act list the acts which are criminalized as offenses 

under the Act. 
72 Act No. 14/2015. 
73 Such as Wootique, AyoShop, Tradestone Confections, Indochino, 

Eastworks Leather Company, Skinny Ties, Bold & Noble.  
74 Such as eBay, ShopGoodwill, Listia, uBid, GovDeals, Property Room, 

IRS Auctions, Auction Zip, Municibid, EstateSales.net. 
75 Such as official government websites for procurement, institutional or 

organizational sites. 
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4. Other Legislation that Plays a Role in the 
Business Subculture, Design Thinking and 
Business Management 

The Companies Act provides for the formation and 

management of the companies that embrace the conceptual designs 

and configurations that are meant to fortify business growth and 

ensure fair trade in the process of making a profit.76 In the 

management and development of a business, each company strives 

to protect its design by registering it according to the laws put in 

place as earlier discussed.77 

The Business Licensing Act requires every business to be 

registered. This allow the government to know the businesses that 

are operating within its jurisdiction and at the same time injects 

order into the entire configuration of business enterprises so that 

management may proceed smoothly without unnecessary or 

sudden mishaps. The Law of Contact Act78 adds a particular 

dimension to business configurations: this Act calls for the 

formation of partnerships79 with a view to stimulating the growth 

of businesses that two or more persons establish for profit; 

meanwhile this particular Act regulates the contracts of designers 

and owners of intellectual properties with other users.  

5. Selected Case Laws that Enhance Culture and 
Design Thinking to Develop Business and 
Management 

On various occasions courts and tribunals have tried to stress 

the importance of managing a business by adhering to the ethic of 

upholding and complying with the law. We hereby present 

examples of various judicial decisions that have been made that 

illustrate the constructive consequences of an ethic that supports 

complying with the laws that are in place. 

 
76 Section 27 [CAP 212 RE 2002]. 
77 See the analysis/ anatomy of intellectual property laws in Tanzania. 
78 [CAP 345 RE 2002]. 
79 Section 190 Law of Contract Act [CAP 435 RE 2002]. 
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In the case of Kibo Match Group, Ltd. vs. H.S Implex Ltd.80 

goods (match sticks) were imported from Indonesia with an 

identical label81 to that of the registered proprietor in Tanzania. The 

match sticks were then distributed in Tanzania. Not surprisingly, 

the Tanzanian proprietor claimed a loss and damages to his 

business.82 J. Bwana held that it is obvious that immediate action 

should be taken by issuing a temporary injunction once the court is 

satisfied that the applicant (the trademark owner, in this case, the 

Tanzanian proprietor) may suffer irreparable damage to the 

development of his business and its management.  

In another case (1989) of Vitamin Foods, Ltd. vs. Scotch Whisky 

Association,83 the appellant claimed that the trademark used by the 

respondent was deceptive and likely to cause confusion between 

their product84 and that of the respondent who was in the business 

of distilling, blending and selling on retail Scotch whisky. 

J.  Chipeta held that one of the objectives of registering a company 

is to protect and promote the reputation of its products throughout 

he world. The respondent’s trademark in fact was protected in 

Tanzania since it was registered under the Paris Convention of 

1883 for the protection of industrial property. The UK and 

Tanzania are parties to this Convention.85  

In the case of KIWI European Holdings BV vs. Sajad Ali, Ltd.,86 

J. Nsekela said that the registration of a trademark ascribes 

exclusive rights to the proprietor and cannot be infringed upon by 

any other person. Proof of even a single act of infringement by the 

defendant is sufficient to justify an action.87 Evidence of frequent 

 
80 [2001] TLR 152. 
81 Kangaroo labelled match sticks. 
82 Contrary to section 31 & 32 of the Trade and Service Marks Act. 
83 [2001]TLR 55. 
84 Described ‘Premium Whisky- A Blend of Finest Selected Imported Old 

Scotch and Malt Whiskies. 
85 Article 7 (3) of the Paris Convention states that protection shall not be 

refused to any association the existence of which is not contrary to the law of 

origin, on the ground that such an association is not established in the country 

where protection is sought or is not constituted according to the law of the 

latter country. 
86 [2005] TLR 434. 
87 [2005] TLR 439. 
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sale by the defendant of the spurious goods of the plaintiff or his 

agent has a great impact on the design created and affects the 

development and management of a business. 

All the above cited cases show clearly that the Tanzania 

judiciary aims at dispensing justice by which means design 

thinking becomes an ever more viable option for entrepreneurs and 

business managers since they perceive themselves to be more and 

more protected by stable and enforceable laws.  

Conclusion 

The discussion throughout this article has reinforced the 

suggestion that there are in place several laws in Tanzania that 

enhance a business culture of creativity and innovation. The laws 

that give legal recognition and protection to businesses ensure their 

smooth development. Difficulties ensue (a) when people involve 

themselves with business enterprises and yet remain in ignorance 

of the laws that regulate their conduct; and (b) when stakeholders 

do not comply with these regulations. 

Legal management of intellectual designing is vital since 

intellectual designs can operate quite influentially in the public 

forum where they attract customers/ consumers to invest in 

whatever the business is producing. When there is an infringement 

of intellectual property rights, businesses enter into conflict with 

each other which depresses the overall economy. Intellectual 

designs must be protected and regulated in a way that will prevent 

their degradation. The management of these thought designs 

should be anchored in some solid legal and institutional 

framework. Tanzania’s laws do not confer direct protection on 

designs as an IPR; rather they bear direct reference to copyrights, 

patents, and trademarks. Stakeholders (business persons and 

entrepreneurs) ought to pay attention in order to steer development 

away from regrets about the past and needless anxiety about the 

present and instead home in on the opportunities for the future. 
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Introduction 

The so-called household codes, are based on an all-pervasive 

topos1 in the Greco-Roman, Hellenistic Jewish and Early Christian 

 
1 The term topos (Latin locus) is derived from Greek term to,poj,,, which 

denotes a place, a location, a region, or a vicinity (J.C. Thom, “‘The Mind Is 

Its Own Place:’ Defining the Topos”, in J.T. Fitzgerald – T.H. Olbricht – L.M. 

White, eds., Early Christianity and Classical Culture; Comparative Studies 

in Honor of Abraham J. Malherbe, Supp. NovTest 110, Leiden: Brill, 2003, 

555-574). In the ancient rhetoric, the term referred to “one of the main duties 

of the orator… inventio, or discovery” (D.E. Aune, The Westminster 

Dictionary of New Testament and Early Christian Literature and Rhetoric, 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003, 476). According to Johan Thom, 

“topoi in ancient rhetoric ... refers to the ‘places’ in which arguments may be 

found, that is, the general heading under which one may search for material 

for one’s argument” (Thom, “The Mind,” 561). Metaphorically, the term 

designates the themes or “common–places” of a topic. In the fourth century 

BCE the term was used to designate “a ‘place’ or ‘site’ of discourse, i.e., stock 

arguments or ready–made arguments available to the speaker to select the 

most appropriate to the present rhetorical situation… ” (Aune, Westminster 

Dictionary, 476). In Aristotle, the term designated “‘abstract argumentative 

structure’ to be applied to specific issues in deductive syllogisms” (Aune, 

Westminster Dictionary, 476.). In the NT scholarship, this term is used in 
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writings. In the NT, they appear mainly in the Later Epistles of Paul 

(Colossians, Ephesians, the Pastoral Epistles), and in 1 Peter.2 

Although they appear in the Apostolic Fathers, they virtually 

disappear from the writings of early Christianity beyond the 

Apostolic Fathers. In the NT, the household codes portray 

reciprocal duties and responsibilities between the superordinate 

and subordinate members of the household. Generally, they have 

the following outline:  

Wives and Husbands: wives to be subject (ùpota,ssw) to the 

husbands – husbands to love their wives,  

Children and Parents: children to obey (ùpakou,w) parents – 

fathers not to anger their children,  

Slaves and Masters: slaves to obey (ùpakou,w) their masters – 

asters to treat their slaves justly.  

However, the codes in 1 Pet 2:18–3:7 do not follow this outline. 

They contain anomalous features as follows: The order of the social 

classes is reversed: slaves → masters → wives → husbands. 

Exhortations to slaves are very long and very Christological (2:18-

25). There is no mention, on the other hand, of reciprocal duties for 

masters to their slaves, and the exhortation to husbands is very 

short (only one verse, 3:7). Slaves are named oì oivke,tai instead of 

oì dou/loi. The Petrine codes have the following outline:  

 
a wide variety of contexts, but all these contexts are bound together by an 

understanding of a topoi as “a notion of an ordered cognitive space” (Thom, 

“The Mind,” 566). Thom gives three technical definitions of topos as follows: 

one that is logical or rhetorical is a strategic topos, which provides “lines of 

argumentation or schemes of thought rather than ‘material’ ideas” (Thom, 

“The Mind,” 566). Secondly, there is literary topos, which consists of “literary 

themes or motifs that are used over and over again, often as allusion, and not 

in a worked-out form” (Thom, “The Mind,” 567). Thirdly, there is moral and 

philosophical topos, which consists of a lengthy treatment of the subject 

matter, running across different authors and different literary genres of 

Hellenistic moral and philosophical writings (Thom, “The Mind,” 567). 
2 Cf. Col 3:18–4:1; Eph 5:21–6:9; 1 Tim 2:8–15; 5:1-2; 6:1-2; Titus 2:1-

10; 3:1; and 1 Pet 2:18–3:7.  
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Slaves: (2:18-25) – [no masters],  

Wives, (3:1-6) – husbands (3:7),  

[No children] – [no parents].  

Thus, the Petrine codes emphasize the duties of the subordinate 

members of the household. Given these unique features, in this 

paper we intend to discuss the nature and the function of the codes 

in 1 Peter, focusing specifically on the address to the slaves, within 

the context of the Greco-Roman world and the Petrine Epistle. We 

aim to examine the address to the slaves in order to determine how 

it functioned, as part of the household codes, within this 

community.  

We will begin by examining the origin and the general function 

of the NT household codes. Next, we will study the context of the 

Petrine household codes, by examining both internal and external 

evidence, in order to ascertain the purpose and function of the 

codes, specifically, the address to slaves. Then we will examine the 

practice of slavery in the Greco-Roman world. Lastly, we will 

examine the general content of the address to slaves in 1 Peter 2:18-

25, in order to determine its function for the Christians to whom it 

was addressed.  

1. The Origin and the Function of the NT 
Household Codes 

Much debate has surrounded the questions of the origin and 

function of the NT household codes.3 It has been argued that they 

originated from Hellenistic Judaism4 (Philo, Josephus, Pseudo–

Phocylides), or from the Roman Stoics (such as Epictetus). 

However, scholarly consensus is emerging that the NT codes rely 

on a common topos in the Greco-Roman world, which can be 

 
3 For a comprehensive survey of the history of scholarship on the origin 

and the function of the NT household codes, Cf. D.L. Balch, Let Wives be 

Submissive. The Domestic Code in 1 Peter, Ann Arbor: Scholars Press, 1981, 

1-20; D.L. Balch, “Household Codes”, in D. Aune, ed., Greco-Roman 

Literature and the New Testament, Selected Forms and Genres, SBL 21; 

Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988, 25-50.  
4 Pseudo–Phocylides 175–227, Philo, The Decalogue, 165–167, Special 

Laws, 2:226-227, Hypothetica 7:14, Josephus, Against Apion, 2:190-219.  
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traced back to Aristotle’s topos Peri oikonomias. This topos was 

characterized by mutuality of relationships, which is absent from 

the Stoic tables of duties. The premise behind this topos is that 

authority is exercised by those who are most rational; hence, the 

codes portray the orders of authority and submission for each of 

the classes.5 The most important text in Aristotle’s Politics is as 

follows:  

Now that it is clear what are the component parts of the state, 

we have first of all to discuss household management (oivkonomi,a); 

for every state is composed of households (evxoikw/n). Household 

management falls into departments corresponding to the parts of 

which the household in its turn is composed; and the household in 

its perfect form consists of slaves and freemen. The investigation 

of everything should begin with its smallest parts, and the primary 

and smallest parts of the household are master and slave, husband 

and wife, father and children (despo,thj kai. dou/loj, kai. po,sij kai. 
avlocoj, kai. path/r kai. te,kna). We ought therefore to examine the 

proper constitution and character of these three relationships, 

I mean that of mastership (despotikh,), that of marriage (gamikh,) … 

and thirdly, the progenitive relationship (teknopoihtikh,) … There 

is also a department which some consider the same as household 

management and others, the most important part of it … I mean 

what is called the art of getting wealth (Politics 1.1253b, 1-14).6  

Aristotle discussed the relationships that exist in a household 

and explained the justification for the submission of women, 

children and slaves, which, according to him, are rooted in nature. 

His was a philosophical/civil/economic concern: how to best run 

a household, and by extension, how to run a city, since a city is 

formed by a collection of many families. “Aristotle specified that 

household management involved proper authority in three 

relationships – master and slave, husband and wife, father and 

children – as well as the proper balancing of income and 

expenditure.”7  

 
5 P.J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter. A Commentary on First Peter, Hermeneia, 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996, 52. 
6 Translation by Balch, Let Wives, 45. 
7 Balch, Let Wives, 45.  
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These are the same pairs of relationships we find in the NT 

codes. The basis for subordination, for Aristotle, was rational 

capabilities:  

Authority and subordination … are conditions not only 

inevitable but also expedient; in some cases, things are marked out 

from the moment of birth to rule or to be ruled. (1.1254a, 22-24). 

… Hence there are by nature various classes of rulers and ruled. 

For the free rules the slave, the male the female, and the man the 

child in different ways. And all possess various parts of the soul, 

but possess them in different ways; for the slave has not got the 

deliberative part at all, and the female has it, but without full 

authority, while the child has it, but in an underdeveloped form 

(1.1260a, 9-14).  

As much as we find Aristotle’s views disturbing, his topos, Peri 

oikonomias, became very popular in the ancient world, and it was 

taken up by Roman writers. Arius Didymus, a contemporary and 

teacher of the Roman emperor Augustus, wrote a synthesis of 

Aristotle’s ethical, political and domestic philosophy. One of Arius 

Didymus’ concerns was household management, the nature of 

authority and the functions of every member of the household, 

which he indicated were based on their natural abilities. The aim 

of such functions was to run a household in a profitable way. In 

a key text, Didymus compares various roles and types of authority 

in the household to various types of governments; and he reiterates 

and reformulates what Aristotle said to underline the nature and 

basis of authority and the order of subordination in the household:  

For the house is also a pattern of a monarchy as well as 

aristocracy and democracy. For the relation (koinwni,a) of parents 

to children has a monarchic character; of men to women, 

aristocratic; of children to one another, democratic. … For the male 

is joined to the female by a desire to beget children and to continue 

the race. For each of them aims at producing children. … When 

they come together and take for themselves a helper in partnership 

– either a slave by nature (strong in body for service, but stupid and 

unable to live by himself, for whom slavery [to. a;rcesqai] is 

beneficial), or a slave by law – a house is organized in consequence 

of the union and the forethought of all for one thing is profitable. 

… The man has the rule (avrch,) of this house by nature. For the 
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deliberative faculty in a woman (to. bouleutiko,n) is inferior, in 

children it does not yet exist, and it is completely foreign to slaves.8  

Other Roman writers adapted these codes as a political 

ideology, and applied them to the Roman citizens and to the 

conquered people. Consequently, “a challenge to these categories 

of authority and submission at any level would ultimately be seen 

as a challenge to the Roman political order and its basic ideology.”9 

For example, Dionysus Halicarnassus took up this topos, and used 

it as a part of ‘family values,’ as part of the Roman Imperial moral 

propaganda. He accepts the notions involved in the three pairs of 

relationships, and traces them back to Romulus. Accordingly, 

Romulus legislated wives “to conform themselves entirely to the 

temper of their husbands, and the husbands to rule (kratei/n) their 

wives as necessary and inseparable possessions (kth/matoj)” 

(Roman Antiquities, 2.25.4).10 As regards children, Romulus 

“established with respect to reverence and dutifulness of children 

towards their parents, to the end that they should honour and obey 

them in all things, both in their words and actions. …” (Roman 

Antiquities 2.26.1-2). Dionysus discusses slaves only in passing, in 

the context of the power of a father over his son. The father has 

more power over his son than he has over his slave – he can sell his 

son as many as three times (2.27.1). The three pairs of the 

relationships are equally found here as in the NT codes.11  

As part of the moral propaganda, these codes served to 

distinguish Roman citizens from minority groups in the Empire, 

such as followers of the cults of Isis and Dionysius, whom the 

Romans saw as a threat to the morals of the Roman free women. 

The corruption of family morality was seen as leading to the 

corruption of the state and degeneration into civil wars and chaos.  

The Romans were suspicious and critical of the cults of Isis and 

Dionysus because these cults gave more freedom to women. 

Accordingly, they feared that Roman free women would 

 
8 In Stobaeus, 2.7.26.148-149, Translation from Balch, Let Wives, 42.  
9 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 52.  
10 Translated by E. Cary, Dionysius of Halicarnassus. The Roman 

Antiquities, 1-2, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990.  
11 As we shall see, the parameters of these relationships in the NT vary 

greatly from the notions of Greco-Roman culture (ed.).  
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misbehave with men in the nightly sacrifices, which involved wine-

feasts (cf. Tacitus, Annals 2. 85, Suetonius, Tiberius 35-36). 12 For 

instance, Cicero, (Laws, 2.35), captures this mentality incisively:  

Assuredly we must make most careful provision that the 

reputation of our women be guarded by the clear light of the day, 

when they are observed by many eyes, and that ‘initiations into the 

mysteries of Ceres be performed only with those rites which are in 

use in Rome.’ The strictness of our ancestors in matters of this 

character is shown by the ancient decree of the Senate with respect 

to the Bacchanalia, and the investigation and punishment 

conducted by the consuls with the assistance of a specially enrolled 

military force. And that we may not perchance seem so severe, 

I may cite the fact that in the very centre of Greece, by a law 

enacted by Diagonas of Thebes, all nocturnal rites were abolished 

forever, and furthermore that Aristophanes, the wittiest poet of the 

Old Comedy, attacks strange gods and the nightly vigils which 

were part of their worship by representing Sabazius and certain 

other alien gods as brought to trial and banished from the State.13  

It is in this context that Josephus and Philo write their encomia, 

in which they present the Mosaic politeia as reflecting and 

embodying the Roman moral household codes, responding to the 

pressure to conform to the Roman politeia (cf. D. Halicarnassus 

above, Tacitus, Hist. 5.2-5). Both Philo and Josephus present the 

three networks of relationships in the household, and the 

subordination of women and children as instituted by Moses.  

For example, Josephus says: “The woman, says the law, is in 

all things inferior to man. Let her accordingly be submissive, not 

for her humiliation, but that she may be directed, for the authority 

has been given by God to the man” (Contra Apionem, II:199). Both 

Philo and Josephus used the topos to interpret the Decalogue, rather 

than the Decalogue being the source of the household codes.  

The early Christians, as a minority group that would not 

conform to the Roman customs and gods, were looked upon with 

suspicion by the Romans. The authors of the NT household codes 

responded to this suspicion and criticisms by adapting the widely 

available topos. They employ the same schema as found in Roman, 

 
12 Balch, Let Wives, 66.  
13 Translation from Balch, Let Wives, 66.  
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Hellenistic and Hellenistic Jewish codes. The most complete NT 

codes, those in the Letters to the Colossians and to the Ephesians, 

have the following schema: wives are subject (u`pota,ssw) to their 

husbands while husbands love their wives, children obey 

(ùpakou,w) their parents while fathers are not to anger their children, 

slaves obey (ùpakou,w) their masters while masters treat slaves 

justly. In the NT codes, the justification for the parameters of the 

subordination are Christological and ecclesiological. There is 

a strong emphasis on reciprocity, and the authority of masters over 

slaves is checked by subordination of everyone to Christ as the 

supreme Lord (cf. Col 4:1, Eph 6:9).  

From this analysis, it may be concluded that the NT household 

codes did not obviate the milieu of the well-known Greco-Roman 

schemata that seemed to have prevailed in the regions to whom 

Peter was writing, schemata which had their counterparts in the 

Aristotelian topos peri oikonomias. This topos and its four 

elements were taken up by Roman authors as part of the Roman 

imperial propaganda, which polemicized against the socially, 

economically and politically marginal groups in the Empire. Both 

Hellenistic Judaism and late NT authors wrote from within the 

milieu of this topos to respond to the Roman imperial moral 

propaganda in various ways.  

Given the nature and general function of the household codes in 

both Hellenistic Judaism and in the NT, we will now focus on the 

codes in 1 Peter, in order to show that they had a specific function, 

in a specific socio-political and religious context.  

2. General Background to 1 Peter 2:18-25 

The dating of 1 Peter is debatable. According to Elliot, the letter 

can be situated between 73-92 BCE.14 Since the socio-political and 

religious situation reflected in the letter (as we shall explain 

below), echoes the situation described in Pliny’s correspondence 

with Trajan, we think that a later date is possible, even as late as 

 
14 Cf. J. Elliot, 1 Peter, AB 37B; New York: Doubleday, 2000, 136. For 

a more thorough testimony to the date and authorship of 1 Peter, see footnote 

16. 
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the first decade of the 2nd century CE.15 The author of 1 Peter wrote 

to a Christian community that was experiencing hostility or 

persecutions from their pagan counterpart.16 

 
15 This, however, would contradict the unanimous testimony of the 

Church Fathers (cf. footnote 16). The editor notes that the Church lived in a 

hostile milieu from its very beginnings (e.g., Acts 8:3).  
16 The editor notes that Catholic biblical scholars typically ascribe 1 Peter 

to the first Catholic Pope. The Catholic exegetes and commentators of the 

Navarre Bible (compact edition, Princeton, NJ: Scepter Publishers 2001, 609, 

621), for example, point out that from the earliest of times this letter was 

unanimously accepted by the Church Fathers as having been written by the 

apostle Peter, which places the date of composition before his execution. (It 

is to be added that all the Church Fathers were aware of the stylistic features 

of the Greek used in the writing of the letter and were aware that Peter was 

an uneducated fisherman before he met Jesus.) The Church Fathers held quite 

a different opinion about the Second Letter of Peter that reflects a markedly 

different style from the First Letter and shows styles of expression more 

appropriate to a later period. Indeed Second Peter was debated with such 

intensity among the Church Fathers that there was doubt that it should be 

included in the Canon of inspired books all the way up to the 4th century.  

While the author of First Peter is Peter himself, the letter may have been 

redacted by Silvanus (also called Silas in the Acts of the Apostles) or some 

other disciple commissioned to record St. Peter’s teaching. The date of 

composition is usually put around 64 or 67, the possible years of Peter’s 

martyrdom (a later date is possible).  

The first systematic persecution against the Church was instigated by Saul 

after Stephen’s execution (Acts 8:3). This persecution is one example of how 

the faith spread through the first centuries after the Pentecost event: those 

dispersed preached the Gospel (Acts 8:4). That is how the Church grew. Peter 

seems to be writing to Christians who were experiencing similar forms of 

hostility from pagan groups. 

The Christian communities living in the various parts of Asia Minor to 

whom the letter was addressed lived in a hostile environment often suffused 

with systematic persecution in the decade of the 60’s. By encouraging the 

faithful to persevere, Peter was fulfilling the personal mandate that Jesus had 

given him at the Last Supper (Luke 22:31-32). Hence the reminders about 

Baptism (1 Pet 1:3, 23; 2:2: 3:21) and the exhortation in 1 Pet 5:8-9 that 

strikingly dovetails with what Jesus said to Peter at the Last Supper. Indeed 

the Church has upheld that this particular mandate and the particular grace 

that Jesus granted to Peter to fulfil the mandate is a responsibility and a gift 

for all of Peter’s successors (CCC 552).  

The letter was written in “Babylon” (5:13), i.e., Rome. Babylon was the 

customary symbolic term for Rome (cf. Rev 14:8; 16:19; 17:5; 18:2, 10, 21) 
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This experience of hostility can be ascertained from both 

external and internal evidence. 

2.1 External Evidence 

The Roman attitude towards minority religions, such as the 

Jews, the worshipers of the cults of Isis and Dionysius, as well as 

Christians, moved from annoyance to suppression. For instance, 

a correspondence between Pliny the Younger (who was a legatus 

augustus pro praetore in Bithynia-Pontus c. 110-112 CE) and 

Trajan shows that in this province (which is among the various 

Christian communities in Asia Minor to whom the letter is 

addressed), there were persecutions of Christians (Pliny, Epistle 

10.96-97). According to this correspondence, there were Christians 

from all age ranges, and from all social classes – slaves, free 

people, as well as Roman citizens. There were widespread charges 

against them; an anonymous pamphlet with names of Christians 

was being circulated. Christians were being tried and those who 

confessed their faith were executed (Roman citizens were sent to 

Rome). The main charges were: they professed to be Christian and 

they had committed “crimes associated with the name” (Pliny, 

Epistle 96.3). At this time, Roman authorities had no official policy 

of dealing with Christians, except that all associations had been 

banned by a decree, and the Emperor had refused to establish 

a general policy.  

Only when charges were brought could a person be prosecuted 

for being a Christian (Pliny, Epistle 97.2). This correspondence 

portrayed the living conditions of the Christians in the first decades 

of the 2nd century A.D. in Asia Minor. Achtemeier identifies the 

kinds of persecutions the early Christian communities in Asia 

Minor were undergoing as unofficial local persecutions, since 

historical data indicate that there were no general persecutions yet 

that were systematically declared by the imperial authority. Hence 

there were no official rules or precedents as to how to deal with 

Christians, as exemplified by Pliny’s correspondence.17  

 
and was a hostile milieu for Peter who died as a victim of a very brutal 

execution.  
17 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 34. Hence, even if the persecutors were not from 

the same ethnic or religious groups as the first persecution after Stephen’s 
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The reasons behind such persecutions were the Roman society’s 

suspicion and aversion of the minority cults, who would not 

conform to the social norms. Achtemeier summarizes the condition 

to which Christians seem to have been subjected as follows:  

Accused of a general hatred for people because of their 

unwillingness to participate in the general religio-cultural 

activities, including festivals, held regularly in the cities of Asia 

Minor as they were throughout the Roman Empire, Christians were 

accused of offending the gods by such behaviour and thus bringing 

divine disfavour upon the communities in which they lived, to say 

nothing of the negative effect on economic conditions brought 

about by their attitudes. As a result, Christians were regularly 

accused of anti-social acts, even criminal behaviour, and were 

frequently harassed because of the association of such crimes with 

the name ‘Christian’ itself.18  

2.2 Internal Evidence 

A close examination of the text of 1 Peter corroborates the 

external evidence, and sheds more light on the nature of the 

persecutions that weighed upon the Christian communities in Asia 

Minor.19  

First, the Christians in Asia Minor who had left their households 

and pagan customs and embraced Christianity lost their former 

identity. Peter emphasizes the new identity they received in 

Christ.20 They are now a household of God (4:17), who were once 

 
death, these persecutions would have been no different in typology from those 

unleashed by Saul in the area around Jerusalem and by other local zealots in 

other regions where Christianity was enjoying dissemination – including 

those of Asia Minor – during the decades following Pentecost (ed.; see 

footnote 16). 
18 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 34-35.  
19 Cf. Balch, Let Wives, 90; E. S. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her. A Feminist 

Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins, New York: Crossroad, 

1994, 261; Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 34-36.  
20 Cf. Achtemeier, “The Christology of 1 Peter: Some Reflections”. in J. 

D. Kingsbury et al., eds., Who do You Say that I Am?: Essays on Christology, 

Westminster: John Knox Press, 141-142. The editor notes that in talking about 

this new identity, Achtemeier admits that the term “shepherd” in 1 Pet 2:25 
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in darkness, but now were God’s holy people: “But you are 

a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people, 

in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called 

you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (2:9).21 However, 

 
and “chief shepherd” in 5:4, seem to be attributions of a divine title to Jesus. 

A new identity received in Christ means a new identity in the Chief Shepherd.  

Nevertheless Achtemeier claims that he sees no Trinitarian significance 

in what the author of 1 Peter is saying (see pages 141-142 of his essay).  

Achtemeier does not accept the Petrine authority. If one would accept 

Peter as exercising his office as Pope when he writes the First Letter, another 

perspective would come into view. One would see that St. Peter himself, 

exercising the authority that Jesus entrusted to him, wishes to assure his flock 

that their baptismal identity cradles them within the Trinitarian dynamics of 

God’s eternal love. Peter speaks and lives with the conviction that a new 

identity in Christ means a new identity in the Good Shepherd who is eternally 

one with the Father. From within his loving communion with the Father, the 

Good Shepherd has the (divine) power to lay down his life for his sheep and 

take it up again (cf. John 10:18).  

For Peter, then, a new identity in Christ means a new abiding in the God 

who is Trinity. Presumably Peter was with Jesus when Jesus spoke of himself 

as a Shepherd. The Good Shepherd has the (divine) power to give eternal life 

to his sheep and so governs his flock with oneness of identity and of being 

with the Father (cf. John 10:28, 30). Jesus’ style of governance is to abide 

entirely in the Father who abides entirely in him, the Son; and so in the 

Father’s name he gives each of his flock a new baptismal identity. Faithful to 

their baptismal identity, the flock lives by the Spirit of Truth, who is the God 

who – in his oneness with the Father and the Son – guides us into “all the 

truth” and, in declaring the truth glorifies the Son. Peter was present when 

Jesus spoke in this Trinitarian fashion about his perichoresis with the Spirit 

and the Father (John 16:13-15).  

The Trinitarian significance of what Jesus said in his identity as the Good 

Shepherd is indubitable. The Trinitarian significance of what Jesus said about 

the fullness of truth that eternally establishes God in glory is indubitable. The 

source of a Christian’s strength in the face of cold-hearted hostility is as 

equally indubitable: it is his/her communion with the Good Shepherd. It is 

a communion that brings the Christian into the heart of the Trinity. 

St. Peter seems to be experiencing his own new identity precisely as Jesus’ 

Vicar when Jesus entrusts to him his flock in John 21. By remaining faithful 

to the truth of who he is even to the point of surrendering his life, Peter makes 

it clear that he abides in the Trinitarian God (cf. 1John 4:15-16). It is from 

within this abiding that he writes his First Letter. 
21 English translations of the biblical texts are from RSV.  
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having a new identity implied that they were alienated from their 

own society, having cut their former social ties, having abandoned 

their ‘futile ways inherited from [their] ancestors’ (1:18). Now they 

were ‘exiles in dispersion’ (1:1), ‘aliens and exiles’ (2:11). 

In addition to social alienation, the letter indicates that 

Christians were experiencing much suffering for their faith. 22 The 

author warns them that they “may have to suffer various trials” 

(1:6), they “suffer for righteousness' sake” (3:14), they “suffer in 

flesh just as Christ did suffer in flesh” (4:1), they should not be 

surprised for “the fiery ordeal which comes upon [them] to prove 

[them], as though something strange were happening to [them]” 

(4:12). They are enduring these sufferings because they are 

Christians: “… if one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, 

but under that name let him glorify God” (4:16, cf. 4:19, 5:10).  

Further evidence shows that their sufferings were widespread: 

“Resist him [the devil], firm in your faith, knowing that the same 

experience of suffering is required of your brotherhood throughout 

the world” (5:9).23 However, these persecutions seemed not to have 

been continuous, but sporadic (cf. 1:6, 5:10 – “a little while”). 

These texts clearly indicate that these Christians were undergoing 

some forms of persecution.  

There seems to be evidence, too, that can enlighten us as to the 

precise nature of their sufferings. Accordingly, they were being 

reviled, and abused, because they were Christians, rather than 

being martyred (but the danger was looming). The very fact of 

being Christians was enough to attract hostility and accusations 

from pagans (4:16; cf. also 4:14). These accusations are the same 

as the one we find in Pliny’s letter. Thus, the author exhorts them 

 
22 Cf. Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 34–36.  
23 Hence Peter complies with the mandate that Jesus had entrusted to him 

at the Last Supper (Luke 22:32). The author here helps the reader to make the 

connection that just as Jesus said to Peter, “Behold, Satan demanded to have 

you, that he might sift you like wheat” (Luke 22:31), so Peter says to the first 

Christians, “Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, 

seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8). Jesus then said to Peter as a mandate, 

“… when you have turned again, strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22:32). 

Peter now accepts the mandate by exhorting the Christians: “Resist him [the 

devil], firm in your faith…” (1 Pet 5:9).  
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not to “return evil for evil or reviling for reviling” (3:9). The author 

adds: “If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, 

because the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of God, is resting on 

you” (4:14).  

Since by being Christians they had abandoned their former 

pagan life, Christians held aloof from normal interaction with the 

pagan society. They no longer practiced what the pagans practiced, 

and this attracted hostility from the pagans: “Let the time that is 

past suffice for doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in 

licentiousness, passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and 

lawless idolatry. They are surprised that you do not now join them 

in the same wild profligacy, and they abuse you” (4:3-4). Due to 

common prejudice against Christians, their way of life was 

associated with wrongdoing, and hence, they were considered evil: 

“Maintain good conduct among the Gentiles, so that in case they 

speak against you as wrongdoers, they may see your good deeds 

and glorify God on the day of visitation” (2:12). Additionally, in 

consonance with the Roman suspicion of the religious minority and 

foreign cults, they were suspected of civil disobedience; therefore, 

to be on the side of God’s will, the author warns them to be 

obedient to civil authorities:  

Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, 

whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by 

him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right. 

For it is God's will that by doing right you should put to silence the 

ignorance of foolish men. Live as free men, yet without using your 

freedom as a pretext for evil; but live as servants of God. Honour 

all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the emperor. 

(2:13-17).  

 Given this atmosphere of hostility and suspicion, the Christian 

lived in imminent danger of being brought to trial. In a key text that 

reveals the intention of the letter, the author urges them to defend 

themselves in trials. “Always be prepared to make a defence 

(avpologi,an) to anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is 

in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence; and keep your 

conscience clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile 

your good behaviour in Christ may be put to shame.” (3:15-16).  



Rambau, “New Testament Household Codes” 83

 For the author of 1 Peter, good behaviour could minimize such 

hostility and ill treatment. (2:15; 3:13). It is in this context that the 

author presents the household codes, urging Christians to maintain 

order and harmony, so that they do not give the pagans an 

opportunity to accuse them. Summing up the implication of this 

evidence, Achtemeier observes: “The suffering therefore seems to 

be due more to social pressure with occasional intervention by 

officials than to any wide-ranging judicial attempt to locate and 

root out all Christian communities.”24 But there was a looming 

danger; anytime violent persecutions could erupt. Hence, 

“[possibly] … persecutions occurred over large areas of the 

empire; … but they were spasmodic and broke out at different 

times in different places, the result of the flare-up of local hatreds 

rather than because Roman officials were engaged in the regular 

discharge of official policy.”25  

3. The Address to Slaves, 1 Peter 2:18-25  

3.1 Slavery in Roman Antiquity 

In Roman law, a slave was considered an object. For instance, 

the Digest gives the following definition of a slave: “The slave is 

a ‘thing’ (res), a ‘chattel’ (mancipium), ‘a mortal object’ (res 

mortales) [Digest 21.1.23.3].”26 Additionally, slavery, according to 

the Digest, is defined as “an institution in which someone is subject 

to the dominium of another person ‘contrary to nature.’”27 This 

view is the opposite of Aristotle’s view, who saw slavery as 

necessary and according to nature. Nevertheless, a slave was 

completely owned by his or her master, as Bartchy explains:  

Dominium was full legal power over a corporeal thing, the right 

of the owner to use it, to take proceeds from it and to dispose of it 

freely. Thus the slave of a Roman [household] was an object of 

buying, renting and selling; damage to this slave was damage to 

 
24 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 35.  
25 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 35–36.  
26 S. Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai. First Century Slavery and Interpretation 

of 1 Corinthians 7:21, SBLDS 11, Missoula: Scholars, 1985, 39. 
27 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 39. 
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property; and several persons at once could own him, as if he were 

a field.28  

Thus, masters had the power of life and death over their slaves. 

Despite these legal definitions, the practice of slavery was 

a complex phenomenon. Keith Bradley argues that this institution 

should be studied from the social point of view, rather than from 

purely the economic or legal points of view.  

As a social institution, slavery was one of the asymmetrical 

relationships in Roman society: “The relationship was just one, as 

it happens, of a sequence of asymmetrical relationships in Roman 

society that tied individuals together, comparable to the 

relationships between emperor and citizen-subject, father and son, 

teacher and pupil.”29 According to Bradley, this understanding 

does not imply that this relationship was an easy one, for slavery 

was the harshest of these asymmetrical relationships. Violence 

permeated the relationships. What distinguishes slavery from all 

other asymmetrical social relationships was its demand for total 

submission of the slave to the master.30 This institution required the 

total coercion of the slave, and so it usually involved enough 

physical brutality to ensure total obedience.31  

Unlike other asymmetrical social relationships, slavery 

completely lacked reciprocity: “The master-slave relationship was 

not a social contract that bound each side to a set of mutual and 

reciprocal obligations and benefits in any mutually acceptable 

manner; it was an arrangement intended to benefit one side only.”32 

Under the Roman law, slaves did not have any rights 

whatsoever. They had no direct access to the court of law. They 

could access the court of law only through a representative, usually 

their masters, and only to matters pertaining to their status as 

slaves.33 Slaves were subject to harsher penalties than the freed and 

free persons were. Additionally, slaves could not serve in the public 

 
28 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 39. 
29 K. Bradley, Slavery and Society at Rome, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994, 4.  
30 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 5.  
31 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 6.  
32 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 6.  
33 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 39. 
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office, nor join the military. A slave’s witness to the court of law 

was considered trustworthy only if the testimony was extorted 

through torture. Moreover, slaves could not enter into legal 

marriage, nor have a real family.34 When they entered into a union, 

both the slaves and their offspring belonged to their master. Any 

child born to a female slave belonged to the owner. In fact, slave 

‘marriages’ were not considered to be matrimony. 35  

Slaves occupied the lowest social status in the Roman society. 

By the times of the principate, the Roman society was divided into 

the following social ranks: senators occupied the highest rank 

(measured by their wealth), followed by the equestrians (equites), 

then local municipal notables (decurions). Next in rank were the 

Roman citizens (plebeians), followed by the non-citizens, who 

were the majority. At the bottom of the social ladder were slaves.36  

According to Rawson, Roman families had a small number of 

descendants, but a large number of slaves. Slaves made up a third 

of the entire population in Rome. The wealthiest households (e.g., 

familia Caesaris) owned hundreds of slaves. Most modest 

households, however, had one or two slaves.37 Thus, slave owning 

was quite common in Roman households. Bradley comments: 

“[Slave owning] was not confined ... to the wealthiest members of 

society, the socially and politically elite, but many people of lesser 

rank and fortune, perhaps even those of minimal wealth, could also 

own at least a small number of slaves.”38  

Thus, the number of slaves in a household depended on the size 

and wealth of the household. For instance, Tacitus recounts that 

a certain Pedanius Secundus had 400 slaves all living under one 

roof (Annales 14.42-45).39 

 
34 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 39. 
35 See Severy, August and the Family, 13. 
36 In the early Republic, the main classes were patricians (the ruling class, 

the founding dynasty of Rome), and the plebeians. By the late Principate, not 

all political elite were patricians. A.J. Harrill, The Manumission of Slaves in 

Early Christianity, Tübingen: Mohr, 1995, 48, 49.  
37 B. Rawson, “The Roman Family,” in B. Rawson, ed., The Family in 

Ancient Rome: New Perspectives, Ithaca: Cornell University, 1986, 12. 
38 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 11.  
39 M. George, “Servus and Domus: The Slave in the Roman House,” 

Domestic Space in the Roman World: Pompeii and Beyond. Journal of Roman 
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Slaves were responsible for the smooth running of the Roman 

household. They were responsible for performing manual labour in 

the house; they acted as nurses, teachers, and attendants to the free 

children, and were responsible for the day-to-day care of all infants 

of the household. Free women (mater familiai) were generally 

responsible for supervising slaves in households.  

Upon manumission, a slave took his ex–master’s familial name, 

and passed it to future generations; sometimes he or she was buried 

in the family tomb of the former master.40 This phenomenon 

reflects an understanding of the slaves’ social condition, whereby 

a slave had no father in the eyes of the law, so his patron’s name 

took the place of what would have been a father’s name when he 

became a citizen. That the patron-freedman relationship was 

similar to that of a father and a child is revealed in many ways: their 

responsibilities to each other (e.g., Ulpian in Digest 37.15.9), the 

terms of epitaphs dedicated by one to the other, and the explicit use 

of parens to apply to a patron.41  

When manumitted, a freed person did not become totally 

autonomous according to the Roman law. Upon manumission, 

some freed people gained Roman citizenship, but the majority did 

not. In Roman customs and law, a former slave remained within 

a  permanent matrix of obligations to his or her former master.42 

The freed person owed obsequium, operae, officium and bona to is 

former master.43  

Through obsequium (eagerness to serve), a freed person was 

bound by obligation to act for the good of his patron. Accordingly, 

a freed person could not bring a lawsuit against his former master, 

except in cases involving treason.44 An obligation of operae meant 

that the freed person had to perform specific tasks for his former 

master, or a number of days of work. The duty of officium implied 

that a freed person was morally responsible to be there for his 

 
Archaeology, Suppl. 22 (Edited by Ray Laurence and Andrew Wallace-

Hadrill. Portsmouth: JRA, 1997), 15.  
40 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80. 
41 Rawson, “The Roman Family,” 12. 
42 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80. 
43 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80. 
44 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80. 
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master, such as being a guardian for his children, or to come to the 

aid of his former master, in case the latter fell into misfortune or 

poverty. 45 Lastly, the duty of bona meant that “a freedman’s 

legitimate children could inherit from him; but any other heirs ... 

received altogether only one-half of the remaining inheritance, for 

the other half belonged by law to the freed [person’s] patron.”46 

Therefore, even after manumission, the freed persons remained in 

an asymmetrical relationship with their former masters, which was 

guaranteed by the law.47 

As we have seen earlier, according to Aristotle and Arius 

Didymus, those who were slaves by nature were considered to be 

completely lacking deliberative power, and so were dangerous unto 

themselves. Free life for them was impossible; slavery, on the 

contrary, was good and beneficial for them (cf. Stobaeus, 

2.7.26.149). People could also be slaves through conquest in war, 

or by selling themselves, or being sold into slavery because of 

bankruptcy or debt. Slaves in Roman antiquity were considered the 

personal property of their masters; thus, they had no civil rights 

whatsoever.48  

Stereotypically, slaves were considered unable to adopt a pure 

motive for choosing and doing the right thing; they did a right thing 

either to please their masters, to gain favours from their masters, or 

out of fear of punishment (cf. Eph 6:6, Col 3:22, Titus 2:9). 

Therefore, punishments, even executions, were administered to 

slaves regularly. There were professional torturers, whom masters 

 
45 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80.  
46 Bartchy, Mallon Chrêsai, 80.  
47 Severy, August and the Family, 15.  
48 Cf. Elliot, 1 Peter, 514. However, slaves could obtain their freedom, 

either by manumission by their masters, (but they would remain clients to 

their redeemers), or by buying their freedom (Elliot, 1 Peter, 515). Moreover, 

not all slaves lived in this deplorable condition; some slaves held managerial 

positions of the households of rich masters, and some were well educated. 

(M.E. Boring, 1 Peter, ANTC, Nashville: Abingdon, 1999, 118). Boring 

suggests that “one could not necessarily distinguish slaves and free in a crowd 

in the marketplace”, Ibid, 118. However, those slaves who served at their 

masters’ tables were made to don ‘feminine’ or ‘boyish’ hairstyles, and they 

were beardless; and thus, they were clearly distinct by appearance, from free 

persons (cf. Seneca, Epistle 47.7).  
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could hire to punish their misbehaving slaves. For instance, 

according to the Julian Laws, a slave who committed adultery with 

a free woman, was executed promptly.49 There were no legal limits 

for the extent and severity of punishment that masters could inflict 

on their slaves. Seneca describes the cruelty and abuse that slaves 

suffered in the Roman Empire as follows:  

The slightest murmur is repressed by the rod; even a chance 

sound, – a cough, a sneeze, or a hiccup, – is visited with the lash. 

There is a grievous penalty for the slightest breach of silence. All 

night long they must stand about, hungry and dumb (Epistle 47:3). 

… Another, who serves the wine, must dress like a woman and 

wrestle with his advancing years; he cannot get away from his 

boyhood; he is dragged back to it; and though he has already 

acquired a soldier’s figure, he is kept beardless by having his hair 

smoothed away or plucked out by the roots, and he must remain 

awake throughout the night, dividing his time between his master’s 

drunkenness and his lust; in the chamber he must be a man, at the 

feast a boy (Epistle 47.7-8).  

J. Elliot summarizes the condition of slaves as follows:  

Regarded and treated as chattel, they were branded, mutilated, 

castrated, raped, and subjected to the will and whim of their 

masters, including their [proclivity for] physical and sexual abuse. 

Forcibly severed from their families and home and regarded as 

overgrown children, they were deprived of all honour and all 

means of support, except from their owners. They constituted the 

lower ranks of the household and of the general population, apart 

from foreigners and impoverished day labourers.50  

The Roman Stoics were more egalitarian in their views as 

regards social classes. One of the Stoics, Seneca, exhorted the 

humane treatment of slaves. He emphasized the common origin 

and destiny of both slaves and free-borns, as a basis for the humane 

treatment of slaves. For him, if masters treated their slaves 

humanely, and if they associated with them and treated them in a 

friendly manner, even eating with them, then slaves would learn 

 
49 Cf. Prof. M.R. D’Angelo in class discussion on Julian Laws.  
50 Elliot, 1 Peter, 514.  
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noble virtues and civility, and they would shake off slavish 

tendencies:  

Kindly remember that he whom you call your slave sprang from 

the same stock, is smiled upon by the same skies, and on equal 

terms with yourself breathes, lives and dies. It is just as possible 

for you to see in him a free-born man as for him to see in you 

a slave (Epistle 47.11) … But this is the kernel of my advice: Treat 

your inferiors as you would be treated by your betters. And as often 

as you reflect how much power you have over a slave, remember 

that your master has just as much power over you. … Associate 

with your slaves on kindly, even on affable, terms; let him talk with 

you, plan with you, live with you (Epistle 47.12-13).  

Balch claims that, in spite of the advice springing forth from the 

wisdom of someone like Seneca, slaves could not join a religion 

different from their masters. As a general principle, “the religion 

of the slaves was determined by the religion of their masters. As 

a rule, the slaves assumed the cults of their masters. The Romans 

never accepted a divinity imported by slaves, except perhaps in the 

case of Christianity, and even in that case, one should not speak of 

a ‘slave religion.’”51 Another scholar, Bomer, agrees with this 

view; that it was not common for slaves to follow a different 

religion from their masters:  

In Rome the slaves enjoyed, from ancient times, greater 

independence [than in Greece] in those spheres in which their 

masters placed them; but ‘in those spheres’ means that they, 

willingly or unwillingly, gave up the gods of their homeland and 

worshipped the gods of the Romans. That was so taken for granted 

that the first and the only groups which behaved differently, the 

Jews and the Christians, caused a colossal sensation, and these 

were not composed exclusively by slaves.52  

Thus, given the Roman suspicion and hostility towards foreign 

cults, those slaves who joined foreign cults were vulnerable. 

According to Tacitus, such slaves should be coerced:  

To our ancestors the temper of their slaves was always suspect, 

even when they were born on the same estate or under the same 

 
51 Balch, Let Wives, 68.  
52 Trans. from German by Balch, Let Wives, 68-69.  
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roof, and drew in affection for their owners with their earliest 

breath. But now that our household comprises nations – with 

customs the reverse of our own, with foreign cults or none – you 

will never coerce such a medley of humanity except by terror. 

(Annals 14:44)  

It is possible that slaves who became Christians were inspired 

by Christian tradition and by the Christian scriptures such as the 

teachings of Paul found in Galatians 3:28, 1 Corinthians 7:22, and 

12:13: in Christ, all social distinctions are non-existent. According 

to Balch, this caused a tension in the community, whereby slaves 

disregarded their obligations to their masters.53 This might have 

been a contributing factor, but as we have indicated, from internal 

and external evidence, the major problem that the community was 

facing was caused by the pagans.  

From this analysis, it can be inferred that Christian slaves who 

had non–Christian masters were under a constant danger of being 

harassed and tortured. This is reflected in Pliny’s letter, whereby 

two Christian deaconesses, who were slaves, were tortured in order 

to reveal the nature of Christian liturgical celebrations (Pliny, 

Epistle 96.8). This is one of the reasons why in his First Letter, 

Peter urges slaves to maintain good conduct, since they were most 

vulnerable to harassment. 

3.2 1 Peter 2:18-25 and Slaves 

We have seen that the community to whom 1 Peter is addressed 

was experiencing hostility and persecution at the hands of the 

pagans. As a response to this situation, the author exhorts the 

community to maintain good conduct as the best way to counter 

the false and slanderous charges that were levelled against them. 

Basically, the author argues that, as long as Christians maintain 

good conduct, their way of life will prove their detractors false, and 

they will have no reason to persecute Christians (cf. 2:12, 15, 3:13, 

and so forth). It is in this light that the household codes must be 

read, especially, as far as slaves who were under non-Christian 

masters were concerned, together with wives who were under non-

Christian husbands.  

 
53 Balch, Let Wives. 
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One maintains good conduct by preserving social order, by 

observing household codes, and by submitting oneself to one’s 

superiors. Fiorenza offers the insight:  

The distinctiveness of Christian faith and religion is maintained 

only insofar as slaves and wives must be prepared to suffer for 

being Christians. However, for the sake of the Christian mission, 

they should seek to reduce suffering and tension as much as 

possible by a lifestyle that is totally conformed to the customs and 

ethos of their pagan household and state.54  

Peter’s instructions to slaves are rather long, and deeply 

Christological. Slaves are addressed directly, just as in other 

household codes. The author reasons with them by moral and 

religious arguments. Unlike Aristotle, or Arius Didymus, the 

author treats them as having a deliberative faculty and the ability 

to understand, will and choose the right thing. The lack of 

reciprocity, and the reversal of the order of the classes, starting with 

the slaves first, is significant. According to Achtemeier, “This 

alteration … signals the unusual pride of place that our author 

attributes to the household slaves as paradigms for the entire 

household of faith.”55  

The author (Peter) singles out slaves because they exemplify the 

situation of the community; they exemplify the situation of the 

Church in the Roman Empire. In a situation equivalent to that of 

the slaves, the community is experiencing unjust suffering, 

vulnerability, weakness and marginalization. Just as slaves are 

marginalized and vulnerable to maltreatment by those who have 

power in the society, so, too, the Church is under the mercy of the 

society’s power structures. According to Boring, “the situation of 

the Church as a whole and the Christian life as such can be 

addressed in instructions to those who most clearly represent social 

weakness and vulnerability.”56  

Boring observes: “The slaves and women here addressed have 

made already a courageous decision to join a despised foreign cult 

that is not the religion of their non-Christian masters and husbands. 

 
54 Fiorenza, In Memory, 261.  
55 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 54.  
56 Boring, 1 Peter, 108.  
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That is, they have already shown that they are not submissive. Their 

profession of the Christian faith can itself be seen as a form of 

social protest. It can also be that they simply believe the Gospel to 

be true, and are prepared to take the consequences. This makes 

them a model for the church as a whole.”57  

Since slaves represented the situation of the Christian 

community, then, the instruction to them applies to the whole 

community. This observation is evident when we examine the 

instructions that open and close the household codes in Peter. The 

key term is subordination (ùpota,ssw), a term that frames the 

constellation of details associated with the codes. The text, 

including the address to the slaves, is framed with two exhortations 

to all Christians, that subordination is appropriate for all. Even in 

the sections that are addressed specifically to slaves and women, 

the references to the whole community are underlined. (cf. 2:19, 

20-21). The household codes together with their immediate 

context, can be outlined as follows:58  

2:11-12 General introduction: instructions to all, to maintain 

good conduct among the Gentiles.  

2:13-17 General instructions: subordination to the given 

structures, to respect the governing authorities.  

2:18-25 Instruction to slaves, with Christological affirmations 

that provide a model for all;  

3:1-7 Instructions to wives and husbands.  

3:8-12 General instruction to all and a concluding scriptural 

quotation.  

Given this outline, Boring observes: “What is said to slaves in 2:18-

25 is said to all in 3:13–4:11. The conclusion of the letter (4:17-19) 

applies to all what is here applied to slaves, and the general 

demeanour commended to wives in relation to their husbands is 

intended also as a model for the Church as a whole in its relation 

 
57 Boring, 1 Peter,108.  
58 Cf. Boring, 1 Peter, 103.  
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to worldly authorities in general.”59 Thus, the whole community is 

intended to learn from, and emulate what is said about slaves and 

wives. By addressing slaves as oiv oivketai, “household slaves,” as 

opposed to oiv dou/loi, the author underlines the communal aspect of 

their role, since he refers to the community as “household of God” 

(tou/ oi;kou tou/ qeou/). The instructions to slaves proper, can be 

outlined and summarized as follows:  

2:18: Slaves are to be subordinate to their masters “with all 

reverence,” even to the ones who are cruel and unjust.  

2:19: Rationale: Suffering and pain endured unjustly, within the 

milieu of God’s will, is meritorious.  

2:20a: On the contrary, suffering because one has done wrong is 

not meritorious.  

2.20b: Suffering for what is right, and patience endurance of such 

suffering is commendable in God’s sight.  

2:21a: Christian slaves have been called to endure suffering and 

pain for what is right.  

Reasons for enduring unjust suffering and pain:  

2:21b: In order to imitate Christ: “Christ also suffered for you, 

leaving you an example, that you should follow his steps.”  

2:22 In order to identify with Christ, who was innocent yet suffered 

as prefigured by the suffering Servant of God in Isaiah 53.  

2:23 In order to persevere in the patience endurance of suffering, 

in the manner of Christ, prefigured in the suffering Servant of God 

in Isaiah 53.  

2:24-25 In order to share in the salvific value of Christ’s innocent 

suffering.  

In these exhortations, Peter acknowledges that non-Christian 

masters are treating their slaves unjustly. Thus, he exhorts them 

that, when they are faced with unjust punishments, they should 

counter such treatment by submitting themselves with reverence to 

their masters. They have to endure patiently the unjust treatment 

by imitating Christ. Peter draws from Isaiah 53 to interpret Jesus’ 

suffering, his attitude towards his suffering, and the redemptive 

 
59 Boring, 1 Peter,107.  
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nature of patiently enduring suffering. By following Christ’s 

footsteps through imitation of his passion and patient endurance of 

pain, slaves, the lowest of the low in this society, will obtain 

salvation.  

Thus, slaves have Christ as their example when they adopt his 

attitude towards unjust suffering; and they, on their part, become 

an example for the whole community:  

Slaves … seem to be representative of all Christians who play 

a subordinate role in their culture. The address to wives … is here 

given expanded treatment (3:1-6) with a similar emphasis on 

subordination, in contrast to the far shorter treatment accorded to 

husbands, who do not play so subordinate a role in Greco-Roman 

society. In both instances, the groups chosen, slaves and wives, 

provide instances of those at the mercy of others who can inflict 

punishment on them, arbitrarily if they so desire.60  

From this analysis, it is obvious that Peter puts more emphasis 

on slaves, since they embody the situation of the community. He 

presents them as a model for the whole community, an example to 

imitate, when faced with unjust suffering since they embody 

Christ’s suffering and humility. Achtemeier observes:  

[The Petrine household codes seem] to present examples of the 

way Christians are to live vis-à-vis their world. That is, because 

Christians follow values radically transformed under the lordship 

of Christ, they are as open to contemptuous social treatment as 

slaves, or as wives who go counter to family tradition. Yet despite 

such treatment, they are still to maintain conduct appropriate to 

their Christian values. The household code thus presents examples 

of groups who, like all Christians, are vulnerable to the dominant 

forces of secular society but who nevertheless are to maintain 

appropriate Christian conduct. …. The author emphasized these 

two groups as illustrative of the kind of treatment Christians could 

expect from a hostile world, and the kind of response Christians 

were to give to the negative treatment they received. 61  

 
60 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 54.  
61 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 54.  
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Conclusion  

By way of conclusion, the authors of the Later Epistles of the 

New Testament adapted the household codes as a response to the 

imperial moral propaganda. They focused on those values that were 

common between them and the Greco-Roman society, in order to 

show that Christians were not a negative influence in the society. 

However, each author adapted them with slight variations, 

depending on the needs and circumstances of the community. They 

did not copy them slavishly; they shaped them, giving them 

a unique Christian bent. For instance, they addressed various 

members of the social classes individually, and they emphasized 

reciprocity and mutuality of duties. Some of them, including the 

Petrine codes, have a unique feature, namely, a conception that the 

Church is the household of God. As members of God’s household, 

they are all subordinated to God, and indeed the superiors, too, are 

answerable to God. This understanding checks the exercise of 

power and authority in the household.  

The motives for upholding social order are Christological in 

scope. They are embedded in the Chief Shepherd’s leadership over 

the community and over individual members of the community.  

The analysis of the Petrine codes has shown that the author was 

attempting to preserve a community that struggling to persevere in 

an environment of hostility. The major concern was the moral 

integrity of the community in its effort to survive and to endure 

suffering and persecution in a spirit of uprightness in their 

relationship with the Shepherd and guardian of their souls, by 

avoiding behaviours that would attract unfriendly attention from 

their persecutors and – in their moments of trial – by rejoicing in 

the opportunity to share in the sufferings of Christ.  

Therefore, these codes are historically and contextually 

conditioned but at the same time have a meaning that is universal 

for all times and places. They portray a Christian community that 

is attempting to find a meaning in their suffering, by understanding 

their suffering in the light of Christ’s passion. St. Peter exhorts 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 96 

them to see that suffering in uprightness for bearing the name of 

Christian is a cause for joy.62  

 

 

 
62 This was a major theme of one of Peter’s successors, St. John Paul II, 

in his Apostolic Letter, Salvifici Doloris, On the Christian Meaning of Human 

Suffering, 11 February 1984 (editor). 
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Introduction: God Thirsts for Love of Souls 

“In Christ there suffers a God who has been rejected by his own 

creature” (Dominum et Vivificantem [DV] 41) – these words of 

Pope St. John Paul II give rise to the questions that this present 

article investigates: 

(1) Does God suffer? 

(2) If God suffers, does this mean that the divine nature is 

passible, i.e., is able to suffer? 

(3) If God by nature is incapable of suffering, how does God 

suffer? 

(4) How is God’s suffering related to humanity’s need for 

redemption? 

At some point during the years 426-427, St. Augustine 

professed: “Wherefore we are not afraid to say that insofar as his 

is God, God was born from a human being; insofar as he is man, 

God suffered, God died… (PL 31, 1226). 

In the world of today, it has been Pope St. John Paul II who has 

emphasized that the human suffering of the Divine Word reaches 

a measure and an intensity that far surpasses what any human 

person can do. In an Apostolic Letter Salvifici Doloris, “On the 

Christian Meaning of Human Suffering”, promulgated on the 11th 

of February, 1984, he said the following (n. 17):  

This Son who is consubstantial with the Father suffers as 

a man. His suffering has human dimensions; it also has – unique 

in the history of humanity – a depth and intensity which, while 

being human, can also be an incomparable depth and intensity of 

suffering, insofar as the man who suffers is in person … “God from 
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God”. Therefore, only he… is capable of embracing the measure 

of evil contained in the sin of man: in every sin and in “total” sin, 

according to the dimensions of the historical existence of humanity 

on earth. 

The Missionaries of Charity – Mother Teresa’s Sisters – have 

understood their religious charism within the parameters of God’s 

suffering. They write in their Constitutions, for example, that “our 

aim is to quench the infinite thirst of Jesus Christ on the Cross for 

love of souls” (MC Const., n. 3). If Jesus thirsts, God is in pain. His 

thirst has a depth and intensity that is unique to the one who is “God 

from God”. His thirst is infinite. What does this mean? 

Just a few pages later the MC Sisters write:  

“I thirst”, Jesus said on the Cross when He was deprived of 

every consolation and left alone, despised and afflicted in body and 

soul (cf. Jn. 19:28). 

As Missionaries of Charity we are called to quench this infinite 

thirst of Jesus – God made Man who suffered, died, yet rose again 

and is now at the right hand of the Father as well as fully present 

in the Eucharist making intercession for us (MC Const., n. 35). 

Church Tradition has consistently upheld the legitimacy of the 

kind of expressions used by St. Augustine, Pope St. John Paul II 

and Mother Teresa to explain Church doctrine. These expressions 

exemplify the communicatio idiomatum: a use of language 

whereby one can predicate of God an attribute which, properly 

speaking, is true only of a human, or the predication to a human of 

something which, properly speaking, is true only when said of God 

(O’Connor, 1984, p. 64). What legitimates the communicatio 

idiomatum is the fact that when Jesus experiences the vicissitudes 

of human existence, he is experiencing them as a Divine Person, 

the same God who together with his Father, in consubstantial unity 

with the Holy Spirit, created the universe (Athanasius, De 

Incarnatione, n. 18). 

What this article intends to do is to establish the meaning given 

by Church Tradition to one instance of the communicatio, the 

phrase Deus passus, “God suffered”; and then to demonstrate how 

contemporary servants of the Catholic Church, particularly John 

Paul II and Mother St. Teresa of Calcutta, have drawn from this 
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doctrine meanings that elucidate for all of us the extensive range of 

divine compassion for a sinful and impoverished humanity.  

1. The Origins of the Deus Passus Formula 

In Jesus Christ, God is crucified. The infant Church already 

knew this from the Word of God transmitted to them in the Acts of 

the Apostles, 20:28, and 1 Corinthians 2:8. The verse in Acts comes 

from the exhortation Paul is giving to the elders who have come to 

him from the Church in Ephesus. It reads: “Take heed to yourselves 

and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 

guardians, to feed the Church of God (ekklesia tou Theou) which 

he obtained with his own blood” (cf., B. Metzger, 1971).1 In 

1 Corinthians, St. Paul again expresses his conviction with the 

words: “None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they 

had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.”2 The Lord 

of glory is God and is acclaimed as God in Psalm 24:10: “The Lord 

of hosts, he is the King of glory!” In Psalm 29:3, we perceive the 

same tone of the solemnity that is due to God as the psalmist 

declares: “The God of glory thunders.”  

St. Paul is not remiss in his conviction that God is the one who 

dwells in glory. Within the Pauline corpus it is God who is the 

“Father of glory” (Eph. 1:17). 

Nevertheless we may have to admit that the language of Sacred 

Scripture leaves the issue of God’s suffering in obscurity and really 

only implies that God suffers. St. Ignatius of Antioch, however, 

dispelled the obscurity: in the latter half of the first century, A.D., 

Ignatius uses phraseology that evidences a direct linkage between 

a divine subject, God, and a predicate that, ordinarily speaking, is 

true only when said of a human being.3 

When complimenting the Ephesian Christians for having 

fulfilled perfectly the duties of fraternal charity, for example, he 

 
1 Nova Vulgata: Attendite vobis et universo gregi, in quo vos Spiritus 

Sanctus posuit episcopos, pascere ecclesiam Dei, quam acquisivit sanguine 

suo. 
2 Nova Vulgata: quam nemo principum huius saeculi cognovit; si enim 

cognovissent, numquam Dominum gloriae crucifixissent. 
3 English translations of Ignatius’ letters may be found in Staniforth, M. 

(trans.), Early Christian Writings, London: Penguin, 1968. 
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indicates that the source of their intense ardour is the “Divine 

Blood” (haima Theou; Ephesians 1). To the Romans, he asserts the 

earnestness of his desire to die for God: “Leave me to imitate the 

Passion of my God” (Romans 6). An apparent paradox emerges 

here when one considers who God is: Can God truly be said to have 

endured the Passion? … or is Ignatius stretching his language 

perhaps in the style of metaphor or hyperbole? 

In his letter to the Ephesians, Ignatius presents a series of 

contrasts that elucidate the mysterious yet real character of what 

the uncreated, impassible God has done in Jesus Christ (n. 7):  
 

There is only one Physician –  

Very flesh, yet Spirit too 

Uncreated, and yet born; 

Very-Life-in-Death indeed, 

Fruit of God and Mary’s seed; 

At once impassible and torn 

By pain and suffering here below: 

Jesus Christ, whom as our Lord we know. 

In writing to St. Polycarp, Ignatius declares even more 

emphatically his conviction that the One who is in fact impassible 

has in fact suffered; and this was to accomplish our salvation (n. 

3): 

Keep your eyes on Him who has no need of opportunities,  

Being outside all time. 

Whom no senses can reveal 

Was for us made manifest; 

Who no ache or pain can feel 

Was for us by pain oppressed; 

Willing all things to endure, 

Our salvation to procure. 

In a Paschal homily, perhaps composed between 160 and 170 

A.D. (Hall, 1979), Melito of Sardis has provided us with a much 

more extensive description of the tragic contradictions involved 

when He who created humanity, who chose and guided Israel, who 

never hesitated to heal those in pain and raise the dead to life is 
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Himself outraged and killed (e.g., nn. 81-86).4 The fundamental 

doctrine on which Melito bases his development of these 

inexplicable contradictions is the notion of two natures in Christ: 

Physei Theos on kai anthropos (n. 8). In the course of his homily 

Melito refrains by and large from speaking about either the divine 

or the human natures in terms of attributes or metaphysical 

categories. His concern, rather is to bring forward Jesus Christ in 

terms of his activity, i.e., his activity as the pre-existent Lord and 

Sovereign of all creation, the One through whom the Father has 

done his works from the beginning unto eternity; and in terms of 

his role in the mystery of redemption – what he endures as the 

Pascha of salvation (cf., for example, nn. 9-10; 81, 96; 103-105). 

In language reminiscent of Isaiah, prophesying in the name of 

Yahweh, the God who had formed and made His people Israel, 

Melito preaches sorrowfully about Christ (nn. 81, 96):  

O lawless Israel, what is this unprecedented crime you committed?  

Thrusting your Lord among unprecedented sufferings, 

Your Sovereign, 

Who formed you,  

Who made you, 

Who honoured you, 

Who called you ‘Israel’? 

He who hung the earth is hanging; 

He who fixed the heavens has been fixed; 

He who fastened the universe has been fastened to a tree; 

The Sovereign has been insulted; 

The God had been murdered; 

The King of Israel has been put to death by an Israelite right 

hand. 

There is a sadness evoked by these words precisely because the 

One whom Israel has murdered is the One who created and formed 

her into a people. 

 
4 All citations from Melito of Sardis are from a compilation made by his 

translator, S. G. Hall, in the book entitled On Pascha and Fragments (Texts 

and Translations), Oxford: Clarendon 1979. 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 102 

For Melito, the crucifixion is not the first moment that God, as 

pre-existent Christ endured affliction. He has always been Pascha 

(n. 69): 

What is the Pascha? 

It gets its name from its characteristic: 

From suffer (pathein) comes suffering (paschein). 

Learn therefore who is the suffering one, 

And why the Lord is present on the earth 

To clothe himself with the suffering one 

And carry him off to the heights of heaven… 

He is the Pascha of our salvation. 

It is He who in many endured many things: 

It is He that was in Abel murdered, 

And in Isaac bound, 

And in Jacob exiled, 

And in Joseph sold, 

And in Moses exposed,  

And in the lamb slain, 

And in David persecuted, 

And in the prophets dishonoured. 

Melito does not seem to be implying here that in his chosen ones 

God sustained any wound or injury in the manner of a bodily 

creature. In order for people to believe more readily in the mystery 

of the suffering to which he subjected himself, God has allowed the 

sufferings of his patriarchs, his prophets, and the whole Chosen 

People to be a prefiguring of what he would endure as man (nn. 57-

60). When God does indeed come to earth by means of the 

Incarnation, it is precisely through the human body that God in 

Christ actually suffers (n. 66): 

It is he who, coming from heaven to the earth 

Because of the suffering one, 

And clothing himself in that same one 

Through a virgin’s womb, and coming forth a man, 

Accepted the passions of the suffering one 

Through the body which was able to suffer, 

And dissolved the passions of the flesh; 

And by the Spirit which could not die 

He killed death the killer of men. 
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There was a divine purpose to the suffering of him who is the 

Sovereign Lord and God – namely, to overcome the passions, to 

destroy death and to bring the dead to life (cf. n. 102). He whose 

mystery the patriarchs and prophets prefigured (n. 59) is the One 

who declares (n. 103): 

For I am your forgiveness, 

I am the Pascha of salvation, 

I am the lamb slain for you; 

I am your ransom, 

I am your life… 

It is the Christ God, who, having existed for all eternity is the 

one who suffers at the hands of his creatures so that they may have 

eternal life. 

As we conclude this brief analytical sketch of Melito’s Pachal 

homily, it is to be noted that Melito leaves no ambiguity about the 

impassibility of the Being who suffers in the manhood with which 

he has clothed himself. His affirmations that (1) it is the body 

(somatos) which is able to suffer, and (2) that Christ, having come 

from heaven to earth, and having issued forth from the Virgin’s 

womb as a man, accepted the passions of the suffering one through 

this body (n. 66) seem to lead to only one conclusion: It is the 

Impassible One who has submitted himself to the yoke of suffering 

for the sake of suffering humanity (cf. nn. 46, 54-56, 66). 

2. The First Sparks of the Controversy 

Leporius was a monk in Gaul, probably of the Diocese of 

Treves. Because he had been denying that in the Incarnation God 

was made man (PL 31, 1221-1230), his heretical doctrines put him 

at odds with the Deus passus formula. A close inspection of his 

ideas brings to light the fact that, even though he was spreading his 

errors in about 426 A.D., one or two years before Nestorius became 

Patriarch of Constantinople, he was holding opinions quite similar 

to those of the Patriarch.  

As a punishment, the Gallic bishops obliged Leporius to leave 

his monastery to become a homeless wanderer. His wanderings 

brought him to Africa where he met Augustine. St. Augustine 

seems to have cured him of his heretical tendencies.  
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Like St. Ignatius and Melito before him, St. Augustine held in 

no ambiguous fashion that in Jesus, God suffered even unto the 

death of crucifixion. His doctrine comes to light in the confession 

of faith that Leporius submitted at a Council of Carthage of 

uncertain date, but probably about 426 A.D. This creedal 

confession that Leporius signed is most probably the composition 

of Augustine (PL 31, 1217-1218; CSEL, 57, p. 428, note). Not only 

are the names of Augustine and three other bishops of the 

Carthaginian synod appended to them; Pope St. Leo seems to refer 

directly to the confession as having been inscribed with 

Augustine’s name (PL 31, 1217). Commentators are quite agreed 

that this document and the cover letter that accompanied it reflect 

the style and expression of Augustine (PL 31, 1217).  

The confession is referred to as a Libellus emendationis 

(Document of Amendment). The Fathers present at the Council, 

Bishops Aurelius, Augustine, Florentius and Secundinus, then 

forwarded the document to the Bishops of Gaul, along with a cover 

letter, the Epistula episcoporum Africae ad episcopos Galliae, 

Proculus and Cillenius (Letter of the Bishops of Africa to the 

Bishops of Gaul, Proculus and Cillenius: no. 219 in the collected 

letters of Augustine), recommending that the Gallic bishops extend 

a hearty welcome to the now orthodox and properly chastened 

Leporius. The text of the Libellus emendationis and the letter to the 

Gallic bishops is reprinted in Migne, PL 31, 1221-1232.  

There is very little doubt that Augustine is the author of the 

cover letter, Letter 219 in the standard collection of Augustine’s 

letters.5 Augustine grounds his appeal to the Gallic bishops in 

obviously relevant Scripture texts that, in so many words, indicate 

that God himself is requiring the bishops to act with a spirit of unity 

and brotherhood rather than a spirit of paternalism and 

pretentiousness: 

 
5 The Fathers of the Church: St. Augustine, Letters 204-270, Vol. V, trans. 

by Sr. Wilfrid Parsons, S.N.D., Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of 

America Press 1956. Since I did not have access to the original of Letter 219, 

the citation presented here is Sr. Wilfrid’s translation. The translations of all 

other citations from the Latin Fathers in the course of this article (including 

Augustine) and from Council documents are my own. 
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Our son, Leporius, who had been deservedly and properly 

disciplined by your Holiness for his presumptuous error, came to 

us after he had been expelled by you, and, finding him 

wholesomely troubled, we have taken him in with the intention of 

setting him right and healing him. For, as you have obeyed the 

Apostle by ‘rebuking the unquiet,’ so have we by ‘comforting the 

feeble-minded and supporting the weak’ (1 Thess. 5:14)…  

With a fatherly and brotherly heart receive him from us, 

corrected with merciful meekness, as we received him from you, 

chastised with merciful severity. And although your course of 

action is different from ours, one charity has made both courses 

necessary to the salvation of our brother: ‘For one God has done it, 

since God is charity’ (1 Jn. 4:8) 

As he has been welcomed by us in person, let him be welcomed 

by you in his letter. We have thought it advisable to sign his letter 

with our own hand as a testimonial to him. After being warned by 

us, he saw easily that God became man because ‘the Word was 

made flesh, and the Word was God,’ (Jn. 1:14, 1), and the Apostle 

taught him that He accomplished this, not by destroying what He 

was, but by taking on what He was not, for ‘He emptied himself,’ 

not losing the form of God, but ‘taking the form of a servant’ (Phil. 

2:6-7). When he refused to admit that God was born of a woman, 

that God was crucified, and that He suffered other human woes, 

what he feared was that divinity might be believed to have suffered 

change in becoming man, or to have been tainted by its admixture 

with man; his fear arose from his filial love, but his mistake from 

his lack of advertence.”  

The confession and accompanying letter express in a 

systematically precise manner the character of the union that took 

place when God the Word was made a man. From the nature of the 

Incarnation, they explicitly draw the conclusion that the impassible 

God, having been made a man, bore all of our infirmities, including 

our mortality. 

Leporius had been refusing to confess that God himself was 

born of a woman, was crucified, and endured the other vicissitudes 

of the human lot because he was afraid that he would have to 

believe in a changeableness on the part of God. Leporius was 

afraid, in other words, that such an understanding of the Incarnation 

would entail the belief that divinity was changed into a man or was 
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corrupted by an intermixing with what is human. In the letter 

appended to the confession – as we have just seen – Augustine 

points out the correctness, on the one hand of Leporius’ conviction 

about the impassibility of God; but he also notes, on the other hand, 

the consequence of Leporius’ view of what happened in the 

Incarnation: the divinity of Christ would have become separated 

from the humanity so that there would be either no Christ, or two 

Christs (CSEL 57, p. 430). 

The confession elucidates the doctrine about what happened in 

the Incarnation. One theological premise on which the possibility 

of the Incarnation is based is: what God wills to do, he is able to 

do. Credo plane Deum hoc non posse, quod non vult. Si nasci 

voluit, quae Deus voluit, certissime credo quia potuit… (PL 31, 

1223-1224). 

The confession proceeds to acknowledge that in the Incarnation, 

our Lord and God Jesus Christ, only Son of God, who before the 

ages came forth from the Father (natus ex patre est), in the fullness 

of time was born from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, God 

made man (factum hominem Deum natum; PL 31, 1224). At the 

moment of incarnation, whatever was of God entirely passed over 

(transisse) into what was human, so that all that comprises what is 

human came into God (in Deum venirent). Hence through the 

Incarnation, God and man are inseparable. 

Now the Word was made flesh not in the sense that something 

would begin to be that formerly was not as if there had been 

a change or the possibility of change on the part of God (PL 31, 

1224). More correctly, by the power of divine dispensation, the 

Word of the Father, never departing from the Father, deigned to 

become that which precisely is a man (homo proprie). God the 

Word himself, therefore, taking on (suscipiens) everything which 

is of man, became man; as assumed man (assumptus homo), he 

received everything which belongs to God, i.e., which is of God, 

and thus was not able to be other than God. He is truly incarnated 

so that his humanity is joined to his divinity. Yet his divinity is in 

no way diminished by his receiving the substance of humanity 

(Novit enim Deus sine sui corruptione misceri, et tamen in veritate 

misceri; PL 31, 1224). God knew how to take on manhood without 
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adding anything to himself; he knew how to pour forth all of what 

belonged to his nature without diminishing himself in any way. 

Once God had become man, were the divinity and humanity so 

joined that there resulted a mixture of natures? This is the next 

point of Augustine’s discussion vis-à-vis Leporius’ confession. 

The confession asserts that no mixing together (commixtum) or 

confusion (confusio) of the flesh and of the Word occurred (PL 31, 

1224). Any commingling would have involved corruption of both 

the divinity and the humanity. God, however, mercifully united 

with the nature of humanity without disavowing that nature; a man 

did not unite with God: Deus… misericorditer naturae mixtus est 

humanae, non humana natura naturae est mixta divinae (PL 31, 

1224). The flesh, in other words, was brought into (perficit) the 

Word; the Word was not brought into the flesh. If the Word had 

been brought into the flesh, there would have been a degradation, 

a change, within the divinity which is impossible. And still most 

truly the Word was made flesh. 

When the God-man Jesus Christ, Son of God, therefore, is born 

from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, each substance – the 

humanity and the divinity – remains naturally in its own perfection 

so that what is divine joins itself (communicent) to the humanity, 

and what is human shares with (participent) the divinity. Here lies 

the crux of the Augustinian doctrine: The Being thus incarnated is 

not either God or man but the same God himself who is also man. 

From the moment he takes on flesh, He is God made man, always 

possessing the same fullness and excellence of his divinity. 

God was made man: Because he bore all of the vicissitudes of 

human nature and “ran in the same course” as we do even to the 

extent of taking our mortality, he grew, he hungered, he thirsted, 

the was tired, was scourged, was crucified, died, and arose from 

the dead (PL 31, 1225). This does not mean that his divine nature 

underwent change. Here Augustine vis-à-vis Leporius’ confession 

reasserts the inconvertible, unchangeable, and impassible nature of 

the divinity. 

Yet the whole of God the Word was made wholly man (totius 

Deus Verbum factus est totus homo; PL 31, 1225). One Person, 

therefore, was both flesh and Word: In the days of his flesh, he 
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truly carried all of what belongs to man and truly possessed at all 

times (semper) what is of God. 

At this point in the confession surfaces perhaps the strongest 

affirmation of God’s suffering. Out of weakness, he was crucified, 

reads the confession; but now he lives by the power of God (cf. 

2 Cor. 13:4). The implications for Church teaching on the 

orthodoxy of the Deus passus formula emerge unmistakably from 

what we read in PL 31, 1226:  

… non pertimescimus dicere, secundum Deum, et ex homine 

natum Deum, secundum hominem, Deum passum, Deum 

mortuum, et caetera. Sed gloriamur dicere Deum natum, 

eumdemque secundum hominem Deum passum. Non enim 

erubesco evangelium, Apostolus dicit : virtus enim Dei est, in 

salute omni credenti (Rom. 1:16). 

In translation: 

Wherefore we are not afraid to say that insofar as he is God, 

God was born from a human being; insofar as he is man, God 

suffered, God died, and so forth. We boast to say that God was 

born, and similarly that He suffered according to his manhood. 

“For I am not ashamed of the Gospel,” the Apostle says; “it is the 

power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith” (Rom. 

1:16). 

One begins to tap the depth of this conviction on the part of 

Augustine and his brother bishops in the statement which follows 

upon the citation of Romans 1:16 (PL 31, 1226): 

Utique Dei virtus est in salute, secundum hominem credere 

Deum passum. Non credenti autem, Dei existimatur infirmitas, in 

perditione, Deum secundum carnem non credere crucifixum. Unde 

iterum idem Apostolus: Nos autem praedicamus Christum, et hunc 

crucifixum; utique Dei virtutem, et Dei sapientiam; quia quod 

stultum est Dei, sapientius est hominibus; et quod infirmum est 

Dei, fortius est hominibus (1 Cor. 1:23-25). Quid enim tam stultum 

et tam infirmum videtur hominibus incredulis, quam cum audiunt 

Deum Dei filium crucifixum? Sed placuit Deo per stultitiam 

praedicationis salvos facere credentes (1 Cor. 1: 21)…  

The upshot of these words is that one must believe that God 

Himself suffered, and that he in fact has the power to undergo the 
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suffering of crucifixion according to his humanity; not to believe 

this results in the loss of one’s soul (in perditione).  

The eternal Son of God, affirms Augustine, endured everything 

according to the flesh not out of necessity or on his own behalf but 

for us. For this purpose he descended from the heights to the depths 

(cf. Phil. 2:6) – he who was in the form of God. Is he who is in the 

form of God not himself God?, Augustine asks rhetorically (PL 31, 

1226). Born a man according to the flesh, he did not cease to be 

God: He was nurtured, he grew, he increased in size; he 

experienced adolescence; like a lamb dumb before its shearers, he 

restrained his cries of pain; he was scourged – and he, the Author 

of life, having come into human flesh did not avoid a cursed death. 

Not ceasing to be God, therefore, Christ, the Son of God, having 

the power both to lay down his life and to take it up again (cf. Jn. 

10:18), willingly took on even mortality itself (PL 31, 1228-1229). 

Having been crucified, he in his divinity together with the human 

soul united to it, left behind the lifeless flesh (exanimem carnem) 

and descended to the underworld. Hence Christ, the Son of God, 

lay dead in a sepulcher as the same Christ, Son of God went down 

to the realm of the dead (cf. Eph. 4:9, 10). Our Lord and God Jesus 

Christ himself who with a soul went down to the depths, himself 

ascended to heaven with both soul and body. Both now and in the 

future he is and will be perfect God and man, the Son of God, true 

God forever and ever.  

Leporius, then, agreed to accept as anathema the notions he was 

proposing formerly and concluded his confession with a summary 

statement (PL 31, 1230): 

I believe and confess that my Lord God… was born in the flesh, 

suffered in the flesh, died in the flesh, was raised in the flesh, 

ascended in the flesh, was glorified in the flesh. I believe therefore 

that he himself in the same flesh will come to judge the living and 

the dead; and it is from him in the flesh that each will receive an 

eternal reward according to his proper merits. 

Augustine, then, not only believed personally that the 

impassible God suffered and died in the flesh, but held that one 

must believe this in order to be saved. Not to believe this would be 

to undermine the true nature of the Incarnation which, in turn, is 

the basis of orthodox Christian faith. 
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St. Ignatius of Antioch, Melito, and St. Augustine all manifestly 

agree that: 

 God is impassible. St. Ignatius expressed this doctrine in a way 

that highlighted the paradoxical nature of what happened in the 

Passion: the impassible God suffered (cf., Ephesians, 7). 

Melito, in his Paschal homily, did not express this as directly 

but by way of implication when he proclaimed that the 

preexistent Christ, through the Incarnation, accepted the 

passions of suffering humanity (cf., p. 66). Augustine’s phrase, 

“the inconvertible, unchangeable, and impassible nature of 

divinity,” leaves no doubt about his stance on this matter. 

 God, who is impassible, was truly born as a man without in any 

way undergoing corruption, loss, or defect in his divinity. 

Ignatius’ use of the communicatio implies his conviction on 

this issue: God himself suffered the passion, God himself was 

“Very-Life-in-Death.” Melito’s wording, “the God has been 

murdered,” leaves no ambiguity about the divine Personhood 

of Christ as he hung upon a tree. St. Augustine gave precision 

to the meaning of this doctrine when he professed that the 

“whole of God the Word was made wholly a man” and “truly 

possessed at all times what is of God.” 

 This God-man really endured suffering and death. This was 

a point of emphasis for St. Ignatius since he was locked in 

combat with persons of Docetist inclination. The reality of 

Christ’s suffering for him was the fundamental motivation for 

the sacrificial offering of his own life (cf., Trallians, 10). Melito 

underlines the genuineness of Christ’s suffering by centering 

on his identity as the Pascha, the one who accepted the passions 

of the suffering one specifically through the passible body with 

which he clothed himself in Mary’s womb. In the more 

systematic treatment of the nature of Christ’s passion and death 

that one finds in Leporius’ confession, Augustine points out in 

succinct language that the humanity of Christ, joined always to 

the divinity, was a complete nature even in the dimension of 

mortality. God’s suffering and death, therefore, was a suffering 

and death that can be endured in a real manner by a nature that 

is wholly human. 

 God suffered and died in the flesh not for his own sake but for 

the salvation of fallen humanity. The soteriological motive of 
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God’s suffering and death in Christ lies at the center of the 

Christian faith.  

With Leporius’ willing acceptance of the Church’s 

understanding of who Jesus is when he suffers and dies on the 

Cross, any sign of a controversy seemed to subside. The new 

infusion of peace into the minds and hearts of the Latin-speaking 

faithful, however, was not enough to quiet the nerves of Greek-

speaking individuals who adamantly refused to believe that 

a young virgin from Nazareth could give birth to the eternal God. 

The Theopaschite controversy was ready to mushroom. 

It must be pointed out that the debates that were about to ensue 

were not going to call into question the impassibility of God. The 

notion of God’s impassibility, rather, was the anchoring premise 

that would give rise to scepticism on the part of many concerning 

the suitability of such an utterance as Deus passus. This is not the 

situation, however, in our own time. J. Moltmann (1974), for 

example, has written: “In the passion of the Son, the Father himself 

suffers the pains of abandonment… The cross of Jesus, understood 

as the cross of the Son of God, therefore reveals a change in 

God…”6  

Moltmann rightly accentuates the nearness of God to suffering 

humanity; but in the process of developing his thoughts, he 

proposes that the mystery of the cross signals a change within God 

himself. This way of thinking views the crucifixion as an event 

which occasions grief in the Father as if he were undergoing an 

experience that hitherto had been alien to him. 

Perhaps a comment by Augustine on the meaning of God’s 

impassibility provides a proper perspective not only in preview of 

the Christological debates that were arising in the late 420’s, but 

also of all future thought about the suffering of an impassible God. 

In De Trinitate, he said: 

Whatever God begins to be called temporally, and which he 

was not previously called, is manifestly said of him in a relative 

way; such things, however, are not said of God according to 

accident, as if something new had acceded to him, but plainly 

 
6 J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, trans. by R. Wilson & J. Bowden, New 

York: Harper and Row 1974, 192-193. 
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according to an accident of the creature with whom God has 

entered, so to speak, into a relationship. And when a righteous man 

begins to be a friend of God, the man himself is changed. Far be it 

from a person to think, however, that God should love anyone 

temporally, as if in him, for whom what is past is still taking place, 

and for whom what is future has already been accomplished, there 

were now a new love which was not in him before. Hence he loved 

all his holy ones before the foundation of the world… but when 

they converted and discovered him, they then are said to begin to 

be loved by him. Thus also when he is said to be angry toward 

those who are evil and pleased with those who are righteous, they 

are the ones who change – not him.  

God is love (1 Jn. 4:8) – unchanging, eternal love. God has 

redeemed us with a love that never wanes by suffering and dying 

for us in the flesh. This truth is the propelling force behind the 

pointed articulations of Augustine, the passionate preaching of 

Melito, and the courageous martyrdom of Ignatius. 

3. The Ecclesial Suffering Engendered by the 
Disputes about God’s Suffering 

Nestorius became Bishop of Constantinople only one or two 

years after the Gallic Bishops welcomed their reformed son 

Leporius. The public disputes between Nestorius and St. Cyril of 

Alexandria were provoked by the refusal on the part of Nestorius 

to accept that God can be born of a creature. The controversy 

intensified when Nestorius received a letter of condemnation from 

Pope Celestine I at the conclusion of a Roman synod in August of 

430. This event, in turn, would lead to a vigorous debate about the 

orthodoxy of the Deus passus formula. 

When Nestorius was installed as Bishop of Constantinople in 

428 A.D., a dispute over the title “Theotokos” had already gathered 

some momentum (Grillmeier, 1965, p. 373). Nestorius, choosing 

to reject this title, proposed that “Mother of God” carried an 

Apollinarian connotation. Such a notion, he claimed, suggests that 

the Word – the Logos – enters into a physical, natural unity with 

the flesh. Consequently the Logos himself is involved in whatever 

happens to the body such as birth, suffering, and death (Grillmeier, 

p. 374). Given Nestorius’ understanding of his opponent’s position, 
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one would suspect that he would reject the Deus Passus expression 

for the same reason. He did. While correctly realizing that the New 

Testament never directly attributes death to God, he nevertheless 

drew the inadequate conclusion that the subject of all expressions 

about the Incarnate Son is not a divine person but a conjunction of 

two natures, human and divine (cf. Grillmeier, pp. 377, 378).  

Nestorius was willing to allow, therefore, the predication of 

birth, suffering, and death to any title that refers to the conjunction, 

most notably, that of “Christ”. From his point of view, however, 

God refers only to the divine nature; thus to say, “God suffered,” 

would be tantamount to saying that the divine nature was born, 

suffered, and died (Grillmeier, p. 377). 

In August, 430, Pope Celestine I held a synod at Rome and 

issued a letter condemning Nestorius. The Pope declared that he 

was teaching a division of the two natures that at times makes 

Christ a mere man, at other times lets Christ dwell in communion 

with God insofar as God condescends to do this (Grillmeier, p. 

398). What Nestorius left in question, therefore, is a truth on which 

our salvation depends, i.e., that the virgineus partus has given to 

the world not a mere man but the true Son of God. 

Ever since he assumed the episcopal see, Nestorius’ chief 

opponent in this controversy was St. Cyril of Alexandria. A council 

was convened at Ephesus in 431 to settle the heated dispute along 

the lines of orthodox teaching. What the Council Fathers stressed 

was the normative character of the Nicene formula regarding the 

Incarnation (Grillmeier, p. 399). Secondly, they declared that the 

dogma of Nicea found suitable expression in the document by Cyril 

known to us as his Second Letter to Nestorius. Admitted as 

evidence and therefore included in the acta of this Council were 

also the letter of Celestine mentioned above, and Cyril’s Third 

Letter to Nestorius which contained an appendix of twelve 

anathemata. 

The letters of Cyril to Nestorius bear directly on the discussion 

of the Deus passus formula. After stating the Nicene doctrine that 

the only begotten Son, begotten by nature of the Father, true God 

from true God did himself come down, was incarnate, made man, 

suffered, arose again, and ascended into heaven, Cyril explained 

the meaning of “being incarnate”: This does not mean that the 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 114 

nature of the Word was changed and made flesh or that he was 

transformed into a complete man; rather it expresses the fact that 

the Word substantially united to himself flesh (Second Nestorius, 

34). This is a real unity: While the natures are not abolished, 

Godhead and manhood have given us one Lord, Christ, and Son by 

a mysterious and inexpressible unification. 

To say that the preexistent Logos was born of woman in the 

flesh is not to say, of course, that his divine nature originated in the 

holy Virgin (Second Nestorius, 4). No – he is said to have 

undergone fleshly birth because it is within the womb of a woman 

that he has united humanity substantially to himself for us and for 

our salvation. 

Similarly the expression pathein does not mean that God the 

Word suffered blows or wounds in his own nature; his own created 

body is what suffered these things (Second Nestorius, 5). Yet 

because within the suffering body was the Impassible One, it is said 

that the Word himself suffered for our sake. In the same vein, it is 

the flesh of the immortal, incorruptible Word that died. It is 

legitimate to say, therefore, that the Word of God himself endured 

death for our sake. 

Hence the Word of God “became flesh”: This means that he 

shared our flesh and blood and made our body his own, issuing as 

man from a woman without abandoning his being God but 

remaining what he was even when he assumed flesh (Second 

Nestorius, 7). 

Cyril’s Third Letter to Nestorius underscores the contents of the 

Second Letter with some added details to specify his understanding 

of the Incarnation. One detail that could have led to 

misunderstanding is his term to describe the unity, i.e., kata 

physein, an actual or natural unity (Third Nestorius, 4). Such a term 

might seem to imply that where two natures existed previous to the 

union, one now exists as a composite. There are several indications, 

however, that what Cyril meant here was in fact substantial unity 

(kata hypostasin), a term which he used a number of times in both 

this letter and the Second Letter (cf. Second Letter, 3; Third Letter, 

4, 5, 11). A substantial union is exactly what Cyril upholds in the 

second anathema that is attached to this letter. The third anathema, 

moreover, seems to indicate that such a term as “actual union” 
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(enosin physiken) is simply Cyril’s way of highlighting the contrast 

between the true substantial unity and the conjunction of natures 

advocated by Nestorius. Cyril shows no intention here of defending 

a position that would later characterize the Monophysite heresy. 

For Cyril, the Word is certainly God and of his Father’s substance. 

He was also made man in full accordance with the law of human 

nature – i.e., without any confusion with the divine nature (Third 

Letter, 5). 

In emphasizing the union of natures in Christ, Cyril makes the 

cryptic assertion that the Only-begotten God, impassible by nature 

and yet suffering in the flesh for our sake, was in the crucified body 

claiming the sufferings as his own “impassibly”. What follows 

upon this remark, however, seems to clarify any ambiguity. The 

Only-begotten God is by nature Life and in person the 

Resurrection: Even though he surrendered his body to death, he 

then trampled upon death by becoming in his own flesh the first-

born of the dead and first fruits of those asleep. The impassible 

power of the Word of God made man, in other words, was such 

that through his own bodily death, descent into hell, and 

resurrection on the third day, he, the impassible God, broke death’s 

power. Cyril expressed succinctly this doctrine on the suffering 

endured by the impassible God in the final anathema: “Whoever 

does not acknowledge God’s Word as having suffered in flesh, 

been crucified in flesh, tasted death in flesh and been made first-

born from the dead because as God he is Life and life-giving shall 

be anathema.” One recalls here the words of St. Ignatius of Antioch 

in the beginning of the second century: Jesus Christ is “very-Life-

in-death indeed” (Ephesians, 7). 

Historically the language of Cyril’s anathemata became the 

mold in which some leading churchmen of the East cast their own 

aberrations: As a result, these anathemata formed the seedbed of 

the Theopaschite dispute. Before delving into the intricacies of this 

controversy, however, it is worth noting that later works of Cyril – 

most significantly, the First and Second Letters to Succensus – 

confirmed unquestionably the orthodoxy of his position. 

Not only do these letters, written between 433 and 438, 

elaborate upon the meaning of “God suffered”; they also became 
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source material for the Emperor Justinian’s confession of faith, 

promulgated at the time of Constantinople II (Mansi, 9, 546). 

What Cyril affirms in these letters is, first, the divine 

impassibility of the Logos: God’s only-begotten Word is “ever 

what he is” (esti gar o estin; First Succensus, 9). For our 

redemption, he has become man while remaining what he was, God 

by nature. Becoming man means that he united to himself in an 

inscrutable and ineffable manner a body endowed with mental life: 

he, God the Word, came forth man from woman (First Succensus, 

5). The mode of the Word’s becoming man is such that two natures 

met without merger and without alteration in unbreakable, 

indivisible, mutual union (First Succensus, 6; Second Succensus, 

3). Because it is truly man that God the Word has become, he 

hungered, endured fatigue, slept, felt anxiety and pain, and so forth. 

It was likewise in the flesh that he suffered death. 

When one says the Word suffered, therefore, one is not saying 

that the Word suffered in his own nature. Nevertheless one is 

rightly attributing to God the Word human suffering, for the very 

reason that the flesh which suffered was his own. Not to 

acknowledge this is to deny that our Savior is in truth the Word of 

God himself – it is he who gave his own body and blood for us. 

Such a denial would reduce the Savior to the level of a distinct 

individual man. Consequently the rejection of the expression, “God 

the Word suffered,” would mean the overthrow of the whole 

principle of God’s plan of Incarnation; and it would lead to the 

misinterpretation of the divine mystery as man-worship (Second 

Succensus, 4). 

Cyril does not consider himself to be saying anything not 

already articulated by St. Paul. Paul, when speaking about him who 

in the flesh is of the Jews, called him “Christ,” “Lord of glory” and 

“God over all blessed forever.” By this manner of speaking, Paul 

assigned to the Word of God the cross and pronounced the body 

nailed to the wood to the Word’s own body (Second Succensus, 4). 

The suffering occurs in the flesh, while the Word remains 

impassible. Yet just as the body has been made his own possession, 

so all the features of the body (except sin) are to be attributed to 

him in accordance with the divine plan of appropriation (Second 

Succensus, 5, 2). 
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Along with Cyril, the other churchman who was to figure 

prominently in the authoritative resolution of the Theopaschite 

controversy was Pope St. Leo the Great. Writing to Flavian about 

the aberrations of a leading adherent to the Monophysite position, 

namely, Eutyches, Leo recalled the creed of the Church, that the 

Son of God himself was crucified and buried (Mansi, 5, 1265-

1290). Leo points out that this creedal statement coheres with the 

words of St. Paul: “If they had known it, they would not have 

crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8). 

Leo reaches his conclusions about the suffering of God’s Son 

from a lengthy consideration of the divine salvific plan. The 

unchangeable God, whose will could not be deprived of its own 

goodness, chose to fulfill his original plan of loving kindness 

toward us by a birth of a new order – the birth in time of the only 

Son of God (1274-1275). What happened in the Incarnation, 

explained Leo, was that while the distinction of both natures and 

substances was preserved, both manhood and divinity met in one 

Person. Hence lowliness was assumed by majesty, weakness by 

power, mortality by eternity; and a passable nature was united to 

an inviolable one (1273-1274). In assuming the “form of 

a servant”, the Person enriched what is human without impairing 

what is divine. The self-emptying whereby the Creator and Lord of 

all things willed to be one among mortals, was a bending down in 

compassion, not a failure of power: Creator ac Dominus omnium 

rerum unus voluit esse mortalium, inclinatio fuit miserationis, non 

defectio potestatis (1274). He continued to be in the form of God, 

therefore, even as he was made man in the form of a servant. The 

Lord of the universe was allowing his infinite majesty to be 

overshadowed and so was taking upon himself the form of 

a servant. For our salvation, the impassible God did not disdain to 

be passible man; the immortal One permitted himself to be 

subjected to the laws of death. The selfsame who is God is also 

very man. God is not changed by the compassion rendered; and 

man is not consumed by the dignity bestowed: Deus non mutatur 

miseratione, ita homo non consumitur dignitate (1275). Each 

“form” does the acts which belong to it, therefore, in communion 

with the other. 
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The key theme of Leo’s letter is that there is a unity of Person 

which exists in both the natures: it is proper to say that the Son of 

Man came down from heaven, and that the Son of God has been 

crucified and buried inasmuch as he did not endure this in his actual 

divinity but in the weakness of human nature (1279). That our 

Lord, the Son of Man, is also the Son of God was Peter’s confession 

at Caesarea Philippi. The properties of the divine and human 

natures remain in him without causing a division; and yet the Word 

is not what the flesh is. This is why the one Son of God, who is 

both Word and flesh, showed the disciples the wound in his side, 

the prints of the nails and all the fresh indications of the Passion 

(1283). 

This doctrine explicated by Leo was to be accepted in the Acta 

of the Councils of Calcedon, Constantinople II, and Constantinople 

III, and was to be invoked as normative by Leo’s successors on the 

throne of Peter for the Church’s understanding of the Deus passus 

formula. 

In 521, however, Scythian monks were associating this formula 

with notions about Jesus that were clearly Monophysite. Armed 

with the support of the Emperor Justinian, who saw this formula as 

an ideal way of bridging a gap between the Monophysite and 

orthodox positions, the monks traveled to Rome and there 

denounced all opponents of this formula as Nestorian heretics (cf. 

Richards, 1979, p. 107; Mansi, 8, 484). Dioscorus the Deacon 

perceived that these monks wanted to add this expression to the 

Calcedonian definitions as if the Calcedonian decrees when left by 

themselves were insufficient. Dioscorus advised Pope Hormisdas, 

therefore, to reject the Scythian proposal for the reason that it 

blatantly advocated a Monophysite aberration, namely, that Jesus, 

after the moment of incarnation, was really one nature rather than 

a Person in whom two natures were joined (Mansi, 8, 480). 

Hormisdas himself suspected that the monks’ promotion of the 

Theopaschite formula was aimed at arousing doubts among the 

faithful about the adequacy of Calcedonian teaching. 

Consequently, on the 26th of March, 521, Hormisdas wrote to 

Justinian rejecting Theopaschism in its Scythian version as being 

against the Calcedonian settlement (Richards, 1979, p. 108). 
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Hormisdas’ exposition to the emperor about the mystery of the 

Incarnation brings to the surface his reasons for rejecting the 

Theopaschite formula (Mansi, 8, 520-523). The formula as the 

Scythian monks were presenting it brought into the essence of the 

Trinity sensible pain which by nature is removed from all pain 

(sensibilem poenam ad eam naturam quae aliena est ab omni 

passione transferre; 521). What is proper to a person is not to be 

confused with what is proper to a nature. 

Now he who from eternity is Son of God is the One who became 

Son of Man, born in time in the manner of a human being. He is 

both God and man: i.e., strength and weakness, humility and 

majesty, fixed to the cross and endowed with the Kingdom of 

heaven, suffering injury and the one who saves from sickness, one 

of the dead and life-giver for the living (522). It is not to be 

believed, therefore, that God was not present in the suffering of the 

body; nor is it to be held that man was not present amid stupendous 

works of marvelous strength (522). Hormisdas declared his 

acceptance of both Peter’s profession of faith – that Christ our Lord 

is God; and Thomas’ profession of faith – that our Lord and God 

was visibly present to him in the nature of a man (522). The 

dialogue between Christ and the disciples on the way to Emmaus 

brings to light both the human nature of him who suffered and the 

divine nature of the one who entered into his glory (522-523). What 

the Scythians were doing, however, was omitting what is proper to 

the Son and spreading deceits about the triune unity (523). 

In 532, a local council in Rome presided over by Pope John II 

reviewed the history of the Scythian monk controversy (Mansi, 8, 

815-816). The document issued by this council with the approval 

of the Holy Father indicated that Hormisdas had judged wisely 

when he rejected the Theopaschite formula as proposed by the 

Scythians because in actuality they were adherents to the Eutychian 

heresy and therefore were accepting neither the immutability of the 

divine Logos nor the complete humanity of Christ. Since 

Hormisdas’ time, however, a new problem had arisen: Now some 

of Nestorian bent were claiming that since one of the Trinity did 

not suffer in the flesh, he was not born in the flesh. Mary, they 

concluded, is not truly and properly the Mother of God. It is not 
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difficult to see that their position also amounted to a denial that 

Christ is one of the Trinity. 

The Roman Council of 532 declared that, in their resistance to 

these new heretical rumors, Epiphanius of Constantinople and 

Emperor Justinian were right in saying that one of the Trinity 

suffered in the flesh (815). Hence the Council, with Pope John’s 

approval, accepted this formula provided that it was divested of the 

Eutychian nuances. 

In 535, Pope Agapitus confirmed the legitimacy of the Deus 

passus formula (cf. Richards, p. 108; Mansi, 8, 846-847, 853-855). 

In a letter to Anthimus, a Monophysite bishop, Agapitus stressed 

that in order for Christ our God to be a true mediator, he must be 

one person in two natures. Because he is at one and the same time 

in the form of God equal to the Father and in the form of a servant, 

he alone is able to dissolve the power of death by dying himself. 

This is not to attribute possibility and mortality to the divine nature 

– as Anthimus was doing; rather it is to say that whatever the Word 

does, he does in the flesh. The flesh does not act without the Word, 

and the Word does not bring anything about without the flesh 

(854). This line of reasoning clarifies even more the viability of the 

Theopaschite formula: It is God the Word who, through his own 

death in the flesh, is effecting the dissolution of death itself. 

The Second Council of Constantinople established definitively 

the legitimacy of the Deus passus formula when it is divested of all 

Monophysite tendencies in the tenth anathema of its final decree 

(Mansi, 9, 383): 

Whoever does not confess our Lord Jesus Christ, who was 

crucified in the flesh, to be truly God, Lord of glory, and one of the 

holy trinity, let him be anathema. 

Si quis non confitetur dominum nostrum Iesum Christum, qui 

crucifixus est carne, Deum esse verum, et dominum gloriae, et 

unum de sancta trinitate, talis anathema sit. 

It must be kept in mind that the major purpose of this Council 

was to judge posthumously the orthodoxy of three controversial 

figures, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Cyrrhus, and Ibas 

of Edessa. In the context of this Council’s major task, this tenth 

anathema seems most directly linked to the Council’s decision to 

condemn Theodoret’s writings against Cyril’s twelve anathemata 
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(see above) as Nestorian. Earlier the council had cited a text of 

Theodoret relating to the Theopaschite formula that in fact did 

advocate a Nestorian notion: “God is not crucified: The crucified 

man is Jesus Christ; God the Word brought the Temple back to 

life” (Mansi, 9, 297). To purify the Church of such a point of view, 

the Council invoked the authority of Pope Leo’s Tome to Flavian, 

Cyril’s Second and Third Letters to Nestorius, and the twelve 

anathemata appended to the Third Letter. In relying upon the 

authority of these letters, the Council Fathers understood 

themselves to be following the example of Calcedon. Whether the 

Fathers at Calcedon actually ratified Cyril’s twelve anathemata, 

however, has been a matter of long-standing dispute (Wickham, 

1983, pp. xl-xli). 

In any event, Constantinople II approved the Theopaschite 

formula; and Pope Vigilius’ confirmation of that Council was soon 

forthcoming. In 533, Vigilius decreed that whoever did not accept 

Nicea, Constantinople I, Ephesus I, and Calcedon in everything 

which they defined concerning the faith were to be considered 

estranged from union with the Church (Mansi, 9, 413-420). This 

sentence included a condemnation of everything written by 

Theodoret against Cyril’s twelve anathemata. Vigilius further 

promulgated, in 554, a Constitutum in which he documented the 

Nestorian errors of Theodore, Theodoret, and Ibas, and then 

reaffirmed the judgment he had made public the year before when 

he confirmed the Council’s canons. In Italy, Gaul, and other 

locations, continuing hesitations on the part of bishops who 

supposed that the condemnation of the “three chapters” was an 

affront to the Calcedonian settlement drew forth from Vigilius’ 

successors additional confirmations of the conciliar resolutions. In 

the course of the generations following the Council, Pelagius II, 

Gregory the Great, Nicholas I, Leo IX and other Popes all affirmed 

the authority of the Council’s canons (cf. Mansi, 9, 162; Richards, 

p. 159). 

The efforts of Popes and bishops to remove heretical nuances 

from Theopaschite statements were to be challenged once again in 

the century following Constantinople II. In the 630’s Sergius, 

patriarch of Constantinople, was claiming that Christ had two 

natures but only one will (Richards, p. 182). This notion, which 
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since then has come to be known as “Monothelete,” became quite 

public when an imperial edict, the Ekthesis, was promulgated in 

638. One implication of Sergius’ doctrine was either a denial of 

Christ’s human will, and hence a denial of the struggle and anguish 

endured by Christ in Gethsemane; or, on the other hand, a denial 

of the immutability of Christ’s divine will. Sergius’ opponents, 

therefore, rightly perceived his doctrine to be a disguised brand of 

Monophysitism. What gave the Monothelete position added 

momentum was the fact that in a letter to Sergius, Pope Honorius I 

unwittingly made statements that sounded consonant with Sergius’ 

ideas – for example, “… the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son and Word 

of God, through whom all things were made, is himself one 

operator of the divinity and of the humanity” (PL 80, 473). These 

statements occasioned many ensuing difficulties among the faithful 

and eventually earned Honorius a condemnation from a general 

council of the Church (Mansi, 11, 731-732). 

It was not until this sixth General Council, Constantinople III, 

held in 680-681, that the Monothelete error was authoritatively 

condemned. A letter from Pope Agatho to the emperor which was 

read at the fourth session of the Council discussed the Agony in the 

Garden as a moment which manifested the two wills of Christ. In 

the Garden, Jesus prays to his Father, “Not what I will, but what 

you will.” The human will, on account of the weakness of the flesh, 

flees the Passion; the divine will is ready for all that is to come 

(Mansi, 11, 246). The Pope then proceeds to cite St. Augustine, 

who pointed out that with the words, “My soul is sorrowful even 

unto death,” Jesus manifested his human soul; and with the words, 

“Not what I will,” Jesus was indeed showing that he willed 

something other than the Father did. This he would not have been 

able to do if it were not for his human heart. By means of this 

utterance, Jesus does not introduce infirmity into his divine nature, 

but rather transfigures human weakness. Here Agatho elucidates 

the point that when Christ says, “Not what I will,” he manifests to 

us the proper disposition of a human will to the divine will, namely, 

that of obedience. Meanwhile the divine will itself remains always 

the same: for never would that immutable nature be able to will 

something other than what the Father willed (Mansi, 11, 247).  
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The themes of Pope Agatho’s letter present themselves in the 

Definition of Faith proclaimed by the Council in its 18th session. 

The Council specifies the relationship between the human and 

divine wills of Christ: it is that of free submission of the human 

will to the divine. Through such free obedience, there is 

a communion of wills in the one Person of Jesus that accounts for 

a transformation of the human will by the divine – the Council calls 

this particular transformation a “deification” (Mansi, 11, 638-639). 

This transformation, far from suppressing the human will, actually 

preserves it in all its integrity. Through this communion of wills, 

therefore, the miracles and the suffering can be properly attributed 

to the one Person Jesus Christ, one of the Trinity; each nature does 

and wills the things proper to it always in communion with the 

other (Mansi, 11, 639). 

The definition issuing forth from Constantinople III is a fitting 

conclusion to the controversies that had raged during the preceding 

centuries. Entirely consistent with Calcedon and Constantinople II, 

it expressed one important implication of the doctrine of St. Cyril 

and Pope St. Leo the Great. The Church was establishing with ever 

more clarity the parameters for all articulations concerning the 

mystery of redemption.  

To summarize: 

 Contrary to all opinions of Nestorian bent, it was the 

impassible and immutable Word of God himself who, 

without in any way altering his divine nature, was born, 

suffered and died in his human nature. In contrast to all 

Monophysite and Monothelete errors, there are two natures 

existing unconfused and undivided in the one Person of God 

the Word – a divine nature and a human nature, each willing 

and acting in accord with its proper character yet always in 

communion with the other. 

 Passibility belongs only to the human nature. It was only in 

the human nature that the actual birth, suffering, and death 

took place. The divine nature remains what it is for all 

eternity. 

 God the Word’s suffering and death in the flesh manifested 

not a lack of power on the part of God but his divine 

compassion. Only he who is Lord of life could conquer the 
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power of sin and could dissolve death; and this is what he 

compassionately deigned to do. 

By the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the Catholic Church has 

grown in clarity of conviction about who God is, who Jesus is as 

the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, and how God has acted 

in order to save humankind from sin and the death that sin 

introduced into the world. There remains a crucial issue: have we 

appreciated the Church’s growth in faith and intellectual 

conviction that enables us to begin to grasp the depths of divine 

love that Jesus pours forth into our hearts so that we may be His 

friends forever? 

Our own day has seen once again a dispute about the proper 

understanding of the communicatio idiomatum. One detects 

a misunderstanding, for example, in a footnote that the New 

Jerusalem Bible offers its readers as an explanation – and an 

unfortunate revision – of Acts 20:28. The verse reads: “Be on your 

guard for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy Spirit 

has made you the overseers, to feed the Church of God which He 

acquired by His own blood.”7 The New Jerusalem Bible 

translators, however, chose to rewrite the original text. Not only 

did they translate it but they added a phrase that is not present in 

the original text. Their own rendition of the verse is as follows: “Be 

on your guard for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy 

Spirit has made you the overseers, to feed the Church of God which 

he bought with the blood of his own Son.” Footnote r in the New 

Jerusalem Bible for Acts 20 tries to justify its “correction” of the 

original text:  

r. lit. ‘which he acquired for himself by his own blood’.8 Since 

this cannot be said of God, either it must mean ‘by the blood of his 

own (i.e. own Son)’ or Paul’s thought slips from the action of the 

Father to that of the Son…  

The words “of his own Son” are not in the original text. To all 

appearances, these particular Bible editors decided that God had 

 
7 As pointed out above in footnote 63, the original verse reads: Attendite 

vobis et universo gregi, in quo vos Spiritus Sanctus posuit episcopos, pascere 

ecclesiam Dei, quam acquisivit sanguine suo (Nova Vulgata). 
8 This is what the original text says. 
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not bought his Church with his own Blood – they could not accept 

the Deus passus formula – so they added words that were not there. 

If Jesus really is God and if he really died in expiation for our 

sins on the cross, does the communicatio idiomatum not allow us 

to say that God has bought his own Church with his own blood? 

Karl Rahner questioned the suitability of the communicatio 

because he did not really deem it appropriate to say that Jesus is 

God with the ordinary meaning of the word “is”. In Foundations of 

Christian Faith, 290, Rahner seems to deny the communicatio 

idiomatum: “For in and according to the humanity which we see 

when we say ‘Jesus,’ Jesus ‘is’ not God, and in and according to 

his divinity God ‘is’ not man in the sense of a real identification.” 

It is important to note here that “seeing the humanity” of Jesus is 

not seeing a human “nature”; rather it is seeing the Person of Jesus 

in his human visibility as the Word made flesh. Similarly, seeing 

Jesus according to his divinity is not seeing the divine nature; rather 

it is seeing Jesus – as St. Thomas the Apostle did in John 20:28 – 

in his divine Personhood as the one whom the Father has sent into 

the world. Rahner’s remark, therefore, seems to be a throwback to 

the position of Nestorius, a denial of the communicatio, and hence 

a rejection of the Deus passus formula. Indeed this remark surely 

calls into question Thomas’ profession of faith in Jesus that we find 

in John 20:28.  

In an exchange with Cardinal J. Hoffner, Fr. K. Rahner 

wondered whether one could really say that Jesus is God and at the 

same time retain the ordinarily understood meaning of the word 

“is”. Rahner concludes that the expression Jesus is God with the 

commonly understood meaning of the word “is” amounts to 

a monophysitic and hence a mythological notion. Cardinal 

Hoffner’s response to Rahner has brought to light one more time 

the suitability of the Deus passus formula, which is an example of 

the communicatio.  

The exchange of remarks between Rahner and Hoffner took the 

form of a debate. In contrast to Rahner, Cardinal Hoffner offered 

a position which fully harmonizes with the teaching of the Church 

that has been discussed throughout this article. He confesses the 

faith of the Church that Jesus is the Son of God, God from God, 

light from light, true God from true God. Jesus’ identity, therefore, 
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is that of a divine Person, the Word of God, who has united to 

himself a fully human nature. What the Cardinal said brings to light 

an important salvific fact: God acquired the Church by his own 

blood. 

St. Augustine’s words in the document that Leporius signed as 

a creedal confession, perhaps, express in a most lucid manner the 

doctrine of the Church on the matter of who Jesus is and what he 

has endured for our salvation: Jesus Christ is not either God or man; 

he is God himself who is also man (PL 31, 1224). As God made 

man, he always possesses the same fullness and excellence of his 

divinity. Because he bore all the vicissitudes of human nature, he 

took on even our mortality. Insofar as he is God, therefore, the One 

born from a human being was God himself. Insofar as he is man, 

God suffered, and God died (PL 31, 1226). Whatever he endured, 

he endured willingly for our salvation, because he who has saved 

us has loved us with an impassable love from all eternity (cf. PL 

31, 1226; CC 50, p. 227). 

4. Contemporary Insight into God’s Suffering 

In Dominum et Vivificantem, Pope St. John Paul II showed no 

hesitation in ascribing to God what, properly speaking, belongs to 

a human nature (DeV 41.1): 

If sin caused suffering, now the pain of God in Christ crucified 

acquires through the Holy Spirit its full human expression. Thus 

there is a paradoxical mystery of love: in Christ there suffers a God 

who has been rejected by his own creature: “They do not believe 

in me!”; but at the same time, from the depth of this suffering – 

and indirectly from the depth of the very sin “of not having 

believed” – the Spirit draws a new measure of the gift made to man 

and to creation from the beginning. In the depth of the mystery of 

the Cross love is at work, that love which brings man back again 

to share in the life that is in God himself.  

Pope John Paul’s words here emerge from a context quite 

different from that of the controversies which confronted the 

Church in the first several centuries of her earthly pilgrimage. 

Prescinding from the political overtones of these controversies, the 

Fathers of the Church and the early councils ordinarily included 

formulations about the suffering of God in the broader framework 



John Gibson, “Can God Really be in Pain?” 127

of the mystery of the incarnation. The Pope’s starting point, 

however, is not this mystery – the mystery of the mission that Jesus 

received from the Father – but the mystery of the mission 

belonging to the Holy Spirit, particularly as it is spoken about by 

Jesus in John’s Gospel. John Paul’s starting point, therefore, is 

primarily pneumatological. 

Traditional notions concerning the nature of the Trinity may 

clarify Pope John Paul’s understanding about the role of the Holy 

Spirit in the economy of salvation.  

(1) In a work that appeared some time during or after 743, St. John 

of Damascus offered an explanation of a doctrine that is known 

from its Latin roots as “circumincession” and from its Greek 

roots as “perichoresis” (De fide orthodoxa, 11, 8: PG 94, 827-

830; cf., Chase, 1958, p. xxv). John points out that because the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are not three gods, but one 

God, the Holy Trinity, the Persons exist “in” one another, not 

so as to be confused, but so as to adhere closely together in the 

manner expressed by the words of the Son of God when he 

said, “I in the Father and the Father in me” (Jn. 14:11).  

Because the three divine Persons are united as one God, 

they have their circumincession one in the other without any 

blending or mingling and without change or division in 

substance. Hence there is a co-eternity and identity – not 

a “similarity” – in substance, operation, and will; an identity, 

not a similarity, in power, virtue and goodness. By the 

consubstantiality of persons and their existence in one another, 

and by the indivisibility of the identity of will, operation, 

virtue, power, and, so to speak, motion, we understand that 

God is one. 

St. Thomas Aquinas subscribed to this doctrine. Thomas 

taught that the Father is his essence (the essence of Godhead); 

and the Father communicates that essence to the Son (ST I, q. 

42, a. 5). Because the Father’s essence is in the Son, the Father 

himself is in the Son. Again since the Son is his own divine 

essence, he himself is in the Father in whom is the Son’s 

essence. St. Hilary, quoted by St. Thomas, expressed it this 

way: 
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The unchangeable God, so to speak, follows his own nature in 

begetting an unchangeable subsisting God. So we understand 

the nature of God to subsist in him, for he is God in God. 
 

What has been said applies also to the Holy Spirit: He is his 

own essence, and this essence is one with that of the Father and 

the Son. 

(2) The other notion pertinent to our discussion of the John Paul’s 

articulations concerning the Holy Spirit is linked to that of 

circumincession: procession. Because all that exists in God is 

one with the divine nature, the procession of the Holy Spirit 

from the Father and the Son is understood never to be external 

to the one divine act. Just as an action in an intellectual nature, 

involving both intellect and will, remains in the agent itself, so 

the divine operation, which involves both the procession of the 

Word and the procession of love, remains in the divine agent 

(ST I, q. 27, a. 4, ad 1; q. 27, a. 5, ad 3; q. 36, a. 2, ad 2; q. 36, 

a. 4, ad 1; q. 37, a. 1 ad 3; q. 37, a. 2, corpus and ad 1). 

Moreover it is manifest that love has the very nature of a first 

gift: Whenever one individual loves another, the love itself is 

a gift, more precisely, a first gift from which all other giving of 

gifts derives. The Holy Spirit who proceeds as love, therefore 

proceeds as the First Gift (q. 38, a. 2, corpus). 

Procession in God has both an eternal and a temporal 

signification (ST I, q. 43, a. 2, corpus). The Holy Spirit 

proceeds eternally as God; but as sent by the Father and the 

Son into the world, the procession of the Holy Spirit takes on 

a temporal dimension since the divine Person exists in 

a creature in a new mode, a mode which is temporal (ST I, q. 

43, a. 2, corpus; cf., Jn. 15:26). This, of course, does not mean 

that God has changed; rather it is the creature who is changed 

(q. 43, a. 2, ad 2). This procession, in its temporal dimension, 

is “mission”. Mission signifies the procession of the Holy 

Spirit in the temporal order so that the Holy Spirit exists in the 

creature in a new mode – that of sanctifying grace – for the 

creature’s sanctification (q. 43, a. 3, corpus). 
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By examining the major points on which Pope John Paul 

anchors his articulations about the mission of the Holy Spirit, one 

begins to grasp what he intends by the words, “the pain of God in 

Christ crucified.” From John Paul’s encyclical, one can elicit the 

following points: 

The Holy Spirit, consubstantial with the Father and the Son in 

divinity, is love and uncreated gift from which derives all giving of 

gifts vis-à-vis creatures: the gift of existence to all things through 

creation; the gift of grace to human beings through the economy of 

salvation. St. Paul brings to light who the Holy Spirit is in relation 

to human beings within the context of the Redemption: “God’s love 

has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has 

been given to us” (Rom. 5:5). 

The revelation of the mystery of redemption is an extension of 

the ineffable communion of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. From 

God, in the unity of the Father with the Son, the economy of 

salvation is born, the economy which fills human history with the 

gifts of the Redemption. The Holy Spirit, the unitive love of the 

Father and the Son, enters into human and cosmic suffering with 

a new outpouring of love, which will redeem the world (DeV 39.3; 

cf., ST III, q. 48, a. 5, corpus).  

This new outpouring of love manifests itself in the Incarnation: 

By the power of the Holy Spirit, the mystery of the hypostatic 

union is brought about – that is, the union of the divine and the 

human nature in the one Person of the Word-Son. With the mystery 

of the Incarnation, therefore, the source of divine life – the Holy 

Spirit – opens itself in a new way in the history of humanity.  

The Holy Spirit – co-eternal and identical in substance, 

operation, and will with God the Word – is also active in Jesus’ 

passion and death. Pope St. John Paul singles out a verse in 

Hebrews, “How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through 

the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify 

your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?”, and 

proceeds to demonstrate the significance of these words for 

understanding the presence of the Holy Spirit in the redemptive 

sacrifice of the Incarnate Word (Heb. 9:13f; DeV 40-45). 

It was “through the eternal Spirit” that Christ offered himself: 

Jesus in his humanity opened himself totally to the action of the 
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Spirit, who from suffering enables eternal salvific love to spring 

forth. As elucidated by Constantinople III, the human will of Jesus 

was at all times in communion with the divine will so that in all 

things Jesus, as man, freely submitted himself to the intention and 

action of God the Father. Cohering with the doctrine of this council 

is John Paul’s affirmation that Jesus the Son of God, as man, in the 

ardent prayer of his Passion, enabled the Holy Spirit to transform 

his humanity into a perfect sacrifice through the act of his 

obedience unto death as the victim of love on the cross (DeV 40.4). 

Christ made this offering by himself. Yet the Holy Spirit acted in 

a special way in this absolute self-giving of the Son of Man in order 

to transform the suffering into redemptive love (DeV 40.4). God 

has acted in a manner that is perfectly consistent with who He is, 

a God who exists and acts by way of circumincession. 

God’s omnipotence is his love, for God himself is love (cf. DeV 

37.1; 1 Jn. 4:8). In the suffering of the Son of God on the Cross, 

love is at work, the love which proceeds from the Father and the 

Son as the bond which unites them. From the depth of this suffering 

– and indirectly from the depth of the sin that has caused this 

suffering – the Holy Spirit, who as Love and as First Gift is the 

source of the divine giving of gifts, draws a new measure of the gift 

made to humanity and to creation from the beginning. It is this love 

which brings the human being back again to participate in the life 

that is in God himself. 

Because the sacrifice of the Cross – Christ’s act of “departing” 

(cf., Jn. 16:6) – is an act proper to Christ, he is the one who offers 

it, through the eternal Spirit; and therefore he alone with God the 

Father sends the Spirit and gives him to the Apostles, to the Church, 

and to humanity: “Receive the Holy Spirit; if you forgive the sins 

of any, they are forgiven” (Jn. 20:22f). With these words of Jesus, 

the Holy Spirit is revealed and at the same time made present as 

the Love that works in the depths of the Paschal Mystery, as the 

source of the salvific power of the Cross of Christ – the power of 

forgiveness – and as the gift of new and eternal life. This truth 

about the Trinitarian involvement with the salvation of humanity 

finds expression in the Roman liturgy daily: “Lord Jesus Christ, 

Son of the living God, by the will of the Father and the work of the 

Holy Spirit your death brought life to the world…”  
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The Trinitarian involvement with the salvation of humanity 

makes it possible for the human person to dwell forever within the 

eternal love that pours itself forth as the life-giving Spirit (cf. Rom. 

5:5). Christ died for all: The love of God the Father, as a gift, 

infinite grace, source of life, has been made visible in Christ; and 

in his humanity that love has become embedded in the universe, 

the human family and history (DeV 54.2). There stands in history 

the Cross of Christ, the Only-begotten Son, “Light from Light, true 

God from true God”; and this Cross speaks unceasingly of God the 

Father, who is absolutely faithful to his eternal love for every 

human being (cf., “Dives in Misericordia” On the Mercy of God 

(DM) 7.5, 6). The appearing of eternal love as grace in human 

history, through Jesus, has been accomplished by the power of the 

Holy Spirit.  

In the mystery and action of the Church, the Holy Spirit 

unceasingly continues the historical presence on earth of the 

Redeemer and his saving work (DeV 7.1). This salvific activity of 

the Holy Spirit has been exercised, in every place, at every time, 

and in every individual, according to the eternal plan of salvation 

(DeV 53.2). He, the Holy Spirit, the hidden God, as love and gift 

“fills the universe” (cf., Wis. 1:7). 

Let us consider now how Pope St. John Paul’s position on the 

activity of the Holy Spirit within the pain and anguish of Jesus links 

to the traditional doctrine about God’s suffering: 

Is God impassible? 

Pope John Paul’s position is that the pain of God does not refer 

to deficiency or wound in God. The pain of God rather derives from 

the absolute goodness and love which constitute his omnipotence. 

This is a love capable of suffering. In the face of sin and the 

suffering caused by sin, divine love acts by bringing about the 

economy of the redemption. Thus, by the power and action of the 

Holy Spirit, the Word of God unites to himself a human nature and 

in that human nature – particularly in the mystery of the Cross – 

the suffering of God, through the Holy Spirit, acquires its full 

human expression (DeV 39, 37, 45, 52, 41). 

What John Paul has done here is restate the doctrine proposed 

by Augustine several centuries earlier in the confession of Leporius 
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(PL 31, 1226). This doctrine, in turn, drew its principles from St. 

Paul (1 Cor. 1:21-25). God himself suffered, in Christ, not because 

he can be wounded or rendered deficient but because his power is 

so extensive that he can render himself capable of suffering in order 

to save humankind (cf. Jn. 10:18). 

Cyril of Alexandria, too, had proclaimed this same truth: God’s 

only-begotten Word is “ever what he is”. Because the power of the 

Word of God made man was (and is) impassible, only he – through 

his own bodily death, descent into hell, and resurrection on the 

third day – was able to break death’s power (Third Nestorius, 9). 

The crucifixion of Jesus is a manifestation not of possibility and 

weakness, but of power, the divine power to save humanity from 

sin (cf., Tome of Leo, Mansi, 5, 1274). 

Was the impassible God truly born as a man without in 
any way undergoing corruption, loss, or defect in his 
divinity? 

The presence and action of the Holy Spirit in the mystery of the 

Incarnation is at the core of the Holy Father’s answer to this 

question. The source of divine life in the history of humankind is 

the Holy Spirit. Because it is by the work of a divine Person – i.e., 

the Holy Spirit – that the Word of God unifies to himself a human 

nature in a union that is hypostatic (DeV 52), the “I” of Christ 

remains fully divine (cf., DeV 50, 49.5, 21.2). 

John Paul’s exegesis of Luke 10:17-22 in DeV 21 – perhaps 

a good example of how John Paul understands the doctrine of 

circumincession – brings to light this divine personhood of Christ. 

We recall that Jesus has just told his seventy-two disciples that they 

should rejoice that their names are written in heaven. Just at this 

time, Jesus, rejoicing in the Holy Spirit, said, “I bless you, Father, 

Lord of heaven and of earth, for hiding these things from the 

learned and the clever and revealing them to little children. Yes, 

Father, for that is what it has pleased you to do. Everything has 

been entrusted to me by my Father; and no one knows who the Son 

is except the Father, and who the Father is except the Son and those 

to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” Here is Pope John Paul’s 

comment about this passage: 
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That which during the theophany at the Jordan [at the scene of 

Jesus’ baptism by John] came so to speak “from outside,” from on 

high, here comes “from within”, that is to say from the depths of 

who Jesus is. It is another revelation of the Father and the Son 

united in the Holy Spirit. Jesus speaks only of the fatherhood of 

God and of his own sonship – he does not speak directly of the 

Spirit who is Love and thereby the union of the Father and the Son. 

Nonetheless what he says of the Father and of himself – the Son – 

flows from that fullness of the Spirit which is in him, which fills his 

heart, pervades his own “I”, inspires and enlivens his action from 

the depths. Hence that “rejoicing in the Holy Spirit”. The union of 

Christ with the Holy Spirit, a union of which he is perfectly aware, 

is expressed in that “rejoicing”, which in a certain way renders 

“perceptible” its hidden source. Thus there is a particular 

manifestation and rejoicing which is proper to the Son of Man, the 

Christ-Messiah, whose humanity belongs to the person of the Son 

of God, substantially one with the Holy Spirit in divinity. 

In the magnificent confession of the fatherhood of God, Jesus 

of Nazareth also manifests himself, his divine “I”: for he is the Son 

“of the same substance” and therefore “no one knows who the Son 

is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son”, that Son 

who “for us and for our salvation” became man by the power of the 

Holy Spirit and was born of a virgin whose name was Mary. 

It is not only with the Father, therefore, that the Son is 

consubstantial, but with the Holy Spirit as well. It is from within 

the “inter-abiding” – i.e., the perichoresis – of the Trinity, that the 

Son reveals his oneness in essence with the Father and the Holy 

Spirit. 

Jesus is also fully human. Humanity, subjected to sin in the 

descendants of the first Adam, in Jesus became perfectly subjected 

to God and united to him. In this humanity God expresses his 

compassion towards human beings (DeV 40.3). It was as a man 

that Jesus prayed ardently during his Passion; in his own humanity, 

he opened himself totally to the action of the Holy Spirit, so that 

the Spirit was able to transform his humanity into a perfect 

sacrifice. Through the Holy Spirit, the Son of God gave full human 

expression on the Cross to the suffering caused by sin.  

Pope John Paul, therefore, leaves no doubt about the fact that 

Jesus was both fully divine and fully human. By the power of the 
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Holy Spirit, a divine Person united to himself a human nature; by 

the same power of the Spirit, this divine Person in his humanity 

offered himself as a redemptive offering. 

The Holy Father’s articulations cohere in every way with the 

doctrine of Augustine, Cyril, Leo, Calcedon, Constantinople II and 

Constantinople III. The new point of emphasis that he injects into 

the traditional Church teaching on the mystery of the Incarnation 

is the role of the Holy Spirit. 

Perhaps the Holy Father’s elucidation of the Holy Spirit’s 

presence and activity in this mystery offers a more complete 

demonstration of how the suffering of Jesus can be understood to 

be God’s own pain. It will be recalled once again that the Third 

Council of Constantinople professed the Son of God’s capacity, in 

his human nature, to submit himself freely to the divine will. This 

is what Pope John Paul speaks about as the total openness of Jesus 

in his humanity to the action of the Holy Spirit. Because of this 

total, free self-giving of the Son of Man, the Holy Spirit acts to 

transform his suffering and death on the Cross into redemptive love 

(DeV 40.4). The Holy Spirit, as the Love that unites the Father and 

the Son, proceeds from the Father, and directs towards the Father 

the sacrifice of the Son, bringing it into the divine reality of the 

Trinitarian communion. In this sacrifice, therefore, there is what 

Constantinople III termed a “communion of wills” so that the pain 

of God in Christ crucified acquires a fully human expression (DeV 

41.1, 2). 

Is it necessary for salvation to believe that God the Word 
suffered in the flesh? 

In Dominum et Vivificantem, Pope John Paul does not explicitly 

restate the condemnation of those who refuse to accept a formula 

of the type ratified by Constantinople II. Perhaps it is more accurate 

to say that if the councils and Church Fathers approached the 

necessity of such an explicit profession of faith negatively – i.e., 

through an anathema – Pope John Paul does it in a positive manner 

by showing that the individual must believe in the Holy Spirit’s 

power to bring about conversion and ultimate salvation through the 

convincing of the conscience concerning the nature of the 

redemption accomplished on the Cross. Because this threefold 
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convincing – of sin, righteousness and judgement – includes as an 

essential component the pain of God in Christ crucified, one can 

safely conclude that the profession of this truth is necessary for 

conversion, and consequently for salvation. 

The crux of the Holy Father’s position is this: Conversion 

requires the convincing concerning sin (DeV 31.2). Those who 

allow themselves to be convinced concerning sin by the Holy 

Spirit, also allow themselves to be convinced concerning 

righteousness and judgment: in other words, they allow the 

Counsellor, the Spirit of Truth to lead them to nothing less than the 

complete Truth about who God is at the moment that he redeems 

the world, about who they are as sinners in need of redemption, 

and about the metanoia they must undergo (cf., DeV 28.1, 46.3, 

48.2; Jn. 16:7-13) in order to abide in eternal love. Because the 

Holy Spirit never operates independently of either the Father or the 

Son, those who accept the Spirit of Truth, accept what the Father 

has accomplished through the death and resurrection of the Son. 

The convincing concerning sin means a convincing of the 

magnitude of the evil contained in sin. Hence it also necessarily 

means revealing the suffering caused by sin, a suffering that only 

divine love is capable of enduring (DeV 39.2, 41.1, 45). This 

suffering is the pain of God in Christ crucified. This suffering 

becomes a redemptive offering only through the eternal Spirit, the 

same Spirit of Truth which acts on the conscience that is truly 

contrite (cf. Heb. 9:13f). The remorse experienced by the 

conscience when the Spirit of Truth convinces it of sin, then, is a 

sharing in this suffering of the Cross, the suffering resulting from 

sin; and because it is a sharing in the pain accomplished by the 

redemption, this interior suffering of the conscience becomes 

salvific. The person, convinced by the Spirit of Truth about sin and 

righteousness, passes out of the range of judgment and is able to 

make an act of perfect contrition. In this way authentic conversion 

is accomplished (DeV 45.1, 48.2). 

When I allow the Spirit of Truth to act in my conscience, 

therefore, I become convinced that in Christ crucified, God 

suffered and died as a result of sin. I also become convinced of the 

redemptive power of that suffering and death: i.e., that Love 

prevailed. Those who refuse to be so convinced, on the other hand, 
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are refusing to accept the Holy Spirit’s power of forgiveness. 

Indeed this divine power of the Holy Spirit is precisely 

a continuation of the salvific work rooted in the sacrifice of the 

Cross (cf., Heb. 9:13f; Jn. 16:14; DeV 7.1, 28.1, 42.1, 44.3). The 

person who refuses to accept the forgiveness of sins, in other 

words, is rejecting the redemptive power of Christ’s Blood, the 

Blood of the Son of God, the Blood which “purifies the conscience 

from dead works” (Heb. 9:13f). 

Admittedly John Paul II does not anathematize a person who 

refuses to accept a Deus passus formula. Yet he demonstrates 

clearly that a person who refuses to accept the forgiveness of sins 

that comes by the power of the Holy Spirit is at the same time 

refusing to be convinced that it was the crucifixion of the eternal 

Son, consubstantial with the Father, that accomplished the 

redemption, for it is from within that sacrifice that the Holy Spirit 

draws the momentum of his sanctifying mission, a mission that 

reaches the interior of each and every human being (cf., Jn. 16:14-

15). And it is a shocking truth to contemplate that the person who 

refuses to accept the mercy of God that comes by the power of the 

Holy Spirit is “guilty of an eternal sin” (DeV 46; cf., Mk. 3:28f). 

Conclusion 

Impassibilis est Deus, sed non incompassibilis: “God is 

incapable of suffering; but he is not incapable of suffering with 

those who suffer” (PL 183, 906). The idea contained in these words 

of St. Bernard of Clairvaux lies at the root of the mysterious truth 

that God has suffered. In reaffirming the traditional doctrine of the 

Church, Pope John Paul brought to light the manner in which God 

has manifested his capability of sharing the pain of suffering 

humanity. By virtue of the hypostatic union, the humanity of Christ 

on the Cross expressed fully the pain of God who by nature is 

impassible. By the power of the Spirit of Truth, the Counsellor, this 

pain of God in Christ crucified is a response to every sin that has 

ever been committed or ever will be committed (DeV 29.3). By the 

power of this same Holy Spirit, working through the same sacrifice 

offered on the Cross, God continues to express his immutable, 

redemptive love: “How much more shall the blood of Christ, who 

through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, 
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purify your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” 

(Heb. 9:13f). 

There are two applications of the papal doctrine that may bear 

particular relevance for the men, women and children of our era, 

and therefore may be worthwhile as areas of further study. 

1) To say that God is compassionate towards suffering persons 

does not mean that he undergoes anew the pain he endured 

in his human nature on the Cross every time his loved ones 

suffer. God’s compassion, rather, reaches the interior of the 

human being through the sacramental realization of the 

sacrificial pain that he endured on Calvary – i.e., through the 

Eucharist. By the power of the Holy Spirit, the bread and 

wine become, in an unbloody manner, the Body broken for 

us, and the Blood shed for us. By the power of the Holy 

Spirit, therefore, all who approach the Eucharistic table are 

actually brought into communion with the sacrifice of Christ 

itself; and the very pain which he, the Son of God, offered 

as a supreme act of love on the Cross becomes for these same 

people a font of redemptive grace. 

2) The eternal Word of God who, in his humanity, suffered 

hunger and thirst upon the Cross is the same eternal Word of 

God who proclaimed that an act of love rendered to those 

who are hungry, thirsty, homeless, naked, sick or in prison 

is an act of love rendered to himself (Mt. 25:35, 40). Indeed 

the Church recognizes in those who are poor and who suffer, 

the “image” of her poor and suffering Founder, Jesus Christ 

(cf. LG 8). When an individual is fact to face with a living 

image of the God who has suffered, it is the eternal Word of 

God who, precisely as the crucified One, stands at the door 

and knocks at the heart of that individual (Rev. 3:20; cf. DM 

8.4). Without restricting the person’s freedom, the Word of 

God seeks to draw from this very freedom works of love. 

For even the smallest act of mercy has salvific repercussions: 

“Blessed are the merciful for they shall obtain mercy… 

Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared 

for you from the foundation of the world, for I was 

hungry… ” (Mt. 5:7; 25:34).  
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Among consecrated religious men and women, it is common to 

be asked, “What is the charism of your community?” However, in 

the mind of the person asking, this question usually carries the 

connotation, “What is it that your community does in the Church? 

What is the particular activity to which your community is 

dedicated?” People often expect to be told that one’s religious 

congregation teaches in schools or is dedicated to missions or 

caring for orphans, and so forth. Yet in the renewal of consecrated 

life called for by the Church in Vatican Council II, especially in the 

years following the 1965 document Perfectae caritatis (Decree on 

the Adaptation and Renewal of Religious Life), a particular 

charism connected with the founding of a congregation came to be 

distinguished from the apostolic activity carried out by the 

religious men or women, which is now expressed in the “mission”. 

Confusion about the meaning or even the importance of the 

founding charism of a congregation is readily understandable, 

considering that the term never appears in the Vatican II 

documents. Its first mention in relation to the life of the evangelical 

counsels was by Pope St. Paul VI in his Apostolic Exhortation 

Evangelica testificatio, On the Renewal of the Religious Life 

According to the Teaching of the Second Vatican Council, where 

he wrote: “Only in this way will you be able to reawaken hearts to 

truth and to divine love in accordance with the charisms of your 



Africa Tomorrow 21/1-2 (June/December 2019) 142 

founders who were raised up by God within His Church.”1 He does 

not define the term “charism” here, yet he gives a clear indication 

of its place in the religious life of a particular congregation by 

placing it in the context of “the obligation of religious to be faithful 

to the spirit of their founders, to their evangelical intentions and to 

the example of their sanctity”2. Thus the idea of charism, beyond 

a description of apostolic activity in various times and places, finds 

its roots in a founder’s own calling: his or her spirit, evangelical 

intentions and sanctity. 

The Pope emphasizes that the animating spirit at the founding 

of a religious community is not a human plan emerging from “flesh 

and blood”, but precisely an enduring principle and criterion for 

the community’s renewal in the modern world because it is “the 

fruit of the Holy Spirit”3. Subsequently, Pope St. John Paul II 

would insist on “fidelity to the founding charism” as the way of 

fostering holiness in consecrated persons today, since every 

charism entails a threefold orientation: to the Father, to the Son and 

to the Holy Spirit.4 Considering the root of this term in the usage 

of the term “charisma” by the Apostle Paul (cf. Rom 1:11; 5:15, 

16; 1 Cor 1:7; 7:7; 12:4, 9, 28; etc.), our exposition of the founding 

charism of the Congregation of the Resurrection should find its 

expression primarily in the way the Holy Spirit acted in the life of 

the Founder, Bogdan Jański, and the manner in which he sought to 

share this gift with the Church. 

Ironically enough, the particular gift with which the Holy Spirit 

would endow the Church through the vowed life and work of the 

Resurrectionists –approved as a Congregation of simple vows by 

Pope Leo XIII in 18885 – was made manifest on the basis of 

a prolonged lack of holiness on the part of a young Polish exile 

 
1 Pope (St.) Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelica testificatio, 

(1971), No. 11. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Pope (St.) John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation Vita consecrata, (1996), 

No. 36. 
5 The Decree of Approbation of the Institute, March 10, 1888, found in 

Constitutions of the Congregation of the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, Rome, 2019, 113. 
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living in Paris in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Bogdan 

Jański was a baptized Catholic who, a day after marrying a Polish 

girl to save her from the shame of having a child out of wedlock, 

left her and moved to Paris to accept a grant to study economics. 

Maintaining a strong idealism, he promoted social justice and 

a reform of society, especially for his persecuted land of Poland. 

After a strong disillusionment, however, first with Catholics in 

Poland itself and then with quasi-messianic movements in France 

and England, Jański realized that any reform had to begin with 

himself. Struggling to leave behind personal vices and immorality, 

he found little spiritual support in the Church of Rome, which had 

sided with the Russian Tsar in condemning the revolt of the Polish 

people – all Catholics – against the oppression of the Russian rulers 

in 18326. In his thirst for God himself, however, Jański began to 

find interior peace and new life only when, after a 48-day 

confession, he received sacramental absolution on January 10, 

1835, and joined the children receiving Holy Communion for the 

first time the following day, Sunday, January 11. 

The personal spiritual struggle of Bogdan Jański, like the 

experience of Ignatius of Loyola, Francis of Assisi and countless 

others before him, was converted by the Lord into a grace for the 

Church. Although Jański would not live to see the evangelical 

counsels professed by his first associates – Peter Semenenko and 

Jerome Kajsiewicz, like Bogdan lapsed Catholics whom the Lord 

converted back to himself – the providential guidance of the Holy 

Spirit would lead them to give a name to their experience and to 

their particular calling: resurrection. This charism, which has been 

passed on in their consecrated life and apostolates since 1836, 

when Jański first gathered men in a community to be an example 

of renewal based on the Gospel, was alluded to by Pope Francis in 

his address to the Resurrectionists in their most recent general 

chapter, in June of 2017: “you were founded in order to testify that 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ is at the basis of the Christian life, 

to proclaim the need for personal resurrection, and to support the 

 
6 Pope Gregory XVI, in a brief “Cum primum”, June 9, 1832, declared the 

Polish uprising a revolt against legitimate authority. Cited in Rev. Boleslaus 

Micewski, C.R.: Bogdan Jański: Founder of the Resurrectionists (1984), 39. 
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community in its mission of service to the Kingdom of God.”7 The 

current understanding of the gift which Bogdan Jański desired to 

share with his followers and with society in the world is perhaps 

best expressed in the “Charism Statement” found as a preface to 

our Constitutions: “We believe that in His love the Father calls us 

to conversion: to personal resurrection in union with Jesus, to a new 

life filled with the power of His Spirit.”8 

Although this grace was experienced by the Founder as an 

inspiration to found an extended community of priests, religious 

brothers, lay associates and even married collaborators9, we must 

first highlight the initiative of God who sparked the conversion in 

Jański: for his personal resurrection, as has been noted, was not 

a work of flesh and blood but rather a fruit produced by God’s love 

and experienced as a dying, without which there could be no 

resurrection. Jański experienced in himself the truth so radical that 

it became the first sentence of the Resurrectionist Constitutions: 

“God loves each of us with a personal, unconditional love” 

(Constitutions, 2019, No. 1). Each Resurrectionist sees this basic 

Christian truth as the beginning of his vocation, an undeserved 

grace which Jański saw as a sine qua non for his plans for social 

renewal: “This must be proclaimed to sinful man, something which 

he was unable to find out for himself: God loves him.”10 The fact 

that this graced acknowledgement of God’s love can and must 

become the seed for society’s resurrection is also proclaimed by 

the Founder: “The reform of society is to be achieved by the 

coming together of reborn individuals.”11 The personal experience 

of God’s unconditional love is not only a grace lived by the 

Resurrectionist Founder, but the assimilation of the gift of faith in 

the risen Lord Jesus offered to every believer: “(God’s) plan of 

salvation for each of us is fully revealed in the Paschal Mystery – 

 
7 Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to participants in the General 

Chapter of the Congregation of the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

June 24, 2017. 
8 Constitutions, 9. 
9 Diary of Bogdan Jański, cited in Fr. Boleslaw Micewski, CR, ed., Under 

the Standard of the Risen Savior, Chicago, 1978, 44-45. 
10 Under the Standard of the Risen Savior, 19. 
11 Ibid., 12. 
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the suffering, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus and the 

sending of the Holy Spirit” (Constitutions, 2).  

A Resurrectionist Novice Master once explained to his novices 

(including this writer) that the founding charism was a founder’s 

way of reading the Gospel. Bogdan Jański’s way of reading the 

Gospel was seeing the necessity of embracing, rather than 

avoiding, the cross; especially by renouncing sin and death in one’s 

own life. St. Paul’s expression of this paschal dynamic became 

central to the spirituality lived by Jański’s followers and cited by 

the writer of the first Rule, Fr. Peter Semenenko, CR: “we will 

empty and wholly deny ourselves, in order that… we will be able 

to say with Saint Paul: ‘… the life I live now is not my own; Christ 

is living in me’ (Gal 2:20)”12. A more contemporary expression of 

this grace of interior renewal is found in a “Resurrection Prayer” 

prayed daily by Resurrectionists and lay collaborators in many 

languages throughout the world: “May our lives serve as signs of 

the transforming power of your love.”13 Based on the 

transformation realized by God in the life of Bogdan Jański and his 

first disciples, we can clearly say that the charism confirmed by the 

Church in its embodiment in the community known as the Brothers 

of the Resurrection14 was and is the experience of personal 

resurrection manifested in personal conversion and serving as the 

motivation for the renewal of society. 

The gift of inner conversion granted to Jański and his co-

founders Semenenko and Kajsiewicz was not limited to 

a “personal” charism. This became obvious in Jański’s first project, 

namely, seeking out compatriots lost in the “world” and drawing 

them to conversion through both personal example and the support 

of a common life. From the establishment of the “House of Jański” 

 
12 Constitutions, 6. 
13 Prayer composed by Fr. Francis Grzechowiak, CR (R. I. P.) 
14 This was the name decided upon by the seven members who first made 

vows of poverty, chastity and obedience in the Catacombs of St. Sebastian in 

Rome on Easter Sunday, 1842. Their rule of life was written by Peter 

Semenenko, CR, under the title, “The Primordial Rule of the Brothers of the 

Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ”. Cf. Iwicki, John, CR, Resurrectionist 

Charism. A History of the Congregation of the Resurrection. Volume 1, 

Footnote No. 15, Chapter IV, 572. 
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in Paris in 1836, he felt the Holy Spirit calling him to “Take into 

account mainly, the opportunity for personal sanctification and 

responsibility for the sanctification of our brethren…”15 This grace 

and calling of fraternal charity remains essential to the 

Resurrectionist vocation, as expressed in the Charism Statement – 

“We believe that God calls us to work together for the resurrection 

of society, bringing His life and love to all: through our personal 

witness, through the witness of our life in community, and through 

our Community apostolates…”16 – and in the Constitutions 

themselves: “Through the exercise of perfect fraternal charity, we 

rise with Christ17 and give witness to the world that we are His 

disciples: ‘I give you a new commandment: Love one another’ 

(John 13:34).18 

Resurrectionist co-Founder Fr. Peter Semenenko, the pre-

eminent voice of the thought and inspiration of Bogdan Jański, 

found in his own life and in that of a secularized 19th-Century 

Europe preponderant evidence of a truth by which the Holy Spirit 

constantly calls each person to conversion: “We are nothing, have 

nothing and can do nothing without God. We are attracted to evil. 

We are sinners. Yet, God continues to draw us to Himself.”19 This 

basic self-knowledge has been the backdrop of Christian 

spirituality from Augustine to Thomas à Kempis to Ignatius and to 

the present day. For Resurrectionists, this represents God’s call to 

conversion as well as to the mission to brothers and sisters in every 

society and local culture, as our Holy Father Francis exhorted us in 

2017: “Risen in order to enable others to rise, set free in order to 

bring freedom to others, born to new life in order to bring new life 

to birth in everyone who crosses our path: this is your vocation and 

mission as Brothers of the Resurrection.”20 This charism – the gift 

of personal resurrection as a fount of the resurrection of society, 

a grace experienced by the layman Bogdan Jański for the good of 

 
15 Jański, Diary, cited in Under the Standard of the Risen Savior, 16. 
16 “Charism Statement”, included as preface to Constitutions, 9. 
17 Cf. 1 John 3:14: “That we have passed from death to life we know 

because we love the brothers.” 
18 Constitutions, 7. 
19 “Charism Statement”, Constitutions. 
20 Address of His Holiness Pope Francis. 
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the Church – maintains a validity for every Christian who believes 

in the efficacy of the Paschal Mystery. The death and Resurrection 

of our Savior Jesus Christ remains the source of salvation for every 

person, and for the world created by the Father through His Word21. 

Although Bogdan Jański very rarely referred to the place of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary in his own conversion and the spiritual 

renewal of the society around him, the Mother of God was always 

considered by him the protectress and guardian of the ongoing 

living of the grace granted to him22. Mary serves as a maternal 

guardian of the inspiration and gift of our Lord Jesus Christ 

himself, since she is the human model of the possibility of living 

personal resurrection in union with the Lord himself, as expressed 

by Semenenko in the original Rule and in the Constitutions to this 

day:  

She is the model of what salvation is for each of us. In her 

Immaculate Conception, she was freed from sin. As the Mother of 

Sorrows, she shared in the sufferings of her Son. In her 

Assumption, she was raised up to share in the risen life of Jesus. If 

we follow her as our model, we learn to share in the passion, death 

and resurrection of her Son, …23 

Based on the lived experience of the Founders, the 

contemporary expression of the Resurrectionist charism concludes 

with the following statement: “We believe that Mary is our model 

for all that we are called to be and do as Resurrectionists.”  

As Pope Francis indicated to the gathered General Chapter 

members in 2017, the apostolate of a religious community will 

always flow from who they are as women or men consecrated to 

the Lord in their living of the evangelical counsels. We might say 

that the movement of the Holy Spirit who defines “who we are” is 

the charism we have received from our Founder and his followers. 

 
21 Cf. Col 1:16b: “All things have been created through him and for him.” 
22 Cf. Under the Standard of the Risen Savior, 32: (Morning Prayer 

Outline) “Put all resolutions under the protection of the Virgin Mary.” The 

2019 Constitutions continue to express the place of Mary in the lived charism 

of the Congregation: “Mary’s life of prayer is a model for our life of prayer. 

She teaches us how to hear God’s word, ponder it in our hearts and act upon 

it….” (No. 55). 
23 Constitutions, 8. 
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It was the encounter with the risen Jesus that led Mary Magdalene 

to proclaim him to the Apostles24; it was Bogdan Jański’s 

experience of the unconditional love of God that led him to 

accompany others on the path to conversion and to share the risen 

life of Christ in a community based on fraternal charity.  

If the charism is to be a living grace more than 175 years after 

the founding of the Community, it cannot be defined in terms of 

the past, “because charism is always a wellspring of living water, 

not a bottle of distilled water.”25 The gift given to Bogdan Jański is 

“a grace we now share by our call to the Congregation of the 

Resurrection”26; and if the members continue to strive for their own 

personal resurrection both individually and in common life, this 

grace will manifest itself as joy and hope in the Church and the 

world27.  

The religious charism of the Congregation of the Resurrection 

is perhaps most reflected in the prayer life – both private and in 

common – of the Brothers. The inspired prayer of Fr. Francis 

Grzechowiak, C.R., continues to express our hope, trust and desire 

for fidelity to the Risen Lord: 

O Risen Lord, the Way, the Truth and the Life, make us faithful 

followers of the Spirit of your resurrection. Grant that we may be 

inwardly renewed, dying to ourselves in order that you may live in 

us. May our lives serve as signs of the transforming power of your 

love. Use us as your instruments for the renewal of society, 

bringing your life and love to all, and leading them to your Church. 

This we ask of you, Lord Jesus, living and reigning with the Father, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God forever. Amen. 

N.B. A musical meditation on the life of Bogdan Jański may be 

found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkvDYO-BrtE  

 

 
24 Address of His Holiness Pope Francis: “having encountered the risen 

Jesus, she proclaimed him to the Apostles.” 
25 Ibid. 
26 “Charism Statement”, in Constitutions, 9. 
27 “Prophets of joy and of Easter hope”, Address of His Holiness Pope 

Francis. 
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