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On the difficulty of defining reconciliation 
 
[A]n ideograph is an ordinary-language term found in political discourse. It is a high order 
abstraction representing commitment to a particular but equivocal and ill-defined normative goal. 
 

Michael Calvin McGee, “The ‘Ideograph’: A Link Between Rhetoric and 
Ideology,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 66 (1980): 1-16 

 
While many of us care about reconciliation and feel called to pursue it as part of our discipleship, 
there is no clear understanding of what it means to do so! Even among the leading diversity voices 
of the day there are vastly different beliefs about what it means to pursue reconciliation. Sure, most 
of us believe that reconciliation means the ending of hostility in order to bring people together, but 
we still differ, sometimes wildly, in how we believe God calls us to address and engage it. 
 
   Brenda Salter McNeil, Roadmap to Reconciliation, p. 20 
 
What is reconciliation? A source of historical puzzlement and contemporary controversy over how 
to make history, this question asks after those words which constitute a beginning (again), that 
moment in which endless cycles of conflict give way to the hope for “unity in difference.” 
Concerned with the dynamics of its operation, the present essay contends that reconciliation is a 
rhetorical concept, a performance and norm of rhetorical practice that transcends violence less than 
it turns its historical justification toward mutual oppositions that call for(th) the character 
(ethos) of understanding. A challenge to both the logic and politics of identity, an opposing and 
relating of that which is held to be exclusive, reconciliation is thus difficult to define. From a reading 
of the concept's history, I investigate this definitional puzzle through consideration of how the 
substance of reconciliation appears within its potential, the capacity to open a time for expression, 
invent the grounds for speech-action, and abide in the risks that attend the power to name. To make 
new in relation, reconciliation's promise demands significant faith in the works of words. 
 

Erik Doxtader, “Reconciliation—a rhetorical concept/ion,” Quarterly Journal 
of Speech 89(4): 267-292 

 
A few passages of Scripture about reconciliation 
 
• Matthew 5:21-26.  First be reconciled to your brother, and then come offer your gift. 

 
• Romans 5:6-11. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his 

Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.  
 

• Ephesians 2:12-22. For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken 
down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments 
expressed in ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so 
making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing 
the hostility. 
 

• Colossians 1:15-23. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his 
cross. 



The doctrine of reconciliation 
    
Two more years have passed since the appearance of the last part-volume. For me they have been 
more than occupied by work on this first survey of the vast territory of the doctrine of 
reconciliation. I have been very conscious of the very special responsibility laid on the theologian at 
this centre of all Christian knowledge. To fail here is to fail everywhere. To be on the right track 
here makes it impossible to be completely mistaken in the whole. Week by week and even day by 
day I have had, and will have (in the continuation), to exercise constant vigilance to find the right 
track and not to lose it. 

Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, ix 

The content of the doctrine of reconciliation is the knowledge of Jesus Christ who is (1) very 
God, that is, the God who humbles Himself, and therefore the reconciling God, (2) very man, that 
is, man exalted and therefore reconciled by God, and (3) in the unity of the two the guarantor and 
witness of our atonement. This threefold knowledge of Jesus Christ includes  
 
the knowledge of the sin of man:  
   (1) his pride,  
   (2) his sloth and  
   (3) his falsehood— 
the knowledge of the event in which reconciliation is made:  
    (1) his justification,  
   (2) his sanctification and  
   (3) his calling— 
and the knowledge of the work of the Holy Spirit in  
    (1) the gathering,  
   (2) the upbuilding and  
   (3) the sending of the community, and of the being of Christians  
          (1) in faith, (2) in love and (3) in hope. 

Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, 79 
 
A doctrine usually ascribed to Paul, although the idea is present wherever estrangement or enmity 
is overcome and unity restored: brothers, litigants, perhaps man to God (Matt. 5:24); lost sheep to 
fold, prodigal to father, the lost back to God (Luke 19:10; cf. 1 Pet. 3:18). Indeed reconciliation is 
exemplified in Jesus’ attitude toward sinners—the truth in Athanasius’s thought that incarnation is 
reconciliation. 
  The root idea (in Greek) is change of attitude or relationship. Paul applies it to wife and 
husband (1 Cor. 7:11), to Jews and Gentiles reconciled to each other in being reconciled to God 
(Eph. 2:14), and to the alienated, divisive elements of a fragmented universe brought “under one 
head” again in Christ (Eph. 1:10; Col. 1:20). His illustrations include those far off made nigh, 
strangers made fellow citizens or of the household, and dividing walls removed. His testimony to 
reconciliation’s results dwells especially upon peace with God (Rom. 5:1; Eph. 2:14; Col. 1:20); 
“access” to God’s presence in place of estrangement (Rom. 5:2; Eph. 2:18; 3:12; see Col. 1:22); joy 
in God rather than dread of “wrath” (Rom. 5:9, 11); and assurance that “God is for us,” not against 
us (Rom. 8:31). 
     R.E.O. White, “Reconciliation,” The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology 
 
Reconciliation is an ongoing spiritual process involving forgiveness, repentance and justice that 
restores broken relationships and systems to reflect God’s original intention for all creation to 
flourish. 

Brenda Salter McNeil, Roadmap to Reconciliation, p. 22 



 
Social values of reconciliation 

 
 

 
 

John B. Hatch. Speaking to Reconciliation: Voices of Faith Addressing Racial and 
Cultural Divides. Peter Lang, 2020. p. 9, 12. 



 
A scene of reconciliation 

2 Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him, and he sat down 
and taught them. 3 The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery, 
and placing her in the midst 4 they said to him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the act of 
adultery. 5 Now in the Law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you 
say?” 6 This they said to test him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent 
down and wrote with his finger on the ground. 7 And as they continued to ask him, he stood up and 
said to them, “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” 8 And 
once more he bent down and wrote on the ground. 9 But when they heard it, they went away one by 
one, beginning with the older ones, and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before 
him. 10 Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned 
you?” 11 She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now 
on sin no more.” 
   John 8:2-11, ESV 

A poem by South African journalist Antjie Krog 
 
because of you 
this country no longer lies 
between us but within 
 
it breathes becalmed 
after being wounded 
in its wondrous throat 
 
in the cradle of my skull 
it sings, it ignites 
my tongue, my inner ear, the cavity of heart 
shudders towards the outline 
  new in soft intimate clicks and gutturals 

of my soul the retina learns to expand 
daily because by a thousand stories 
I was scorched 

a new skin. 
 
I am changed forever. I want to say: 
 forgive me 
  forgive me 
  forgive me 
 
you whom I have wronged, please 
take me 
 
with you. 

A collect for reconciliation 

Give us grace to make peace with those from whom we are divided, that, forgiven and forgiving, we 
may ever be one in Christ; who with you and the Holy Spirit reigns for ever, one holy and undivided 
Trinity. Amen. 


