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Let the heavens be glad and let the earth rejoice. For, the wall that divided the western and the eastern church has been removed, peace and harmony have returned, since the corner-stone, Christ, who made both one, has joined both sides with a very strong bond of love and peace, uniting and holding them together in a covenant of everlasting unity. After a long haze of grief and a dark and unlovely gloom of long-enduring strife, the radiance of hoped-for union has illuminated all.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  “Ecumenical Council of Florence (1438-1445),” http://​darkwing.uoregon.edu​/~​sshoemak/​325/​texts/​florence.htm, accessed July 4, 2018.] 


Those were the celebratory words of the papal bull Laetentur coeli from 1439, which solemnly proclaimed the unity between Christian Churches, following the ecumenical council in Florence and just a few years before the fall of Constantinople. Although filled with audacious optimism, the predictions of lasting unity were bound to remain unfruitful even before they were pronounced, and the Council in Florence is remembered in the Church history as one of the prime examples of ‘failed’ reconciliation. After the return to their home countries, Orthodox bishops faced a strong popular reprisal and finally withdrew their consent for the hierarchical and doctrinal unity. The memory of this unification effort, however, made the dialogue and understanding between ecclesial communities arguably even worse than they were before, resulting in mutual accusations and distrust. Subsequent partial attempts at reconciliation between the Roman Catholic Church and individual Orthodox Churches created a similar animosities, so much so that The Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue Between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church stated in 1993 the following: 

In the course of the centuries various attempts were made to re-establish unity. They sought to achieve this end through different ways, at times conciliar, according to the political, historical, theological and spiritual situation of each period. Unfortunately, none of these efforts succeeded in re-establishing full communion between the Church of the West and the Church of the East, and at times even made oppositions more acute.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Joint Theological Commission of the for the Theological Dialogue Between the Roman Catholic Church and Orthodox Churches, “Uniatism, Method of Union of the Past and the Present Search for Full Communion,” 7, http://​www.vatican.va​/​roman_​curia/​pontifical_​councils/​chrstuni/​ch_​orthodox_​docs/​rc_​pc_​chrstuni_​doc_​19930624_​lebanon_​en.html, accessed July 4, 2018.] 


The situation with respect to reconciliation and Christian religious communities seems somehow paradoxical: they see reconciliation as a social imperative and one of their principal missions that stems from the fundamental theological conviction that God had reconciled Godself to humanity, yet they coexist in an ‘unreconciled’ state between each other. In this article, I will examine this apparent contradiction, highlighting the difference between theological and socio-political conceptualizations of reconciliation. I will focus first and foremost on the Christian notion of reconciliation since it had a signifcant influence on the political concepts of reconciliation.[footnoteRef:3] Unless specified otherwise, I will use the terms ‘religious’ and ‘theological’ for Christian notions of reconciliation.  [3:  See, for instance: Audrey R. Chapman, “Truth Commissions as Instruments of Forgiveness and Reconciliation,” in Forgiveness and Reconciliation: Religion, Public Policy and Conflict Transformation, ed. Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen (Philadelphia, PA: Templeton Foundation Press, 2001), 260.; Lily Gardner Feldman, “The Principle and Practice of ‘Reconciliation’ in German Foreign Policy: Relations with France, Israel, Poland and the Czech Republic,” International Affairs 75, no. 2 (1999): 341 et passim, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00075.] 

Two major issues will be discussed: 1) that the Christian notion of reconciliation is rooted in the idea of the prelapsian state of humanity and thus require a counter-factual return to that harmonious unity and 2) that reconciliation itself is a hegemonic concept that silences dissent in favor of the imposed ideal of social unity. 
 Using references from my field-work in Bosnia and Herzegovina and selected theological sources, I will try to show that both of the aforesaid propositions need to be re-evaluated. I will argue that religious conceptualizations of reconciliation have dual meaning: theological one and the socio-political one. While the theological notion of reconciliation is based on the belief that the whole creation will ultimately be reconciled (as an act of God’s redemption) the socio-political notion of reconciliation recognizes the former as an ideal and the ulitmate aim, but not as an easily-achievable goal within history. Neither of those notions is based on the idea of a perfect humanity before the Fall, but primarily on the eschatological vision of the final future, beyond history. Selected quotes from the interviews with religious leaders will serve to illustrate how those two conceptions coexist, i.e. how the belief in reconciliation (as a theological reality) inspires painful and arduous engagement into reconciliatory activities. 
In response to the second objection, I will argue that the idea of reconciliation does not necessarily imply hegemonic suppression of dissent, although that can be the case in certain contexts. More importantly, I will l propose two new theoretical concepts – “placeholders of reconciliation” and “Degree Zero of Reconciliation” as possible ways to conceive reconciliation in a non-hegemonic and open way, even in situations in which reconciliation seems bound to failure.  

1. Problematics (Christian) theological notion of reconciliation 

Terms such as peace, harmony, love, unity – often present in the religious discourse on reconciliation – may seem too optimistic or even naïve in the aftermath of large tragedies. Moulian, for instance, criticizes the very term “reconciliation” as an element of theological language that has been uncritically displaced into political discourse.[footnoteRef:4] Moon, furthermore, sees reconciliation as an “authoritative trope governing transitional justice.”[footnoteRef:5] She views the Christian narrative of reconciliation, which became influential though the work of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, as a tale of a return to a prior, prelapsian state of human harmony.[footnoteRef:6] Although Moon acknowledges the difference between the reconciliation as a narrative and reconciliation as a metaphor, presenting the latter as open for plural meanings, she ultimately concludes that both “are, perhaps, ultimately resistant to plural interpretation as they carry the trace of a founding moment that is formulaic and cannot be refigured in response to the particular circumstances in which they are invoked.”[footnoteRef:7] In other words, the Christian idea of reconciliation that became dominant though the work of the TRC limit the possibilities of plural interpretations of post-conflict justice. Schaap also perceives the “counterfactual community of equals” and the “ideal of an original harmony,” which lie at the root of the reconciliatory efforts, as derivatives from religious imagination.[footnoteRef:8] Reconciliation, in his view, becomes ideological “to the extent that this harmony that is to be ‘restored’ is reified and inscribed as an enforced commonality.”[footnoteRef:9] [4:  El Periodista, “Tomás Moulián, sociólogo: Pinochet revela un Chile maladito,” http://​www.elperiodista.cl​/​newtenberg/​1435/​article-​36146.html, accessed January 2, 2017.]  [5:  Claire Moon, “Prelapsarian State: Forgiveness and Reconciliation in Transitional Justice,” International Journal for the Semiotics of Law Revue internationale de Sémiotique juridique 17, no. 2 (2004): 185, https://doi.org/10.1023/B:SELA.0000033621.10045.dd.]  [6:  Ibid., 193; 194. ]  [7:  Ibid., 197.]  [8:  Andrew Schaap, “Reconciliation as Ideology and Politics,” Constellations 15, no. 2 (2008): 254, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8675.2008.00488.x.]  [9:  Ibid.] 

Although certain criticism of reconciliation that aims to achieve an idyllic state of no dissent is well grounded, [footnoteRef:10] it would be a mistake to equate religious ideas of reconciliation with desires for social unity without disagreements or dissents. To the contrary, I will try to demonstrate that even the Christian religious notions of reconciliation are characterized with the coexistence of two somehow contradictory conceptions: the theological (transcendental) one, and the historical one. While on the theological level, reconciliation appears as a fundamental aspect of the human condition, on the historical plane, it remains an incomplete process with directionality towards the transcendental vision of unity, but without presumptions that it can be established easily or even achieved at all within the scope of history. [10:  Lu, for instance, asserts that the “dream of reconciliation is problematic if it aims at a kind of social unity that leaves no space for disagreement and dissent. If relational reconciliation requires such fantastical social unity, some may naturally conclude that it comprises ‘myths and illusions.’ (p. 539) She explains that reconciliation of such kind is problematic both from the aspect of individual rights and political order: “Just as reconciliation demands too much from victims (to forgive), it demands too little of the social/political order, letting off punishing perpetrators, compensating victims, and committing to structural transformation. If reconciliation entails affirming evil, it may be better to remain unreconciled.” Cathrine Lu, “Reconciliation and Reparations,” in The Oxford Handbook of Ethics of War, ed. Seth Lazar and Helen Frowe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 540.] 

A recent document by The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, published on the occasion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity illustrates well those two aspects. Summarizing its stance on reconciliation between Christian Churches, it says the following: “Reconciliation has two sides: it is fascinating and terrifying at the same time. It draws us in so that we desire it: within ourselves, with one another, and between our different confessional traditions. We see the price and it scares us. For reconciliation means renouncing our desire for power and recognition.”[footnoteRef:11] Immediately after acknowledging the “terror” of reconciliation that stems from the conditions of historical divisions, the document states the following: “God reconciles not only humanity, but the whole of creation to himself. (…) Too often in history our churches have failed to honor this.”[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, “Reconciliation: The Love of Christ Compels Us (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:14-20),” http://​www.vatican.va​/​roman_​curia/​pontifical_​councils/​chrstuni/​weeks-​prayer-​doc/​rc_​pc_​chrstuni_​doc_​20160531_​week-​prayer-​2017_​en.html, accessed July 4, 2018.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

While there is, on the one hand, some already achieved theological reconciliation of “the whole creation,” there is also a historical reality of divisions, suspicions, tragic memories, and seemingly irreconcilable doctrinal differences that prevent the manifestation of that transcendent reconciliation in the practice of Christian Churches. At the same time – and this is crucial – those two realities are not entirely separated, because the theological view on reconciliation serves as an inspiration for the reconciliatory activities within history, even if the latter remain imperfect or seem as a ‘failure.’ In that sense, one can speak about structural parallels between theological perspectives and political realities, yet without full correspondence.[footnoteRef:13] It is also important to note that the Christian theological notion of reconciliation does not suggest a return on a prelapsian state of a perfect community. Reconciliation does imply a renewal of a broken relationship, but the new relationship is not the return to some previous position; it is rather an opportunity of growth. In other words, a relationship created through reconciliation is different from anything that was before and it is defined in opposition to the rupture that preceded it. Therefore, in terms of relationship, reconciliation represents an evolution, not a mere return to the previous state of affairs. Speaking from the Orthodox perspective, Harakas thus suggests that the sacrament of reconciliation restores the relationship with God and reestablishes human potential for freedom through forgiveness, clarifying that forgiveness “does not erase the past act. What it does is remove accountable guilt for the behavior and erase the consequences of separation and limitation upon the potential of growth.”[footnoteRef:14] The same can be said for the ‘institutional reconciliation’ between the Christian Churches. The hypothetical achievement of the unity would not mean a return to the ecclesial relationships in the first millennium. Instead, it would represent a new form of unity in “what is essential” but with many complimentary elements of different traditions that developed meanwhile,[footnoteRef:15] or in Cullman’s words, the “unity in reconciled diversity.”[footnoteRef:16] The Historical Dictionary of Lutheranism, explains the term “unity in reconciled diversity” in the following way: “This concept implies reconciliation between churches by overcoming their differences so that they become legitimate and acceptable and, thus, reconciled diversities.”[footnoteRef:17] The said model of “unity in reconciled diversity” is acknowledged in other Christian communities as well.[footnoteRef:18] [13:  Cf. Ralf K. Wüstenberg, The Political Dimension of Reconciliation: A Theological Analysis of Ways of Dealing with Guilt during the Transition to Democracy in South Africa and (East) Germany (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 2009), 19–30.]  [14:  Stanley S. Harakas, “Forgiveness & Reconciliation: An Orthodox Perspective,” in Helmick and Petersen, Forgiveness and Reconciliation, 72. (emphasis mine)]  [15:  Second Vatican Council, “Decree on Ecumenism: Unitatis Redintegratio,” http://​www.vatican.va​/​archive/​hist_​councils/​ii_​vatican_​council/​documents/​vat-​ii_​decree_​19641121_​unitatis-​redintegratio_​en.html, accessed December 11, 2018   See also: Owen F. Cummings, One Body in Christ: Ecumenical Snapshots (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2015), 38.]  [16:  Cf. Martin Bräuer, “Pope Francis and Ecumenism,” The Ecumenical Review 69, no. 1 (2017): 10, https://doi.org/10.1111/erev.12261.]  [17:  Günther Gassmann, Duane H. Larson, and Mark W. Oldenburg, Historical Dictionary of Lutheranism (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2001), 283.]  [18:  In an interview to the U.S. Catholic, cardinal Walter Kasper said the following about the ultimate goal of the ecumenical dialogue: “The goal is not a uniform church-- this is not what the other churches want either-but the unity of the one church in reconciled diversity. (…) When we talk of a unity in reconciled diversity, this, of course, cannot mean that there would remain contradictions in principle. In such a unity it would not be acceptable for one church to declare an official teaching of another church as counter to the gospel. The truth is always bigger than our formulas. None of us has the truth, but the truth has us. Through dialogue, with its exchange of gifts, we don't reach a new truth, but we come to a fuller understanding of the truth, which we believe we have in Jesus Christ. This is the dynamic dimension in ecumenical dialogue, and it helps us to discover our full "catholicity.” See: U.S. Catholic, “That All May be One: An interview with Cardinal Walter Kasper,” http://​www.uscatholic.org​/​2011/​01/​all-​my-​be-​one  
Pan-Orthodox council in 2017 stated the following: “In accordance with the ontological nature of the Church, her unity can never be perturbed. In spite of this, the Orthodox Church accepts the historical name of other non-Orthodox Christian Churches and Confessions that are not in communion with her, and believes that her relations with them should be based on the most speedy and objective clarification possible of the whole ecclesiological question, and most especially of their more general teachings on sacraments, grace, priesthood, and apostolic succession.” (Article 5). The article 8 explains the difference between the ontological unity and the apparent disunity: “Certainly, while the Orthodox Church dialogues with other Christians, she does not underestimate the difficulties inherent in this endeavor; she perceives these difficulties, however, on the path towards a common understanding of the tradition of the ancient Church and in hope that the Holy Spirit, Who “welds together the whole institution of the Church, (Sticheron at Vespers of Pentecost), will "make up that which is lacking" (Ordination Prayer).” (Article 8) The article 23 insists on the necessity of inter-Christian dialogue, accompanied by the expressions of “mutual understanding and love” yet that must be done by “eschewing every act of proselytism, uniatism, or other provocative act of inter-confessional competition.” (Article 23). See: Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church, “Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World,” https://​www.holycouncil.org​/-/​rest-​of-​christian-​world, accessed July 4, 2018
] 

To summarize, we can say that the concept of reconciliation in Christianity has two main dimensions: the theological one, and a socio-political one. The theology view rests on the conviction that the fundamental reconciliation between God and the creation had been achieved once for all. In that sense, reconciliation represents a transcendental and trans-historical reality, which is the basis for both sacramental rituals of reconciliation and socio-political engagement in reconciliation. In the socio-political sense, however, reconciliation remains a permanent mission. Therefore, when we speak about socio-political engagements in reconciliation, (partial) ‘failures’ are their constant characteristic.
Moreover, there is a growing realization that too haste attempts at reconciliation represent a certain hubris which can create even deeper divisions that those ex-ante. Reconciliatory work is, in a religious view, both delicate and challenging endeavor yet still an imperative animated by the belief in reconciliation as a permanent theological reality. 

2. Some views from the field 

During my field research in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2015, 2016, and 2018, I have interview 76 religious leaders of Catholic, Orthodox, and Islamic communities. Among other questions that dealt with the perception of war, inter-group relationships, the role of religious communities during and after the conflicts, and post-conflict challenges, reconciliation came up as an important topic. The stances on it vary significantly, not only between religious communities but also within the same community. What unifies them are convictions that reconciliation is never easy or banal. Instead, it is understood as a dialogical encounter which is based on a belief in reconciliation as a possibility, but without confusion between potentials and actual circumstances. In other words, the theological ideal of reconciliation serves as an inspiration and motor of actual reconciliatory actions between divided communities. However, as it will be shown, the theological ideal was not based on the narrative of a perfect state of nature before the Fall, but primarily on the ultimate, eschatological vision of humanity, which does not negate the historical troubles that preceded it. 
In Damjan’s view, reconciliation conceived theologically happens as a certain detachment from history, when a tragic event finally becomes unrooted from a limiting particularity of a moment and transposed into a broader, cosmic perspective. He explained this on the example of an Orthodox temple built nearby a place of a large massacre over Serb population in the WWII: 

[T]he temple is dedicated to Christ’s Resurrection, to the event that overcomes history, not to mention parts of history or ethnic divisions (…) Christ’s Resurrection pulls us out of history, out of the historical context, out of a current context. Needless to say, in cosmic relations, the nation becomes irrelevant (…) Facts are facts, but above that particular history, no matter how bad it is, there is the eternity.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Damjan (Orthodox Church), November 4, 2015.] 


Linking reconciliation to the Christian vision of Resurrection, he suggested that the historical divisions are not to be obliviated but re-contextualized into a holistic view of the redeemed creation. However, that final eschatological vision is not only a detached fantasy - it can already be litrugically celebrated by the community that shares it. At the same time, the same community lives within the historical reality of division in which constant work on reconciliation is necessary.[footnoteRef:20] Miloš also presented how Christian liturgical celebration reverses the order of time and anchors the attitudes towards the past in the eschatological future (not the other way around), thus bringing hope into otherwise grim situations: [20:  Even though reconciliation cannot be commanded, it can still be encouraged by the religious communities. Jovan, an Orthodox priest in Herzegovina, emphasizes precisely that role: “I think that the Church should, in this moment of time, take responsibility, no matter how marginalized it is from other institutions. The Church should lead the people and be, as it was throughout history, a bastion of reconciliation.” (Jovan (Serbian Orthodox Church), December 24, 2015 ). However, it can also be the opposite case – that people do want to reconcile, but they are afraid that their actions would be disapproved by their religious establishemnts. As Fra Stanko said: “We are still closed in our sheepfolds. We are closed, and we keep people closed.” (Stanko (2016/01/28), January 28, 2016)  ] 


Liturgical memory is already [the memory] of the future (…) There is one prayer in the old Vatican liturgy, in Missalum Gothicum, that begins with “remembering Your second coming” and only then, interestingly, speaks about death and suffering [of Jesus Christ]. Hence, it immediately begins from eschatology (…) Other memories, profane [memories] outside the liturgical context, perhaps should not be called anamnesis, because it is always a memory of the past. However, I would invite us to reflect a little, so that we include in that historical memory also the memory of the future, for the sake of a happier future, so that our memory does not remain encapsulated and framed only within past tragedies. Instead, [we should] remember eschatologically, including the brighter future that awaits us.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Miloš (Serbian Orthodox Church), October 6, 2016.] 


	Liturgical celebration serves as a good illustration of how two planes of reconciliation (theological one and socio-historical one) can coexist. Although they do not coincide with each other, they stand in a communicative action – while the eschatological vision inspires and reassures religious believers that the reality of reconciliation is possible, the end of liturgy reminds them that such vision take place outside the standard order of time, as a final convergence point of history to which they need to direct their actions. 

2.1. The main elements of reconciliation: the encounter, bridging the dissonance

As we could have inferred from the previous paragraphs, the basis of the reconciliatory actions, at least among Christian religious leaders, is the belief in reconciliation as a theological reality, which gives warrant to the conviction that reconciliation is possible (and necessary) also within history. In the following sections, I will elaborate further on how the belief in reconciliation manifests itself practically though the exchange of reconciliatory signals. After that, I will describe a second prevalent image – the metaphor of bridging the dissonance. While the belief in reconciliation enables a moment of an encounter between adversaries, bridging is a process of overcoming a dissonance that exists between them. 

2.1.1. Belief in reconciliation and exchange of reconciliatory signals

For Ivan, reconciliation is a process of coming together between the offender and offended sides: 

The one who is more ennobled, i.e., godlier—I always speak as a believer – makes the first step. For reconciliation to occur, the other side has to […] accept the [offer of an] encounter. [Making the first step] is a signal (…) that there is no need to be afraid. Yes, that person had sinned, but s/he should not be afraid – look, the other side shows you good will. Now, you should accept that in some way, saying: “Look, I am sorry.”[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ivan (Roman Catholic Church), November 26, 2015.] 


In Ivan’s view, the one “who is godlier” makes the first step, suggesting that there are religious grounds to initiate the process of reconciliation, to believe that it is possible. In that sense, belief in reconciliation precedes the course of reconciliatory actions. Th whole process  is never completely determined; it is rather a form of silent negotiation, an exchange of signals of goodwill to reconcile and readiness to reciprocate. In Ivan’s model, the first step (the offer of reconciliation) is unconditional, it is a gift, but the final step (community) is conditioned upon acceptance of that offer and contrition. At the same time, contrition is shown if there is a perception that the process of reconciliation is not meant to humiliate the offender. Therefore, a signal of readiness to reconcile is returned by a signal of change. Both signals have a function to assure the other side that reconciliation will not be a pretext for scorn, revenge, or reprisal.
A similar idea is expressed in the book Exclusion and Embrace, in which Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf represent reconciliation through a four-step image of an embrace which consists of open arms, coming together, a hug, and a release from a hug. But, this does not mean that the practice of the embrace is an easy one. When in 1993 Volf gave a public lecture on the importance of the reconciliation between the enemies, Jürgen Moltmann asked a very concrete question: “But, can you embrace a četnik?” Četniks were members of the Serbian royalist militia in WWII who committed a number of crimes involving Croats, and certain Serbian military units later embraced this name during the 1990s war. Volf answered “No, I cannot,” adding immediately “but as a follower of Christ I think I should be able to.”[footnoteRef:23] The “No” of his answer, however, is still different from a general “No” that would immediately discard such a possibility. By saying “No” and supplementing it with a theological “I should be able to,” he acknowledged the dissonance between the difficult reality and the ideal. His books later demonstrate that it is precisely the eschatological vision of the reconciled humanity (including former enemies) that enables the opening of the initial “No,” allowing for the possibility of inner development that eventually could transform the ideal into an actuality. [23:  Ibid., 9.] 

	We could see the illustration of this mechanism in a public interview that Grigorije Durić, the former Orthodox bishop of Zahumlje-Herzegovina gave to the N1 Television in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Answering the question as to why he had not offered an apology to Bosniaks, he said that apology can be fruitful only when there is trust that it will not be met with malevolence and eventually result in even greater hostility. At the same time, his response offers an insight into the interwoven notions of forgiveness, asking for forgiveness, and the reconciliation that results from them:

The word “forgiveness” is one of the most valuable words. It is one of the most powerful things that religion brings, that Christianity brings to this world. To forgive somebody means to have space in one’s heart for that person. (…) Therefore, if somebody would forgive me, that means that he should open his heart for me when I ask for forgiveness. (…) But that does not happen, and then there is no sincere asking forgiveness nor is there mutual forgiveness. Instead, there is just insistence ‘they killed us here, we killed them there’ and so on (…) And in all that, there is one horrible political trick that a whole nation is being demonized because of the acts of some criminal (…) That is the generalization that can be catastrophic.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  “N1 Pressing: Vladika Grigorije (6.1.2016),” 00:47:15-00:50:06, https://​www.youtube.com​/​watch​?​v=​OwgTHipO4Mg, accessed August 17, 2017 (My translation) ] 

	
Bishop Grigorije explained how the perception of hands open for a hug (i.e., the prospect of reconciliation) is the crucial step that motivates both the admittance of guilt and forgiveness. In that sense, the order of forgiveness and reconciliation is even reversed since the offer of reconciliation functions as a safe space which enables all other reciprocally directed movements. While the victim expects some form of apology or remorse, the other side expects a guarantee that those apologies will not be misused for collective blaming. For that reason, apologies are most often given when the perception is that they will accept and that some form of community will be re-established. In that sense, belief in reconciliation precedes acts of reconciliation.

2.1.2. Bridging the dissonance

The belief in reconciliation does not mean that suddenly the process of reconciliation appears as somehow less discomforting. On the contrary, the prevailing conviction among my respondents was that reconciliation is by definition an uneasy encounter. However, while the anticipated distress might normally dissuade individuals from even considering it, it is the belief in reconciliation as a possibility and even theological duty that motives than to enter into that encounter. For Željko, a Catholic priest, the ‘painful’ Other is the modus of truth and the truth itself. In his view, a reconciliatory encounter always has a revelatory potential—through unpleasant, but still a necessary encounter with the Other participants become aware of the limits of their previously established ‘truths.’ In that sense, reconciliation without some degree of “healthy conflict” is, in Željko’s opinion, always fake: 

Fake universalists and reconcilers do not like the truth, nor do they like conflicts. Sometimes, healthy conflict is necessary (…) We are the truth and a gift to each other. And the truth is liberating. It is critical. (…) I am speaking about healthy conflict. I [speak from] experience. Why do those international organizations or NGOs not call me? – Because I want to tell the truth, and they do not like that – it shakes things too much. (…) They like the [feel-good appearances] and setups around those [fake apperances]. I don’t share their opinion because [their approach lacks] catharsis. You see, we have to enable each other a catharsis. That is why I keep saying that we are truth and a gift to each other. If we refuse to acknowledge [crimes] in our communities, then, in an honest encounter, the Orthodox person will tell me, “Look, those are things that members of your people did in Jasenovac, Dretelj, etc. Not you.” How liberating is that truth![footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Željko (Roman Catholic Church), January 30, 2017.] 

 	
That encounter with a painful Other, in encounter Željko’s view, has the potential to uncover unpleasant truths that the community wants to forget or suppress, which are nevertheless crucial for ‘honest’ reconciliation. The process of coming to terms with the past is triggered by an encounter with the Other, but it at the same time happens via the Other. Neither of the participants in that process stays the same. Rediscovered truth, hence, recreates subjects of a renewed relationship. 
	Emphasis on love is a re-occurring theme in the religious discourse on peacebuilding.  Once again, love in this context does not represent any form of friendship or amicability, since both elements are the result of reconciliation, not its precedents. Love, therefore, is better understood as an element of care for the truth of the Other that allows people to go beyond immediate personal interests or the interests of their group. For Konstantin, the emphasis on “self-sacrificing love” in the process of peacebuilding is the biggest comparative advantage of religious communities over non-religious organizations. Not denying that many non-believers are equally or even more engaged in humanitarian actions, Konstantin mentions: 

I think that [the Church] can formatively influence people so that they become true peace-builders, eccentrics, that is, people who do not behave according to the rules of this world, who are ready to work in Others’ favor even to their own detriment. That formation of the consciousness of people and of practical believers, directing their thoughts to (…) the Gospel, that is, self-sacrificing love and self-giving, that is their comparative advantage. Worldly establishments can hardly ever evoke that kind of sacrifice because doing so would be a fiasco according to the state’s values. Imagine that a state works to damage itself [i.e., work against its own interests]. On the other hand, religious life (…) offers more magnificent opportunities.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Konstantin (Serbian Orthodox Church), December 8, 2016.] 


In short, religious views on reconciliation construe it as a form of a truth-oriented encounter, based on fundamental trust that reconciliation as such is divinely inspired. In that process, the presence of the Other is crucial. At the same time, reconciliation is a discomforting encounter that involves a certain amount of conflict that is nevertheless balanced with care for the Other to a greater degree than an immediate self-interest would require. Although love, gift, and sacrifice were frequent keywords employed in religious views on reconciliation, they were certainly not constructed only as a set of positive and inspiring stories. Throughout my interviews, I noticed a certain form of aversion among religious leaders towards numerous reconciliation projects that do not have a strong resonance among people because they are seen either as superficial or as activities that primarily benefit project leaders and not communities. At the same time, there was strong support for fact-finding, objective multi-lateral historical commissions which would clarify the historical events, removal of all type of structural discriminations, and work on collective memories. The latter element becomes particularly important when seen in the context of the Yugoslav period in which history was marred under the ideological project of supra-national reconciliation around the Communist idea of “brotherhood and unity” that had a stark ricochet in the period immediately before the war in the 1990s. On many occasions, respondents expressed the belief that the lack of critical dealing with past crimes during the Yugoslav period made possible the subsequent explosion of memories of suffering that were equally uncritical. In other words, the state-proclaimed reconciliation between former adversaries was not accompanied by the processes of independent historical research. That negative silence and reconciliation without (uncomfortable) confrontation with the past was something that proved to be unfeasible in the long run, a ‘failed’ reconciliation – one might say. Another conviction that is linked to the memory of the previous state the belief that reconciliation cannot be forced as a political project, yet it does need to be encouraged, especially when members of the group have a fear that any form of such cooperation  would be tantamount to betrayal.[footnoteRef:27] Although politics is important in creating the optimal pre-conditions, reconciliation itself can happen only through an encounter with the Other, but not just any encounter but, rather, an encounter oriented towards the community.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Even though reconciliation cannot be commanded, it can still be encouraged by the religious communities. Jovan, an Orthodox priest in Herzegovina, emphasizes precisely that role: “I think that the Church should, in this moment of time, take responsibility, no matter how marginalized it is from other institutions. The Church should lead the people and be, as it was throughout history, a bastion of reconciliation.” (Jovan (Serbian Orthodox Church), December 24, 2015 ). However, it can also be the opposite case – that people do want to reconcile, but they are afraid that their actions would be disapproved by their religious establishemnts. As Fra Stanko said: “We are still closed in our sheepfolds. We are closed, and we keep people closed.” (Stanko (2016/01/28), January 28, 2016)  ]  [28:  Hrvoje made the following comment about the communities in Bosnia and Herzegovina: “There is an exchange of economic and other goods, but I am not sure to what degree reconciliation has occurred. I am afraid that there is still much [left to be done] there. (…) [The decision to reconcile] cannot be decided at some [higher] level [that orders individuals]: “We are going to reconcile, and that must function in that way.” [Instead,] reconciliation has to happen from within people. People have to reconcile.” (Hrvoje (Roman Catholic Church), October 15, 2015) He was thus suggesting that economic cooperation and absence of direct violence still does not amount to reconciliation.] 


3. Reconciliation as a hegemonic concept of social unity

Even if we accept that theological conceptualizations of reconciliation are more complex than an idea of easy and simple harmony would allow, we are still left with a question whether reconciliation remains an authoritarian concept which forcefully promotes consensus over a disagreement. In his elaborate defense of resentment, Brudholm revives Jean Améry resistance to political projects of forgiveness and reconciliation which put a lid on the grievances in favor of presupposed social unity and harmony.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Thomas Brudholm, Resentment’s Virtue: Jean Améry and the Refusal to Forgive (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2008), 77.] 

From a sociological perspective of conflict-theory, reconciliation is a problematic concept because it prematurely covers the underlying social oppression. Mentioning the problematics of reconciliation, Droogers, for instance, states: “One pitfall should be mentioned. Reconciliation seems to be basically positive, and conflict has a negative connotation. Yet, just as conflict can be necessary and healthy, reconciliation may camouflage a socially and morally harmful situation.”[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  André Droogers, “Religious Reconciliation: A View from the Social Sciences,” in Religion, Conflict and Reconciliation: Multifaith ideals and realities, ed. Jerald D. Gort, Henry Jansen and Hendrik M. Vroom (Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, 2002), 11.] 

When understood as a forceful political project that neglects the needs of the victims in favor of an imposed political agenda, or even when it promotes an unrealistically high level of emotional (or even spiritual) unity between groups previously engaged in conflicts, reconciliation can be, without doubt, a divisive term. However, this does not mean that every form of reconciliation is necessarily such that it silences every form of disagreement for hte sake of the prescribed social goal of harmony. In a narrower sense, it is not even the case that theological stances on reconciliation require suppression of conflicts in favor of unity at all costs. 
A political reading of the Old-testament prophet Jeremiah is precisely a criticism of false premise of peace which undermines the advocacy of the oppressed social groups. Jeremiah denounces the ‘false prophets’ of his time who ignored the social conflicts under the pretext of peace while at the same time profiting from the status quo: “From the least to the greatest, all are greedy for gain; prophets and priests alike, all practice deceit. They dress the wound of my people as though it were not serious. 'Peace, peace,' they say, when there is no peace. Are they ashamed of their detestable conduct? No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush.”[footnoteRef:31] In other words, Jeremiah underlines that proclamation of peace and “dressing of the wounds” can be deceitful when detached from concerns about justice and truth.  [31:  Jeremiah 6, 13-16. A similar criticism is pronounced in Michah, 3:5 – “This is what the LORD says: "As for the prophets who lead my people astray, they proclaim 'peace' if they have something to eat, but prepare to wage war against anyone who refuses to feed them.” (The quotation taken from the NIV translation of the Bible).] 

A relatively recent apostolic exhortation Africae Munus brings together my previous discussion on the belief in reconciliation and concerns for victim’s dignity, social justice, and non-repetition of crimes. In doing so, it presents reconciliation as a pre-political concept (what I call theological reconciliation) which nevertheless has the greatest political relevance: “Reconciliation is a pre-political concept and a pre-political reality, and for this very reason it is of the greatest importance for the task of politics itself. Unless the power of reconciliation is created in people’s hearts, political commitment to peace lacks its inner premise.”[footnoteRef:32] However, the exhortation it immediately clarified that reconciliation, to be effective, “has to be accompanied by a courageous and honest act: the pursuit of those responsible for these conflicts, those who commissioned crimes and who were involved in trafficking of all kinds, and the determination of their responsibility. Victims have a right to truth and justice. It is important for the present and for the future to purify memories, so as to build a better society where such tragedies are no longer repeated.”[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Benedict XVI, “Africae Munus: Post-Synodal Exhortation of his Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to the Bishops, Clergy, Consecrated Persons and the Lay Faithful on the Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and Peace,” 19, http://​w2.vatican.va​/​content/​benedict-​xvi/​en/​apost_​exhortations/​documents/​hf_​ben-​xvi_​exh_​20111119_​africae-​munus.html, accessed July 4, 2018.]  [33:  Ibid., 21.] 

In short, certain projects of reconciliation can be deeply problematic, particularly when they represent a forceful ideological agenda that silences the victims, when they sideline the needs for justices and truth or cover social grievances. However, that does not mean that we can abandon the concept of reconciliation altogether and treat it as a hegemonic tool that proclaims harmony and unity at the detriment of those who do not have a voice in the political arena. What is thus necessary is a careful balance between inspiring ideals of reconciliation and awareness of their scopes and potential misuse. 
In the final part of this paper, I will suggest two concepts that can serve as meaningful theoretical tools to speak about reconciliation even in the absence of basic premises such as security, acknowledgment of guilt, apologies, and reparations. The first concept, “placeholders of reconciliation” represents activities done during the periods of animosities that can later be used as reference points for reconciliatory activities. The second concept “Degree Zero of Reconciliation” represents a basic framework for situating reconciliatory activities that, nevertheless, does not amount to reconciliation in the strict sense. 

3.1. Placeholders of Reconciliation

The concept of placeholders of reconciliation comprises all those attempts, inspired by the belief in reconciliation, that are yet limited and unable to achieve the full reconciliation themselves. While reconciliation is traditionally linked to the post-conflict phase, placeholders of reconciliation can take place even during the conflict. Take for instance the testimony of Father Golijan, an Orthodox priest who saved two Imams from Vlasenica from almost certain persecution or even death. As a consequence of his actions, Golijan was marginalized in his own community and suffered harsh stigmatization both during and after the war in the 1990s in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Nevertheless, he saw his acts as a historical precedent that was to undermine the standard mechanisms of inter-group violence: 

In the Rodoljub Čolaković’s notes on the National Liberation War, one can read what happened in Vlasenica during the WWII. German occupier unites kept the order, but after their withdrawal, Ustaši started to take over [the control]. They took the most prominent Serbs to a forest and killed them all, among them was my colleague   Dušan Bobar. (…) They killed them all. (…) Although there was not a single effendi to protect their colleague [i.e., the murdered Orthodox priest], either because it did not enter their minds to do so or they did not dare—I do not condemn people—I still did protect two effendis fifty years after that. Because of that my God, Christ, does not condemn me. And if I broke the fate, and stopped the [vicious circle of] history, that is only something that I can be proud of. [footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Dijana Radisavljević, “Život nije važniji od obraza: Prota Milorad Golijan spasao dva imama,” http://​www.blic.rs​/​vesti/​drustvo/​zivot-​nije-​vazniji-​od-​obraza-​prota-​milorad-​golijan-​spasao-​dva-​imama/​ggyqf3z, accessed February 10, 2018 (My translation)] 


Golijan emphasized the fact that moral acts should not be determined by the presence or absence of reciprocity (quid pro quo). Even though there were no Muslim religious servants during WWII to protect their Orthodox colleague in Vlasenica, he nonetheless felt obliged to act based on his own moral principles. Interestingly, he saw that as the only way to “break the fate” and “stop the history,” in the sense of starting an entirely new story, beyond endless accusations and distrust. Golijan thus understands his personal sacrifice during the war as a way to prevent future wars. Golijan was, therefore, expressed his belief that his activities done during the war were conducted with the perspective of “breaking the fate” and stopping the vicious circle of revenge. He additionally stressed that he did not have a precedent to which he would refer to. In that sense, his activities can be understood not as reconciliation (because that process had not been commenced in the context of direct fighting’s), but as “placeholders of reconciliation” to which future reconciliatory work would have referred. 
Following Foucault’s elaboration on heterotopias as non-hegemonic places of difference[footnoteRef:35], “placeholders of reconciliation” represent heteropraxis which resist the dominant matrix of division, and although it stands in asymmetry to dominant order of social relations, it nevertheless allows a limited flourishing of difference. Placeholders of reconciliation thus stand in contrast to reconciliation in the same way that truce stands to peace – as temporarily limited windows of opportunity. If heterotopias as real, tangible places in which u-topias can be reflected, then heteropraxis is a concrete action to which final visions of a cooperative community (u-praxis) can be attached.  [35:  Michel Foucault, “Des espaces autres. Hétérotopies,” https://​foucault.info​/​documents/​heterotopia/​foucault.heteroTopia.fr/​, accessed July 4, 2018.] 


3.2. Degree Zero of Reconciliation

In a very recent survey among Bosniaks and Croatian faculty students in Sarajevo (N=105) and Mostar (N=144), in Bosnia and Herzegovina, conducted in December 2016 and January 2017,[footnoteRef:36] one of the questions was related to the nature of the conflicts between the two mentioned groups. Respondents could choose on a scale ranging from “completely surprising historical exception” to “historical necessity that cyclically repeats, as it was in the past, so in future.”  Around one-fifth of respondents (18.8% of Bosniaks and 21% of Croats) selected the latter option, understanding the conflicts as a historical necessity between the two groups, even though they have not previously had large inter-group conflicts.  [36:  The survey was conducted by the author, Stipe Odak, and Sabina Čehajic-Clancy in January 2017. ] 

Of course, this example is not sufficient to make any generalizations, but their responses remain indicative of the problems that are still present even more than twenty years after the conflicts. Such a fatalistic view of conflict as a historical rule easily encroaches on other aspects of social life. For instance, if conflicts are viewed as a necessity, then peace can never be understood as something stable, but rather as a transitory phase between times of conflict. 
Therefore, I argue that reconciliation at its bare minimum, or as its own condition of possibility, should be understood in opposition to the process of the creation of perennial enemies. Unlike an enemy who exists in the present and represents a threat to the current system, a perennial enemy is an enemy clothed in a shroud of quasi-eternity, always in the form of collectivity, and its actions threaten not only the present, but also the future. A perennial enemy stands in opposition to any form of reconciliation, and it cannot bear an individual name. Instead, it carries a generic label onto which all social sins can be projected. Examples of perennial enemies include a Capitalist in the Communist ideology, a Jew in Nazi Germany,[footnoteRef:37] the West to the current ISIS. The danger of the same logic hovers over every post-conflict group. Decisive rejection of reconciliation thus opens the door to the possibility of creating perennial enemies, particularly after wars or conflicts. Take for instance the wars in Balkans. The bloody period of the 20th century gave an excuse for those who wanted to declare that, e.g., Serbs and Croats are perennial enemies (or Bosniaks for that matter) and that they cannot be trusted. Seen in that light, all peaceful periods that preceded conflicts are postulated as exceptions to the rule of perpetual hatred.  [37:  cf. The notion of the eternal Jew, der ewige Jude in the Nazi propaganda.] 

The DZR can thus be defined, in positive terms, as the acceptance of the common humanity of an enemy and the acceptance of the possibility of a common future. In negative terms, it can be defined in opposition to the idea of perennial enemies. However—and this is an important detail—the DZR still does not represent any positive degree of reconciliation itself; it is still not even the degree one. Nevertheless, it represents a framework, a scale, a possibility of existence in which reconciliation can grow. In the DZR, reconciliation is already there since it includes actions defined in positive and negative terms, but it does not yet represent any actual growth. However, it would be incorrect to take it for granted. The DZR does not exist by itself—it still requires some active engagement in attitudes, beliefs, and even behavior. At the same time, it is not to be equated with the notion of availability, since the DZR requires the availability for a very specific idea, not just availability in general. Availability, for instance, can be phrased in the following way: I am available to help someone if he or she needs urgent help, but I will never accept the idea that we can live together. Our current social state is just a temporary arrangement that will last until the next chance to achieve ethnically pure areas. Such availability does not represent even the degree zero of reconciliation. Thus, availability can be present even if the DZR is not there. On the other side, the DZR can exist even amidst the bloodiest conflicts, for instance among those who oppose dehumanizing war rhetorics. Therefore, the DZR is oriented towards someone who might be seen as a perennial enemy, and it is not a generic idea of a happy future for all people which is so abstract that it does not invoke any obligations.
The reason why the DZR can still be seen as a form of reconciliation is because it already represents reconciliation with a specific someone, and without it, no other forms of reconciliation are imaginable.[footnoteRef:38] Without some change in the image of perennial enemies there is no real possibility of imagining the end of circular violence, and every period of peace could simply be seen as a truce during which another conflict is prepared. This act of reconciliation, at the degree zero, is both actual and distanced. For a person who accepts it, it is just a beginning that signifies that reconciliation is already here, but not yet achieved. The DZR is, to conclude, an imaginative act that constitutes a vision, or hope. In that capacity, it is real as far as it forms the attitudes and decisions of a person.  [38:  A good question can be whether the DZR represents a form of reconciliation with something rather than reconciliation with someone since it is a form of imagination, a form of acceptance of a certain vision. Of course, to the degree that it represents an acceptance of a certain image, it is an acceptance of something. However, that something is not just a generic state of affairs, but a vision of a specific someone. What differentiates reconciliation with something from reconciliation with someone is engagement with a specific person or group. In the first case, reconciliation was understood as a quasi-fatalistic acceptance of a certain state of affairs imposed on people. In the second case, we talk about engagement with a specific someone, and that engagement can vary in degree from minimalist to maximalist. Therefore, the DZR ties with the second case, since it always assumes a very specific someone. ] 


Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that theological attitudes on reconciliation depend significantly on the framework in which they are placed. Presenting the apparent paradox in which Christian communities continuously promote reconciliation while living in a situation of ecclesial division, after many instances of ‘failed’ reconciliation, I have argued that there are two basic understandings of the concept: the theological (transcendental) understanding of reconciliation, and the socio-political (historical) one. While in the first sense, reconciliation represents the fundamental relationship between God and creation that is achieved once for all, reconciliation in the second sense represents a set of activities that are directed towards the transcendental ideal. Therefore, reconciliation-in-history stands under the constant predicament of failure. At the same time, it remains inspired by the basic theological belief in its possibility. Following the ethnographic research in Bosnia and Herzegovina, I have illustrated further this division between the “belief in reconciliation” and reconciliation itself, which is – in view of my respondent – always a painful attempt of an encounter with the painful Other that requires an involved engagement in bridging the dissonance between divergent views on history, distrust, emotional barriers, and conflicting interests. Finally, in response to the challenge that talks about reconciliation can be problematic in situations when no basic preconditions of security and justice have been fulfilled, I have presented two concepts that can be useful theoretical tools to conceptualize reconciliation even in sub-optimal circumstances. The first concept “placeholders of reconciliation” represents activities done during conflicts which can become reference points for future reconciliatory works. The second concept of the “Degree Zero of Reconciliation,” marked by two basic conditions – the rejection of the idea of perennial enemies, and acceptance of the possibility of a common future – represents a framework in which reconciliation itself still does not exist (it is on de ‘degree zero’) but still has an ability to grow. Those two concepts can be seen in analogy to the basic theological premise that reconciliation is achieved “already” (on the transcendental plane) but “not yet” on the historical one. In that sense, placeholders of reconciliation and Degree Zero of Reconciliation represent a framework for the talk of reconciliation which is “already, but not yet.” 
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