
 Guest (guest)

IP:  145.109.100.51

32

For peace, justice, and the integrity of creation
The Conciliar Process and the transformation of religious engagement in 
the Netherlands, 1987-1992

Peter van Dam and Daan Theodorus Sanders1

Abstract
The Conciliar Process was a transnational campaign initiated by churches 
throughout the world, adhorting Christians to consider their responsibi­
lity for global justice, peace, and the environment. This article analyses 
the trajectory of this campaign, also known as the campaign for Justice, 
Peace and the integrity of Creation (JPIC), as it unfolded between 1987 
and 1992. If focuses primarily on its evolution in the Netherlands, where 
it was received enthusiastically. With the Conciliar Process, a mode of 
religiously inspired civic initiative which favored an integration of spiritual 
and worldly domains, a broad range of issues, and an expansive range of 
civic organizations culminated. The trajectory of the campaign highlights 
a transformation of civic engagement by church members, who shifted 
their activities towards local initiatives and professional non-governmental 
organizations. These shifts resulted from three coinciding dimensions: the 
structural developments of f luidization and professionalization, the end 
of the Cold War, and the drive to overcome internal divisions and engage 
in low-threshold activities. This history thus provides a new framework to 
grasp the trajectories of persistence and transformation in religious life in 
Europe since the 1990s.
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Introduction

Hope and doubt were bundled together in one of the most influential campaigns 
pervading Christian religious networks at the turn of the 1990s. Coordinating 
this so-called Conciliar Process (Conciliair proces), also known as the campaign 
for Justice, Peace and the integrity of Creation (JPIC), on behalf of the Dutch 
Council of Churches, its secretary Willem van der Zee was enthused by the 
campaign’s reverberations but also concerned about its outcome:

‘Rarely has an uncommon word become part of ecclesiastical idiom 
faster than the word “Conciliar Process”’. In May 1986, the word was f irst 
presented at the conference table of the Council of Churches and now 
you cannot open up a church periodical without f inding it on almost 
every page. We will only know who it has affected and what it has led to 
as time passes. But we can already conclude that the Conciliar Process 
offers a unique opportunity to (again) call people to action.’2 This was 
by no means the f irst appeal of this kind witnessed by Van der Zee and 
others who had been active in church-related activism since the 1950s. 
With hindsight, the Conciliar Process represents the last instance of these 
attempts by members of Western churches to translate a diverse set of 
concerns into a comprehensive campaign.

The Conciliar Process was a transnational initiative asking Christians to 
consider their responsibility for global justice, peace, and the environment. 
As the latest in a series of transnational campaigns aiming at an ecumenic 
renewal of the Christian churches since the end of the Second World War, 
it was a pivotal moment in European contemporary religious history. Its 
insistence on the combination of justice, peace, and creation as spiritual 
and worldly concerns was arguably the culmination of efforts to integrate 
spiritual and societal perspectives, social and environmental concerns. This 
resembles the ways in which scientists and policymakers similarly stressed 
the interconnectedness of social, economic, and ecological phenomena 
from the 1940s until the 1990s during what has been called the ‘Age of 
interdependence’.3 The history of the Conciliar Process points towards a 
religious dimension of this strand of holistic thinking which has received 
little scholarly attention.

2 Van der Zee, ‘Kerkelijk Nederland in Conciliair Proces,’ 185. Quotes from sources originally 
in Dutch have been translated to English by the authors.
3 Van Dam, ‘The Age of Interdependence’.
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The Conciliar Process intensif ied exchange between Catholic, Protestant 
and Orthodox church representatives in the international realm, particularly 
in Europe. The Process was also impactful on a national and local level in 
some countries, notably in the Netherlands. At its high point, the Dutch 
campaign drew 18.000 church members from congregations all over the 
country to a national assembly in Utrecht on 16 September 1989.4 Nonethe­
less, the Process has remained almost invisible in both the church histories 
and social histories of the era. Rooted in a narrative of religious decline, 
they have tended to assess campaigns such as the Conciliar Process as 
irrelevant or anomalous. Apart from its immediate impact, the history of 
the Conciliar Process provides crucial insights into the transformation of 
Christian religious communities in the twentieth century.

The article f irst discusses the general evolution of the Conciliar Process 
as a global as well as a localized campaign. We then turn to the way in 
which the Process campaigned on the main themes: f irst the topic of peace, 
then equitable relations between North and South, and subsequently to 
the environment. We conclude by discussing how the Conciliar Process 
reflects the shift from holistic, grand campaigns to professionalized and 
localized activities.

An analysis of the Conciliar Process is positioned to evaluate the most 
recent developments in religious history. Since the 1990s, historiography 
on the history of religion has shifted from an emphasis on processes of 
secularization towards analyses of how religious life was transformed in 
postwar society.5 Applying this perspective to the history of religion in 
the Netherlands, sociologists and historians have pointed out three main 
trends: fluidization, professionalization, and localization. First, religion was 
re-embedded in less strictly bounded communities, which demanded less 
comprehensive commitment.6 This f luidization combined with a loss of 
membership among churches and other faith-based organizations, resulting 
in a reduced ability to mobilize a large constituency. Second, faith-based 
organizations became more focused on their distinct functions.7 They 
remained important partners in relations with government institutions, 
but the evaluation of these relations was increasingly based on professional 
standards of performance, whereas their links to religious tradition were not 

4 Engel, (ed.), Kerkendagboek: verslagboek Kerkendag Conciliair Proces, Utrecht, 16 september 
1989, 12.
5 Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World; Davie, Religion in Modern Europe; Hervieu-
Léger, Religion as a Chain of Memory.
6 De Hart, Zwevende gelovigen; Van Dam, Religion und Zivilgesellschaft.
7 Van Trigt, Blind in een Gidsland.
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seldomly regarded with suspicion by off icials.8 Third, within churches, an 
emphasis on local experiences and initiatives replaced a focus on a national 
(sometimes even international) prophetic role of the church.9

Our analysis of the history of the Conciliar Process assesses how 
these trends combined to produce a shift in the engagement of church 
members towards activities on a local level and support for professional 
non-governmental organizations. Churches gradually lost inf luence in 
institutional politics. Church members were increasingly active within 
organizations which did not position themselves as religious actors. Local 
activities became the dominant focus of most congregations whilst national 
public interventions by churches became uncommon. Some church members 
continued to expect churches to take a distinct, prophetic stance on the na­
tional and international stage. By the end of the Conciliar Process, however, 
the predominant stance among church members was to favor networked 
collaboration and practical, often local initiatives focused on goals such as 
the environment and poverty alleviation.10 People who remained active 
church members combined this shift in the positioning within society with 
a different outlook. During the ‘age of interdependence,’ societal change had 
been envisioned on a grand scale – global and comprehensive. At the end of 
the Cold War, the influence and resources of churches had notably declined. 
Church members had realized that the establishment of the welfare state, 
for instance, had not resolved social problems close to home. Achieving 
meaningful change was reimagined on a more local and practical scale.

The Conciliar Process did not unfold in a uniform fashion. It differed in 
motives, content, strategies, and effects on the global, European, and national 
stages on which it was enacted. The Process also meant quite different things to 
different actors, ranging from a call to theological reflection to an opportunity 
to garner support for a specific civic initiative. This article assesses the ways in 
which the Conciliar Process was translated into initiatives by Catholic and a 
variety of Protestant congregations in the Netherlands, based on an analysis 
of a range of contemporary publications and archival sources related to the 

8 Van ’t Hul, Besloten; Kennedy and Rutjes, Gescheiden partners.
9 Van den Bos, Mensen van goede wil, 256–60; Kennedy, Stad op een berg, 88.
10 As for instance illustrated in the ref lective booklet Argonauten onderweg on the Dutch 
Conciliar Process printed in 1993, with contributions from both insiders (campaigners) and 
outsiders: Koelega and Noordegraaf (eds.), Argonauten onderweg. Most importantly: Schennink, 
‘Hoe is het Conciliair Proces in de gemeenten en parochies verlopen?’, 35-54; Gerard Dekker, 
‘Godsdienstsociologische kanttekeningen bij het Conciliair Proces,’ 143-153. Also relevant in 
this regard are the reflective articles in Engel (ed.), Kerkendagboek 1992: om een geloofwaardige 
getuigenis.
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Process. Most importantly, these comprise the minutes, correspondence, and 
other documents of the Process’ steering group in the Netherlands, which was 
hosted by the Dutch Council of Churches (Raad van Kerken in Nederland, RvK).11 
Although the RvK was an ecumenical body, often, its sources predominantly 
reflect various Protestant backgrounds. To f ind additional information on 
the participation of Roman-Catholic actors, on the relationships with civic 
organizations, on the contemporary evaluations of the campaign – some of 
which were made by employees of the Catholic University Nijmegen –, and 
the organization of the national public gatherings, archival material from 
several other actors involved in the campaign has been assessed.12

The particularly blurred line between core religious institutions like 
churches and civic organizations which are founded on religious principles in 
the Netherlands – and many variations in between – makes it notoriously hard 
to circumscribe ‘religious organizations’ in the Dutch context.13 Rather than 
attempting an a priori definition, our analysis takes the network of organiza­
tions which took shape around the Conciliar Process as its point of departure to 
gauge the societal reach of religiously inspired engagement. The broad range of 
organizations and groups the Process was able to mobilize highlights both the 
churches’ capabilities and limitations at the turn of the 1990s. Appraisals of the 
consequences of this inclusive approach for the success of the Conciliar Process 
and subsequent religiously inspired engagement have diverged significantly. 
These differences are as telling of the fate of the campaign as they are of the 
changing standards by religious and civic engagement were judged.

A Global Process

The Conciliar Process had its roots in the early 1980s and responded to 
dire times. The relationship between the Cold War’s East and West had 
become tense after the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. A renewed arms 

11 The archives of the Raad van Kerken in Nederland are hosted by the Utrechts Archief: (inv. 
1368).
12 The formerly private archive of Ben Schennink can be found at the Katholiek Documentatie­
centrum (KDC) in Nijmegen. The archive of the (Roman-Catholic) peace activists organization 
Pax Christi Netherlands, is also hosted by the KDC, where secretary Jan Gruiters was responsible 
for coordinating the Conciliar Process’ Church Days. For this article we have also used the 
private archive of Hans Schravesande, who was involved in the Conciliar Process in several 
organizations and networks.
13	 Van Dam, ‘Noch van de kerk, noch van de wereld’; Kennedy, ‘Looking Beyond the Church’; 
Kennedy and Rutjes, Gescheiden partners, 12-17 and passim.
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race between the blocks provoked f ierce conflicts about the deployment 
of intermediary-range nuclear missiles, in Western Europe in particular. 
Relations between North and South were equally strained after talks to 
change the balance of global trade had stalled. A gruesome famine raging 
in Ethiopia between 1983 and 1985 highlighted the unequal division of the 
most basic products for survival. The outlook for the global environment 
was just as bleak. First had come the warnings against the pollution of air, 
land, and water caused by the unprecedented scale of production attained 

Tapestry made by Dutch nuns for the Conciliar Process highlighting the campaign’s 
motto ‘For peace, justice, and the integrity of creation’ in Dutch (1988-1989). Image: 
Erfgoedcentrum Nederlands Kloosterleven, SKKN (2011), nr. 1.13.
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since the 1950s. Then came concerns about a lack of resources in the wake 
of the publication of The Limits to Growth and the oil crises of 1973 and 1979. 
Reports about a growing hole in the ozone layer in the Earth’s stratosphere, 
caused by the emission of chemicals such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), 
augmented these anxieties. At the same time, air pollution resulted in acid 
rain, which in turn caused an alarming dieback of trees (Waldsterben). 
Scientists also agreed that the emission of greenhouse gases brought about 
a gradual rise in the average global temperature, with major consequences 
for ecosystems all over the world.

This inextricable heap of menacing developments produced a call to 
action within the transnational ecclesiastic networks. The World Council of 
Churches (WCC) had emerged as a forum where believers’ responsibilities in 
light of global problems were discussed since its f irst assembly in 1948. The 
origins of the JPIC are as complex and contested as the troubling develop­
ments it responded to. The dialogue between European Christian peace 
activists, particularly from East- and West Germany, was a crucial driver 
for the initiative. After a proposal from the GDR’s delegation, the members 
of the Council approved the launch of a ‘process of mutual commitment 
(covenant) to justice, peace, and the integrity of creation’ at its sixth assembly 
in Vancouver. Spurred by an appeal at the West-German Kirchentag in 1985, 
the WCC led a process that wanted to inspire Christians all over the world 
to think about their place in the world and the ways in which they could 
counteract conflict, animosity, inequality, international injustice, and 
environmental degradation. This process of reflection would draw Christians 
closer together, which would become manifest during a global assembly in 
Seoul in 1990.14 Due to protests mainly from the Roman-Catholic side, the 
term ‘Council’ and ‘Conciliar’ were not used to refer to the global meeting 
in Seoul, but the years of preparations for this assembly became known as 
the ‘Conciliar Process’ nonetheless.

The assembly in Seoul would eventually fall short of these expectations. 
The many differences between its participants constituted the most vis­
ible cause. A divide existed between the Western (European and North 
American) churches and those from the Global South in terms of focus 
and expectations. Another fundamental reason was that the delegations at 

14 For the roots and coming about of the JPIC, see: Preman Niles, ‘A Historical Survey of the 
JPIC Process,’ in: Preman Miles (ed.) Between the Flood and the Rainbow; Selling, ‘The “Conciliar 
Process” for Justice, Peace, and the Integration of Creation’; Selling, ‘Reflections on the “Conciliar 
Process”’; see also, particularly on the German origins of the JPIC process: Brown, ‘The Conciliar 
Process for JPIC and the New Germany’. On the Christian peace movements in the East-West 
context, and the Dutch involvement therein, see: De Graaf, Over de muur.
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Seoul struggled to respond to the collapse of communism in Europe and the 
waning of the Cold War. This collapse was not only resetting European and 
‘Western’ relations, but also deeply impacted the Global South – particularly 
the socialist movements there.15 The participation in the Process had been 
quite limited in the global South to begin with.16

The activities triggered by the Conciliar Process’ run-up and the after­
math, however, had a lasting impact. The Process fostered dialogue and 
cooperation between Christian denominations, within and across borders. 
In what has been regarded as a milestone in European church history, the 
European Roman-Catholic episcopal council (CCEE) agreed to co-organize 
a preparatory meeting with the Conference of European Churches. In May 
1989, delegates of various Protestant (including Anglican), Orthodox, and 
Roman Catholic churches throughout Europe met in Basel to explore ways 
to work towards ‘Peace with Justice’ in an attempt to bridge denominational 
gaps and Cold War divisions. The delegates deliberated on a wide array of 
topics, including economy, poverty, technology, theology, war, and peace.17 
Likewise, the Process impacted the activities of churches and Christian 
communities at the national level. Churches were asked to lead the Conciliar 
Process in their national contexts. Church members in West- and East 
Germany and in the Netherlands received this call particularly enthusias­
tically.18 Dutch churches had a long history of social initiatives and public 
theology, and since the f irst WCC meeting in Amsterdam in 1948 had also 
been strongly involved in the transnational ecumenical movement.19

The Dutch Council of Churches took the lead in organizing the Dutch 
effort, setting up a coalition of representatives of churches and civic organiza­
tions in 1987. That same year, the Dutch Roman-Catholic church province 
decided to participate, notably before the Vatican decided on the global 
Catholic reaction. From that moment, the Dutch Conciliar Process was 
carried by the ‘big three’ Dutch churches – the Dutch Reformed Church 
(Nederlands Hervormde Kerk), the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 

15 Cf. Noll, ‘From Basel to Seoul and Back…’.
16 The Dutch participants suspected that this had to do with the less extensive institutional 
infrastructure, the very different societal circumstances and challenges in the global South, and 
because the framing and language of the issues of peace and the environment were perceived 
as ‘Northern’, see inter alia: Schravesande, ‘Het Conciliair Proces ook in de Derde Wereld?’; Van 
der Zee, ‘Vijf jaar procederen’ in: Engel (ed.) Kerkendagboek 1992, 19–21.
17 Selling, ‘Reflections on the ‘Conciliar Process’.
18 On the JPIC in the two German states, see: Brown, ‘The Conciliar Process’; and on the East 
German perspective particularly: Falcke, ‘The Ecumenical Assembly for Justice, Peace and the 
Integrity of Creation’.
19	 Kennedy, ‘Van ‘staatskerk’ naar ‘straatkerk’’, 66; Ibid., ‘Protestant Ecclesiastical Internationals’.
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(Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland), and the Roman-Catholic Church in the 
Netherlands. But a variety of smaller Christian churches and communities 
also played an active role.20

In the Netherlands, the process had a dual character, with an ‘internal’ and 
‘external’ dimension. On the one hand, it stimulated theological reflection 
and explored the role churches and Christians could play in addressing the 
pressing (societal) problems of their time. On the other, it was an effort to 
galvanize Christian activism and social work in reaction to these problems. 
This approach was evident in the steering group’s planning: after a year of 
preparation in 1987, 1988 would be the year of reflection on the themes. 
Subsequently, actual activities could be initiated in 1989. By that time, 
participants could broaden the Process by f inding allies and mobilizing 
popular support. In 1989, the Dutch contribution for Seoul would also be 
formulated based on the three years’ work.21

The World Council of Churches as well as the Dutch Council of Churches 
struggled to reconcile the wide-ranging expectations of those involved. Those 
who launched the Conciliar Process wanted to mobilize the constituency 
of the member churches beyond the group which had become involved in 
church-related social initiatives since the 1950s. Addressing peace, creation, 
and justice, they tried to include almost every relevant issue at the same time. 
During the particularly bleak f irst half of the 1980s, the threat of nuclear 
war, the persistence of poverty and stark socioeconomic inequality, and 
environmental degradation all threatened a prosperous future for humanity. 
Notions such as ‘sustainable development’ became popular during this 
decade to express the connections between these threats: people who were 
struggling to survive were not in a position to counteract environmental 
degradation, armed conflicts increased poverty and harmed the environ­
ment directly and indirectly, as they led politicians to prioritize military 
spending over addressing inequality and the environment at home and 
abroad. The Conciliar Process’ all-encompassing approach was thus driven 
by the gravity of the perceived threats and the notion that these problems 
were interrelated as well as the ambition to appeal to as many people as 
possible.

20 These included the Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk, Oud-Katholieke Kerk, and Remonstrantse 
Broederschap.
21 Utrecht, het Utrechts Archief, archief inv.1368 Raad van Kerken (1982-2000) (hereafter UA 
RvK), inv. no. 1128, W.R. van der Zee and Stuurgroep Conciliair Proces Raad van Kerken, “Een 
opwindend proces. Gerechtigheid, vrede en behoud van de Schepping – Een Proces (Vertrouwelijk, 
BID 308),’ May 1987.
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At the same time, the Dutch Council of Churches’ steering group realized 
early on that it had to identify priorities and develop specif ic initiatives to 
structure the Conciliar campaign and make it accessible to the public. In 
intensive deliberations through 1987-1989, they settled on f ive key points: 
‘hunger and debt in the Third World’, ‘impoverishment in the Netherlands’, 
‘racism “away and at home”’, ‘animosity between East and West’, and ‘waste, 
pollution and destruction of natural resources’ – to which the key point 
‘inequality between women and men’ was soon added.22 These focal points 
built on the activism which had attempted to renew Christianity and society 
since the 1950s by focusing on global inequality and a common humanity. The 
explicit inclusion of poverty and racism in the Netherlands also highlighted 
a slow change in the perspective of this strand of activism towards problems 
closer to home – a process of localization. This focus would become more 
pronounced during the Conciliar Process as a result of the more fragmented 
global order after 1989 and the perceived need to make campaigns as specific 
and accessible as possible for local participants.

In terms of popular mobilization and exposure, the Dutch Conciliar 
Process peaked during the national church conventions (‘kerkendag’, literally 
‘church day’) in 1989 and 1992. Inspired by the West-German tradition of 
Kirchentage and with an eye on the three themes, the Dutch churches 
organized these events to bring Christians from all over the country together 
to ref lect, learn, celebrate, pray, and inspire active social involvement. 
The f irst (1989) edition drew 18.000 attendees from 60 to 80 percent of the 
aff iliated local church congregations.23 At a time when Dutch churches had 
been witnessing a prolonged loss of membership, this was a remarkable 
number.24 In the course of 1989, the Process’ steering committee decided to 
extend the process until 1992. Local groups had indicated that they needed 
more time, whilst the success of the f irst church day was a clear sign that 

22 For an introduction, see: Van der Zee, Schaeffer et al., Pleidooi en praktijk; relevant archival 
sources include: UA RvK, inv. no. 445, Jan Gruiters, ‘Programmering Speerpuntprogramma’s Kerk­
endag,’ 1988; Private Archive Hans Schravesande (herafter PA Schravesande), Hans Schravesande 
and Michiel van Alphen, ‘Tussentijdse rapportage van de landelijke Gereformeerde Steungroep 
voor het Conciliaire Proces aan de Generale Synode van Emmen,’ n.d, presumably 1989.
23 Engel, (ed.), Kerkendagboek 1989, 12; Gruiters, ‘Kerkendag 1992: reprise van een succesnum­
mer?’, 79; Schennink, Blijven kerken in beweging voor gerechtigheid, vrede en heelheid van de 
schepping, 88.
24 The number of Dutch citizens who did not aff iliate with any church had gone up from 
2 percent in 1899 to 37 percent in 1989. In 1899, 35 percent of the Dutch population had identif ied 
as Catholic, which had gone down to 31 percent by 1989. The largest Protestant denomination, 
the Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk, had gone down from 31 percent in 1899 to 18 percent in 1989, 
cf. CBS Statline, https://opendata.cbs.nl.
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the process could inspire church members. The second church day in 1992 
would be the f inal event.25

Redefining Peace at the end of the Cold War

At the outset of the Conciliar Process, peace was the most prominent theme 
of the campaign. The threat of nuclear warfare had been a pivotal subject 
for civic activism supported by international Christian networks. In the 
Netherlands, the ecumenical ‘Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad’ (Interchurch 
Peace Council, IKV), a semi-independent organization founded in 1966, 
had started a controversial campaign with the slogan ‘help rid the world 
of nuclear weapons, starting with the Netherlands’ in the second half of 
the 1970s.26 It gained traction as Cold War tensions f lared up in the late 
1970s.27 When NATO decided in December 1979, in response to Soviet nuclear 
modernizations, to install new nuclear intermediary-range missiles in the 
Netherlands and other European states, the campaign gained unprecedented 
momentum. The IKV spearheaded the organization of the two largest public 
protests in Dutch history in Amsterdam (1981) and in The Hague (1983). 
In those years, hundreds of local IKV groups constituted the backbone of 
the IKV’s massive mobilization effort, often based in local Christian com­
munities. The IKV’s national strategy succeeded in pressuring the Christian 
Democrats and Social-Democrats alike. Nonetheless, after years of heated 
debate, a center-right government decided to authorize the placement of 
nuclear missiles in 1985.28

The IKV’s uncompromising position had been successful in rallying 
public support, gathering signif icant backing from the churches and 
Christian parts of the population, and applying political pressure. But it 
had also caused deep polarization within Dutch Christian communities. 
The aggressive tactics and uncompromising standpoints had alienated 
parts of the Dutch Christian peace movement and Christian communities. 
Part of the Christian activist groups pressed the churches to remain in the 
vanguard of political debates. But to the Dutch Council of Churches and 
the leaders of its member churches and a signif icant part of the IKV, the 

25 Schennink, Blijven kerken in beweging, 9; van der Zee, ‘Vijf jaar procederen’.
26 See: Mient Jan Faber et al. (eds.), Zes jaar IKV-campagne.
27	 De Graaf, Over de muur, 90-91.
28	 For an overview of the nuclear arms debate in the Netherlands, see: Van Diepen, Hollanditis; 
Van Dijk, ‘A Mass Psychosis’.
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Conciliar Process presented an opportunity to mend these relations. The 
weakening of political divisions within the churches thus did not just result 
from structural social developments.

In the realm of peace activism, a solution to the division within the 
churches appeared to be at hand as the IKV and the Dutch chapter of the 
Roman-Catholic peace organization Pax Christi shifted their attention 
from nuclear disarmament to promoting East-West reconciliation and arms 
control more generally around 1985.29 This new topic found its way into the 
Conciliar Process’ peace theme, which addressed ‘animosity between East 
and West’. Although the new perspective did mitigate polarization, the 
new focus did not resonate as strongly with the churches’ constituency. 
Peace-related themes, including East-West relations and particularly nuclear 
arms, soon turned out not to be very popular among participants of the 
Dutch Conciliar Process. A certain fatigue regarding these polarizing topics 
was noticeable among Dutch Christians.30 

Despite these reservations within the churches, the Conciliar Process’ 
objective of contributing to East-West reconciliation through community 
ties provided churches and the IKV a with a new objective, and the Process 
stimulated initiatives to reach across the Iron Curtain. Building on existing 
plans and contacts, in particular from the IKV and Pax Christi, communi­
ties from both sides of the Iron Curtain met independently of their state 
structures, attempting to mitigate Cold War animosities from another angle.31 
As such, the Conciliar Process’ call for peace initiatives and the IKV, Pax 
Christi, and Council of Churches’ initiatives blended into a signif icant 
effort to connect local Christian communities to reinvigorate existing ties 
and establish new contacts with their counterparts in Eastern Europe.32 
Church members sometimes even visited their counterparts in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR, East Germany), Poland and elsewhere in Eastern 
Europe. The influence of the Conciliar Process’ concepts and framework in 
these contacts was at times significant. For instance, the Reformed Federation 

29 Megens and Reiding, Bewegen binnen smalle marges, most importantly 148-149. An example of 
this shift is: Mient Jan Faber et al. (eds.), Vredespolitiek: IKV-voorstellen voor Oost-West, Noord-Zuid 
en ontwapening.
30 The observation about the fatigue and polarization is, for instance, also made in: PA 
Schravesande, Schravesande and Van Alphen, ‘Tussentijdse Rapportage’, presumably 1989.
31	 Christie Miedema, Vrede of Vrijheid?.
32 The IKV then tried to combine these local contacts into a structured and orchestrated 
campaign on the national level, whereas the Dutch Council of Churches took a more organic 
approach to the ‘détente from below’ initiatives. See for more information De Graaf, Over de 
muur; Miedema, Vrede of Vrijheid?, passim.
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(Hervormde/Gereformeerde Federatie) of the Dutch city of Lelystad partnered 
with their counterparts in the East-German city of Magdeburg, writing a 
joint call for peace and reconciliation that also engaged with common ideas 
for environmental protection and aid to developing countries.33

Attempts to mobilize from the bottom up had been part of the repertoire 
of the Christian peace movement since the 1970s. In the 1980s, national and 
transnational organizations like the IKV continued to play a key role as 
coordinators and initiators in terms of organization. The most important 
shift was thematically; local activities steadily gained prominence as na­
tional campaigns lost their appeal in the second half of the 1980s. After the 
Conciliar Process had taken off, a more decisive turn towards local issues 
took place. The sudden end of the Cold War was crucial in this respect. As 
the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact dissembled, the framework in which the 
peace movement had operated all but disappeared. But the world did not 
become more peaceful after 1989, as bloody civil wars erupted in former 
Yugoslavia partially along ethnic and religious lines, and the Iraqi invasion 
of Kuwait triggered a US-led coalition to intervene.

Among Dutch Christians, this new geopolitical context provoked several 
parallel reactions. In response to the new civil wars, a theological and 
geopolitical debate was sparked about just wars and interventions as well 
as national initiatives to pray for peace.34 The Dutch CP steering group 
and the partnering peace movements also looked towards the process of 
European unif ication.35 However, this subject hardly resonated with local 
CP-groups.36 The brunt of peace initiatives which were part of the Conciliar 
Process in the new decade became focused on refugees and relations with 
minorities, particularly Muslims, on the local level.37 Building on smaller 

33	 UA RvK, inv. no. 458, Nicolaigeminde Magdeburg (DDR) and Hervormde/Gereformeerde 
Federatie in Lelystad, ‘Verklaring van Magdeburg (DDR) en Lelystad (NL): Een kader voor 
gemeenschappelijk handelen,’ Easter 1989.
34	 As summarized in Van der Zee, ‘Vijf jaar procederen’, 18.
35 The European issue and Hogebrink’s agendizing role on it are to be found throughout the 
RvK archives in the early 1990s, for instance in: UA RvK, inv. No. 449, J. Emck, ‘Notulen van de 
vergadering van de Stuurgroep Conciliair Proces van de Raad van Kerken op maandag 20 januari 
1992’.
36 For instance: UA RvK, inv. no. 449, Greetje Witte-Rang, ‘Uitwerking Enquête CP. Aan de 
Stuurgroep van Het Conciliair Proces,’ July 1992. The RvK CP committee also feared that the 
European dimension would be too complex to tie to local activities, see: UA RvK inv. no. 449, 
Emck, ‘Notulen van de vergadering van de Stuurgroep Conciliair Proces van de Raad van Kerken 
op maandag 20 januari 1992’.
37	 As for instance observed in: Gruiters, ‘Kerkendag 1992’, 81; see also the statistical research 
in: Schennink, Blijven kerken in beweging, 42–43 and passim.
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intellectual and community-based interreligious initiatives that had been 
developed in the previous decades, local church councils and ecumenical 
action groups organized dialogues and meetings between Christians and 
Muslims to foster acceptance and counter discrimination.38

The shift towards practical local activities was in part reacting to the 
new geopolitical circumstances, in part driven by a desire among church 
members to mend divisions within the churches. Fierce political debates 
about the politics of peace during the 1970s and 1980s had caused consider­
able tensions. In the course of the Process, it proved almost impossible to 
unite the more conservative and progressive Christian groups. Conservative 
Christians distrusted the ecumenical, inclusive approach of the Process and 
feared an erosion of Christian truths through individualism, feminism, Marx­
ism, spiritualism, and relativism.39 Their progressive counterparts feared 
depoliticization, because they felt the issues at hand required structural, 
political solutions rather than individual contemplation.

Overall, the peace movement struggled to position matters of peace 
within a broader international framework and to connect the erupting 
armed conflicts to national and international political campaigns after 
1989. Christian peace organizations became less prominent in the public 
domain. The new strand of peace activism primarily took place on a local 
level and signif icantly overlapped with the localization of North-South 
and justice issues.40

Doing justice

Dutch society in second half of the 1980s was host to a vast network of ‘Third 
World’ organizations with close relations to churches. These organizations 
had decades of experience of working on an enormous variety of topics and 
global regions. Next to its clear origins in Christian charity, this type of 
Third World activism was rooted in attempts to move beyond the division 
between the capitalist West and the communist East. It drew inspiration 

38	 For instance reported in: André Pype, ‘Keuzen maken. (Post-)conciliair proces in Tilburg-
Goirle,’ in: Engel (ed.), Kerkendagboek 1992; UA RvK inv. no. 449, Greetje Witte-Rang, ‘Uitwerking 
Enquête CP. Aan de Stuurgroep van het Conciliair Proces,’ July 1992. On the background of 
Christian-Islamic dialogue in the Netherlands, see: Landman, Van mat tot minaret; Poorthuis, 
Salemink, and Nederkoorn, Van harem tot fitna.
39 See for instance Dieperink and Schotanus, Het Conciliair Proces in het teken van New Age.
40	 As concluded for instance in: UA RvK, inv. no. 447, Hanneke P. Engel, ‘Tussenstand voor­
gangsrapportage prioriteiten Conciliair Proces,’ February 1990.
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Poster announcing a local Conciliar Process event with the JPIC theme illustrated [c. 
1989]. Image: IISH, BG C32/80.
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from so-called non-aligned countries, which had claimed a distinct position 
within the global Cold War during the 1960s.41 Although the original hopes 
for a fundamental reconfiguration of global political and economic relations 
had waned, Third World organizations still had robust resources, expertise, 
and networks. ‘Hunger and debt in the Third World’ were the issues which 
initially received most attention within the Conciliar Process’ ‘justice’ and 
‘north-south’ theme. Given the manifold existing networks, the campaign 
on this theme mainly revolved around efforts to revitalize and promote 
existing initiatives and organizations, connect them, and to provide an 
overarching narrative.

Dutch religious organizations had been involved in campaigns for relief, 
development, and justice through missionary networks, flanked by develop­
ment organizations and activist groups since the 1950s. These initiatives, 
while generally coordinated by a national organization, often had a strong 
local component, ranging from local support for a specif ic missionary post 
to setting up so-called ‘world shops’ in the 1970s, where people could inform 
themselves about issues of global inequality and buy products which were 
traded for a ‘fair’ price.42 The Conciliar Process in the Netherlands took 
up this tradition of local initiative at the f irst Church Day in 1989. The 
program included opportunities to think about global inequality, but also 
highlighted the potential impact of Dutch citizens as consumers. They 
could buy products like bananas and cane sugar to support co-operative 
producer groups and boycott products which sustained inequality and 
underdevelopment.43

The most striking example of such opportunities for consumers to sup­
port a change for the better was the fair trade coffee campaign which the 
ecumenic, Latin America-oriented development organization Solidaridad 
had launched in the latter half of the 1980s. The campaign, named for a 
famous novel protesting the Dutch colonial coffee trade, had launched Max 
Havelaar coffee in 1988, the f irst instance of fair trade certif ication.44 This 
initiative was successful, following the mark’s adoption by major retail chains 
and public support – and remains a household term in the Netherlands today. 
Solidaridad credited the Conciliar Process for this success. Writing to the 
Council of Churches’ steering group in 1989, it noted ‘that Max Havelaar 

41 Westad, The Global Cold War.
42 Van Dam, Wereldverbeteraars, 72-73.
43 De Gans, ‘Honger in de Derde Wereld’ in Engel (ed.) Kerkendagboek 1989.
44 Van Dam, Wereldverbeteraars, 171.
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Poster advertising Max Havelaar coffee [c. 1988]. Image: IISH: BG D86/92.
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could be considered one of the f irst concrete results of the Conciliar Process. 
The pioneering role that the ecclesiastical base and organizations have 
played in it justif ies this characterization.’45 This statement generously 
downplayed Solidaridad’s own initiative in opting to establish fair trade 
certif ication rather than promote existing brands. But the churches and 
local communities had indeed enthusiastically embraced the initiative as 
a good opportunity to make a practical contribution. In their reports about 
the Conciliar Process, local groups often stated that from now on, they only 
bought and served Max Havelaar coffee.46 On the local level, this practical 
activity offered church groups a welcome opportunity to move beyond the 
polarized debates about development and capitalism.

The example of Max Havelaar coffee highlights how fluidization changed 
the capabilities of religious networks in the Netherlands around 1990. 
Churches still had signif icant mobilizing power despite the decades of 
steady decline in membership. The role of the churches, however, had shifted 
from initiating and spearheading initiatives to supporting and inspiring. In 
the case of Max Havelaar, civic organizations took the initiative and invited 
the churches to participate and contribute. Compared to other campaigns 
in the realm of transnational solidarity, Max Havelaar also demonstrates 
the importance of engaging local communities with accessible campaigns.

The crucial importance of a low threshold for participation provided an 
additional reason to favor practical, local activities. Although this did not 
imply the absence of a political dimension, it often resulted in a less overtly 
political prof ile of such activities. The importance of a low threshold for 
meaningful participation becomes clear by comparing the fair trade coffee 
initiative to a similar campaign launched on its heels by an alliance of 
development and research organizations, including Solidaridad. This second 
campaign was designed to protest and alleviate the debt burdens of countries 
in the global South, which had worsened during the debt crisis of the early 
1980s.47 Its initiators wanted to improve loan conditions and cancel debts, 
pointing towards the biblical Jubilee concept. Activists contacted banks and 

45 UA RvK, inv. no. 446, Nico Roozen, ‘Brief van Solidaridad aan de Stuurgroep van het Conciliair 
Proces, Betreft: Schuldencampagne,’ June 14, 1989. Cf. Hans Schravesande, ‘Het conciliair proces 
en de verhouding tussen noord en zuid’, 105.
46 Sources include: UA RvK, inv. no. 458, Witte-Rang, ‘Uitwerking Enquête CP. Aan de Stuurgroep 
van Het Conciliair Proces,’ July 1992; UA RvK, inv. no. 458, Raad van Kerken Alphen aan den Rijn, 
‘Geloofsbrief van de Raad van Kerken Alphen aan den Rijn,’ August 1989.
47 UA RvK, inv. no. 446, Roozen, ‘Brief van Solidaridad aan de stuurgroep van het Conciliair 
Proces, betreft: schuldencampagne,’ June 14, 1989.
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Dutch governmental organizations, encouraged Christians to be critical of 
their banks and base their banking choices on the firms’ international justice 
records, and invited Latin American activists to speak at events related to 
the Conciliar Process.48 Though several local communities tried to engage 
with ‘critical banking’, the combination of macro-economic analyses of 
international relations, Christian concepts, and local agency did not gain 
similar momentum. The issue was complex and felt distant to many local 
groups. Engaging was not as straightforward as buying a pack of coffee.

On an institutional level, national and transnational organizations 
continued to initiate and guide campaigns. The thematic focus of activities 
around the issue of justice related to the Conciliar Process did shift to more 
local problems – poverty and minority relations most importantly.49 This 
shift was particularly striking in the campaign against racism, which started 
blending with ‘peace’ issues. At the Process’ outset in the 1980s, existing 
racism-focused activities used the JPIC’s framework to point to the impact 
of racism on the way the global South was regarded in the North and on the 
impact of racism in South Africa.50 By contrast, in the new decade, discrimina­
tion in the Netherlands – which had previously received relatively little 
attention – grew in prominence.

Similarly, reacting to the growing inequality and unemployment in the 
1980s, poverty and inequality in Europe and the Netherlands became a more 
signif icant topic, partly replacing attention to the global South. Though 
Christian organizations and intellectuals engaged with the issue frequently 
in the early 1990s, the churches generally avoided getting caught up in the 
debates about the structural causes and solutions to poverty and socio-
economic inequality in the Netherlands. These debates often revolved around 
party politics and the compatibility of socialism or capitalism with Christian 
thought – controversial topics which potentially divided many congregations.51 
More practically, organizations like ‘werkgroep arme kant van Nederland’ 

48 UA RvK, inv. no. 446, n.n., ‘Samenvattende beschrijving van de opzet van de schulden­
kampagne in het kader van het Conciliair Proces voor Vrede, Gerechtigheid en Behoud van 
de Schepping (SOL/Nr.1.6.’89)’ June 1989; Witte-Rang, ‘Schulden derde wereld klagen ons aan’; 
Witte-Rang, ‘Hun schuld – onze schuld: de schuldenlast van de Derde Wereld’; UA RvK, inv. no. 
447, Engel, ‘Tussenstand voorgangsrapportage prioriteiten Conciliair Proces,’ February 1990.
49 Cf. Schennink, Blijven kerken in beweging, 41–49 and passim.
50 On the earlier history of the Dutch churches and the issue of Apartheid, see: Meijers, ‘The 
End of the Colonial Mindset’, 313–33.
51 Examples include: Noordegraaf, ‘Naar een perspectief voor de arme kant van Nederland’; 
Oude Engberink, ‘De onderklasse in aanbouw’; Terpstra, ‘Een CDA-visie op een houdbare 
rechtvaardigheid’; Van Ooijen, ‘Op afstand geplaatst. Een PvdA-visie’. On the global ecumenical 
relation to socialism, also the Dutch and other European churches, particularly in relation to 
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(the poor side of the Netherlands) and individual congregations hosted 
demonstrations and information campaigns about poverty, inequality and 
the diff iculties of making ends meet on social welfare.52 Local churches also 
helped organize donation fairs and support for people who were struggling 
to make ends meet in their own regions. Similarly, racism and discrimina­
tion were primarily addressed in local terms, where attention shifted from 
a politicized perspective on inequality to less contentious activities like 
initiating dialogues with minorities and welcoming refugees.53

The end of the Cold War did not impact activities related to the Third 
World as suddenly and comprehensively as it had done in case of the peace 
movement, though it did have its effects. After the radicalization of the 
Sandinistas in Nicaragua in the late 1980s, the movement lost its f inal beacon 
in the global South. Rallying issues like Apartheid similarly waned as South 
Africa underwent major transformations, partially because of the end of 
the Cold War. The loss of momentum was more gradual in this case, but 
eventually led activism of the groups related to the Conciliar Process to focus 
on similar local issues. This was reinforced by the new wars which erupted 
in the early 1990s in the former Yugoslavia and the Gulf region. The influx of 
refugees in the Netherlands and neighboring countries as a result of these 
wars contributed, as mentioned above, to the growing attention for relations 
with Muslims and other minorities. The attention to inequality closer to 
home also became more pressing as the consequences of the economic crises 
of the 1980s made themselves felt in the neighborhoods of Dutch church 
congregations. Non-governmental organizations in the realm of develop­
ment like Solidaridad continued their activities. As mobilizing a grassroots 
constituency became harder because of f luidization and the shrinking 
of the constituency of the churches, these civic organizations focused on 
professional collaborations with public institutions and businesses instead.

Environmental concerns

Environmental issues and green politics grew in prominence in Dutch 
society in the mid-1980s and 1990s, and challenges related to the ‘creation’ 

the Global South, see: Greenberg, ‘The Rise of the Global South and the Protestant Peace with 
Socialism’.
52 UA RvK, inv. no. 447, Engel, ‘Tussenstand voorgangsrapportage prioriteiten Conciliair Proces,’ 
February 1990.
53 See the section on ‘peace’ above. Similar reports were made in: RvK UA, inv. no. 449, Greetje 
Witte-Rang, ‘Uitwerking Enquête CP. Aan de Stuurgroep van Het Conciliair Proces,’ July 1992.
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became a crucial element in the context of the Dutch Conciliar Process. 
Although it is nearly impossible to demonstrate to what extent the Process 
is to be credited for its popularity or was simply benef iting from general 
social trends, surveys showed the attention for environmental themes 
had grown considerably among the Dutch Conciliar Process participants; 
‘creation’ was the theme that saw the largest rise in interest, continuing 
into the early 1990s. According to some, it even threatened to outshine the 
other themes.54

The environment was a relatively new topic for the Dutch Christian 
community – particularly for the churches. While issues such as the decline 
of natural habitats due to human activities, the global climate, and the 
negative effects of industrialized agriculture on natural surroundings 
had been the subject of some church-based debate and initiatives, it was 
internally concluded at the start of the Conciliar Process that ‘there is a solid 
infrastructure for Third World and peace issues but not for environmental 
matters.’55 Whereas initiatives around peace and transnational solidarity 
had been pioneered by groups closely related to churches in the decades 
after the Second World War, environmental activism had largely developed 
parallel to religious networks. The sub-campaign for the creation, therefore, 
was characterized by the need to catch up: to explore the topic, determine 
the role of churches and Christians, build a network, and build ties with 
existing organizations.56

The churches started by founding a working group on church and 
environment (Werkgroep Kerk en Milieu) in 1987 within the Dutch Council 
of Churches structure. It coordinated initiatives, study sessions and envi­
ronmental sections of the events during the national conventions. At the 
1989 national church convention, much attention was given to matters 
concerning the environment and nature, to human-induced global warming, 
the problems of using fossil fuels,57 various types of pollution, and the effects 
of the scale enlargement and intensif ication of (national) agriculture on 

54 Schennink, Blijven kerken in beweging; RvK UA, inv. no. 449, Greetje Witte-Rang, ‘Uitwerking 
Enquête CP. Aan de Stuurgroep van Het Conciliair Proces,’ July 1992.
55 UA RvK, inv. no. 443, Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk Raad voor de zaken van Overheid en 
Samenleving (ROS), ‘Advies van de Raad voor de Zaken van Overheid en Samenleving inzake 
het Conciliaire Proces voor Gerechtigheid, Vrede en de heelheid van de Schepping. Concept,’ 
November 1987.
56 A similar conclusion was found in: PA Schravesande, Schravesande and Van Alphen, ‘Tus­
sentijdse Rapportage,’ presumably 1989
57 Van Heere, ‘Energie, de toekomst onder ogen zien’.
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man and nature.58 These discussions resulted in a few interventions on a 
national and international scale, such as a series of meetings between the 
committee on church and environment with the Dutch timber/wood union 
(Nederlandse Houtbond) on reducing tropical deforestation in developing 
countries. In these talks, ideas for certif ication marks, quotas, reduction of 
demand through public awareness campaigns and total bans were floated.59

With the working group on church and environment in the lead, Dutch 
churches and Christians also built on previous experience in addressing 
patterns of individual consumption. In 1974, Dutch churches and organiza­
tions had started a campaign named ‘Nieuwe Levensstijl’ (New Lifestyle) 
to stimulate changes in people’s day-to-day behavior in consideration of 
global inequality and the threat of resource depletion. This campaign was 
regarded by many as a failure, because it had yielded few tangible results.60 
The new initiatives inspired by the Conciliar Process’ focus on ‘creation’ 
featured elements of the Nieuwe Levensstijl-campaign, aimed at chang­
ing the daily lives of individuals and small communities, such as tips for 
conserving energy, recycling, carpooling, and designing more nature-friendly 
gardens, agricultural f ields and neighborhoods.61 Yet, those involved were 
aware of the importance of moving beyond reflection and action on an 
individual or small-group basis. 

Having learned from ‘Nieuwe Levensstijl,’ organizers tried to set more 
concrete goals and provide a clear set of means. This resulted, for instance, 
in the 1990 campaign by the committee on church and environment to 
‘cut in half’ CO2 emissions, car traff ic and waste production in the coming 
15 years through participants’ own behavioral changes. This campaign 
called upon individuals to lead by example, to show people around them 
as well as those in power that this was in fact achievable.62 Similarly, at the 
grassroots level, many local churches and Christian communities made 

58 Nieuwerth, ‘Voedsel en landbouw’. Other environmental problems were also discussed in 
the Process, including the pollution of air, ground, and water, and deforestation. For instance 
in: De Lange, Wij moeten ons haasten, 84–90.
59	 PA Schravesande, Hans Schravesande, ‘Notitie over het gesprek met de “Houtbond” 
(SOS/89/02/057)’, n.d 1989, and ibid. Herman Verhagen, ‘The proposal for an import levy. Some 
remarks by Dutch NGO’s (SOS/89/01/02)’, n.d.. presumably 1988-1989.
60 For instance: de Lange, Wij moeten ons haasten, 113.
61 For instance: Dankelman and Dijkstra, ‘Zorg voor natuur en milieu in eigen leefomgeving’.
62 UA RvK inv. no. 1641, Werkgroep Kerk en Milieu, Raad van Kerken in Nederland, ‘Halveer de 
uitstoot van kooldioxide, het autoverkeer, de productie van afval in de komende 15 jaar. Oproep 
van de Werkgroep Kerk en Milieu van de Raad van Kerken (bijlage bij ’Kerk & Milieu’, Jaargang 1 
Nummer 1),’ June 1990; Van der Sar, ‘Uitbuiting van natuur en milieu,’ in Werkagenda conciliair 
proces: Pinksteren 1991 – Pinksteren 1992.
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public covenants and statements with their plans to decrease their negative 
effects on ‘creation’ by cycling and using public transportation instead of 
cars, recycling and conserving energy.63 A striking example is an initia­
tive launched by the reformed youth council in the province of Zeeland 
(Provinciale Hervormde Jeugdraad Zeeland) for car-free Sundays, conceived 
together with their counterparts in the GDR. The initiative reached national 
media and churches.64

Although such initiatives were organized with the best intentions and 
to some effect, they remained statements of intent and depended on par­
ticipants’ individual behavior – diff icult to track and evaluate. They seem 
to have had, at best, a modest national – let alone worldwide – impact.65 
This reflects the relative weakness of the collective of Dutch Christian and 
ecclesiastical organizations in the environmental domain. A debate – often 
quietly felt, sometimes openly discussed – underlay the campaign in the 
‘creation’ theme. Should churches and Christians wishing to protect the 
environment devote their energy, time, and money to support the already 
existing non-religious campaigns and organizations such as Milieudefensie 
and Greenpeace, or should they establish a robust Christian organizational 
structure for the environment. A plan to found a national organization 
similar to the IKV for environmental issues was f loated. In practice, the 
committee on church and environment opted for a bit of both, providing 
a structure for Christian initiatives and acting as an environmental lobby 
in the Christian networks, while at the same time meeting with existing 
secular environmental organizations to exchange ideas and cooperate.66 The 
committee also supported attempts by Christian communities to improve 
their relations with existing non-religious environmental organizations at 
the local level.67

63 For instance: Nijmegen, Katholiek Documentatiecentrum (KDC), Archief B.H.C. (Ben) 
Schennink (hereafter: BSCH), Stuurgroep Conciliair Proces Ger. Kerk Kampen, ‘Evaluatie 
activiteiten en gesprekken over het CP in de Gemeente (1988-1989),’ June 1989.
64 UA RvK, inv. no. 446, Fred Bergwerff, ‘Brief van de Provinciale Hervormde Jeugdraad Zeeland 
aan de stuurgroep Conciliair Proces van de Raad van Kerken [betreffende oproep ’mobiel zonder 
auto’]’, August 28, 1989 and several newspaper articles there, including in Telegraaf 15 August 
1989.
65 See on this point also: Van Heere, ‘Het Conciliair Proces en het milieu’, 60.
66 Nijmegen, KDC, Archief Pax Christi Nederland (PXNE), inv. no. 2608, Jaap van der Sar, 
‘Enkele notities op grond van het gesprek op 13 juni 1988 te Utrecht tussen vertegenwoordigers 
van diverse milieugroepen (samenwerkend in het LMO) en van de Werkgroep Kerk en Milieu 
van de Raad van Kerken,’ July 13, 1988.
67 At the local kerkendag in Capelle aan den IJssel (1989), representatives of many environ­
mental organizations were present, among others from Greenpeace, IVN, Milieudefensie, VTM 
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In the end, the Conciliar Process is all but forgotten in the collective ‘green 
history’ of the Netherlands – and with reason. The initiatives launched 
in the context of the Process led to theological exploration, placed the 
environment more prominently on the agenda within Dutch churches, 
and encouraged Christians at the local level to take their own initiatives 
and to engage with existing environmental organizations. But religious 
groups did not play a decisive role in shaping the environmentalism that 
swept the Netherlands since the 1990s. The history of the Conciliar Process 
highlights how professionalization could take different shapes around 
different subjects. The initiatives to address issues of justice, peace, and the 
integrity of creation could only be achieved through extensive collaboration 
with civic organizations – both Christian and non-religious. Whereas peace 
and justice had been strongholds of organizations referring explicitly to 
Christian roots, the environmental movement had developed without direct 
ties to the churches. During the Conciliar Process, the at times overwhelm­
ing number of organizations involved provided a strong incentive not to 
found new organizations, even if there was no major explicitly Christian 
organization active at the time.

Conclusion

Despite efforts to continue coordinating and stimulating activities, the 
Conciliar Process all but disappeared from Dutch church agendas and the 
public sphere alike after 1992.68 The Process has attracted little scholarly 
attention because its organizational structure dissolved and the separate 
activities in the realms of peace, justice, and the environment it championed 
have themselves been foregrounded. Moreover, the grand narrative of 
religious decline has stood in the way of assessing the way churches have 
manifested their societal impact as the Process enfolded. Nonetheless, the 
history of the Conciliar Process is a crucial episode in the history of the 
societal role of churches. It highlights the ways in which churches operated 
as societal actors during the 1980s and 1990s and provides an opportunity to 
understand the changing relation between religion and civic engagement.

(Vereniging tegen Milieubederf), organizations on water quality, Werkgroep Behoud van het 
Tropisch Regenwoud, and civil servants of the municipality working on environmental issues: 
BSCH, ‘Kerkendag Capelle aan den IJssel (Oecumenische Ontmoetingsdag). Zondag 11 juni. 
Thema: verbond voor het leven. Gerechtigheid, vrede, heelheid van de schepping.,’ n.d. 1989.
68 On the point of the efforts: UA RvK, inv. no. 450, Raad van Kerken in Nederland, ‘Taak en 
werkwijze voortgangscommissie Conciliair Proces,’ July 1993.
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By the end of the Conciliar Process, church members had all but shifted 
their engagement away from national and international politics. Instead, 
they prioritized local activities and the work of non-governmental organiza­
tions outside the immediate realm of influence of the churches. Whereas 
some continued to expect churches to take a distinct, prophetic stance 
on the national and international stage, the emphasis shifted towards 
networked collaboration and practical, localized initiatives. As our analysis 
has demonstrated, this shift was the result of three factors: the structural 
processes of fluidization and professionalization, localization spurred by the 
end of the Cold War, and the drive to overcome internal divisions through 
concrete activities.

Firstly, the repositioning of religious engagement resulted from the struc­
tural processes of fluidization and professionalization, which also affected 
other parts of European societies at this time. Fluidization of religious 
communities gradually undermined the churches’ ability to mobilize a 
distinct part of society. The relation between citizens and civic organizations 
– whether church, political party, trade union or development organizations 
– became less demanding both in aligning identities and allocating actual 
time. Organizations like Milieudefensie and Greenpeace, Solidaridad, and 
IKV/Pax Christi were well-established by the 1980s and naturally assumed 
the lead in their respective f ields. The process of professionalization was 
reinforced by the dependence on a small group of committed supporters and 
paid employees. This group, the vanguard of Christian activists, had gained 
ample experience in campaigning, were experts in the subject-matter of 
their campaign themes, and had to spend more and more time facilitating 
well-meant amateurism, rallying fragmented and declining supporter bases, 
and continuing their work with less f inancial support from the churches 
and religious networks. Many opted for a more professional approach. Civic 
organizations operating outside of the realm of influence of churches gained 
in importance if churches wanted to launch campaigns.

Secondly, the end of the Cold War occasioned the transformation of 
civic engagement by church members. Ideologically, it implied the demise 
of plausible alternatives to a market-based society. Practically, the rela­
tions with counterparts in Eastern Europe and the global South had to be 
reconfigured. The end of the Cold War provided a crucial blow to a vision of 
change on a global scale and a range of practical activities which had been 
employed in relation to it. This reinforced a shift towards local activities, 
as a global imaginary faded and transnational solidarity lost some of its 
mobilizing appeal.
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Whereas f luidization, professionalization, and localization impacted 
society at large, our analysis of the activities deployed during the Conciliar 
Process also highlight the importance of internal factors to the transforma­
tion of religious engagement. A shift towards practical and often local 
activities provided church congregations with a way to overcome internal 
divisions which had resulted from the politicized intellectual debates over 
issues like peace and global justice during the 1970s and 1980s. Concrete 
activities were less contentious and easier to engage in for a broad range 
of participants. To activists who promoted peace, justice, and care for the 
environment, a move towards activities like buying fair trade coffee, provid­
ing relief for impoverished citizens, helping refugees, and interreligious 
dialogues also provided a welcome tactic. If the problems they identif ied 
could be addressed ‘close to home,’ this would allow people to engage with 
them in a meaningful and prolonged manner.

This turn towards the local which manifested itself in the participation 
of local communities and in a renewed focus on local problems, is crucial 
to the evolution of Western European church and socio-religious history. 
As the history of the Conciliar Process makes clear, the local turn was 
more pronounced in regard of subjects such as poverty and racism, which 
were reinterpreted with a focus on challenges in the local congregations, 
cities, and country. On the level of organizations, the shift was hardly as 
pronounced. Local activities and actions could build on a longer tradition 
of local peace groups, solidarity shops, environmental actions, and study 
groups. Despite the decrease in terms of an engaged constituency, national 
and transnational civic organizations as well as church bodies continued 
their activities and were often involved if local congregations decided to 
initiate activities.

The evolution of the Conciliar Process provides an explanation for the 
transformation of religious engagement around 1990. At the same time, it 
ref ines our understanding of this transformation. Rather than a compre­
hensive depoliticization of religious engagement, church members shifted 
their commitment towards local activities and support for non-governmental 
organizations. In part, this resulted from the dissolution of contentious 
issues related to the Cold War, such as nuclear disarmament and solidarity 
with the Third World. In other instances, political views and issues were 
not disregarded but became less contentious and less pronounced as church 
f igureheads refrained from positioning themselves within national political 
debates and local congregations emphasized practical activities which could 
count on broad support.
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This history thus shows how f luidization, professionalization, and 
localization transformed the ability of religious networks to foster civic 
campaigns. The dissolution of the Conciliar Process coincided with the 
ending of an ‘age of interdependence,’ in which the integration of differ­
ent global and local problems and corresponding activities was highly 
valued. In this respect, its history foregrounds an understudied aspect of 
the history of sustainability, demonstrating how concerns about social, 
economic, and environmental relations were assembled in the realm of global 
Christianity at a time when the notion of ‘sustainable development’ gained 
traction. Moreover, the evolution of the Conciliar Process outlines a new 
framework for religiously inspired civic engagement, in which specialized 
activities and their professional conduct were valued over integration and 
collaboration. Church members continued to impact society at large through 
their engagement in overtly religious organizations but their support for 
non-denominational civic organizations and local initiatives in villages and 
neighborhoods became more signif icant. Future scholarship could benefit 
from exploring such forms of religious engagement to grasp the trajectories 
of persistence and transformation in religious life in Europe since the 1990s.
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