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				Human dignity at home and in public – introduction

				A genuine concern for human dignity fosters a public culture of human rights. A concern for dignity contributes to equality, justice and respect in civil life. 

				But how about dignity at home? The life people live privately in their intimate relationships, within their families, is mostly withheld from public debate. Though the relationships between men and women, parents and children are evidently unequal in power and vulnerability, and thereby susceptible for abuse, they are hardly subject of public evaluation. What about dignity at home? Families are thought to be places where human dignity feels ‘at home’.The image of home as a ‘safe haven’ however, is heavily disputed by the facts. Domestic violence is widespread.Home is a paradoxical environment: it is the place where new generations are nurtured and educated in human values, and where respect and love is practised. At the same time it is the place where the dignity of especially women and children is often contested and violated.There is no other place where people are living together so intimately, and so vulnerable.

				This hidden side of dignity was the theme of the conference “Dignity at home and in public” that the Protestant Theological University organised together with the Faculty of Theology of the Stellenbosch University, October 25- 26, 2010 at Kampen University, the Netherlands. A selection of the contributions are gathered in this volume. By engaging in intense, personal North-South and South-North dialogues around themes as the family in the Reformed tradition, vulnerability and autonomy, domestic violence, cultural shifts in the relationships between generations, and end of life decisions, the conference continued a five-year long partnership between the two theological faculties around the theme of human dignity. This volume explores from a variety of vantage points the way in which violence threatens people’s human dignity in our respective contexts of South Africa and the Netherlands. We have come to realise that violence is never just private but is public as well; violence threatens the home, but as evident in the case of South Africa, and increasingly also in the Netherlands, also impacts the society at large.
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				‘Where I become you’

				A practical theological reading of Antjie Krog’s concept of

				interconnectedness

				ABSTRACT

				An exposé on Antjie Krog’s Begging to be Black might be a contribution to this conference on ‘Covert violence and human dignity’. What I present today, is a reading of this book, a practical theological reading. The book itself presents a hermeneutical key to the practices of life, and maybe also the practices of faith. Krog’s hermeneutics is familiar to the four dimensions within a cyclical process of discerning: description, interpretation, normativity, strategy. These hermeneutical dimensions could be found in Begging to be Black, and we might even read them in all of Krog’s prose. I start with how Krog describes reality, followed by how she interprets this reality and how she reflects on the interpretation with a normative edge to it, completed with some practical, strategic suggestions. Krog shows that interconnectedness is the only way to survive violence and to preserve human dignity.

				maar daar waar ek jy is

				jy geword het 

				sing ek buite myself[1]

				Introduction

				One of the books I bought and read, when I visited South Africa in January 2010, was Antjie Krog’s Begging to be Black,[2] published at the end of 2009. With this book Krog completed a trilogy, that further consists of Country of my Skull (1998)[3] and A Change of Tongue (2003)[4]. 

				‘A gunshot cracks.’ That is the opening sentence of the book.[5] From that moment on, the author became part of the messy business that surrounded a killing in 1992 in Kroonstad, South Africa, the village where she lived. Some ANC friends asked her to give them a lift. She didn’t know that one of them just killed a man. They also asked her to get rid of some piece of clothing that was related to the crime scene. Furthermore, they buried the murder weapon in her backyard. When eventually things became clear, she felt misled and used by her allies. It confronted her with an ethical dilemma: was there a political motive to the killing, or was it just personal revenge? Should I report to the police and betray my friends, or should I be loyal to the political struggle of the ANC against the white regime? How can one make a moral decision in an immoral context like the Apartheid system? 

				I am not interested in the ethical dilemma. The incident of the killing showed that violence is always ‘domestic’, even when it is ‘only’ public. Let me explain this. Krog supported the ANC in the armed struggle against apartheid. For that she was exposed to harassments by the police. But the killing not only affected her, but her entire family. The violence penetrated the safety of her private property, and with that, the lives of her loved ones. When her husband tells the children about the killing, she writes how his words ‘fall like small unexploded hand grenades in the friendly space among us, finally part of our family’s reality. Everybody is quiet.’[6] In the aftermath of the killing, she became engulfed in the violence between the students at the school where she taught.[7] She remembers a demonstration where the students defied the police with their loaded guns, which raises the question ‘what to teach children who are not scared of death?’[8] After the court case, where she testified against one of the accomplices of the killing, she and her husband made the decision to leave Kroonstad.

				In one of the final chapters of the book she connects the story of the killing with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, especially with its amnesty hearings.[9] From the TRC hearings she learns about the situation in the years surrounding the killing in 1992. Between 1990, the release of Mandela, and 1994, the first democratic elections, more black people were killed than in the previous twenty years of Apartheid. While F.W. de Klerk and his Nationalist Party negotiated the transformation to a multiracial political constitution, the security police, secretly, instigated black against black violence by supporting and protecting the forces against the ANC. The TRC brought this scheme to light in her final report. Reading this report, Krog realizes that, no matter what, the killing was a political act, because of the covert violence by state institutions. She also writes at the end of her book about meeting, some years later, the men who were involved in the killing. We see lives ruined by the choices the men made. But, when we read between the lines, we can only come to the conclusion that the lives of these men were shattered by the omnipresence of violence.[10] 

				The characters in the book are exposed to violence in many different ways. Covert violence is one of them. Not in the sense of physical or mental abuse by relatives in the supposedly safe home environment, but as a permanent shadow over one’s life, as a second nature one learns to live with. Violence in South Africa was, or is, such an integral part of society that it can’t be surgical removed without cutting away vital organs. 

				Everyone is morally an accomplice. Everyone is guilty. Violence is like poisoned ivy, it holds the walls together by sucking the water out of it. Violence always has a domestic and covert dimension. 

				Practical theological reading 

				Hopefully, this introduction suffices as an explanation why I think that an exposé on Antjie Krog’s Begging to be Black might be a contribution to this conference on ‘Covert violence and human dignity’. What I present today, is a reading of this book, a practical theological reading. I read the book as a practical theologian, and by doing this in the form of a lecture I hope you might get an idea of how practical theologians read public texts. At least how I read this book. 

				Originally, I intended to show you a sort of practical theological modus operandi. However, when I started to read the book again, I noticed that the author herself offers a view on how to read situations and practices. Interestingly, this view, or logic, resembles the way practical theology works. So, in stead of reading the book from a practical theological perspective, the book itself presents a hermeneutical key to the practices of life, and maybe also the practices of faith. Krog’s hermeneutics is familiar to the four dimensions within a cyclical process of discerning: description, interpretation, normativity, strategy.[11] These hermeneutical dimensions could be found in Begging to be Black, and we might even read them in all of Krog’s prose. I start with how Krog describes reality, followed by how she interprets this reality and how she reflects on the interpretation with a normative edge to it, completed with some practical, strategic suggestions. Krog shows that interconnectedness is the only way to survive violence and to preserve human dignity. 

				Description 

				Begging to be Black consists of several narratives, staged at different settings and locations, and it is written in a diversity of genres.[12] But somehow these genres and narratives intertwine. The book not only tells us about the 1992 Kroonstad murder, but we also read about the nineteenth century Basotho king Moshoeshoe, and his first contact with European missionaries. We learn about Krog’s stay in Berlin, 2007-2008, at the ‘Wissenschaftkolleg’, the Institute for Advanced Studies, and the ‘conversations’ there on African identity and interconnectedness. But she also wrote letters from Berlin to her mother about the city, the culture, the music. And she lets us share in her Berlin diary.[13] Furthermore, the book contains a journal of her visit to Lesotho, 2008, where she did research on Moshoeshoe, and wrote parts of the book. So, the book is a composition of a dialogue between different narratives. Or better, it is a long conversation, or the construction of a long conversation, aimed at understanding the contexts of cultures that produce the historical and cultural texts we read and live. Understanding differences is a first step to recognizing our fundamental interconnectedness.[14]

				Krog’s description of the complexity of reality is quiet confusing, intentionally, because perplexity is beneficial, salutary. An example. In her search for the inherent strength of African identity she brings two worlds together. On the one hand, she pictures the intriguing story of the Mandela-like king Moshoeshoe, and writes about her visit to his country Lesotho. She mirrors the world of Moshoeshoe and Lesotho with, on the other hand, her diary and the letters to her mother she wrote during her stay in Berlin. There is no other reason for putting these two worlds next to each other in a book, other than the realization that life is utterly complex. But still, why is she so determined to hear the African voice, to put into words an African philosophy of interconnectedness, while, at the same time, she pictures Berlin like a kid in a candy store? She adores Berlin, it is heaven on earth. It is clean, tidy, organized, punctual, coherent, so different from South Africa. ‘The cold bites, yet inside it is warm. I’m sheltered. Unreachable. Safe. Inconspicuous. Looked after. Words I have not used for a long time.’[15] The shops sell stuff that is ‘authentisch und ordentlich’. Furthermore, Berlin breaths science, art and ‘Bildung’. The street names and advertisement refer to poets and writers. The museums are impressive, offering interesting programs and exhibitions. The Humboldt university has the largest department of Northern Sotho in the world. And then, the music. ‘Merely entering the Berliner Staatsoper metamorphoses one.’[16] Krog is lyrical about Berlin. ‘Es gibt sie noch, die guten Dinge’, says her shopping bag. While she is absorbing Berlin, lustfully, all the time she is thinking, talking and writing about the uniqueness of African identity. The effect might be the sure knowledge that she is not naive about some sort of African or black essentialism, as some critics suggest. She tries to balance both worlds in practicing a multiple partiality, the only way to do justice to the complexity of reality. It comes with a non-dichotomous approach to life, and with the intention not to compartmentalize the material and spiritual, and to be more inclusive and more fluid to mankind as a community. She phrases this as ‘interconnectedness towards something more spiritual, more whole, more towards the potential power of everything’.[17] Different worlds connect in the mind and the work of the author. Krog is like a chess player playing at different boards simultaneously. Reality is complex, but we need this confusion and disarray to be attentive to the people involved. There is more than one perspective, also with regard to lived faith. There are multiple constructions of reality possible, depending on our social position. Rendering justice to the complexity of life, and faith as it is lived, implores us to be multipartial, multilingual, and multicultural.[18]

				Interpretation 

				How do we understand the complexity once we described it in all its branching? The second dimension is interpretation. 

				In her Winternights-lecture, the Hague, January 2010, Antjie Krog said ‘do not readily interpret from your own world view, do not identify, nor differ, just listen how things you think you know, are being formulated’.[19] I give two more quotations from this beautiful text, because in its brevity it captivates the heart of her thinking and also the tenor of Begging to be Black. ‘In order to have a safe nurturing society we have to transform the borders dividing us, into seams. We have to suture these different pieces of material together through stitching enduring seams. Therefore we have to know intimately that this piece is satin, that piece is flannel and this is part of a crumbling plastic bag – carefully we have to weave this together.’[20] And: ‘We always have to question the standard. If we are not constantly refiguring the standard we will die. We constantly need to invent new forms of life and different modes of existence in order to survive. Even if it’s piecemeal – questioning the standard will make space for positive change.’[21] 

				In her journey to become ‘blacker’[22], to become like the majority, Krog suggests that we weave and stitch, in stead of building walls and fences that dictate the border between us and them. Interpretation means bringing together different material that could interface and become something new. For that, we need to practice deep listening, bringing the other to speech, listening and speaking conjunctively, ‘interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’. This resonates with the way practical theologians interpret practices. What people do and what it means to them is a primary source for theological reflection. One could even say that practical theologians engage with the contexts people live in, and with the actions they make. Particular experience, meaning, perception are accesses to lived religion, to lived faith. Universal standards for religion and faith are no longer viable. 

				Leaving behind universal standards, there is still an interpretative framework. The critics give Krog credit for the efforts she makes to engage in ‘the long conversation’ between black, coloured and white people. She enriches this conversation with the knowledge and perspectives of a few theologians, like Gabriel Setiloane with his research on the Sotho-Tswana, or Gerrit Brand with his book on Speaking of a Fabulous Ghost.[23] More important, however, are the references to the work of the ethnographers Jean and John Comaroff. Krog’s search for a perspective that grasps the essence of African identity, is highly influenced by their analysis of the symbolic struggle in South Africa. 

				The Comaroffs argue that Christian missionary activity colonized the consciousness of Africans. It not only brought religious conversion, but it also reshaped sociality, personhood, and everyday practices fundamentally. Even if the missionaries themselves were not aware of this culturally modernizing process, nevertheless, the African people became drawn into a ‘conversation’, the concepts and arguments of which were set by the Europeans. The colonizers gained control over the material and semantic practices through which their subjects produce and reproduce their existence.[24] This theory, that Christian conversion implied the modern reconstruction of the everyday worlds of the ‘heathens’, is behind Krog’s emphatic argument for a uniquely African worldview. The dominant framework should not be Western, but African.[25] ‘What I am trying to describe has NOT been grasped by the West, and if you think what I am saying is the same what these other (European, e.g. Levinas-RB) philosophers are saying, then it simply means we from Africa have not yet properly managed to articulate it succinctly. And it is hard: We have to use Western tools. It is as if we have to help you eat braaivleis with chopsticks, or dhal with a knyptang – the equipment makes you miss what makes the food the food it is.’[26]

				Normativity 

				The description and interpretation of situations and practices raises normative questions about the adequacy and truthfulness of life and the way faith is lived. That brings me to the third task of practical theology, normative reflection. To decide what is good, true, and beautiful in a specific situation and context, we need the input from theological concepts and the tradition of the church. In the same way, Antjie Krog looks for a fresh input from African history and tradition into the long conversation. She explores trustworthy and healing words that can help the Afrikaners to be a part of a country that was ruptured by white colonialism and by the National Party politics. In order to find a discourse to express African identity, she defines the concept of ‘interconnectedness’[27], in close proximity to the African concept of ‘ubuntu’[28], defined by bishop Tutu as the indissoluble connection between my humanity and yours. Interconnectedness is not a theological concept per se, but it definitely has the theological undertones of the notion of ‘koinonia’[29]. It is beyond the scope of this paper to show the similarities in meaning between koinonia and interconnectedness. I just pass on the perception of Antjie Krog on interconnectedness, in the hope that it will resonate with koinonia in our heads and hearts. 

				Krog opposes an individualized Christian ethic with a communal ethic, in which the norm is what benefits the community.[30] Already the Khoi-San people practised interconnectedness, and somehow this worldview survived and is still visible. Mandela for instance, regards white South Africans as part of his interconnectedness. And Tutu’s Christianity is embedded in this world view. Tutu redefines Christian community in terms of interconnectedness. Also the work of Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela on the act of forgiveness by victims is about interconnectedness. This is different from a white, Western worldview. Community is ‘more fluid and more inclusive’ in African terms.[31] One becomes human as part of the community and by welcoming the stranger. Central to Krog’s experience of interconnectedness is the story of Cynthia Ngewu[32], an example of superior humaneness. In her testimony to the TRC about the death of her son, she said: ‘This thing called reconciliation ... if I understand it correctly ... if it means this perpetrator, this man who has killed my son, if it means he becomes human again, this man, so that I, so that all of us, get our humanity back ... then I agree, then I support it all.’[33] To Krog this is an amazing formulation. Killing, or violence in general, is related to losing one’s humanity. Forgiving opens up the possibility of regaining humanity. Experiencing violence also affects one’s humanity. So, when the perpetrator regains his humanity through forgiveness, we could all hope for the restoration of our full humanity. 

				I like to think that despite Krog’s criticism on Christianity, somehow, the concept of koinonia resonates in this notion of interconnectedness.[34] Maybe not the reality of koinonia in Christian practices and in faith communities in the past, but still, there is an eschatological potential in koinonia that could be resurrected by the unique contribution of the African interconnectedness to humanity.

				Strategy 

				The epigraph of this paper, maar daar waar ek jy is/jy geword het/sing ek buite myself, lines from a poem by Krog, sounds in English like this: ‘where I am you, become you, I sing out of my self’. Antjie Krog sings out of her self in this book. She brings us closer to the source of humanity, the cradle of mankind, with the intention to transform us towards interconnectedness. She offers us transforming practices of interconnectedness to help us understand what this interconnectedness means. For instance, she writes vividly about eating and preparing meals. Practical theologian Mary McClintock Fulkerson would call these practices ‘homemaking practices’[35]. Homemaking practices are ‘traditions that do not have a name’. They are mostly performed by women and people with a lower status within the church. They differ from ‘inscribed’ practices, practices that are prescribed by tradition, like worship, religious education, leadership. 

				Nevertheless, these homemaking practices communicate the essence of community. They help the congregation to incorporate the practices of faith. According to McClintock Fulkerson, they do deserve to be recognized as habituating, transforming practices, as normative practices, because they express care and responsibility, and contribute to a more wholesome dealing with differences and being different. 

				Antjie Krog gives us a couple of wonderful examples of such homemaking practices that make us understand and experience the meaning of interconnectedness. There is a wonderful story about Krog herself baking boerbeskuit from the family ‘plant’, with a recipe from her mother. The tradition originates from the time that a boer-commando needed to have something to eat that could be carried along in a saddlebag. Krog writes: ‘After half an hour the smell starts to fill the kitchen. It drifts into the neighbourhood. It teaches people the word ‘reeling’. It enables them to spell ‘salivary glands’. My children, who are home for the weekend, appear from their rooms and games and books and homework to stand in the doorway.’[36] Obviously, food communicates and connects. 

				Another example of such a homemaking practice that habituates interconnectedness is the modest meal offered by the mother of the young woman who assists Krog with her research in Lesotho. The meal consists of pap, some sort of green plant, and a glass of water. The water comes from a bucket, which as Krog observes, has been carried from somewhere. ‘How do I do justice to such a gentle and beneficent gesture? Everything on the plate or in this glass has been gathered and processed with great trouble, plus the knowledge of how bodyness will pick and shred and stir and taste and give itself. The perfect texture of the pap, the amount of salt in it, the sharp taste of the maroho that pierces my mind with memories of sitting long-legged with black women under a tree eating from the same pot, the cool water in the scratched but surviving glass. At the same time, it feels as if the gesture is not about the food, also not about giving at all, but about sharing a physical generosity. It is as if the skin containing my body has become porous, as if I am dissolving into a delicate balance with this woman and her daughter, their offered food and all the places it comes from. Maybe it’s also even more than that: in this house where a rural mother sits with her university-qualified daughter, unable even to begin to guess the complications of her life, the meal is shared within the context of a deep trust that whatever is shared, now, with me, is not only worth sharing, but confirms what has always been known here: being part of. Not of some thought-out or yet-to-come imagined space, but part of something that is, calibrating heartbeats.’[37] Practices of breaking, sharing and eating are part of the long conversation that we have to engage with to live our interconnectedness and to confine the violence; the public violence and the domestic or covert violence. 

				Interconnectedness within a context of faith, however, is not only about practicing conversation, but also about practicing worship, prayer and praise.[38] That is why I like to finish with two examples of going to church. In Lesotho Krog sits down in the old missionary church at Morija, and wonders ‘why God made sense to me only within these kinds of surroundings? When the church selflessly cares, when it doesn’t mind being poor, when it creates a sanctuary of tranquillity, when it tells its message simple, when it indefatigably serves the lives of the marginalised.’[39] We are reminded of the church she attended in the coloured township of Kroonstad (Brentpark). She describes how she, when the tensions around the killing became unbearable, drove to church and slipped in through the back door. She listened to the sermon, she sang, standing, eyes closed, till she felt someone beside her, someone she knew very well, and who also was hurt by the killing-incident. They embraced, standing as if drowning. After a while, Krog became aware that they were surrounded by the singing congregation. ‘They have their arms on us, embracing us, swaying, all of us singing in Sesotho, “It is spring – the blossoms are on the small branches”. And in a way this congregation has over the years become my and my family’s only community, the people we feel ourselves closest to, the place where our lives and the world make sense.’[40] 

				The author leads us into a transforming process of discerning, that starts with describing complexity, followed by an interpretation within the parameters of a conversation, setting the stage for an excavation of truthful and healing words of wisdom, in order to share, to eat, and to praise God, connected with every living being. The prudent reading of practices might be a fruitful theological method, with the potential to analyze and transform, and hopefully to survive the all-pervasive violence. Tasting and testing interconnectedness, as a testimony to God’s redemptive reality. Where I become you, we might sing out of our selves, hopefully. 

				Rein Brouwer 
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				The Netherlands
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						[1] Antjie Krog, Waar ik jou word. Translated by Robert Dorsman and Jan van der Haar. Rotterdam-Amsterdam, Poetry International, Podium 2009, 9.
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				August, Karel Th. 

				Stellenbosch University

				‘Where I become you.’ 

				(A response to Rein Brouwer)

				I hereby wish to express my appreciation for the topic of your presentation for this symposium on Covert Violence and Human Dignity. Your topic ‘Where I become you’ – A practical theological reading of Antjie Krog’s concept of interconnectedness[1] has really challenged me at a deep existential and moral level with regard to matters of citizenship, building a post-colonial society, gender, nation-building and human dignity.

				Let me sketch to you at the outset three scenes which might explain my disposition and situatedness in the multiplexed reality of my context: 

				
						The slave on the colonial estate of whom Darwin[2] reports , who, when Darwin tried to demonstrate something because of language differences, could not understand what Darwin was trying to explain to him. Darwin then tried by gestures moving up to the slave to explain his intentions. The slave, interpreting Darwin’s gestures as aggressive and that he was about to be hurt, dropped his guard and backed off. In Darwin’s words the slave was nothing more than a ‘vulnerable hurt animal.’ This was the result of colonialism that has reduced the man to this pitiful state – raped him of his human dignity. 

						The second is the scène and position of black women who were discriminated against in terms of gender, politically and culturally in comparison with white women. How can white women equate themselves with black women in post-apartheid South Africa (The context of my irritation is the fact that white women in the post-apartheid democratic South African society take in their place along-side previously disadvantaged black women in the process of restitution, while in the colonial and apartheid dispensation they were always very comfortably the ‘missies and noi,’ who enjoyed all the privileges and advantages of the system).

						The third scenario is the pathetic white Afrikaner beggar at the traffic lights in Cape Town, stripped of his superiority and baasskap. He is being looked upon by his own kind as despicable and a shame.

				

				The first scene fills me with the deepest sadness, disgust and intense hatred at all colonizers; the second image with resentment and anger and the third with mixed feelings of empathy and retribution; I am normally shocked at my deep resentment. I ask with the words of Cynthia Ngewu in her testimony to the TRC as quoted by Krog[3]; ‘This thing called reconciliation ... if I understand it correctly ... if it means this perpetrator, this man who has killed my son, if it means he becomes human again. This man. So that I, so that all of us, get our humanity back, … then I agree, then I support it all.’

				Krog is a respected and acknowledged white Afrikaner academic woman in her quest for a dignified life in a post- colonial South African society. Was it not Krog that said towards the end of the year in 2009 that the biggest stumbling block in the process of reconciliation and peace/nation-building in South Africa is the white man’s arrogance?! And from that position I worked my way back to your description of Krog’s personal experience of violence in Kroonstad – having to make moral decisions in an immoral context like the apartheid system at the cost of her sense of fairness and her comfort. I also went to read her life history, Kritzinger’s review and Max Du Preez’s[4] criticism of her after Begging to be Black.

				By the way colleague, I see you write apartheid with a capitol ‘A’, which I will never do even though linguistically it may be correct, that would be giving too much credit to a draconic, evil system that systematically stripped the indigenous people of their dignity and possessions. 

				To come back to the topic of violence and the covert nature of it – I cannot agree more that violence in South Africa was and is such an integral part of society that, to use your metaphor, ‘... it can not be removed surgically without cutting away vital organs ...’ Everyone is morally an accomplice. Albert Nolan [5]speaks of apartheid and its social and generational impact as of original sin. Having read your practical theological explanation I understand why you are convinced that Krog’s Begging to be Black might be a contribution to this conference for two reasons:

				One, because of her analysis of the violence the characters in the book are exposed too and Krog’s attempt to find a construct in our violent society to assist to build community by means of interconnectedness despite the many differences, which hit on the theme of this conference of Covert (concealed) Violence and Human Dignity.

				Two, because you consider Krog’s exposition strategy as familiar with the hermeneutical process of Practical Theology according to Osmer, the four dimensions within a cyclical process of discerning: description, interpretation, normativity, strategy of that situation and context which she so ably analyses.

				In this way you demonstrated how Krog describes reality, followed by how she interprets it and how she reflects on the interpretation with a normative edge to it, with a final note on some practical, strategic suggestions is convincing with regard to the Practical Theological approach to assist us in understanding covert violence and dignity.

				It is of paramount interest that you point out that the book is a dialogue between different narratives, or what is called a ‘long conversation’ aimed at understanding the contexts of cultures that produce the historical and cultural texts we read and live in, especially in South Africa. This laid the basic premise for her book: Understanding differences is the first step to recognizing our fundamental interconnectedness. Krog is determined to put into words an African philosophy of interconnectedness. And yet she is not naïve about some sort of African or black essentialism. In practicing a multiple partiality she finds it the only way to do justice to the complexity of reality – by bringing two worlds together: through her concept of interconnectedness. I am not surprised at her naivety in glorifying the world of Berlin (she reflects her primordial longing for her European centre: her identity crisis) so much by contrasting the ‘coherence’ and efficiency of everything in Berlin with the ‘incoherency’ of South Africa. While lamenting the context in South Africa she reflects on South African society in all its complexity: we cannot pronounce each other’s names, and our public events exclude more than include: ‘No part of our history is without its exclusion and destruction of some part of the population’ (:125); ‘On our national holidays … we realize that we have nothing in common – not what we read, not what we speak, not what we write, not what we sing, nor whom we honour. Nothing binds us’ (:125). In her view it is particularly Afrikaners, who ‘so easily appropriated the land and the continent’ whose lives are disrupted or ‘splintered’ (:126) by a gradually self-asserting black majority, now that the ‘coherency’ created for whites by three centuries of colonialism and fifty years of apartheid has been undone.

				At times I found her assessment of South Africa unnecessarily negative – ‘We have nothing in common’ (:125); ‘every single thing in our country already portrays injustice’ (:159) – but she is keenly aware of the brokenness of our society. Perhaps this negativity flows from a deep-seated feature of many Afrikaners of her generation: a South African nationalism that shows itself in the desire to be proud of your country, and therefore a sharp disappointment when things go wrong. Afrikaners like her who had identified with the struggle for justice and democracy long before the release of Nelson Mandela in 1991, feel particularly disappointed that our ‘miraculous’ transition to democracy in 1994 is going awry.

				When you mention the two quotations from Krog of transforming the borders dividing us into seams, by metaphorically stitching together enduring seams from different South African societal material in order to have a safe nurturing society; and that we always have to question the standard of our ‘reconstructing and nation-building work’ I realize how vital these transforming acts are to make life possible in South Africa. Krog is right: We constantly need to invent new forms of life and different modes of existence in order to survive as a democratic nation. Even though she contrasts the realities, she intentionally demonstrates that her approach to life is non-dichotomous, not to compartmentalize the material and spiritual and to be more fluid to mankind as a community. Interconnectedness points to something more spiritual, more whole, more towards the potential power of everything. It is a sobering argument that the complexity of reality contributes to our confusion and disarray, but that we need it to be attentive to the people involved. It is true that amidst this complexity multiple constructions of life are possible depending on our social positions. Rendering justice to the complexity of life and faith as it is lived, implores us to be multipartial, multilingual, and multicultural. 

				It is interesting and sobering to learn that Krog’s search for a perspective that grasps the essence of African identity is highly influenced by the Comaroff’s analysis of the symbolic struggle in South Africa[6]. According to this interpretive framework the colonizers, including the missionaries, gained control over the material and semantic practices through which their subjects produce and reproduce their existence. Against this background Krog argues emphatically for a uniquely African worldview, because she is convinced that ‘we from Africa have not yet properly managed to articulate it succinctly.’

				One may differ with her choice of interlocutors, and the nature of her encounters with them, but we are going to have to do this kind of thing – all of us – if we want to make sense of our existence in South Africa. Not a single one of our ‘inherited’ identities has remained intact through the transformations that have taken place since 1994. We need to continuously renegotiate who we are, through intense dialogue with one another, if we do not want to break apart into mutually recriminating factions that create more and more destructive incoherence in ourselves and our society. I wonder about the possibility of the destructive incoherence that these recriminating factions might create with respect to claiming our ethnic heritage. It does appear as if Boesak[7] does not agree with or wants to make room for the first people’s movement in South Africa which is gaining prominence in our society.

				You are of course right when you in addressing the Normative reflective aspect of the interpretative schema of Practical Theology point out that description and interpretation of situations and practices raise normative questions about the adequacy and truthfulness of life and the way faith is lived. Krog, in her search for a fresh input from African history and tradition into the long conversation, defines the concept of interconnectedness as a normative reflection on white colonialism and National Party politics. Her acknowledgement that through her experience of being with black people, she feels more human is very courageous and honest. From cultivating individualism, she is now trying to become other, plural, interconnected-towards-caringness.

				The fact that you find this concept of interconnectedness in the hermeneutics of Krog key for a Practical theological contribution to this academic interdisciplinary conversation on the topic of covert violence and human dignity ‘in the hope that it will resonate with koinonia ...’ is of special importance for our discussion. 

				This is made clear in the way Krog engages in these honest, transformative conversations. And as I read Klippies Kritzinger[8] on this aspect I discover that Antjie Krog does not only write about ‘interconnectedness’, which is the central concept of her book, but also embodies it. She shows us that in a complex society like South Africa we have a long conversation ahead of us: a long multi-dimensional conversation. Her commitment to interconnectedness does not allow her to let go of her mother, of the French missionaries, of Moshoeshoe, or any of her other interlocutors. One could call this the spirituality that permeates her book: a commitment to inclusion and embrace. It is also a spirituality of becoming: She writes about ‘becoming-black’ (:93): ‘I need to know whether it is possible for somebody like me to become like the majority, to become ‘blacker?’ and live as a full and at-ease component of the South African society. This long conversation, proceeding from her interconnectedness with this wide (and in a way unlikely) variety of interlocutors, leads her to embody a hybrid identity: a post-colonial personhood-in-community.

				What she models to us in this book is the way into a possible future for South Africa: engaging in deep-level conversations with one another, with our past, and with ourselves. She listens, explores, experiments and argues, with a disarming honesty and (at times) vulnerability.

				It might surprise you that I want to turn to an issue like ethnicity in Krog’s understanding of blackness. For me as a South African it is an existentially human dignity issue. During the middle years (60s-80s) we had to employ the construct of blackness under the leadership of Biko to find a positive element in ourselves. We refused to refer to ourselves as a non- entity or to define ourselves by white colonial frameworks. We became political and social rebels and we demonstrated our résistance against the enforced socio-political order. We grew our hair into afros as signs of our pride and bulging our fists, raised our arm in the black power sign. We would wear ‘Black is beautiful t-shirts’ in defiance of the establishment of baasskap …

				A surprising aspect of her context analysis (and choice of interlocutors) is her use of the term ‘black’. No single term describing identity is innocent or uncontested in South Africa, but I have two remarks about her use of ‘black’: One cannot reflect on blackness in South Africa without engaging the thought of Steve Biko and other Black Consciousness thinkers. One cannot use black and African simply as synonyms, as she seems to do. Perhaps I am still too much influenced by the Black Consciousness and Black Theology of the 1970s and 1980s, but ‘becoming black’ cannot anymore do the same for me today as part of my political jargon. The ANC government has persisted in continuing with the ethnic classification of black, coloured and white in the post-apartheid era with the declared purpose of transformation and restitution in mind. Do you realize how degrading it is to be regarded, first not as white enough and now not black enough? Must I as a descended from the first people named Khoi-Khoi regard this as a new Verwoerdian kind of attempt at social engineering? This classification or categorization for whatever purpose I regard as covert violence. Therefore, for the sake of human dignity I would opt for Africanness and African – in Afrikaans I applaud the humane and sensitive attempt to name the inhabitants with the term Afrikaanses.

				In this I take the queue from Kritzinger[9] that I should work honestly and creatively with ‘colouredness’ and not this ‘baas-designed bruin mense’ , i.e., the way in which my identity was structurally and culturally racialised in South Africa, (without my consent and against my will). In the case of the whites, the system granted them nevertheless huge privileges. I am challenged to work on ways to overcome that oppressive racialisation by becoming more credibly and recognizably African, together with black (and other) Africans. For me blackness and whiteness are dialectical concepts that need to be transcended in a synthesis of a shared Africanness. Instead of ‘becoming black’ would whites therefore work for acknowledging whiteness and the privilege it gave/gives them, and to work in an anti-racist way to gradually de-racialise their personal identity, as well as the structures of society, in order to become more African, by developing a consciously hybrid identity that I would call Euro-African should they want to retain their link with Europe?

				Then there is the question of the relationship between the African and Christian dimensions of African Christianity. On p.212 she says that African interconnectedness ‘forms the interpretive foundation of southern African Christianity’.

				Perhaps Krog romanticises and essentialises African ‘interconnectedness’ to some extent, in her legitimate concern to present the unique contribution that Africa can make to the world. Her frustration at the standard response of ‘Westerners’ to her view on African interconnectedness is understandable: ‘You don’t hear us through our own voice. You keep on hearing us only through your voice’ (:156).

				What we need is indeed a long conversation, but also a long celebration and a long collaboration. I agree with Kritzinger[10] that this is where the role of Christianity (and other religious communities) is particularly important: rational discussion alone will not get us there; we need to worship together, sing each other’s songs, participate in each other’s rituals (on this ritual-loving continent), and work together for the good of society if we want to build sufficient trust to become genuinely interconnected.

				You would agree with me that for our search for human dignity amidst covert violence Krog’s ‘Speaking with’ provides us with alternatives to violence as Postcolonial strategies and actions. What are the kinds of actions Krog undertakes (and proposes) in this book? Towards the end of the book, when she discredits imagination as ‘overrated’, she says: ‘I stay with non-fiction, listening, engaging, observing, translating,’ (:268). This is exemplary, and we will do well to follow her lead here. The postcolonial theorist, Gayatri Spivak (1999)[11], has identified three ways in which former colonizers interact with formerly colonized people: a) speaking for; b) listening to (selectively and patronisingly); and c) speaking with. For most of the book, Krog succeeds in ‘speaking with’, but unfortunately there are times when she slips into ‘speaking for’ black South Africans (for example, her explanations of xenophobia on pp.235f).

				In a sense the whole book struggles with an ethical dilemma: How can a white democrat, who is committed to justice and reconciliation in South Africa, come to terms with the fact that black (or African) communities seem to have an ethic according to which evil is understood primarily as what harms community and good as what builds or fosters community. To mention only three examples, this is the central issue in her description of the Kroonstad murder at the beginning of the book, in her assessment of the misunderstandings and tensions between Moshoeshoe and the French missionaries, and in her reflection on the experience of the character of Petrus in the Coetzee’s novel Disgrace[12]. In this respect she has put her finger on a raw nerve in South African public life: We have a ‘progressive’ human rights constitution and legal system, but many South Africans seem not to have adopted the ‘logic’ of this ethical and legal system. The kind of ‘un-hearing’ that happened between the French missionaries and Moshoeshoe seem to be playing itself out again around us in the relationship between democracy/human-rights/rule of law and an African communal ethic. For political morality and the ‘moral fabric’ of South African society this is an extremely serious issue to explore. We need to thank Antjie Krog for raising it in this pertinent way. What does this mean for human dignity?

				Another aspect of her strategy has to do with language. I want to point out that language, the dominance of English and even Afrikaans in the apartheid years also reveals a tendency to language domination as covert violence to all other Africans which impact negatively on human dignity. On the one hand I fully agree that the various African languages (including Afrikaans) must be affirmed as mediums in which we should tell our stories, not in opposition to, but alongside of English as a dominant international language. We are not going to redefine the terms of our engagement with each other unless we change the nature of the playing field. The kind of interaction – ‘Don’t call me baas’; ‘Thank you, baas, I understand, baas’ – can only be overcome if we begin to greet and interact in African languages. We will not effectively decolonize our relationships if ‘they’ must always ‘become like us’. In spite of all our protestations to the contrary, most of the Afrikaners embody a ‘settler colonial’ mindset, since we cannot speak an African language – and do not seem to regard that as an anomaly or a problem – 200 or 300 years after arriving on these shores. On the other hand I do not agree that the ‘relentless interpretive gaze’ and the ‘prison bars’ that hold Petrus captive (:102) are inherently ‘Christian-based’. It is the individualist Christianity of the North, which got married to modernist rationalism, racism and scientism, which aids and abets that relentless colonial gaze, not the communal, liberating message of the man of Nazareth.

				It is important for me to understand the ‘Begging’ in the title, Begging to be black.

				Two features reveal interesting aspects of the personal ‘agency’ of its author.

				In the light of the content of the book itself, ‘Begging’ can be seen as a pathetic act, since it expresses poverty and dependence. It is certainly not an exercise of power, unless the beggar manipulates passers-by through showing off her/his wounds in order to get sympathy. In this book, Antjie Krog does not manipulate or look for sympathy. I experience her as a seeker, exploring and discovering – through interacting with her interlocutors. Perhaps her ‘begging’ is more like that of Buddhist monks, who go around with begging bowls to express the fact that they are radically dependent on – and interdependent with – the rest of humankind. It doesn’t seem that she is begging someone to ‘make’ or ‘declare’ her black. She seems to mean that she has adopted a subversive strategy of begging in order to become black: she has taken the posture of a beggar (as in Russian folklore), going around from one interlocutor to another, asking for advice, wisdom and guidance and listening carefully to every conversation. This is like Raskolnikov’s wilful impoverishment as a test of his strength, a probe to determine just how much he can endure in preparation for the feat (accomplishment) of freeing the oppressed from the likes of a vicious pawnbroker.[13] Another interpretation is also possible: While at the conscious level, Raskolnikov rejects the image of himself as beggar, his option for destruction like his attraction to social outcasts, may signal subconscious identification with the suffering of those who are beggars for alms. In Krog’s case, this is a startling reversal of roles: a white person admitting poverty in public and going around like a beggar to find help! This is a provocative and challenging image that deliberately shatters racial stereotypes and that many white South Africans clearly experience as demeaning, perhaps even as expressing white self-hatred. It is certainly light years removed from a macho or militarist approach to ‘solving the problems’ of South Africa (cf. Die Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging). Interpreting ‘begging’ in this way, I regard this as an attempt to embody Spivak’s post-colonial approach of ‘speaking with’ – and therefore see her basic approach as one that the rest of South Africa population would do well to emulate. 

				Finally I find the fact that Antjie Krog dedicates her book to Petrus[14] a liberating and empowering act. Perhaps this is also where the fact that Antjie Krog is a woman plays an explicit role in the book. As a white woman, asking herself: What do I need to do in order to ‘stay on’ in South Africa, in a society where irresponsible young black men rape women? Where do I find a ‘Petrus’ to protect me and bring me into the safety net of a local African community? If this is what Krog meant by dedicating her book to Petrus, it reveals once more her ‘poverty’ and vulnerability in relation to her African interlocutors, ‘begging’ to find wisdom and guidance for the future. However, it may be that she doesn’t identify herself so closely with the Lucy-figure, and if this is what Krog meant by the dedication to Petrus is a general act of respect for the communal ethic that he is trying to assert over against the ‘individual and Christian-based’ ethic by which he is ‘being held captive’ (:102).

				Throughout this book Antjie Krog tries to hear the story of ‘Petrus’, without ‘framing’ or interpreting it from within the terms laid down by the English language, which ‘imposes a particular framework in which what Petrus is saying about himself cannot be heard’ (:101).

				Krog’s search for a framework of understanding within which a deeper connectedness can begin to take place is highly commendable. So is her search for an ethical framework for this postcolonial situation in which we find ourselves, for a morality beyond a narrow individualist ethic informed by evangelical Christianity as propagated by 19th century missionaries and many 20th century churches. In one heated conversation with her husband she perhaps says most clearly what she tries to do in her life (and in this book): ‘I am trying to live a grounded life on this continent and the Africanness I understand encompasses … alles, seen and unseen, known and unknown, that is breathing upon me’ (:260).

				Whether we agree with her conclusions or not, I am convinced that we should be engaged in this ‘long conversation’ for the rest of our lives, so that all of us may live grounded lives in human dignity on this continent and in our world amidst the violence, covert or otherwise.

				Maybe my colleague if we listen more closely, the North in a global interconnectedness of the local could also take up her normative begging cry and embodiment of the beggar. We for the sake of South Africa and Africa; you for the sake of the developing world and the world at large: Where I can become You! 

				In connectedness for the sake of human dignity.
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				Substance abuse and domestic violence within families: a pastoral hermeneutical response 

				ABSTRACT

				Substance abuse among young people is an ever increasing reality and one of the most significant contributing factors to domestic violence within families. The essential question is how practical theology and, to be more exact, pastoral interpretive guides (within the local church) can contribute to assist individuals, families and communities in dealing with this traumatic reality in a responsible way. This article argues for a theologically responsible pastoral hermeneutic as it engages with the challenges of the presented case study, within a transdisciplinary approach. 

				1. INTRODUCTION

				Adolescent chemical addiction is a serious and growing worldwide epidemic in almost all social environments. It is estimated that some twenty percent of adolescents who experiment with chemical substances become addicts. Some of the reasons behind adolescent chemical addiction are grounded in seeking excitement, economic reasons, negative peer pressure, family problems, a poor self-image, lack of knowledge regarding the impact of chemical substances, negative environmental factors, and a way to deal with problems (Gouws et al., 2000:182; United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2002:22).

				Methamphetamine or speed (tik) is particularly popular among adolescents as it provides them with self-confidence, energy and a sense of power (Caelers, 2005:1; Ganga, 2007). Addiction threatens the wellbeing of adolescents, the ability to complete relevant development tasks, the ability to become independent adults, to find meaning in life and to live a healthy lifestyle. In addition, it places a burden on caregivers such as educators, social workers, religious workers and, last but not least, parents and families. 

				The fundamental question practical theologians will have to ask is: What will be a responsible way to deal with substance abuse and domestic violence within families and communities? This article will try to grapple with this fundamental question by using a responsible theological pastoral hermeneutic in dealing with drug abuse and domestic violence.[1] Firstly, this article will try to understand the context of substance abuse and domestic violence in our society by means of a case study, Secondly it will indicate the importance of a transdisciplinary approach in dealing with drug abuse and domestic violence and focus on understanding and interpreting the context of a specific case of drug abuse within domestic violence; and finally, it will indicate how a constructive ecclesiology could assist interpretive guides (pastors) in dealing with these complex issues in a responsible and constructive way.

				2. A CASE STUDY ON SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

				The article wants to indicate the context of substance abuse and domestic violence in our society by means of a case study in order to understand the impact it has on individuals, families and the community. This true story of Ellen Pakkies designates the lack of human dignity in our society.[2] 

				The story of Ellen Pakkies unfolds as follows: She lives in Dover Court in Lavender Hill, near Cape Town. She is married to Odniel and they have three boys. She had a very difficult childhood and an abusive life, but nothing could prepare her for the abuse she would suffer at the hands of her last-born child. It resulted in her killing him. Her youngest son, called Adam or Abie as he is known to family and friends, is addicted to Crystal Methamphetamine, or tik as it is popularly known. He started using drugs when he was 14 years of age. He has been fully addicted for some time and therefore has abused his mother by stealing virtually everything that they own. 

				 Because of his violent behaviour, she has kicked him out of the house many times. She had no other choice, because he has verbally abused her by swearing at her and he has also physically abused her for many years and even once threatened to kill her. Neighbours remember Abie Pakkies as a drug-addicted monster, who was horrible to his mother. He threatened both his parents at knife point, set fire to their curtains and stole his mother’s underwear in a relentless quest to fund his Methamphetamine habit. He would come home to look for food and out of fear; she served him supper through the bars of the safety door. It was difficult for her, because she hated seeing her child standing outside all the time. She desperately wanted to see him change and to trust him again. She tried so many times to believe that he has changed but was always disappointed. The nearby Steenberg Police Station confirmed that Ellen had laid six complaints against her son in the three years before she killed him — for stealing copper pipes, CDs, clothes and shoes, and for possession of drugs.

				 One day when he came to look for food again, she felt sorry for him and let him into the house so that he could make himself a sandwich. She thought that if she locked her bedroom door, he would not be able to steal what was left of their valuables. But no sooner had she opened the steel gate when she discovered a bag of stolen goods in his room — again.

				 A couple of hours later, Abie came back, banging on the door, pleading for money. He did not stop until she threw a R20 note out the kitchen window, just to stop the nagging. 

				 Ellen couldn’t sleep that night.Thoughts of her troubled son had kept her awake all night. Her youngest son had upset her and she wanted to talk to Abie that same day; she would tell him she has had enough. This tik nonsense had to stop; it was time for him to pull his life together. If the police could not talk sense into him, she would. 

				 She heard him jump over the fence. She did not mind because he had no other way of getting to his room - a hokkie in the yard. He was no longer allowed to use the front entrance, because the risk of him entering the house is too high and she wasn’t going to make the same mistake again - he’s taken too many of their things to sell for tik or buttons. 

				 When she got to Abie’s room, she found him in another drug stupor. He was lying face-down on the floor, next to his bed. The 3m by 2m room had almost nothing left in it. Most of his drawings, music tapes and even his clothes have been sold or discarded. All that remained was a bed, a table, four steel walls and an unbearable smell – Abie hasn’t washed properly for days. He must have been cold after a long night away from home. Ellen asked him if he wanted tea. “Hmm”, he murmured vaguely. He didn’t open his eyes. 

				 Ellen went back to the kitchen and made his tea – heaping three sugars and pouring milk into the mug, just the way he liked it. She returned to the hokkie and looked down at her sleeping son. She put the tea down and left to say goodbye to her husband. She waved goodbye to him from behind the steel gates of their front door.

				 Then she walked to Abie’s old bedroom – the one that he lived in before tik took over his life. The walls were once plastered with inspirational posters. The space was once filled by his double bunk bed, his soccer balls and cricket bats, and tapes of him and his friends rapping. It had been once full of life, but now, as Ellen entered the room, there was only a TV, couches, a broken computer and a rope on a desk. A rope no thicker than an adult’s finger, but strong enough to tow a bakkie. She picked up the rope. She didn’t know what she was thinking – her mind was a blank. She just stood there, with the rope in her hand. She felt calm.

				 Ellen than returned to Abie’s hokkie. He’s picked himself off from the floor and was now sleeping on his bed. The tea remained untouched. For the second time that morning, she stood over her boy. She was flooded with thoughts – thoughts of the sweet baby he had once been and the monster he had become. The rope was still in her hands. She tied it into a noose. She slipped it over his neck. Abie woke up. He blinked back his confusion. 

				 “Mommy, what now?” He felt the noose around his neck. Suddenly Abie realized what was happening. He fought back. He grabbed a plank off the floor. He lunged at his mother with the wooden board, but he couldn’t reach her. Ellen kept her composure. The rope wasn’t tight – she only wanted to talk. But Abie looked scared, and swore at her. He called her a xxx like he had so many times before. She hated it when he swore. 

				 Ellen told her son to put the plank down. He refused. “Abie, why don’t you appreciate what I do for you? I will go out of my way to do for you whatever I can.” Abie ignored her. He just lay there, his eyes wide open. “Abie, now why don’t you listen?” “Mommy, I’m going to,” he replied in a feeble voice, but Ellen had heard this too often. “No, I’ve had enough of that,” she said. Then she pulled the rope tight. Her grip was so firm it cut through her skin. Blood trickled from her hands. She wiped off some of the blood with an old T-shirt of Abie’s. But she continued to pull. She pulled tighter and tighter. She wasn’t angry. She didn’t feel anything; she was just calm. It was quick. Abie’s body jumped into the air. His hands reached out for support, for anything, for his mother. She kept on pulling the rope. Ten seconds,twenty, thirty seconds. At last Abie’s body was still, lifeless. At first she thought he was just acting; he’d always been a good actor, but this time her son didn’t stir; and didn’t get up. Ellen left the hokkie and went into her house where she washed and put on her uniform for her job as caregiver of the elderly – navy-blue pants, a matching scarf and a white blouse. It was only then that she began to realize what she’s done. 

				 Ellen stepped into the morning chill and hurried to the train station. The morning had broken, the sun was up, Dover Court was buzzing with schoolchildren and housewives, their voices ringing through the square. Ellen looked at the people who scurried past her, some aimlessly, others with places to go. She took a deep breath. She would force herself to go to work. The cleaning lady would make her coffee, assuring her that everything was okay. Ellen would shake her head. “No, nothing’s okay,” she will tell her. “I just killed my son.” 

				 She was sentenced to three years imprisonment, suspended for three years. Her sentence included three years of correctional supervision and 380 hours of community service. (Leila Samodien, http://capeargus.co.za/mapinc.org/media/2939)[3]

				3. TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH 

				The above case study evokes many questions as it sinks into the soul of our humanness. The intensity of this case study emphasises the responsibility of practical theologians to deal with substance abuse and domestic violence within families and communities in a responsible way. In the past, practical theologians focused to a large extent on the church environment and were guilty of attempting to deal with these and other complex and challenging issues on its own. It is therefore understandable why Cilliers (2006:625) states that practical theology has to a large extent traditionally operated within a clerical and ecclesiological paradigm. As the complexity of the South African society increases it became clear that practical theology within a clerical and ecclesiological paradigm is too limited to deal with these complex life issues. 

				This article therefore wants to argue for a transdisciplinary approach to deal with complex life issues. Before arguing for a transcultural approach it is relevant to take note of Osmer’s (2008:163) emphasises on cross-disciplinary dialogue. He defines it as follows: ‘cross-disciplinary dialogue is a special form of rational communication in which the perspectives of two or more fields are brought into conversation. It can take on different forms.’

				The key part of this definition is the focus on the ‘rational communication in which the perspectives of two or more fields are brought into conversation with one another’. This is indeed a plea for real, constructive cross-disciplinary dialogue. My assumption is that this does not come natural for practical theologians; on the contrary, it is something we need to learn to do. This is rather puzzling, because it is supposed to be a fundamental part of our identity and therefore ought to be a natural component of practical theologians. 

				In a contribution by Jürgen Mittelstraß, ‘Methodische Transdisziplinarität’, in Technikfolgenabschätzung, he argues for a transdisciplinary approach. The term transdisciplinarity is used instead of interdisciplinary or crossdisciplinary, because ‘inter-disciplinary’ designs a concrete cooperation of several disciplines working on a particular topic, whereas transdisciplinary goes further to imply a continuous cooperation of different disciplines. Those disciplines involved in the research also accept that change can take place in the orientation of their scholars as well as in the boundaries of disciplines in the process of cooperation. 

				Transdisciplinary dialogue is something practical theologians will need to toil actively towards. Maturity as an academic (person), a well-based and well-formulated theology, knowledge of the field of practical theology, a willingness to learn from and engage with other academic fields, and be open for change in your own approach and academic field are some of the characteristics needed for transdisciplinary dialogue. These characteristics are true to what Osmer (2008:19) calls an interpretive guide. Although Osmer (2008:163) uses the term within his understanding of cross-disciplinary dialogue, I am of the opinion that it is more relevant within a transdisciplinary context. Osmer (2008:19) argues that the congregational leader needs to be a pastoral interpretive guide that can practice and integrate these attributes in order to take the congregants on a journey into new territory. The congregational leader travels along with congregants on their journey towards healing and wholeness.

				To guide people through this complex situation the pastoral interpretive guide will need to take ownership of practical theology and comprehend that it is indeed a form of theology. It is not a second- class science. It uses the concepts, methods and sources of theological discourse to develop a constructive theological perspective. Secondly it brings this perspective into dialogue with other fields, including other theological disciplines, as well as the arts and sciences (Osmer, 2008:163). After reflecting on this, I realised that there could be many reasons for this, but the main reason could be that practical theologians are not clear in terms of their identity and how to address the complex issues as indicated in the case study. 

				Practical theologians need to remember that practical theological interpretation should be deeply contextual and therefore it needs to think in terms of interconnections, relationships and systems (Osmer, 2008:17). With this in mind, it is imperative that practical theologians will need to engage in dialogue with the social sciences and be able to discern the research methods and approaches that are best suited for researching the issues in this case study. In its interpretive work, practical theologians will engage with the social sciences, natural sciences, political and economical sciences and philosophy to place particular episodes, situations and contexts in a broader explanatory framework. In constructing a normative perspective, they will enter into a dialogue with dogmatic theology, theological and philosophical ethics, anthropology and normative social theory. In its pragmatic task, they will engage the action sciences like education, therapy, organisation change theory and communication theory. It is inevitable for practical theology to engage at every point in transdisciplinary thinking, but at no point does it merely take over the methods and frameworks of cognate fields. It engages them critically as part of a trans/cross-disciplinary conversation in which the distinctive theological perspective of practical theology retains its own voice (Osmer, 2008:17). 

				In terms of the case study, a transdisciplinary approach would lead to the creation of a transdisciplinary professional team which would consist mainly of a social worker, medical practitioner, psychologist, youth worker and a pastoral interpretive guide. The requirements for these role players within the team would be to: be concerned about the addict because they care; have expert knowledge of the phenomenon of drug addiction; have enough objective knowledge, be able to exert and be able to work holistically. It is essential that the role or function of the transdisciplinary professional team be to create a space for healing, to move at the pace of the client, to support, motivate, confront or refer as the need arises, and to assist people to find meaning in their situation.

				What can pastoral interpretive guides discover from other disciplines in terms of the case study?[4] From the social sciences interpretive guides can discover that Methamphetamine or speed (tik) has a long history and is not something new,[5] and can learn about the characteristics of this drug.[6] The social sciences further link drug abuse to high risk behaviour. High risk behaviour is when a person acts without consideration or awareness of the possible consequences of their actions. It is understandable that young people will experiment with drugs, because they have a desire to be accepted and they are curious. Young people are mostly not aware of the consequences of taking such risks, which could lead to: suicide ideation and attempts; family violence and murders; child abuse and neglect; overdoses and associated effects; prostitution; unsafe sex; raping or being raped; theft, loss of short-term memory; loss of long-term memory, drunken driving; and financial losses. 

				What would then be the signs, symptoms and stages typical of methamphetamine or speed (tik) abuse? According to a methamphetamine expert, Mariechen van der Westhuizen (2010:21) the pastoral interpretive guide should be aware when there are signs of changes in personality, loss of interest in favourite things and a decline in performance and attendance.[7] In terms of the symptoms of the substance abuse van der Westhuizen (2010: 22) indicates that environmental, interpersonal and social factors can contribute to substance abuse[8] and that pastoral interpretive guides should particularly understand the stages of the methamphetamine experience.[9] 

				Although the pastoral interpretative guide will need to be well aware of the signs, symptoms and stages, it is more significant that they understand and focus on the effects of methamphetamine addiction in more detail. It is helpful to describe the effects of the addiction on a cognitive, medical/physical, psychiatric and long-term level. Firstly, the effects on a cognitive level will cause chemical structure and functioning of the brain to change. It will not be metabolised in the body. These results are prolonged stimulative effects. Decreased attention abilities will occur. Learning abilities will become restricted. Damage to long-, medium- and short-term memory will become evident and the individual’s motoric ability and speed will become restricted.

				Secondly, the effects on a medical/physical level will have an impact on the central nervous system, cause decrease in muscle weight, convulsions, and heart problems, strokes, narrowing of blood vessels, Parkinson’s disease and serious weight loss/malnutrition. Kidney failure is one of the serious effects and will be linked to liver damage, lung diseases, long-term sexual dysfunction, diarrhoea, skin rashes and jaw clenching.

				Thirdly, some of the effects on a psychiatric level are conditions such as delirium – confusion; manic – extreme “high”; psychotic – hallucinations, depression, aggression, mood swings; paranoia – persecution mania, schizophrenia and depression.

				Melinda Smith and Jeanne Segal (2010:1) emphasise that emotional abuse is often minimised in terms of the focus on psychological or physical harm and injury, yet it can leave deep and lasting scars. Emotionally abusive relationships can destroy a person’s self-worth, lead to anxiety and depression, and make you feel helpless and alone. They further explain that emotional abuse includes verbal abuse such as yelling, name-calling, blaming, and shaming and that isolation, intimidation, and controlling behaviour also fall under emotional abuse. Additionally, abusers who use emotional or psychological abuse, often throw in threats of physical violence or other repercussions if a person fails to adhere to their needSocial sciences can help pastoral interpretive guides to be aware that substance abuse is closely intertwined with domestic violence. Fisher and Harrison (2009:2) confirm that research has indicated that the relationship between alcohol and other drugs, crime and violence has also been clearly established and that there is a clear link between domestic violence and substance abuse-related offences. Drug addiction is closely intertwined with domestic violence which has a devastating effect on the victims, the abusers, families and the community at large. It is therefore essential to define violence, in relation to domestic violence, in order to understand the extent thereof and the correlation it has with drug dependency. Steven and Lockhat (2003:136-7) choose for a contextual definition of violence by Bulhan (1985) who states that violence is any relation, process, or condition by which an individual or group violates the physical, social and/or psychological integrity of another person or group. On these grounds they state that any situation of oppression could therefore be underwritten by violence. Based on the above definition, one can safely say that violence could be closely related to poverty, oppression, racism, domestic life and xenophobia. In addition to the above, the WHO task force classifies domestic violence under, what they would call interpersonal violence, because it encompasses violent behaviours which occur between individuals that is not formally planned (Stevens, Seedat & van Niekerk, 2003:356)[10].

				Domestic violence and abuse does not discriminate. It happens among heterosexual couples and in same-sex partnerships. It occurs within all age ranges, ethnic backgrounds, and economic levels. And while women are more commonly victimised, men are also abused — especially verbally and emotionally. The bottom line is that abusive behaviour is never acceptable, whether it’s coming from a man, a woman, a teenager, or an older adult. You deserve to feel valued, respected, and safe (Smith & Segal, 2010:1). 

				Co-dependency is one of the key themes that should be pointed out in this case study. According to Beattie (1992) a co-dependent person is someone who allows the behaviour of another person to influence them in such an intense way and then want to control the behaviour in an obsessive way. Co-dependency can be described as an unhealthy and unsatisfied psychological power game between two persons in a relationship where they try to control, manage, manipulate and influence each other to behave in a way they want you to behave (Maartens, 2007:37). This is evident in the fact that the mother was and is a victim of abuse, and so is her son and both was trying to control, manage, manipulate and influence each other to behave in a way they wanted the other to behave. 

				This dynamic indicates that it is not only the individual that is addicted but the whole family. Family addiction is common where a member or members of the family is addicted to substance abuse. Van der Westhuizen (2010: 115) indicates that pastoral caregivers should understand that there are three phases of family addiction, namely the early, middle and final phase. These phases indicate, for example, how families initially deny the problem, then consider that there might be a problem, and then accept the problem[11]. In terms of the case study it is safe to say that the family was already at the end of the middle phase, where the mother was focused to confront the problem of the abuse in a direct and concrete way. She had to intervene and she did.

				Concerning the discussion thus far, the clinical psychologist Martin Yodaiken, who compiled a psychological report for the Wynberg Regional Court on Ellen, indicates in his report that there was no emotion on her face; there were no tears; she told the facts, every detail, without batting an eye. In his report, he calls this a state of ‘disassociation’ (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939). She thus ‘disassociates’ herself from the death of her son. She holds herself at a distance emotionally, he explains, even though she is perfectly capable of expressing emotion. ‘It is (my opinion) that this is a defensive reaction against the enormity of her actions in killing her son. This opinion is based on the absence of the typical emotional reaction that Mrs. Pakkies has to events which are traumatic to her.’ That’s why he said that Ellen was in this state of disassociation when she murdered Abie (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939).

				When referring to Abie, Yodaiken told the court that Ellen had two distinct sides to her personality – the ‘loving mother’ and the ‘abused woman’. While the loving mother had protected and cared for Abie throughout his tik addiction, the ‘abused woman’ had acted out in killing him (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939). An example of the workings of these two sides was the day of Abie’s funeral, he said. Even though the ‘abused woman’ had murdered her son, the ‘loving mother’ was able to stand up in church just days later and pay tribute to him at his funeral after the planned speaker failed to turn up. This loving mother from Lavender Hill also asked a group that gathered to mark the start of the sixteen Days Campaign of Activism for No Violence against Women and Children, for forgiveness for murdering her tik-addicted son more than a year ago. She turned herself in. She was even prepared to go to jail for life. 

				On the other side, Yodaiken said Ellen had endured years of abuse at the hands of Abie – physical and emotional (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939). His report documents a life of abuse. As a child, Ellen was abused by her parents, she was abused by men she became involved with and then she was abused by her own son. The stress of this lifetime of abuse had slowly mounted until she reached breaking point (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939). ‘There is an accumulation of emotions that eventually exploded,’ Yodaiken testified, adding that the murder was spontaneous. All the past perpetrators had suddenly taken the image of her present one: Abie (http://www.mapinc.org/media/2939).

				The contributions from other disciplines enable pastoral interpretive guides to understand the complex context of Ellen in a holistic way, and this empowers the pastoral caregiver to participate and contribute in a responsible way. 

				4. JOURNEYING TOGETHER FOR MEANING AND SIGNIFICANCE

				The further question this contribution wants to grapple with is: What is the unique approach and contribution of practical theology within a transdisciplinary dialogue? 

				Practical theology is in essence hermeneutical, because it has to do with understanding and interpretation. A hermeneutical process is a deeply transformative process. For practical theology to be able to interpret in order to contribute to the process of transforming our society it must be deeply contextual. Hermeneutics is therefore not a quick way to solve the problems of our society in order to transform it. It is rather a process to listen and to explore in order to understand and interpret as we journey together with others into new territory. In terms of this, Osmer (2008:17) states that therefore it needs to think in terms of interconnections, relationships and systems. 

				Furthermore, it is a process that involves the interpretation of the meaning of the interaction between God and humanity, the edification of the church, and becoming engaged in praxis through communities of faith in order to transform the world or to impact on the meaning of life (Louw, 1998: 97). Therefore, practical theology tries to interpret and translate the praxis of God in terms of human and existential issues through the action of communities of faith. It is a process of guiding the congregation as a community of understanding and interpretation to be able to facilitate families on their journey towards healing and transforming. The local congregation should therefore be able to create a safe space for families to deal with substance abuse and domestic violence in a constructive way. 

				The goal of pastoral care is to understand the encounter between God and humans from the perspective of the confronting effect of God’s grace, presence and identification with human need and suffering. It interprets this confrontation in such a way that God’s care reveals a horizon of meaning, which in turn gives hope and generates faith (Louw 1998:99). Pastoral care is therefore essentially about listening and seeking to understand and interpret in order to find meaning within the hope of the resurrected Christ, the indwelling of his Spirit and the coming of Christ (eschatology). 

				Pastoral hermeneutics is not only about God’s relationship with us and our relations with each other; it is also about restoring the relationship with us and with each other. The hermeneutical challenge is how to move from the Biblical text to a current understanding of human identity within the context of the victim and abuser. Within the hermeneutical paradigm, the victim and abuser both need to be understood within their context as fully human beings, as relational human beings who are seeking healing and wholeness. They are affected and in need of healing, so that the relationships can be restored[12] and they can, in a meaningful way, continue on their life journey. Pastoral interpretive guides thus need to not only restore the dignity of the individual but also the dignity of the family and the community.

				Pastoral care within a hermeneutical paradigm is also deeply about a theology of life and the healing of life. It is about the dwelling in the presence of the pathos of the suffering Christ. It is about the question how the perspective of the resurrection in Christ, and the indwelling presence of his Spirit, can contribute to the empowerment of human beings. It is about hope, care and the endeavour how to give meaning to life within the reality of suffering, our human vulnerability, and the ever existing predicament of trauma, illness and sickness (Louw 2008:11). Therefore, the objective of practical theology is to journey with Ellen and her family, but also the community, towards identity, growth, transformation, development in faith and ultimately finding meaning within there own situation. Cilliers (2006:625) rightfully says that practical theology hinges on a hermeneutics of significance, which should not be seen as a new form of clerical or ecclesiological power of control, but rather as a collaborative and reciprocal way of serving and enriching life as it is expressed and experienced in society. The indwelling presence of God’s Spirit enables pastoral interpretive guides to make this possible.

				Practical theology should therefore develop an ecclesiology to remind the local churches of their vocation and to know how to participate and what their role is when they encounter real life situations as indicated in this case study. An integral part of the vocation of the church is to assist victims and abusers in a dignified way. Therefore the church needs to be reminded that human dignity is conferred by God and God alone. Soulen and Woodhead (2006:6) state that Christians need to remember that human dignity is not a self-grounded possession enjoyed apart from the relationship to the Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier. Dignity consists of reaching out in love and care to others (Soulen & Woodhead 2006:6). It is not something we keep for ourselves or for those who we want to share it with. It is something we own to give away to others irrespective of their class, age, sex or dignity. The role of the church would therefore be to restore the human dignity of all people involved - victim as well as abuser. 

				In this regard, Soulen and Woodhead (2006:6) argue that human dignity’s indispensable context is the church, the gathering of the faithful. Claassens (2010:9) quotes an essay, ‘Recovering Human Dignity,’ by Christoph Schwöbel, who writes that the church ought to serve as ‘the medium and instrument of God’s creative and re-creative action in constituting and reconstituting identity and dignity.’ He writes:

				‘… the church of Christ is committed to sharing the situation of those who have lost their dignity in human eyes and to communicating to them the message that their dignity is re-created by the one who first bestowed it upon them. In communicating this promise in speech and action, the church is called to become the witness of the recovery of human dignity because humans are dignified by God.’

				In this sense, I fully agree with Soulen and Woodhead (2006:17) when they state that the life of the Christian church is the enactment of the relationships in which the human being as relational being is constituted and reconstituted. The church is the space, a community, where everyone should have the experience that their dignity is being enabled. Poling (2010:205) describes the church as a community where all people will experience inclusive love. One could honestly argue that Ellen and her family were and are in dire need of a community where they can experience such caring and acceptance.

				Although there is some truth in the argument thus far, there are also some clear red lights that demand our most urgent attention. Questions that indicate these red lights are: Has the church succeeded in restoring the dignity of people? Is it not true that the track record of the church is suspicious? Are we not, in this regard, expecting too much of the church in using strong words like: “Human dignity’s indispensable context is the church, the gathering of the faithful” – but with out making it happen? Will the clerical and ecclesiological paradigm not dominate and thereby limit the church in its task as it had done in many ways in the past? Does the church have a theology that assists it to enter into transdisciplinary dialogue in order to change the world we are living in?

				 It is impossible to even try to answer these questions in this paper. I raised these questions to indicate the complexity of entering into transdisciplinary dialogue as well as to indicate that this does not come naturally for pastoral interpretive guides. 

				5. CONCLUSION

				In this contribution I have argued that the story of Ellen Pakkies is a real life reflection of a society trapped within the cycle of abuse and violence. These real life stories are very complex, extremely difficult to deal with, and the road to recovery is always a challenge, given the legacy of the past in our country and the devastating effects of this harmful cycle. As the complexity of the story of Ellen Pakkies deepens it becomes clear that practical theology within a clerical and ecclesiological paradigm is too limited to deal with these complex life issues. I therefore argued for a transdisciplinary approach as the responsible way to assist people like her, her family and the community on the journey toward healing. 

				I indicated how various other disciplines can assist and enrich practical theologians and pastoral interpretive guides to be able to understand and interpret the context of Ellen, her family and the community. I further pointed out that practical theologians and pastoral interpretive guides have a vocation to participate in transdisciplinary dialogue. I have argued for a hermeneutical process, because it has to do with understanding and interpreting the context. In a very real sense, it is about a process of understanding and interpreting, listening to others, the ability to be vulnerable in journeying with Ellen, her family and the community in order to discover meaning and significance. Finally it is about the contribution of pastoral interpretive guides in transforming individuals, families and communities. 
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						[1] For the tasks of practical theology and the questions related to it see Osmer (2008). Osmer (2008) explains that practical theology makes its own constructive contribution to the theological enterprise as a whole and to the ongoing conversation of humankind in its quest for intelligibility. Within this process, he explains that practical theology carries out four mutually related intellectual operations: the descriptive-empirical, interpretive, normative and pragmatic. 

					

					
						[2] Although there are many themes and issues that could be taken from this case study, this paper would want to focus on the themes of drug abuse especially methamphetamine (tik), domestic violence, and the challenge to human dignity. 

					

					
						[3] This case study was compiled from various articles from newspapers.

					

					
						[4] As this article engages with the case study it needs to be emphasised that this engagement is by no means a detailed analysis of the case study, nor is it a comprehensive psychological or sociological explanation of it. The article merely want to indicate the value of some of the unique contributions from other disciplines in assisting us to understand and interpret in order to be responsibly in assisting the individual, the family and the community in the process of finding meaning within their traumatic contexts. 

					

					
						[5]Crystal methamphetamine or speed (tik) is nothing new. Already in 1887 it was designed for medical testing and use. In 1932 it was used as a medical cure for asthma and nasal congestion. There is also evidence that Hitler used this drug on his soldiers to enhance their energy and endurance levels. It appeared as a recreational drug in Hawaii in the form of ‘crystal methamphetamine’ in the 1980’s. In 1987 methamphetamine in its powder form was developed and sold on the streets. 

					

					
						[6] It is characterised by a mostly white substance. It is mostly in the form of crystals or powder. It can be inhaled, swallowed, snorted or injected. It is a psychoactive stimulant that produces an odourless smoke and is bitter-tasting. The effects last for up to 24 hours. It is relatively cheap and relatively easy to manufacture and easy to obtain. 

					

					
						[7] For more detail on these signs and symptoms see Van der Westhuizen (2010:21)

					

					
						[8] For more detail on these factors see Van der Westhuizen (2010:21)

					

					
						[9] For more detail on the stages see Van der Westhuizen (2010: 22)

					

					
						[10]These authors employ the definition of violence from the WHO task force (WHO 1996) that distinguishes between three types of violence in the following way: Interpersonal violence encompasses violent behaviours that occurs between individuals, but are not planned by any social or political groups in which they participate. It occurs in many forms, and can be grouped into three categories according to the victim-perpetrator relationship: family and intimate violence, violence amongst acquaintances, and stranger violence. Violence between acquaintances and strangers also includes: workplace violence (including healthcare institutions and prisons); violence in schools (including bullying); community-based violence (that does not further the aims of a formally defined group or cause); youth violence (that does not further the aims of a formally defined group or cause); sexual violence between strangers or acquaintances; and crime related violence. Self-directed violence involves intentional harmful behaviours directed at oneself. Organised violence is violent behaviour planned to achieve the specific objectives of a social or political group. It includes political violence involving carefully executed efforts to intimidate an opposing political faction violently. Genital mutilation of women and men in the name of religious and cultural rites of passage might also be considered a form of organised violence. As a last example, war is the most highly organised form of violence.

					

					
						[11]See van der Westhuizen (2010:115)for a more detailed explanation of the content.

					

					
						[12] See Claassens (2010:9) as she emphasises the importance of restoration.
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				1. INTRODUCTION

				Domestic abuse is of all times and all places, and depending on contextual factors, it will take many different forms. Christo Thesnaar’s contribution elsewhere in this volume, about human dignity, domestic abuse, and domestic violence provides an impressive insight in the vicious circle of abuse from a South African context.[1] In the case of Ellen Pakkies, this emanates into the utter tragic of a mother killing her son. After a long history of son-mother abuse, Ellen is visited by her son who once again displays his usual state of apathy. This time she decides to make him talk once and for all, so she puts a rope around his neck and tightens it. He swears at her, tries to grab a plank off the floor, but this time she is in charge. She will teach him a lesson. And before long, she has killed him.

				One of the reasons why the story is so heartbreaking is that it runs counter to everything we, as parents or as children, conceive to be the normal course of events in families. It will not be hard to find similar examples of domestic violence in other developed countries. Substance abuse is widespread in Europe, especially amongst citizens with a low socio-economic status. Still, the extent of violent crimes in South Africa and the gap between the socio-economic classes there justify the conclusion that the story presented by Thesnaar is much more typical for a South African context than it is for a European one. And there is another element in this account which strikes as un-European: the story told, the heuristics used, the analysis made, and the questions asked, illustrate the presence of a living tradition of highly qualified Protestant theology.

				In this contribution, we present a story of abuse taken from a radically different context which, on a closer look, is strikingly similar to the one recounted by Thesnaar. It is taken from the context of a euthanasia procedure, i.e., an assisted death of a patient by his doctor, at his request. We will start by shortly explaining the legal and medical-ethical framework surrounding the story. After the narrative is told we conclude by raising three points of discussion.

				THE CONTEXT OF THE DUTCH EUTHANASIA PROCEDURE

				The Netherlands and Belgium are the two countries in which euthanasia and physician assisted suicide have a legal status. As for The Netherlands, it is still a crime to kill someone even at his or her explicit request but doctors (and only doctors) who have acted under a set of well defined due care criteria will not be prosecuted. The most important criteria are:

				(1) the patient and the physician have together reached the conclusion that the suffering is unbearable and that there are no prospects of improvement; (2) there is a lasting and informed request from the patient. This criterion is pivotal in the current euthanasia practice: without an explicit request, the term, ‘euthanasia’ does not even come into consideration. The criterion includes that the patient has received all the necessary information about his condition and about the array of palliative options. It is also presupposed that the patient or the physician do not experience undue pressure from the side of the relatives; (3) a second doctor has seen the patient and can confirm the suffering and the voluntary character of the request; (4) the physician reports a euthanasia case with the necessary documentation to a Regional euthanasia review committee (RERC). There are in total five such committees, each consisting of a lawyer, a physician, and an ethicist. A committee receives a report after a euthanasia has taken place and does not condone a euthanasia beforehand. When a case meets the criteria, it is closed; if one or more criteria are not met, a report is sent to the Prosecutor General.[2]

				In 2010, 3,200 euthanasia cases were reported, being about 2% of all deaths.[3] ‘Are the Dutch moving down a slippery slope?’ is a question often asked by critics.[4] Although we see a steady increase of euthanasia cases in recent years, it still is an exceptional death. It occurs almost exclusively within the realm of terminal cancer in patients with no longer than weeks to live. Many, if not most doctors experience euthanasia as unusual and burdensome. The tight review procedure, in combination with the reluctance on the side of doctors to perform euthanasia, prevent euthanasia from becoming a standard medical procedure. But occasionally there are signs pointing to the ‘normalization’ of euthanasia.

				3. CASPER AND HELEEN

				Casper de Vries is a 42 year old man who works as a road constructor.[5] He and his wife Heleen, who is a waitress, have been married for twenty years. Together they have three sons aged 10, 8, and 5. They live in a comfortable but small apartment at the outskirts of Utrecht. The marriage has not been especially happy. Casper and his wife have a history of conflicts; shortly after the birth of their second child they were on the brink of a divorce but then agreed to stay married so as to raise the children together.

				In June 2005, after some weeks of increasing fatigue and dyspnoea, Casper is diagnosed with lung cancer. The oncologist offers him some palliative treatment, including surgery, and gives him somewhere between 8 and 12 months. After recovering from the first shock, and after the surgery, Casper and Heleen decide to make the best of the remaining time. Casper’s condition allowing, they do some travelling and spend time with relatives and friends. The malign process in Casper’s body develops slower than expected and after a year Casper is still relatively fit: he is even able to do some light work on a part time basis.

				September 2006. In the next year, Casper’s condition gradually deteriorates and he is forced to stop working altogether. The couple’s feelings are mixed. On the one hand, they see it as a blessing that Casper has outlived even the most optimistic prognosis. They are more a couple than ever before and the children have enjoyed the investments made in their family life. But with Casper being at home and now becoming bedridden, the couple increasingly resumes their previous quarrels. The family budget shrinks as a consequence of Casper’s illness. Heleen has to make up for the loss of income and runs double shifts, but as Casper needs more care they decide that she will stay home and to take care of Caspar in his last months. His life insurance will make up for it after his death.

				Again, the illness is not as aggressive as predicted. After a year, in September 2007, Casper suffers from heavy dyspnoea, fatigue, nausea, and pain. The physician now openly discusses the possibility that Casper will die within a couple of weeks. Heleen then brings up the option of euthanasia. The physician, who is neither opposed to euthanasia nor especially in favour of it, calmly explains the palliative options and indicates that euthanasia comes in only as a last resort. ‘I have never liked euthanasia, and my reluctance has only grown in recent years,’ he writes in his journal. Very professionally, he addresses Casper: ‘Casper, what do you think?’ The answer is crystal-clear. ‘I really prefer a natural death doctor,’ he says, ‘I don’t like the idea of a planned death. That’s why I never signed an advance directive. I have suffered so much in the past years, so I think I can take those last couple of weeks.’ They decide that Casper will be on oxygen during the nights and will have increased dosages of morphine. Whenever there is something wrong, they may call the doctor.

				October 2007. Heleen phones the physician with an alarming message: ‘Doctor,’ she shouts, ‘the cancer is destroying our whole family! We want to discuss this euthanasia right away!’ The physician comes and listens to the reports of the family members. The youngest child, now seven years old, has resumed peeing in bed; the middle child has serious difficulties containing his number two. The school results of the two oldest children have plummeted. In the presence of the doctor ánd the children Casper and Heleen have a painful dispute. Heleen says that Casper’s demands are beyond limits: does he realize the strain he puts on the other family members? Does he know what two and a half years living together with an ailing husband means? Casper accuses Heleen of running away from her responsibilities and of wanting to kill him. The physician’s attempts to pacify the problem fail, Heleen leaves the apartment slamming the front door. ‘She’s been doing that consistently,’ Casper tells the physician cryingly, ‘running out on me and coming home hours later. What am I to do here in bed, alone, desperate, not able to help myself and wetting myself eventually? How long has it been since I was able to play soccer with the boys in the park? My oldest son hasn’t spoken to me for a week and none of the three any longer kisses me goodnight.’ ‘I don’t know what to do,’ the doctor writes in his journal, ‘the couple is like cat and dog. The family is in disarray, the wife is a bundle of nerves; despite the sedatives I give her she yells and screams and traumatizes the boys. None of the other relatives is willing to assist more than a couple of hours. But when I suggest Casper that a nursing home would be the best option, he heavily protests.’

				November 2007. The physician has arranged nursing care two times a day and this brings some relief, but also stress: ‘I have seen twenty new faces in just three weeks time now,’ Casper complains. During the doctor’s weekly visits, the couple continues to quarrel, and Heleen continues to bring up the option of euthanasia. The doctor gets entangled in the quarrels and the despair of the family and is barely able to withstand the wife’s pressure. Heleen insists that Casper writes an advance directive. Casper gives in, but in his own special manner: ‘I hereby state that I want to die my own death. Signed, Casper de Vries, November 13, 2007.’ It is a clear text of protest, but no one seems to notice. ‘I want to die my own death, not the one you have in mind for me!’ The physician writes in his files: ‘November 13, 2007. Euthanasia request made.’ Even after that date, Casper goes on saying that euthanasia is not the death of his choice. ‘OK, you give me that injection if that will make you happy!’, the physician witnesses Casper saying to Heleen. But then Casper gives in. ‘I have seen my grandmother in my sleep,’ he tells his physician on November 28th, ‘and she said it would be right for me to come.’ In the final week before the scheduled euthanasia takes place, the stress diminishes. Heleen knows that her suffering will soon come to an end. Casper receives the anointing of the sick from his Roman Catholic pastor and is at peace with his decision to have euthanasia.

				Three weeks after the funeral, Heleen introduces her doctor to a handsome middle aged man. ‘He has meant so much to me during these difficult months with Casper,’ she says, ‘if it wouldn’t be for him, I couldn’t have survived.’

				4. COMMENTS

				The Committee which reviewed this case concluded that that there was nothing so wrong with it that it would justify a verdict ‘incorrect.’ Casper was suffering from an incurable illness with no prospects of recovery; like most other people who receive euthanasia, he was in severe pain and suffered from nausea, extreme fatigue, and dyspnoea. His written directive was poor, if not outright useless, but there is no law which prescribes the necessity of a written request, and it suffices that his own physician and the second opinion doctor affirm his verbal request.

				It was this story which came to mind when reading the narrative of Ellen Pakkies who kills her dearest son Abie. Both Abie and Casper die in the arms of a loved one. Their deaths are in a certain respect wished and welcomed by their loved ones, in both cases these loved ones are partially responsible for their death. Ellen and Heleen have been caring and patient for years, but they cannot take it much longer. In the case of Casper, nothing illegal was done, but in both cases, there is a situation of moral accountability if not guilt on the side of the loved ones. No doubt Abie’s death was more violent and problematic than Casper’s, and in no way we should downplay the extreme tragic of this specific narrative. Still, one would rather not be part of any of these two stories. In both cases we can have sympathy for the suffering of the loved ones, despite the strong intuition that this is not the way a son, or a spouse, should die.

				So let us concentrate on the parallels: family members playing an important role in the premature death of a child and a spouse, not because they do not love them, but precisely because they love and care. Abie’s addiction destroys the wellbeing of his family, similar the way Casper’s illness has a devastating effect on the wellbeing of his wife and children. Just like Ellen Pakkies is an abused woman and a loving mother, Heleen de Vries is a caring spouse and an overstressed and traumatized mother of three. In the case of Ellen and Abie, there is a history of violence and abuse, in the case of Casper and Heleen, it is one of verbal conflict.[6] Since Euripides’ Medea we know what tragedies are. Neither story can be described in terms of good guys and bad guys only; rather, all parties are entangled in patterns of conflict, abuse, neglect, violence. The similarity in the stories of Ellen and Abie, and Heleen and Casper, is that none of the key characters stands as a victim only. Tragically, many offenders are victims themselves and victims in turn traumatize others.

				This brings us to a first point of discussion. From a Biblical hermeneutical view, Thesnaar suggests that both the victimizer and the victim should be seen as fully human beings, as relational human beings who are seeking healing and wholeness. Few would disagree with this claim; however, some may want to thematize another notion: guilt. To the extent to which someone has played a part in the abuse – the victim to a much lesser degree than the victimizer, if at all –, this guilt needs to be addressed to complete the picture. Some may want to object that that language of guilt may have a dehumanizing, disempowering and retraumatizing effect on human beings. In fact, in the case of a woman being raped, the suggestion that the victim may be partly responsible herself for what happened, must be strongly rejected. But insofar as there is guilt, bringing this up may also have a liberating effect: he who bears responsibility is implicitly acknowledged as being a moral actor, i.e., someone with the freedom to do what is right and to withstand mechanisms and reflexes of abuse. St. Paul’s words to the Romans that all humans are sinners (Rom 3,23), no one excepted, is an affirmation that all humans, no one excepted, bear responsibility for their share in the origins of moral evil. Perhaps one of the keys to regaining control over one’s life is to acknowledge one’s freedom and responsibilities. To some, ascribing guilt may be felt as offensive to the sense of worth and dignity of human beings. But if we assume, as is the case in the good part of the historic Christian community, that ‘guilt’ exists in a manner comparable to the way in which a terminal disease ‘exists’, discerning and acknowledging guilt may be indispensible in restoring actorship, autonomy, and a sense of dignity.

				Secondly, both narratives illustrate the need for an interdisciplinary approach. In reviewing the narrative of Casper and Heleen, the RERC considered this problematic situation from as many perspectives as possible. Medically, Casper’s situation was reasonably sound. Lung cancer without a perspective of healing in a terminal phase. Casper receives the usual forms of palliative care, including morphine, sedatives, anti-emetics, oxygen, and home care. Some mistakes made by care professionals add to the chaos, but in the end, and given Dutch jurisprudence, these are not serious enough to justify legal or disciplinary measures. If the oncologist would have pictured a more realistic life expectancy, the De Vries family might have been better prepared for the years of hardship that were to come. But predictions are hard to make, and the oncologist may have wanted not to arouse false hope. The fact that Casper refuses to be transferred to a nursing home is a symptom of the poor reputation of this sort of care, despite the fact that the Dutch system of palliative care stands out as the number four in Europe.[7] When Casper and Heleen finally accept home care, they complain that they have seen numerous faces in just a few weeks. Undesirable as this may be – but what else is there to expect in a health care system which has adopted market mechanisms? Did the home physician make mistakes? When invited by the RERC for further explanation, he declared that he had been very well aware of Heleen’s pressure; in fact, this pressure was the main reason for postponing the euthanasia for so long. Others may want to argue that the fact that euthanasia is a legal option in the Netherlands is in itself a systemic flaw: once euthanasia has become a respected option in palliative care, patients and their relatives will no longer be prepared to consider other palliative options. The supply of euthanasia may have stirred the demand in this case. Still, seen within the Dutch context, what is wrong with Heleen reading the papers and bringing up the possibility of euthanasia?

				As the theological ethicist of this RERC, it was my task to focus on the question what kind of a family it is, and what kind of a society, in which a situation like this could happen. The family situation is not fully untypical for families in the Netherlands: both partners have a job, three young children need love and attention, the housing situation is agreeable but without much privacy. Moreover, the two partners have a record of conflicts and hurts. Paradoxically, the fatal diagnosis seems to dampen the hardships of narrow housing and marital quarrels, but when Casper’s life stretches beyond the pessimistic predictions of the oncologist, the negative mechanisms return stronger than before. The small housing, the emotional immaturity of Casper and Heleen, financial problems, all of these would have been bearable for a short period of time, but not for years, and more consistent help from members of the extended family would have helped to master the worst crises.

				In the end, not only Casper is a victim, but th