Seminar on faith, prayer and resistance. 

Lisa Westberg, minister in the Evangelical-Lutheran church of Sweden

My hopes for this seminar is to, among other things, together with the participants discuss the issue of faith, spiritual practice and resistance; to clarify which are the crucial questions to open up this issue for discussion amongst scholars and activists; to identify some real obstacles preventing this discussion from taking place; and to establish an open climate wherein respect and interest for different perspectives is prevalent.  

I present the seminar not as a representative of the Swedish church or of organized religion, but as a person of faith and a former full-time housing- and environmental/community gardener activist. 

The questions I raise are initially, how may prayer and spiritual practice contribute to acts of resistance?  In my understanding, this question necessitates a second one, namely: what role does faith have within the context and culture of resistance?  The seminar is built primarily around my own experiences of activism and of prayer, faith and spiritual practice, and I will illustrate my assertions with examples from several faith traditions such as Hindu, Christian, Native American and Pagan, primarily in Swedish and American settings.  In the references listed below, you will also find some of the inspirators and more or less academic background information for this seminar.   

More on the questions, and to the extent that I have a thesis: 

1. In asking how may prayer and spiritual practice contribute to acts of resistance, I imply that I think they can.  That is, I am thinking here in terms of some kind of effectiveness.  The assumption is that acts of resistance may benefit from people having a faith that they are somehow using when resisting.  Having a faith may provide for a sense of persuasion that this is for the greater good as it is proclaimed within the context of their particular faith-tradition, and that the reward will not come in this lifetime.  This may be effective in the sense that the actions are not causing harm to the individual resistant, but rather strengthening them in being “warriors of the good cause.”   Finally, engaging in a spiritual practice and living in faith may be effective, in lending some strength and stability and in helping the activists endure. 

2. The second question, what role faith have within the context and culture of resistance, is necessary for a number of reasons.  First of all, in answering the how above, I draw close to the picture of a stereotypical suicidebomber, willing and able to sacrifice ones own life in the name of the greater good and anticipating a great reward in the afterlife.  Yet, the suicidebomber is symbolic of one role of faith in resistance culture.  

Secondly, because whether we like it or not, faith is a source of inspiration and motivation for a great part of the population of this world.  

Thirdly, there is a great amount of superstition and mockery within resistance culture regarding faith as a motive for actions, and regarding the idea that resistance may have something to offer, not only the ones whose issue we are defending, but also the one who resist.  

Examples of how prayer and spiritual practice contribute to acts of resistance.  

Amongst the Buddhist traditions, there are numerous examples: there is the monks protests in Burma, as well as in Thailand (read f.ex. about Sulak Sivaraksa,  www.sulak-sivaraksa.org), Tibet, and Sri Lanka.  The Vietnamese monk Thich Nath Hahn has dedicated his life in exile to make his revised, political version of Buddhism available to westerners looking for guidance and a spiritual practice.  See www.plumvillage.org, for more info.

If anyone would know about the above questions, it would be the Muslims all over the world, facing ridicule and contempt for what they believe in and practice, beside facing threat to their lives and security.  Typically, I do not have much information about this, and very little experience.  

The imprisonment of Falun Gong  practitioners in China is yet another example of the threat a community of faith may appear to the powerholders.  

The greater part of my presentation I will use to illustrate the how and the what with examples of prayer and spiritual practice that I have come across in my studies and travels. 

The pagan tradition. 

Starhawk, the battle in Seattle, and centering practices - www.starhawk.org 

Christian traditions. 

Dominican nuns in St Mathieux de Trevier, France and prayer as action. 

Desmond Tutu, Apartheid, Truth commission and Reconciliation – www.tutu.org 

Annika Spalde, Pelle Strindlund, Martin Smedjeback a.o. Plowshares, civil disobedience and responsibility - http://www.ofog.org/avrusta, www.viacordis.se   

Hindu traditions.  

Gandhi, the art of being still and non violence. 

Karma, bhakti, jnana and raja yoga. 

Native American way.

The tipi and the inipi ceremony. One reference here is Mikael Kurkiales bok “I varje trumslag jordens puls.”  There are not that many good books or sources on these oral traditions, but Kurkiale makes a good attempt to bring together and compare a Native American and Swedish spiritual and political reality.  

Further questions. 

The above examples bring about additional questions, of either more academic or  activist concern.  

Academic: 

Definitions and framework: 

In order to further study the role of faith and spiritual practice as a resistance practice, one need to work on certain definitions and agree on a certain framework.  Here are a few examples: 

An attempt to define God, is that at all possible or even wanted? For the sake of the seminar, I wish my view to be known: that the term God would be synonomous with the greater being of 99 names and creator of all that is, was, and shall be.  The source of love and justice.      


To find definitions for prayer, meditation and spiritual practice.

I believe in working under the assumption that we are all believers, holding a belief in something, whether that is called anarchy, Christianity or a belief that Another world is possible. 

That all who believe in love and justice are destined to a life of resistance, since misuse of power and oppression is a reality in human societies. 

There would be a need to state more definitions and stake out the area within which this study may take place.  Furthermore, there are clearly several ways to further study this subject. One way is plainly historical, studying the examples presented to us from all over the world of acts of resistance carried out by communities of faith.  

Also, the different methods employed by different faith-keepers would be a subject of study.  Here, I am glad to bring up for example the plowshares or the underground railroad, and very unhappy to mention the machete-massacres in Rwanda.  

The most fruitful way to study prayer and spiritual practice as resistance practice, would probably be in conference with psychology.  Here, terms such as endurance, reward, and effectiveness may gain some real weight.  

Activist: 

The question what our motivations for engaging in resistance are may seem an unimportant questions to ask perhaps, as many of us seem to believe that resistance should be a spontaneous, direct and passionate act.  But in order to build a life around resistance, there needs to be a critical framework for the decisions one make regarding ones life and living.  Why do we do what we are doing?  What kind of reward are we expecting?  

I am also interested in exploring how faith intermingle with our actions and believe-systems, and how differences in faith may be considered an obstacle in partaking in acts of resistance.  Do we indeed need to share the matter of what we belief in to partake in common acts of resistance?     
And how do we most effectively change people?  How to best be prepared for all necessary changes?  How to live resistance and not burn out? 

Finally, please consider the message in the following poem. It has been an inspiration me for the last 7 or so years.  It is allegedly spoken by a Hopi elder from the Oraibi tribe in Arizona.  

You have been telling people this is the 11th hour.  

Now you must go back and tell the people that this is the hour. 

And there are things to be considered. 

Where are you living?  What are you doing?  

What are your relationships?  Are you in right relation?  

Where is your water?  Know your garden.  

It is time to speak your truth.  Create your community. 

Be good to each other.  And do not look outside yourself for the leader. 

Then she clasped her hands together and said: This could be a good time!  

There is a river flowing now very fast.  It is so great and swift that there are those who will be afraid.  They will try to hold onto the shore.  They will feel they are torn apart and they will suffer greatly.  

Know the river has its destination.  

The elders say we must let go of the shore, push off into the middle of the river, keep our eyes open, and our heads above the water.  

And I say, see who is in there with you and celebrate.

At this time in history, we are to take nothing personally.  Least of all ourselves.  For the moment that we do, our spiritual growth and journey comes to a halt.  

The time of the lone wolf is over.  

Gather yourself!   Banish the word struggle from your life and your vocabulary. 

All that we do now must be done in a sacred manner and a ceremony.  

We are the ones we have been waiting for.  
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