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Member organisations of WTC 
The Wellington Theological Consortium (WTC) was established by the Wellington Institute of Theology 

(Anglican), Wellington Catholic Education Centre, Booth College of Mission (Salvation Army), and were later 

joined by Wellington Pacific Bible College. The purpose of their partnership is to advance the intellectual 

exploration of Christian faith and mission.  

 

Booth College of Mission 

The Salvation Army Training College was established in 1913. In 1982, it moved from its Aro Valley site in 

central Wellington to Trentham.  Booth College of Mission is registered as a private training establishment with 

the New Zealand Qualifications Authority. In 1999, The Salvation Army and the Laidlaw College Inc. (Laidlaw 

College) signed a partnership agreement whereby students taking courses at BCM would receive credits 

towards Laidlaw College awards. In January 2002, the college was renamed The Salvation Army Booth 

College of Mission.  It consists of the School for Officer Training, the School of Bible and Mission, the Centre 

for Leadership Development, Youth Mission Training and an on-site Early Childhood Education Centre, William 

Booth Educare. The School for Officer Training (SFOT) provides training for all who respond to the call to serve 

as officers of The Salvation Army, offering training tailored to the individualôs needs. The School of Bible and 

Mission (SBM), in partnership with the Laidlaw College, is open to anyone who wishes to pursue courses in 

biblical, ministry and mission studies. Diploma and certificate courses are accredited with the New Zealand 

Qualifications Authority in partnership with Laidlaw College. The Centre for Leadership Development (CLD) 

offers a full curriculum of workshop based learning experiences aimed at developing the leadership skills of all 

who hold leadership and ministry responsibilities within The Salvation Army. For further information 

visit www.salvationarmy.org.nz/boothcollege or email bcm@nzf.salvationarmy.org.nz. 

 

Catholic Theological College - Te Kupenga 

The Catholic Theological College - Te Kupenga is the sole provider of Catholic theological, ministry and 

religious education qualifications in New Zealand. It serves a Catholic community of more than 470,000, with 

237 Catholic schools that teach 70,000 New Zealand children. Their core task is to provide students with the 

knowledge, understanding and skills necessary for ministry in the Catholic Church of Aotearoa New Zealand 

and teaching Religious Education in New Zealand Catholic schools. It is the successor organisation to Good 

Shepherd College and The Catholic Institute (formerly Wellington Educational Centre). The resources and 

experience of these two institutions are now combined in a single tertiary provider aimed at the formation of 

ministry and leadership. Its main campus and library is in 40 Vermont Street, Ponsonby, Auckland. It maintains 

an office in Wellington at 15 Guildford Terrace. 

 

Wellington Pacific Bible College 

Wellington Pacific Bible College was established in 2006 to provide biblical instruction, language learning and 

life skills training for Pacific communities in the Wellington area.  Currently, courses are offered using English, 

Samoan and Tongan languages.  A new development is courses are additionally being offered in Mandarin, 

Ethiopian, and Hara languages. WPBC is based in the Lifepoint Building, 61 Hopper Street, Mt Cook, 

Wellington. For further information visit www.pacificbiblecollege.ac.nz.  

Anglican Diocese of Wellington  

Wellington Institute of Theology no longer exists. Anglican connection with WTC is maintained through 

Archdeacon Gendy Thomson and Rev Lyall Perris, who is the current chairperson of WTC Council.  

Wellington Pacific Bible College 

http://www.salvationarmy.org.nz/boothcollege
mailto:bcm@nzf.salvationarmy.org
http://www.pacificbiblecollege.ac.nz/


п 

 

One of the most dangerous ideas in human 

thought is contained in the Declaration of 

Independence, passed on 4 July 1776 by the 

American states in congress. 

The idea is this: that all men are created equal, that 

they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. 

But this idea of human equality is so easily 

subverted, when efforts are made to try to put into 

practice. Within a few short years this idea of 

universal human equality crossed the Atlantic 

Ocean from North America to find a fresh home in 

the French Revolution. During the next twenty years 

France and the USA put fences around the concept 

of óhuman equalityô: who did it apply to? Slaves? 

Indigenous people? Immigrants?  

Meanwhile, independently, Wiliam Wilberforce had 

begun his leadership of the campaign to see slavery 

abolished in England, which was ultimately 

successful in 1833.  

How were people to be governed? In both countries 

France and the USA, something had to replace 

government by a king, but what was it to be?  

Many countries found that it was essential to 

introduce ways to engage citizens in government, 

through some form of suffrage, so that they could 

vote for the people who would govern them. At least 

in part this was an attempt to keep the possibility of 

revolution at bay. 

In France, the king was replaced in time by a 

dictator, Napoleon, who in turn was replaced by 

various republics.  Currently the head of State is the 

President, who is directly elected. France has a 

written constitution, which was created in 1958. The 

French Prime Minister is elected independently of 

Dangerous Ideas 
 

Lyall Perris 
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the President, and problems arise when the two do 

not agree. 

We are more familiar with the US system, where the 

President is elected indirectly through an electoral 

college; and where presidential power is limited by 

the Senate and the judiciary. In some ways the 

President, the Senate, and the Supreme Court 

seem to have each been set up to limit the powers 

of the others.  

Our own system is an example of a parliamentary 

democracy, with its own peculiarities. Following the 

British model, there is no written constitution. But in 

our Cabinet Manual, New Zealand is described as a 

constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary system 

of government; and that it is a democracy where the 

Treaty of Waitangi is regarded as a foundation 

document. 

But how do all of these political systems line up with 

the Christian concept of equality before God?  

The notion of equality in creation is pursued in our 

eucharist, where together we say ñWe who are 

many are one body for we all share the one bread.ò 

I believe that our Christian notion of equality works 

on a different level. Itôs not dealing with voting or 

entitlements or responsibilities. It is more 

fundamental than any of these matters.  

Equality before God is part of who we are as Godôs 

created children. On the one hand God has no 

favourites among the myriad of children, yet on the 

other each one of us is a favourite child, a beloved 

individual, created through the Word, and sustained 

through the Spirit, the Breath of God.  

Each person is different from every other person. 

Even identical twins are different from each other eg 

they have different fingerprints. Being different from 

one another seems to be part of Godôs plan for 

humanity from the beginning. The indications are 

that we have been created to be different from one 

another, yet also with the intention to live in 

community with others; just as our creator lives in 

community as Trinity.  

Living in human community is not easy. Genesis is 

filled with stories from the beginning of human 

history which show how hard it is to live with   

people. The first couple, Adam and Eve fell out with 

one another. The first brothers quarreled and one 

killed the other. Early grandparents, Sarah and 

Isaac, disagreed over the futures of their 

grandchildren Esau and Jacob. Sarahôs deception of 

her husband Jacob is echoed in the deceits carried 

out on Jacob by his father-in-law Laban over the 

marriages of his daughters Leah and Rachel to him. 

Jacobôs fear of Esau, the brother he had cheated, 

stayed with him most of his life. 

Something communities have had to learn over 

centuries, is that we can learn to trust one another, 

but that trust must be backed up. Trust must be 

buttressed by documentation, such as the attested 

signatures of witnesses; and enforced by the legal 

system. 

Scripture provides guidance for Christian 

communities.  Eg Paulôs advice in Romans 12:9-18. 

óLet love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to 

what is good, love one another with mutual 

affection, outdo one another in showing honour. Do 

not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 

Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in 

prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints, extend 

hospitality to strangers. 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 

curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep 

with those who weep. Live in harmony with one 

another; do not be haughty but associate with the 

lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not 

repay anyone evil for evil but take thought for what 

is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it 

depends on you, live peaceably with all.ô 

To quote from a study on Community in Complex 

Times (Mark Edgecombe 2023), óAuthentic 

community is stunningly ordinary: It celebrates life, 

contends with death, suffers through grief, wades 

through stupidity, contends with frailty, honours 

creativity, worships, prays, eats and drinks, 

disagrees without hate, hopes, takes risks, cares for 

its people ï and it happens because each of us 

makes it so.ô  

As we continue to ómake it soô, may the blessing of 

God, the eternal goodwill of God, the shalom of 

God, the wildness and the warmth of God, be 

among us and between us, now and always. ƴ 
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Judeo-Christian culture has at its very core a high 

understanding of what it means to be human. 

Genesis proclaims that we are unique and special 

acts of creation1 . Human beings alone, are 

creatures fashioned in the image and likeness of 

God ï a ósingularityô as John C. Lennox argues.2 

This theological perspective has profoundly 

influenced our societal structures, from legal 

frameworks to scientific endeavours and 

interpersonal dynamics. 

 

in the 

fact that óthese things are only machines.ô  

First Copernicus, then 
Darwin,  
Now AI!  

The Threat to Notions of Human Uniqueness by 
the Rise of the Intelligent Machine. 

 
David Wardle 

What are human beings, that you are mindful of them?' Psalm 8:4 
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Once upon a time humans were the only things 

on earth that could speak, sing, or draw or that 

wanted to. Now we have company. We can see 

that the speed with which AI has managed to 

realise some truly impressive quintessential human 

feats is truly staggering. In the words of the CEO of 

Google the development of AI is ómore profound 

than electricity or fire.ô5 

 

In examining AI's impact, Glen O'Brien highlights 

its societal parallels to past technological 

revolutions, from stone tools to the internet, each 

redefining human capabilities and societal 

structures. He writes, 

 

 óThe onset of the digital era has been as 

significant to human societies as the 

technological breakthroughs that have 

preceded it including the invention of stone 

tools by early humans, the domestication of 

wildlife, the control of crop cycles, the 

invention of the printing press and the 

industrial revolution. Each of these 

technological advancements has had massive 

implications for the evolution of human society. 

Each raised new opportunities and new 

problems while leading to the creation of entire 

civilizations and empires. The technological 

revolution brought home by the invention of 

personal computers and the Internet is proving 

just as determinative as these earlier epochal 

shifts in the course of the human experienceô.6 

 

Indeed, the current trajectory of AI, encompassing 

human enhancement, autonomous decision-

making, and the commodification of data, suggests 

a future where AI systems may rival or even 

surpass human intellect across all intellectual 

tasks.7 Moreover, having swept past the Turing 

Test,8 it is anticipated or feared (depending on your 

perspective) that AI may cross some previously 

invisible boundary and achieve a kind of 

consciousness that is human-like. Futurists call 

this óthe singularity,ô a point at which artificial 

intelligence becomes self-determining and self-

perpetuating, able to programme and develop itself 

without human interaction or control.  

Two fears emerge from this. Firstly, that intelligent 

machines, aware of their existence, rebel against 

their mediocre masters and kill them all. More 

likely is the concern that they will simply replace 

their masters. Spencer and Waite note that just as 

1 
Alister E. McGrath. Humanity and creation: the ñimage of Godò in Theology the Basics (2

nd
 Ed) Oxford: Blackwell 

2008 p. 49 
2 
Jordan Peterson One of The Deepest Conversations You Will Listen to About God | Dr John Lennox | EP 394 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfI2se3O80Q 

 
4 

 
5 
Nick Spencer and Hannah Waite. Playing God Science Religion and the Future of Humanity London: SPCK, 2024. 

p.112  
6 
Glen OôBrien. óThe Social Impact of Artificial Intelligence.ô A Paper presented at The Salvation Army Moral and 
Social Issues Council Symposium. On Earth as it is in Heaven: Exploring Moral and Social Issues Through a 
Kingdom Lens. September 2021, p.1 
7 
Lynne Bowyer and Deborah Stevens óWhat Artificial intelligence Can Teach Us About Humanityô Online at: https://
nathaniel.org.nz/single-mothers-are-saints/15-bioethical-issues/bioethics-and-health-care/422-what-artificial-
intelligence-can-teach-us-about-humanity-synopsis-only Accessed 22.5.24 
 
8 
A test of a machine's ability to exhibit intelligent behaviour equivalent to, or indistinguishable from, that of a 

human. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artificial_intelligence
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reapers were once replaced by combined 

harvesters, so even the most delicate job of picking 

berries will be taken on by robots. They writeé 

 

óUniting these rather desperate fears that AI will 

ruthlessly conquer and destroy us, or it will 

ruthlessly pick all our fruit, is the same 

underlying fear. Namely that humans are losing 

their significance. Humans will not become 

enslaved or incurably indolent so much as 

inconsequentialô.9 

 

The self-described techno-optimist Dylan Allman 

asks why some people are so upset about the new 

generative AI models. To put it simply, he argues, óAI 

damages their ego.ô 

 

óAs AI technologies rapidly advance, 

expanding their reach into domains 

traditionally dominated by human intelligence 

and creativity a corrosive sense of insecurity 

has gripped these people. It is a deeply 

embittered dread, one that whispers in their 

ears the disturbing question, ñare you 

necessary?ô. The fear is understandable. For 

millennia human identities have been 

intrinsically tied to their roles as creators and 

innovators. From the earliest cave paintings to 

the most recent scientific breakthroughs, 

human civilization has been a testament to 

their creative capabilities. To have this core 

aspect of the identity challenged by machines 

is a psychological jolt they feel on some 

instinctual level that if machines can do what 

they do only better faster and more efficiently, 

then what value do they hold.ô10 

 

in a 

particular domain. 

 

9 
Spencer and Waite p.107  
10
 Dyaln Allman. The Ego Vs. The Machine Fee Stories Online at: https://fee.org/articles/the-ego-vs-the-machine/ 
Accessed 24.2.2024 
11
 Consulting ChatGPT throws up more levels including: 

1. Narrow AI (Weak AI): 

Definition: Designed for specific tasks. 

Examples: Virtual assistants (like Siri or Alexa), recommendation systems, and chatbots. 

Characteristics: Performs well in its designated area but lacks general intelligence or understanding. 

2. General AI (Strong AI): 

Definition: Hypothetical AI that possesses the ability to understand, learn, and apply intelligence across a wide range 

of tasks, much like a human. 

Examples: Currently non-existent, as we have not yet achieved this level. 

Characteristics: Could reason, solve problems, and adapt to new situations in a way similar to human intelligence. 

3. Superintelligent AI: 

Definition: An advanced form of AI that surpasses human intelligence in virtually every aspect, including creativity, 

problem-solving, and social skills. 

Examples: Theoretical; no current instances exist. 

Characteristics: Would potentially have the ability to improve itself autonomously, leading to exponential growth in 

capabilities.   See: OpenAI. (2024). ChatGPT (4o mini) [Large language model]. https://chatgpt.com/ 
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To distinguish what we mean by óstrong or general 

AI,ô Bjork chooses to use the term ópersonô or 

ópersonhoodô to define the qualities that strong AI 

would need to demonstrate to be considered 

óintelligentô in the same way or more so that humans 

are.13 He draws on the work of Lynne Rudder Baker 

who argues that humans have a ófirst person 

perspective.ô That is, a perspective from which one 

thinks of oneself as an individual facing a world as a 

subject distinct from everything else.ô   Baker claims 

that all sentient beings are subjects of experience; 

that is, consciousness, but not all sentient beings 

have ófirst personô concepts of themselves. 

There is much slippage of language in the AI 

literature around the termsô óconscious,ô sentient,ô or 

self-aware. There does not seem to be an agreed 

scientific framework for detecting things like 

consciousness, sentience, or personhood in AI 

applications other than the Turing Test perhaps. 

Spencer and Waite note that óanyone claiming to 

have provided scientifically conclusive proof one 

way or the other regarding the sentience or 

consciousness of any entity is claiming to have 

done something which is impossible. The subjective 

first-person perspective of consciousness is by 

definition beyond the objective third person 

perspective of scienceô.14 

So, we look to Christian theology for an answer. 

Here we find two foundational concepts 

underpinning Christian beliefs about human 

personhood. Firstly, that human existence has a 

dual nature, comprising both the natural-physical 

and the transcendent- spiritual. Humans are 

biological beings with genetic inheritance, creatures 

of the ñdust of the ground" (Gen 2:7), finite, limited 

and physical beings whose destiny it is to die 

physical deaths. Secondly, that humans are also 

ósupra-animal;ô that is, conscious, reasoning, 

spiritual beings possessing a supernatural quality. 

Human beings are souls and souls are composed of 

both body and spirit in union. Following on from this 

is the claim in Scripture that humans are created in 

the óimage and likeness of God.ô Even though 

humanity has fallen from grace, the essential 

goodness of human beings remains rooted in their 

created origin. 

 

As with the effort to understand the human person, 

there is no consensus about what it means for the 

human person to be created in Godôs image and 

likeness.  However, there are three views across 

Christian theology that together make a case for 

who humans are. These are the óconstitutive viewô, 

the órelational viewô and the ófunctional viewô.  

 

According to the Constitutive View Godôs image 

refers to a unique quality or qualities within 

humankind. It refers to something in our constitution 

that corresponds to God and that distinguishes 

humans from animals. Often this has included to our 

intellect and ability to think rationally and creatively. 

In the Relational View, Godôs image refers to 

human-kindôs capacity to have a relationship with 

God and other human beings. This view is 

especially popular among existential theologians 

like Karl Barth and Emil Brunner who claim that 

humans are the óimage of Godô when they relateƷ  

 
12
 

13
 Bjork p.96 

14
 Spencer and Waite p.105  
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socially both to God and to their fellow human beings.15  

 

In line with both the Constitutive and Relational views, John Stott argues that our ódistinctive humanness 

lies, in our God-given capacities to think and understand, to choose, to create, to love and to worshipô. He 

terms these as a cluster of five privileges and notes that they are all regularly mentioned in Scripture and 

continue to be recognized in the contemporary world - by Christians at least. He unpacks the five 

privileges by pointing to: 

 

1. Our self-conscious rationality. Human beings possess self-conscious rationality, enabling us to 

reflect on ourselves and our thoughts, critically evaluating who we are and what defines us. Our 

curiosity extends beyond ourselves to a restless inquiry about the universe. 

2. Our ability to make moral choices. We are moral beings, equipped with a unique moral 

vocabulary encompassing commands, values, conscience, and the distinction between right and 

wrong. Despite its fallibility, our conscience guides us to acknowledge and adhere to a moral order 

beyond ourselves, compelling us to pursue what we perceive as right and to experience guilt for our 

perceived wrongs. 

3.  Our powers of artistic creativity. Endowed with artistic creativity, we exercise innovative skills 

through science and art, responsibly stewarding and enhancing the natural world for the common 

good. Reflecting our Creator's likeness, we engage in diverse creative expressions such as drawing, 

painting, sculpting, poetry, and music, appreciating beauty in various forms and advancing 

technology. 

4. Our capacity for relationships of love. Human beings uniquely experience unity through 

relationships of love, which transcend mere instinct and inspire great art, heroism, and devotion. 

Love binds us together and reflects our likeness to a loving God. 

5. Our insatiable thirst for God. We possess an innate thirst for God, recognizing an ultimate 

personal reality and our capacity for personal relationship, love, and worship of our Creator. 

Embracing this relationship defines our deepest humanity.16 

15
 Robert Gonzales. óMan: Godôs Visible Replica and Vice Regentô in Reformed Baptist Theological Review, 5:2, July 

2008 p.1 -19  
16
 John Stott. The Human Paradox. Chapter 1 in The Contemporary Christian (Leicester: IVP, 1996) p. 35 ï 4 
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The Salvation Army Handbook hints at another way 

of viewing this. This is the third, or Functional View. 

 

óWe were created to love, serve and enjoy God; 

to stand in a unique position within creation and 

before God as his stewards, responsible to him. 

We were created to mold, develop and care for 

all that God has made on earth (Genesis 1:26-

31)ô.17 

 

Claus Westermann defines humans as: óPersons 

created to be God's counterparts on earth, to act as 

his vice-regal representatives with the capacity to 

freely correspond with God and each other, in the 

collaborative maintenance and development of his 

creationô18 Here we see being ócreated in the image 

of Godô as being part of our role as created beings. 

The Salvation Army Handbook of Doctrine 

describes humans as óstewardsô of Godôs creation, 

others talk about our vice-regal status. This view 

sees the image of God not so much as what 

humans are, but as what humans do. In this case, 

humankindôs role as Godôs image consists primarily 

in its stewardship of creation as Godôs vice-regents. 

Only human beings were created for this role so that 

makes us a unique part of Godôs creation indeed.19 

Summarising then Christian theology paints a very 

broad picture of ópersonhoodô which necessarily 

includes the constitutive, relational and functional 

elements. Any attempt to claim personhood for the 

AI machine I would argue would have to include 

most or all these elements. Arguments for 

personhood for AI outside of Christian theology 

seem largely to focus on constitutive elements as 

we can see in Allmanôs reflection above.20 As Bjork 

argues, ówhen human worth is tied to human 

constitutional uniqueness, the possibility of strong AI 

seems to pose a serious threat to our cherish 

concepts.21 However, as Spencer and Waite point 

out, we have become overly fixated on intelligence 

as the quintessential characteristic of humans, to 

the extent that we have overlooked our fundamental 

nature: humans are not merely intelligent but also 

living beings; that is, we are alive! They write,  

 

óWe have a particular and fragile presence in the 

material world which is the grounds and basis of all 

our thought, knowledge and intelligence.ô 22 

 

Therefore, they argue, if we seek to understand the 

essence of humanity to determine whether AI can 

replicate or surpass it, we should begin by 

recognizing that humans are not just minds but 

inseparable entities of body and mind. To say 

humans "have" bodies suggests a separation that 

does not exist; humans "are" bodies, where the 

body and mind are interconnected. While we may 

discuss them separately, they are fundamentally 

unifiedðthe mind relies on the brain, an integral 

part of the body akin to organs like the spleen or 

spine. Likewise, the body plays an essential role in 

the processes of the mind. Any notion of dualism 

ultimately misrepresents the true nature of 

humans.23 

 

In their paper titled 'What Artificial Intelligence Can 

Teach Us About Humanity', Lyn Bowyer and 

Deborah Stevens argue that human beings cannot 

be reduced to mere creatures of instrumental 

rationality and as such contend that human intellect 

cannot be simulated by even the most sophisticated 

computer programs. According to Bowyer and 

Stevens, óhuman intelligence encompasses more 

than being able to access and process information 

in an abstract way and calculate means-ends  

17
 The Salvation Army Handbook of Doctrine 2010 edition Online at: https://salvationarmy.org/ihq/handbook-of-
doctrine p.111 Accessed 30.7.24 
18
 Claus Westermann. Genesis 1-11. A Continental Commentary. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994. 

19
 Gonzales p.3 

20
 Bjork summarises this position well. That is; humans are actually not special. Instead, we are simply biological 
machines and the fact that we are rational and conscious and have emotions constitutes proof that machines can be 
rational because we are. See Bjork p. 99. 
21
 Bjork p.99  

22
  Spencer and Waite p.116 

23
 Ibid p.117  

https://salvationarmy.org/ihq/handbook-of-doctrine%20p.111
https://salvationarmy.org/ihq/handbook-of-doctrine%20p.111
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24
 Lynne Bowyer and Deborah Stevens óWhat Artificial intelligence Can Teach Us About Humanityô Online at: https://
nathaniel.org.nz/single-mothers-are-saints/15-bioethical-issues/bioethics-and-health-care/422-what-artificial-
intelligence-can-teach-us-about-humanity-synopsis-only Accessed 22.5.24 p. 1 
25
 Ibid p.2  

26
Lynne Bowyer and Deborah Stevens p.3  

27
 Ibid. See also Rodney Brooks and Rosalind Picard óLiving Machines Can Robots Become Human?ô Chapter 10 in 
Dallas Willard (Ed). A Place for Truth. Leading Thinkers Explore Lifeôs Hardest Questions Downerôs Grove Illinois: 
IVP, 2010.  

 

decisions.ô24 The authors critique the prevalent view 

among AI developers that human intelligence can 

be replicated by machines capable of surpassing 

humans in all cognitive domains. They attribute this 

perspective to Descartes' philosophy, famously 

encapsulated in "cogito, ergo sum" (I think; 

therefore, I am), which they argue has fragmented 

human existence. They assert that Cartesian 

dualism separates the mind, associated with rational 

thought and language, from the body and the 

external world. This separation posits the mind as 

an ontologically distinct entity, independent of the 

body, leading to a view of human thought as 

essentially disembodied. They suggest that this 

Cartesian framework has created a conceptual 

divide, emphasizing the mind as the locus of 

rationality, and downplaying the holistic nature of 

human experience. They argue against reducing 

human existence to a dichotomy between a "mind 

substance" and a "body substance," advocating 

instead for a more integrated understanding of 

human cognition and embodiment.25 

Bowyer and Stevens then go on to lay out a very 

strong argument for the uniqueness of the human 

being as opposed to AI machines. They contend 

that when we observe how humans interact with the 

world, it becomes clear that human activity is 

fundamentally grounded in embodiment, intricately 

woven into the fabric of human endeavours. Our 

knowledge emerges from our actions, acquired 

gradually through interactions with others who are 

significant to us. The intricate, vibrant, ever-

changing nature of human existence means that it is 

impractical to formulate a definitive set of rules or a 

universal program for all circumstances. There is no 

fixed repertoire of predictable responses to every 

situation in the world. Instead, humans must 

cultivate the ability to adaptively navigate the 

uncertainties of our environment, drawing upon past 

experiences to guide our present decisions while 

considering future possibilities. Therefore, human 

intelligence is an ongoing, interpretative 

accomplishment of individuals who are embodied 

and informed by their dispositions, deeply rooted in 

a lived, meaningful context.26 Bowyer and Stevens 

point out that even certain AI researchers have 

acknowledged the critical role of the human body in 

cognition. They quote Rodney Brooks, an influential 

Australian roboticist and advocate of embodied 

cognition, who argues that to achieve human-like 

intelligence, machines must possess a physical 

presence. In other words, they need to perceive, 

move, interact with their surroundings, and deal with 

the challenges encountered. Brooks emphasizes 

that abstract computation, often prioritized in AI, is 

of lesser importance compared to embodied, 

sensorimotor skills, which are crucial for higher-level 

cognitive abilities such as common-sense 

reasoning.27 

At this point it is probably worth noting that AI has 

still a long way to in achieving the sorts of qualities 

and attributes that AI technophiles and futurists 

have predicted for it. ChatGPT scraping the internet 

for all the information it could find admits that only 

Level 1, that is óweak or narrow AIô is currently 

operational. But if we take seriously the arguments 

presented in by Spencer and Waite and Bowyer and 

Stevens of what human personhood entails then 

there is a very strong case for doubting that Al will 

ever reach the heady heights predicted of it. As 

Professor of Computer Engineering Danny Crookes 

of Queens University Belfast writes: 

 

óWe are still a long, long way from creating real 

human like intelligence. People have been fooled 

by the impact of data-driven computing into 

thinking that we are approaching the level of 

human intelligence but in my opinion, we are 

nowhere near it. Indeed, it might be argued that 

the progress in real AI in recent years has  

https://nathaniel.org.nz/single-mothers-are-saints/15-bioethical-issues/bioethics-and-health-care/422-what-artificial-intelligence-can-teach-us-about-humanity-synopsis-only%20Accessed%2022.5.24
https://nathaniel.org.nz/single-mothers-are-saints/15-bioethical-issues/bioethics-and-health-care/422-what-artificial-intelligence-can-teach-us-about-humanity-synopsis-only%20Accessed%2022.5.24
https://nathaniel.org.nz/single-mothers-are-saints/15-bioethical-issues/bioethics-and-health-care/422-what-artificial-intelligence-can-teach-us-about-humanity-synopsis-only%20Accessed%2022.5.24
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ƹactually slowed downé. the general-purpose capability which humans all have is phenomenal. It is a 

key requirement for real intelligence, but it is fundamentally lacking in AI systems. There are reasons to 

doubt if we will ever get there. I suppose my point is that we need to be careful about even assuming 

that humanity has the intellectual capacity to create an intelligence rivalling human intelligence let alone 

superseding it, no matter how much time we have.ô 28 

 

So, is human uniqueness threatened by Artificial Intelligence? I would argue óno.ô In its current state of 

actual achievement Bjork would probably agree with me. But he would always leave the possibility open 

stating that is ónot at all clear that this is a viable position in the long run.29 He provides another view that 

brings us back to the Relational and Functional Views of Christian anthropology. He argues that we should 

recognise that constitutional uniqueness and value are really two different things arguing that óthe 

proposition ñif humans are not somehow constitutionally unique, then they donôt have worthò is not actually 

a true statementô.30 He feels that human worth has more to do with our purpose; that is our relationship 

with God and what God intends us to be and do. Our constitution is not what makes us special; rather is it 

is necessary so that we can be special. 

óWhat makes humans special is not what humanity is but rather it is Godôs relationship to us 

based on his purpose for making us.ô31 

 

Finally, the question remains. Suppose technology were able to create artificial entities32 that are equal to 

or even better than humans in rational powers what does this mean for the Christian understanding of 

humanity as having been created in the image of God? The suggestion that fallen humans might create 

something that is in the image of God seems idolatrous. But if the divine image is understood as the rich 

picture painted by Christian theology; that is, a mix of the constitutive, relational and functional combined 

with an understanding of humankind as not merely rational intellects  but rather creatures embodied in the 

world ï inseparably body, mind and spirit, then there is no logical conflict with strong AI or is it necessarily 

a threat to humanityôs place in Godôs creation. This presents a world of possibility. Rather than unilaterally 

dismissing AI as a threat, what if we were to see AI simply as another tool in the fulfilment of the cultural 

mandate described in Genesis 1:28? Of course, I write this with reservations. Afterall, as Paul Tillich 

argues, human beings are both óessentially good and existentially estranged.ô33 This should lead us to be 

very wary of AIôs ability to amplify our tendency to overbearing control, domination, brutality, and cruelty. 

But that has always been the case with technology. It can be used for good or ill! As Bjork states, ówe 

need to approach this area with an attitude of great caution and even reverence, for, as Scripture says, we 

are ñfearfully and wonderfully madeò (Ps. 139.14).ô34ƴ 

28
 Prof. Danny Crookes cited in John C Lennox. 2084 Artificial Intelligence and the Future of Humanity Grand Rapids 
Michigan; Zondervan 2020. p.26 
29
 Bjork p.99. 

30
 Ibid 

31
 Ibid 

32
 I am still reluctant to use the word ópersonsô. 

33
 Our estrangement, according to Tillich, is threefold: from ourselves, from other people and from Godðor, as Til-

lich had it, from the ñGround of our Being.ò We are all thus estranged; we are all sinners. See Jacob T. Baker and 

Ingolf Dalferth. Paul Tillich On the Existential Concept of Estrangement School of Religion, Claremont Graduate Uni-

versity, 2010 p 13 ï 21. On-line at:  http://claremont.academia.edu/JacobBaker/Papers/239197/

_Paul_Tillich_On_the_ Existential_ Concept_of_Estrangement_ .Accessed on 15 August 2012.  
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Christian Embodiment and 

the Image of God  
 

Rev. Heidi Nayak  

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 

Earth.  God created humanity male and female in 

the divine image.  And God saw that it was good.  

This is our creation story.     

We do not appreciate how dangerous and 

contested our creation story is.  In the early 

Church, the Genesis story battled it out with 

Gnostic Christian stories such as The Apocryphon 

of John, written around 90 AD.  Gnosticism was 

essentially the pagan Greek mindset dressed up in 

Christian language; it presented the body and the 

physical world as bad.  For Gnostics salvation was 

to gain the secret knowledge of our true, divine, 

unbodily nature so that we can escape from the 

wretchedness of our physical, bodily existence.    

Gnostic and Christian thought continue to battle it 

out in our culture.  Is the physical creation the 

masterpiece of a good and wise God?  Are our 

bodies inherently good, sacred and valuable?  Or 

are they nothing more than tools to serve us, or 

prisons to cage us?   

In our creation story, God declared the whole 

creation good.  But only humanity is created in 

Godôs own image.   

Theologians over the years have explored various 

different aspects of the image of God, yet the 

focus tends to be mainly on our mind and soul.  

We shy away from exploring our embodied 

existence as a reflection of God, even when it is 

spelled out for us in Gen. 1:27 (CEB): ñin the 

divine image God created them: male and female 

God created them.ò  How can the image of God 

not encompass our bodily existence if it is 

expressed in the primarily physical categories of 

male and female?  The Hebrew text even uses the 

more technical words ñmale and femaleò rather 

than ñman and womanò for emphasis.  So leaving 

aside the separate issue of gender and gender 

identity note, we cannot avoid the point that God 

made us a sexually dimorphic species; that this is 
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ƹgood; and that this is how the image of God is 

physically expressed.   

Our modern minds donôt realise how dangerous it 

was for an ancient text say that male and female 

both image God equally, and that Godôs image can 

only be expressed in diversity.  This directly 

contradicts other ideas that were current at the 

time.   

This is the beauty of our tradition: that our God is a 

Trinity, Three in One.  Sexual dimorphism reflects 

this in that no single human by themselves can 

represent the full breadth of the divine image.  

(Even for somebody with an intersex condition, it is 

physically impossible to have the full range of male 

and female sex traits at the same time.)  And 

differentiation of sex is just a symbol of a far 

broader diversity in humanity ï of skin colour, size, 

shape and more.   

The female body has cyclical hormone patterns 

and the ability to grow and birth and feed new life 

in and of itself; the male body has more static 

hormone levels, superior strength of bone and 

muscle and a vital but more distant role in the 

creation of life.  These sex characteristics are 

sacramental markers that point to different aspects 

of God.  Our God is transcendent ï the One who is 

other, who is beyond us, who reaches into our 

world from outside time and space; and our God is 

immanent ï the One who is always moving, always 

near and within whom all things live and move and 

have their being.   

Furthermore, God made us in such a way that new 

life cannot be created unless the male and female 

physically unite.  God gave most of us a deep 

desire for sexual connection with another, and the 

ability to derive great joy and pleasure therefrom.  

God has given our bodies the power to 

sacramentally enact the dynamic reciprocal Love 

that exists within the Trinity, and between God and 

humanity.  Sexuality is not dirty and shameful, but 

nor is it unimportant and trivial: another dangerous 

idea.  

Perhaps the greatest allure of Gnosticism is that it 

allows us to take the place of God and create our 

own selves.  It can be difficult to accept the limits 

that God imposes on us.  The fact that we cannot 

choose our own body is itself a sacramental 

embodiment of a much broader aspect of our 

creatureliness.  God gives us lots of things that we 

donôt ask for: not just bodies, but messages and 

tasks and spiritual gifts and vocations.  It is a very 

normal thing to struggle with what God gives us, to 

struggle to come to terms with it and to struggle to 

figure out what to do about it.  We should not 

downplay or dismiss this struggle.  But in the 

struggle, which story will guide us through ï 

Gnostic or Christian?  Is our body a good gift from 

a good God or is it a prison created by an 

incompetent God?   

Admittedly, it would be much easier to live out our 

creation story if it werenôt for the next part: the Fall.  

The goodness of our embodied existence has 

undoubtedly been seriously distorted by sin.   

Note 

1Male and female God created themô?  This verse is easy to misunderstand in our current cultural milieu.  

Some would use this verse to invalidate the concept of gender identity ï but this is a text written 2500 

years ago.  It is safe to conclude that the Yahwistôs statement here is about biological sex, not about the 

important but separate question of gender identity.  Some would also use this verse to invalidate the claim 

that biological sex is a spectrum rather than discrete categories ï yet it says nothing about this either.  We 

can have diversity of opinion on these questions while still affirming that humanity (at least as a whole) is 

created male and female (at least with regard to biological sex).   



мс 

 

ñYour desire will be for your husband, but he will 

rule over youò (Gen 3:16, CEB).  Here God predicts 

ƹthe rise of the patriarchy, born of the Fall: the sex 

differences that were created and blessed by Them 

ceased to be valued as beautiful variations on the 

divine image, but rather became the justification for 

oppression and suffering.  Human history shows 

that this was just the beginning.  The image of God 

embodied in humanity is a divine light refracted into 

all the colours of the rainbow ï yet we have failed to 

appreciate all the colours.  There is not a difference 

between us that we have failed to weaponise.   

When we suffer because of the body we have been 

given, or because we are reduced to the body we 

have been given, we begin to experience our bodies 

as burden rather than gift, making it harder to trust 

the goodness of our Creator.     

Into all of this mess steps Jesus, our Saviour and 

Liberator.  Not the Gnostic Jesus, who saves us by 

freeing us from the limits that the evil Creator has 

imposed upon us.  Those limits are not the problem 

ï the problem is all the other extra limits that weôve 

made up.   

Jesus cut through the sex- and race-based social 

limitations of his time and freed people to be who 

they really were.  The early Church also sought to 

embody this in its life together.  When Paul said: 

ñthere is neither Jew nor Greek; there is neither 

slave nor free; nor is there male and femaleò (Gal. 

3:28, CEB) he was not denying the reality of sex, 

race and class; rather he was rejecting the extra 

limitations we put upon ourselves and others based 

on the body and the family that we were born into.   

It seems to me that our culture has wholeheartedly 

embraced this Christian ideal of freedom, perfectly 

stated by Irenaeus of Lyons (born AD 130): ñthe 

glory of God is the human person fully alive.ò  This 

ideal is a taonga of our faith.   

Yet I often see it adulterated by a Gnostic rejection 

(or demotion) of the body, indeed of all physical 

limitations, as inherently oppressive.  I see these 

Gnostic ideas at play when we discuss sexual 

ethics, family structure, fertility treatment, surrogacy, 

abortion, hormone therapy, sex reassignment 

surgery, single-sex spaces and categories, gender 

identity, and so on.   

Our creation story does not allow us to reject our 

body as inferior to our soul, or to throw off all 

physical limitations.  Instead we are called to 

recognise which limits to cast off and which to 

accept and cherish as God-given, so that we can be 

truly free ï free to be who God made us to be, free 

to be the part of the rainbow that God chose for 

each one of us to embody.   

We will need both courage and compassion to have 

this conversation well.  We will undoubtedly 

disagree on which limits are God-given and which 

are man-made.  As Christians though, we may 

agree on this particular dangerous idea as our 

starting point: the idea that in all our diversity we are 

created ï male and female, body and mind and soul 

ï in the very image of God; and God saw that it was 

good.ƴ 
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óThe Truth is in Conversationô 
Respecting Human Dignity (Especially) 
When We Disagree on Issues Like Gender 

Theory 

 

John Kleinsman 

Introduction 

My work as director and researcher for the Nathaniel Centre for Bioethics typically involves bringing a 

Catholic perspective into conversations about contentious life issues such as genetic engineering, 

abortion, euthanasia and the climate crisis. In my 20 years working with the Centre, I have detected a 

negative shift in terms of the willingness of society ï the public, MPs and the media ï to give serious 

consideration to what we publish. In my experience, the lack of openness is often a reaction to the 

Christian affiliation of the Centre ï as if commitment to a religious perspective discounts the 

meaningfulness of anything that we have to offer because matters of faith belong only in the private 

realm.   

Even when persons defend the right of Churches to speak, as many still do, this is often on the basis of 

our right to ófree speechô rather than any desire to seriously engage with our views. 

This óstate of affairsô contrasts with ña time when the public square not only listened to what some 

theologians had to say but even gave them a platform to say it.ò1 
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However, I have also witnessed that dynamic 

working in reverse. It is also my experience that 

many Christians are only willing to defend their 

entrenched positions which, again, makes genuine 

conversations between persons with different views 

a rare occurrence. At times, it seems that what 

counts in terms of ótruthô is a simple matter of the 

volume and fierceness with which one expresses 

oneôs views. Debates, such as they are, resemble 

slanging matches in which the aim is to see who 

can óyellô the loudest ï whether in real life or via 

social media ï while denigrating those with 

alternative views. 

On the other hand, in this adversarial environment, 

many Christians sit on their views and withdraw 

from any engagement, preferring to keep quiet. The 

result is the same in terms of an absence of 

genuine conversations. 

My ódangerous ideaô is that, as Christians, we need 

to be prepared to sit down with and talk to each 

other, including, and especially, to those with whom 

we disagree. In the New Testament, Jesus did not 

shy away from such encounters. The Gospel 

stories show that these encounters were an 

opportunity for Jesus to grow, as well as his 

disciples and those with whom Jesus engaged. In 

the same way, our understanding of Christian moral 

teaching grows as our sociological and scientific 

insights also evolve. It is an axiom of bioethics that 

if we get the óscienceô wrong, then our óethicsô will 

also be wrong.  

I believe the recently published Declaration, 

Dignitas Infinita2 ï literally translated as óinfinite 

dignityô ï has something to teach us about this 

state of affairs. In what follows, I offer the thought 

that respect for personsô infinite dignity includes a 

desire to openly seek out and listen to different 

views through ongoing conversation. I will develop 

this thought in relation to the contentious issue of 

gender theory which is one of many issues Dignitas 

Infinita addresses. 

Dignitas Infinita 

The title, Dignitas Infinita, comes from a 1980 

address given by Pope St John Paul in Osnabr¿ck 

to a group comprised largely of persons with 

disabilities and their caregivers. This provides an 

important interpretive context for understanding the 

key message of the Declaration; our human dignity, 

gifted to each of us by God in whose image we 

have been created, has an ñobjective basisò. That 

is, our dignity is non-negotiable, part of the essence 

of what it is to be human. Put otherwise, it is 

óinherentô or óintrinsicô or indelibleô, meaning that it is 

not limited or shaped by our circumstances or 

abilities to exercise our capabilities.  

In other words, our dignity can never be lost, no 

matter what happens to us, no matter our illnesses, 

no matter our disabilities, no matter our levels of 

independence and, critically, no matter how we 

perceive ourselves or are perceived by others. We 

have dignity simply because we exist. 

Ultimately, we can only speak meaningfully of 

acting in ways that are ónot dignifiedô when we have 

and hold onto an understanding of absolute dignity 

that is ñontologicalò. Why? Because without it we 

would lack a point of reference for judging which 

actions are an assault on the dignity of others, 

including assaults that are the product of systemic 

or institutional structures and behaviours.  

From this it follows that we can refer to óattributed 

dignityô, and Dignitas Infinita recognises three 

separate types of attributed dignity ï moral, social 

and existential ï that correspond to the different 

lived realities within which peopleôs experience or 

perception of dignity is at odds with what they know 

to be their endowed ontological dignity. Moral 

dignity can be lost by acting against the law of love 

revealed by the Gospel (n. 7). Social dignity refers 

to the negative effects of oneôs sub-optimal living 

conditions. Thirdly, Existential dignity (related to 

questions of human meaning and identity) relates 

to situations where serious illnesses, violent 
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environments, addictions and other hardships 

compromise peopleôs living conditions and ñmay 

derive people to experience their life conditions as 

óundignifiedô.ò (n. 8). 

By offering the list of thirteen different ñgrave 

violationsò in Section 4, we are reminded of the 

broad scope of human dignity. As various 

commentators have noted, Dignitas Infinita was 

intended to broaden the scope of what the Catholic 

Church considers to be ógrave violationsô to human 

dignity.  

While not explicitly listed amongst the list of 

violations, I would argue that the increasing sense 

of polarisation that seems to be characterising our 

politics in Aotearoa and around the world fits the 

definition of what can be considered a violation of 

personal human dignity. It is worth noting that this 

polarisation often involves generalised stereotypes 

about persons classified as being part of a 

particular ógroupô. 

 

Dignitas Infinita and Gender Theory 

The ógrave violationô most commented on by the 

secular media, and for some the most contentious 

section of Dignitas Infinita, is what it has to say 

about gender theory and ñsex changeò. (nn. 55-60) 

Among the questions raised by commentators (from 

within and outside the Catholic faith community) is 

whether listing gender theory alongside other grave 

violations such as poverty, war, human trafficking, 

abortion, violence against women and the abuse of 

migrants means it is to be considered as morally on 

a par with them. And, if the answer to that question 

is óyesô, how that can be explained when 

transgender persons are, ultimately, on a personal 

journey seeking personal fulfilment ï the same sort 

of physical and mental integrity we all yearn for. 

Other commentators have queried the breadth of 

consultation on this specific issue, including the 

extent to which the learnings and real-life 

experiences of transgender persons and their 

families have been listened to.  

These are important questions and criticisms. 

However, because the issue of gender is a 

relatively new one, they cannot be referenced 

against previous Catholic statements or teaching in 

the way that we can with most of the other issues 

listed. This is, I think significant. While some may 

dismiss outright those who are critical of the 

Declarations comments as either ideologically 

driven or as lacking in faith and/or obedience to 

Church teaching, another way of framing the 

questions and criticisms is to see them as the start 

of a óconversationô with and among Church 

theologians.  

The challenge for the Church, then, is the extent to 

which it chooses to continue to dialogue on the 

topic of gender theory with its critics, both inside 

and outside of the Church, whose views originate 

from both personal and professional perspectives. 

While this is a challenge for all of the grave 

violations described, it is perhaps more urgent at 

this point in time to dialogue (listen and respond) on 

gender theory because of it being such a novel 

issue. 

In naming gender theory as one of thirteen grave 

violations, the Declaration provides a brief outline of 

a Catholic approach to and understanding of human 

sexuality. This helps readers to appreciate that, 

even though it may be a novel issue, the Catholic 

moral tradition provides some key points of 

reference that cannot be ignored. 

 

Gender Theory, Sex Change and a Catholic-

Christian Anthropology 

In paragraph 57, Dignitas Infinita strongly affirms 

the giftedness of human life and sexuality as a 

fundamental truth. In Catholic understanding, this 

giftedness includes recognition of and respect for 

the sexual complementarity of males and females 
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(Genesis 1:27). Or, as Dignitas Infinita puts it: ñWe 

cannot separate the masculine and feminine from 

Godôs work of creationò (n. 59). This observable 

biological reality is the basis for human fecundity 

and, ultimately, the continuation of the human race, 

as it is for all other mammals and much of human 

creation.  

In other words, theologically speaking, our 

embodied biological/physical differences as male 

and female are part of Godôs vision for us and 

therefore also an expression of Godôs love for us. 

This, in turn, means that our creation as male and 

female has a moral dimension, described in 

Dignitas Infinita in terms of establishing limits to 

personal self-determination (n. 57).  

The moral approach described here is a 

consequence of the theology, articulated by 

Thomas Aquinas, that grace does not oppose 

nature. Rather, grace perfects nature. Put 

otherwise, this means a Catholic starting point for 

moral theology is that determination of the nature of 

morality requires a proper understanding of and 

respect for the nature of things as they are. That is, 

in order to discover what it is to be a ógoodô human 

being, we must first ask, what is it to be a human 

being, a question which cannot be adequately 

answered unless we take sufficient account of our 

created physical embodiment? Who I am as a 

person, including whether I am biologically 

masculine or feminine, cannot be separated from 

Godôs work of creation (n. 60). And, to speak of the 

dignity of the person is to speak also of the dignity 

of the body which cannot be considered inferior to 

that of the person as such (n. 60). Because human 

beings are inseparably composed of both body and 

soul, our physical bodies in their sexed condition 

are endowed with personal meaning that participate 

in the dignity that properly characterises every 

human (n. 60).  

This approach is also consistent with the logic of 

ógiftô; respect for the giftedness of our creation as 

male and female involves a recognition of, and 

respect for, the fact that our biological realities are 

conferred apriori ï that is, ñprior to all our decisions 

and experiencesò (n. 59) rather than a posteriori. 

This further reinforces the moral claim our physical 

and biological identity makes on us as part of a 

balanced holistic theological methodology 

(described by Catholic theological ethicist, Louis 

Janssens as a commitment to  ñthe person 

integrally and adequately consideredò) while 

avoiding the trap of falling into a óphysicalistô 

approach to morality ï i.e. one which unduly 

emphasises the physical aspects of human nature 

when determining what is right and wrong to the 

neglect of our other relational and transcendent 

dimensions. 

However, our biological embodiment does not 

simply represent a moral ólimitô for us, because it is 

also to be ñplaced at the service of the goodò (n. 

57). As noted above, understanding the moral claim 

our sexual differences makes on us is only fully 

understood in terms of the óopportunityô it contains 

for what Dignitas Infinita describes as ñthe most 

marvellous of reciprocities é the arrival of new 

human beings in the worldò (n. 58).  

In Catholic understanding, this explains why our 

creation as male and female cannot be dismissed 

as irrelevant or made subject only to personal self-

determination; rather, they form the anthropological 

basis of the family (n. 50). This, then, is the 

foundational argument reiterated in Dignitas Infinita, 

and it puts Catholic teaching firmly at odds with the 

language of those who speak of gender as 

something that is óassignedô at birth. 

It is notable that the teaching on sexuality outlined 

in Dignitas Infinita focuses on the óprocreativeô 

dimension of human sexuality and makes no 

reference to the óunitiveô dimension. The extent to 

which the unitive dimension is relevant for 

discussions about gender theory remains part of 

what needs to be further explored.  



нм 

 

The Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith 

seemingly acknowledge the need to develop a more 

in-depth articulation of a Catholic approach to 

gender theory in paragraph 57 where we read that 

the ñscientific coherence [of gender theory] is the 

subject of considerable debate among experts.ò 

This clearly cannot occur without an ongoing 

detailed engagement with the sciences as well as 

with peopleôs experiences of the relatively new 

phenomenon known as gender dysphoria. 

This means it would be wrong for anyone to think 

that the teaching in Dignitas Infinita represents the 

end of any conversation or dialogue about gender 

theory. That said, to argue, as I do, that there needs 

to be further dialogue is not to necessarily imply that 

Catholic teaching regarding the relationship 

between human embodiment and human morality is 

ówrongô. The task, rather, involves ótestingô the 

adequacy and completeness of this teaching (with 

respect to a novel issue) against the evolving 

evidence of the sciences as well as the insights of 

human experience which is also an important 

source of Godôs revelation.  

In the meantime, pastors and teachers face the 

daily task of how to accompany persons who are 

living with gender dysphoria and their families. 

 

Living with the Tensions Created by Moral 

Disagreement 

As a first step towards the compassionate 

application of Catholic moral and pastoral teaching 

for those accompanying persons with gender 

dysphoria, Dignitas Infinita underscores what Pope 

Francis and many others have said about the 

importance of creating safe, inclusive and 

hospitable environments.  

 

The Church wishes, first of all, óto reaffirm 

that every person, regardless of sexual 

orientation, ought to be respected in his or 

her dignity and treated with consideration, 

while óevery sign of unjust discriminationô is 

to be carefully avoided, particularly any form 

of aggression and violence.ô For this reason, 

it should be denounced as contrary to 

human dignity the fact that, in some places, 

not a few people are imprisoned, tortured, 

and even deprived of the good of life solely 

because of their sexual orientation (n. 55, 

quoting from the 2016 post-synodal apostolic 

exhortation Amoris Laetitia). 

 

The critical importance of this quoted section is, I 

argue, reflected in the fact that it is the very first 

thing that is written under the heading of ñGender 

Theoryò.   

 

The creation of safe, inclusive and hospitable 

environments includes the recognition and provision 

of an inclusive, safe moral and psychological space 

within which persons can inform and freely exercise 

their conscience while experiencing the absolute 

and non-judgemental mercy of the Church 

community whose task it is to represent the 

unconditional love of God. As a fundamental plank 

of our Catholic moral tradition, it goes without saying 

that respect for conscience is another important 

dimension of respecting the dignity of individual 

human freedom.  

 

Does this constitute a challenge and give rise to a 

sense of moral and pastoral tension? Yes, 

absolutely.  

 

There are numerous critics who argue that the 

approach to moral divergence exemplified and 

promoted by Pope Francis (as outlined in the 

Declaration and noted above) is characterised by an 

unacceptable ambivalence. Responding to this 

serious criticism, Michael Sean Winters notes that 

the Popeôs approach has to do, rather, with an 

inherent conflict related to being Pope:   
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[Pope Francis] is the universal pastor of the 

church, and he is defender of Christian 

doctrine. He wants to help people grow 

closer to God, and knows that accompanying 

them, not judging them, is the best way to 

achieve that. He also believes what the 

church teaches. It is this last point that the 

activists ... forget. His critics have feared he 

was seeking to undermine the church's 

moral teaching, on this and other issues, 

even though it was obvious all along that 

what he was doing was placing that moral 

teaching within a pastoral context, not as the 

price of admission to a pastoral context.3 

 

My own view is that this ñinherent conflictò ultimately 

applies to all of us who are part of the Christian faith 

community. 

 

In a recent email conversation on the topic of 

gender and sexuality, a fellow theologian, reflecting 

on the critical Gospel imperative to love others 

unconditionally as God loves us, wrote that we are 

to love those with whom we might disagree. (To this 

we might add that we are to love others especially 

when we disagree, since it is generally easier to 

love those who agree with us!) Insightfully, he then 

added that this cuts both ways. óThe beneficiaries of 

our unconditional love cannot, with any credibility, 

claim that we can only love them if we totally agree 

with their beliefs and behaviours.ô 

 

Reflecting on this point in a recent commentary on 

Dignitas Infinita, Catholic bioethicist, David 

Kirchhoffer underlines the centrality and importance 

of dialogue:  

   

If all human beings always have dignity that 

demands respect, the door must always be 

open for dialogue, and indeed, the Church 

should reach out to dialogue, whilst avoiding 

coercion. This means that all are welcome to 

the dialogue in and with the Church. Hence, 

[Pope] Francisôs actions are typically about 

welcoming in or going out to meet all 

people.  But this welcoming and going out, 

that is consistent with respect for the 

inherent dignity of all people, does not mean 

that one cannot enter into a critical dialogue 

about the rightness or wrongness of 

particular ideas or actions. Indeed, entering 

into such a dialogue is itself a way of 

respecting dignity, since the human capacity 

for rationality and freedom is integral to the 

claim that all human beings have dignity. But 

this dialogue must always be undertaken in a 

way that avoids any unjust discrimination 

that would violate the inherent dignity of 

every human being.4 

 

A ñcritical dialogueò that avoids ñunjust 

discriminationò requires, firstly, that we are humble 

enough to accept that our ability to understand óthe 

truthô may be partial and still evolving. Secondly, it 

means being open to the possibility that new 

insights to óthe truthô we seek may well be found 

outside of the Church community and perhaps even 

beyond the current articulations of Christian moral 

theology. 

 

Theologically speaking, this is not terribly 

contentious; all through history, Christians have 

encountered and responded to new questions, and 

these encounters have assisted in the evolution of 

our theological understanding. Further, we 

Christians do not have a monopoly on the Holy 

Spirit that ñblows where it willsò (John 3:8). In 

practice, this requires us to constantly critique our 

current moral formulations; discerning carefully 

what, from our tradition, is authentically human and 



но 

 

deserves to be firmly held on to, while allowing developments in óreasonô (scientific knowledge) and the 

riches of experience to further inform our ófaithô perspective.  

 

Conclusion 

Our ability to listen to, love and walk alongside those with whom we disagree, whatever the issue, is a key 

marker of respect for human dignity. While critical dialogue does not require us to suppress our views, 

neither does it permit the óshouting downô or vilifying of others with whom we disagree, a behaviour that is, 

sadly, all too often as apparent within the Church as it is outside. As Christians, we must be courageous 

enough to bring our insights into the public forum and we must be humble enough to accept that we may 

not have all the answers and to listen. 

 

If I had the opportunity to give any feedback to Pope Francis on Dignitas Infinita, it would be to suggest 

that he add ópolarisationô as number 14 on his already lengthy list of ñgrave violationsò of human dignity. 

As the saying goes, the truth is ultimately found in conversation.

1
 See Cuddy, C. (2024) The Disappearance of Public Theology From the Public Square: The Disappearance of Pub-
lic Theology From the Public Square | Church Life Journal | University of Notre Dame (nd.edu) accessed 26 June 
2024. 
2
 Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith. (20240. Available at: https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/
cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20240402_dignitas-infinita_en.html  
3
 See Winters, S. (2024) Pope's comments on blessing same-sex couples and gay men in seminaries are not as 
shocking as some think: 
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/ncr-voices/popes-comments-blessing-same-sex-couples-and-gay-men-seminaries
-are-not-shocking  

4
 See Kirchhoffer, D. (2024). Vatican invites global discussion on human dignity. Eureka Street: https://

www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/vatican-invites-global-discussion-on-human-dignity  

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/the-disappearance-of-public-theology/?utm_campaign=CLJ_Weekly%20Subscriber%20Email_19-0507&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-99l0UGhmMC37Xm45K9A0REFpRMYcf4OeIIRmZginDdpLa-s1XnNs6OatgPJ-qT7g3oQ4Zq4oMcGVlEoOXcicnId8fLwQ&_
https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/the-disappearance-of-public-theology/?utm_campaign=CLJ_Weekly%20Subscriber%20Email_19-0507&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-99l0UGhmMC37Xm45K9A0REFpRMYcf4OeIIRmZginDdpLa-s1XnNs6OatgPJ-qT7g3oQ4Zq4oMcGVlEoOXcicnId8fLwQ&_
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20240402_dignitas-infinita_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20240402_dignitas-infinita_en.html
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/ncr-voices/popes-comments-blessing-same-sex-couples-and-gay-men-seminaries-are-not-shocking
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/ncr-voices/popes-comments-blessing-same-sex-couples-and-gay-men-seminaries-are-not-shocking
https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/vatican-invites-global-discussion-on-human-dignity
https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/vatican-invites-global-discussion-on-human-dignity
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Diverse by design?  

Catholic thoughts on Interfaith 

dialogue 

 

Nick Polascheck  

In Aotearoa/New Zealand today, unlike the past, we can now regularly encounter people from different 

religious faiths, Muslims, Hindus, and others. Historically our Christian churches have had a very 

negative view of non-Christian religions, often viewing them as ignorant and primitive, as lost in error, 

even evil. Notable is the history of regular persecution of Jewish people throughout Europe across the 

centuries, actively supported and even at times promoted by the Churches. Also, a history of negative 

interactions with Islam from the time of the Crusades. Not to speak of the colonization of indigenous 

peoples across the globe (including Aotearoa) by Europeans, justified by Christian ideology and 

supported by a cadre of missionaries.  

Appreciating religious diversity 

In recent decades the Christian churchesô approach 

to the other religions, notably the Abrahamic faiths, 

Judaism and Islam, has changed. This article briefly 

reflects on this new approach from a contemporary 

Roman Catholic perspective. Within the Catholic 

Church, the document Nostra Aetate1 from the 

Second Vatican Council in 1965 for the first-time 

recognized Judaism and Islam as both positive, 

though incomplete, forms of collective religious 

response to the one God. Nostra Aetate also 

recognized positive elements in other non-Christian 

religions. This landmark document has since 

resulted in Jewish-Catholic dialogue in various 

forms, which never existed before. One example of 

this is the Wellington Abrahamic Council,2 which has 

had, along with several other denominations, 

Roman Catholic representation since its beginning 

in 1991. The Council is dedicated to increasing 

understanding and cooperation between the three 

Abrahamic faith traditions within the wider society of 

Aotearoa/New Zealand. My own involvement with 
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the Council over a number of years has exposed 

me to non-Christian Abrahamic perspectives which 

have led me to reflect critically on my ingrained 

assumptions about other faith traditions and my 

own Catholic Christianity. 

 

During his pontificate Pope Francis has developed 

the seeds of pluralism in Nostra Aetate. On visiting 

a synagogue in 2015 Pope France said óin fact you 

are our brothers and sisters in the faith. We all 

belong to one family, the family of God, who 

accompanies and protects us, His peopleô. 3 The 

popeôs statement reflects that, in our era, we are 

beginning to appreciate that our Christian faith does 

not simply contrast with Judaism that it arose from, 

but is actually a faith expression deeply rooted in 

the Jewish faith, and can only be more fully 

understood now in terms of its Jewish roots. In 

2019 the Pope met the Grand Iman Sheik El-

Rayeb, leader of the Shia Muslims, and signed a 

document that included the following line: óthe 

pluralism and diversity of religions, colour, sex, race 

and languages are willed by God in His wisdom, 

through which he created human beings.ô4 In this 

statement the Pope acknowledges Islamic religion 

as actually being within the divine purpose, which 

Christians view as fulfilled in Christ.   

More broadly what is being intimated is that, like 

other forms of human diversity, religious diversity is 

not an aberration caused by the sinfulness of 

humanity, a common traditional Christian view, but 

is rather actually in accord with the divine design for 

humanity. As Jonathan Sacks, former chief Rabbi of 

Britain, once wrote: óGod has spoken to [hu]

mankind in many languages: through Judaism to 

Jews, Christianity through Christian, Islam to 

Muslims. Only such a God is truly transcendental ï 

greater not only than the natural universe but also 

the spiritual universe articulated in any single faith, 

any specific language of human sensibilityô.5 Such 

a view is also affirmed in several places in the 

Quran.6 We can express this today by saying that 

human beings have responded to the universal 

divine Word to humanity in many enculturated 

languages. The creative diversity of our faith 

traditions expresses the divine creative intention for 

humanity. 

In the past limited contact has restricted the depth 

of understanding between different faith traditions. 

Christians have viewed other faith traditions, such 

as Judaism and Islam, as inherently inferior to 

Christianity. In our modern era contacts between 

faiths have multiplied, both in terms of personal 

relationships, ritual participation and the range of 

texts accessible between traditions. This has led to 

a deeper appreciation of different faith traditions. 

Within the Roman Catholic tradition, as in others, 

this has been reflected in the development of a new 

category of writing engaging with other traditions 

with a positive interfaith perspective.7 

 

Our relationship to the other Abrahamic faith 

traditions is complex because of the proximity of 

our traditions. Although, from the time of the New 

Testament, Christians have viewed their faith as 

replacing Judaism (originally an understandable 

view in the original contested first century context), 

this is not adequate 2000 years later, as Judaism 

has continued to develop as an independent faith 

tradition supporting its people during all that time. 

Islam is challenging for us as Christians because it 

uses the same supersession model as Christians 

have used in relation to Judaism, relativizing 

Christianity in relation to Islam, by viewing Islam as 

the final revelation, completing all that went before 

it. 

1 
Documents of Vatican two Herder and Herder 1966 
2 
https://abrahamic.nz/ 
3
 https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/january/documents/papa-
francesco_20160117_sinagoga.html  
4 
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2019/outside/documents/papa-
francesco_20190204_documento-fratellanza-umana.html 
5 
Sacks, J   2002  The dignity of difference  Continuum (1rst edition), p55 
6 
Quran 2:62; 3:3  5:48, though the opposite is also strongly asserted, the preeminance of Islam itself as the final 
revelation.  
 
7 
See for example works by Thomas Merton, Bede Griffiths, Abishkananda, William Johnson, Raimon Pannikar.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Abrahamic_religions
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/january/documents/papa-francesco_20160117_sinagoga.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/january/documents/papa-francesco_20160117_sinagoga.html
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Interfaith dialogue today 

Interreligious dialogue can be defined as:  An 

intentional encounter and interaction among 

members of different religions as members of 

different religions.8 As a considered and reflective 

involvement, it is different from the limited contacts 

of the past, that were typically apologetic or 

polemical. How to approach opportunities for 

interfaith dialogue if we are offered these 

encounters today? A number of ideas and principles 

have been suggested that can orient, guide and 

support the process of interfaith dialogue.9 Basic is 

respect, openness and appreciation of the other 

tradition we are seeking dialogue with as inherently 

of value, along with an honest recognition of the 

complex history of the interactions between our faith 

traditions from their perspective.  

In the past we, as Christians, have believed our faith 

tradition can be distinguished from other faith 

traditions because it is the definitive Revelation from 

God. But órevelationô can now be understood as 

being the specific category of understanding 

through which our tradition has interpreted our 

profound faith experience of gracious divine 

involvement with us. Obviously, the same category 

is used by some other faith traditions, notably 

Judaism and Islam. But many other traditions use 

various different forms of understanding to affirm 

and articulate their own profound religious 

experiences. 

 

Today we can recognize the enculturated character 

of all religion. We acknowledge each of our religious 

traditions is embedded in particular cultures, 

articulated within specific contexts in terms of 

language, symbols and ideas derived from those 

cultural settings. The basic idea of Revelation is one 

category of enculturated expression and 

interpretation of religious faith in our tradition, 

derived from our Hebrew and Greco Roman cultural 

backgrounds. While our faith experience does 

reflect something deeper than any human culture, it 

is always articulated in terms of a particular human 

cultural context. In recent decades some Christians 

have come to recognize that Jesus himself, as a 

human being, was a Jewish man living and thinking 

within a particular Jewish context.10 

We recognize that each of the religious traditions of 

humanity has its own history, which generally 

includes within its significant diversity and changes 

in understanding, values and practice. Christianity 

as a whole, and large denominations like 

Catholicism within it, include a wide range of 

understandings, values and practices, from very 

conservative to liberal. Many Christians, or indeed 

Catholics, have very different theologies and ethical 

positions, often vigorously contested between them. 

Our Christian history also includes our interactions, 

often complex and difficult, with other religious 

traditions, not only Judaism and Islam but also 

Asian and indigenous faiths. While Asian traditions 

have generally successfully resisted, indigenous 

faiths have often been weakened or extinguished by 

Christian colonization. 

Interfaith engagement is quite challenging today. In 

the past, in the occasional interreligious exchanges 

we have had as Christians we have focused on 

asserting the positive dimensions of our own faith 

tradition, contrasting this with the perceived 

negative dimensions of other faith traditions, often 

through simplistic stereotyping of their practices and 

beliefs. Now we are able to recognize the value and 

efficacy of their faith in their way of living, and also 

our limited understanding of their faith life and 

traditions. Today we should no longer focus on the 

limitations of other faith traditions, in contrast to the 

depth of our own tradition. Rather we should 

recognize the inherent value within their faith 

traditions and appreciate their strengths, while also 

recognizing the limitations and weaknesses in our 

own tradition. For example, traditional indigenous 

religions (such as MǕori or Aboriginal) have a far 

stronger ecological awareness of our human lives 

as being part of the life of this planet, when 

compared with Christian or the other Abrahamic 

faiths. 

 

Responding to gracious divine involvement with 

us 

Today we can appreciate all religious traditions as 

responses, valuable though limited and mixed with 

evil, to gracious divine involvement with humanity. 

Each religious tradition naturally affirms its own 

validity, power and fruitfulness for our human life. 

While we are committed to the truth and intrinsic 

value of our own faith tradition as Revelation, so are 

others in their faith traditions. According to Jesus a 

good fruit cannot come from a bad tree.11 The 
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exemplary holy lives of different persons and groups within their communities testify to the inherent quality 

and depth of the various faith traditions they live within. 

Even though we may believe that Christianity is the fulfillment of other religions such as Judaism or Islam, 

their members obviously do not. They have no sense of any deficit in their own tradition, but rather know 

their own faith as true and lifegiving for them. We continue to affirm the quality and depth of the response 

to the divine Word within our community from our position within our tradition, but today we also need to 

acknowledge the historic negativities within our Christian history, along with the limitations in our 

understanding and faith practice in relation to other faith traditions. 

We need to learn to discuss with non-Christians about the life and person of Jesus and his distinctive 

significance for us in terms that take into account that, coming from other faiths they do not recognize or 

acknowledge this, but also have their own figures and symbols of analogous distinctive significance that 

they affirm and value deeply within their tradition. We seek to share our faith experience as part of a 

dialogue in which we listen to them as they share their faith experience from their tradition with us. We 

need to recognize their faith tradition as being their response to the divine Word to them, without any 

prejudgment of the quality of their response. 

Today interfaith dialogue offers us a new opportunity to deepen our understanding of the religious life of 

different groups of human beings living within various human cultures. We can do this by developing 

together personal relationships, joint activities, new thinking and even shared forms of prayer.  We can 

appreciate that those from other faith traditions have their own style of liturgy, forms of prayer and patterns 

of ethical comportment. We can also be honest about limitations we perceive from our perspective. 

Thus, we can come to understand ourselves better within our own cultural context. We can articulate more 

fully, in our lives and thinking, our own faith commitment as Christians, Muslims, Jews or members of 

other faiths. Our interfaith dialogue is based in our common humanity, seeking to develop a deeper 

understanding, appreciation, and collaboration with those from other religious traditions, and thus also 

within our own religious tradition. Interfaith dialogue is a way to deepen and enhance our appreciation of 

the human journey that we share as the gracious gift of our divine Source.ƴ 

 
8 
King, Sallie B. (2011). Interreligious Dialogue. In Chad Meister (Ed.)The Oxford Handbook Online  
(pp. 101-114). Retrieved from www.oxfordhandbooks.com. 
9 
See  www.scarboromissions.ca/interfaith-dialogue/principles-and-guidelines-for-interfaith-dialogue/2;  https://
jcma.org.au/the-jcma/; https://ronrolheiser.com/principles-for-interfaith-dialogue-and-interfaith-attitudes/; https://
acommonword.ca/toolkit/goals/ 
 
10 
See works by Geza Vermes, E P Sanders, Dale Allison.  

11 
Mt 7:17,18  
Image sourced from NZ Interfaith Forum 2018 https://www.catholic.org.nz/assets/PromotingInterfaithRelations.pdf 

http://www.scarboromissions.ca/interfaith-dialogue/principles-and-guidelines-for-interfaith-dialogue/2
https://ronrolheiser.com/principles-for-interfaith-dialogue-and-interfaith-attitudes/
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A Defence of the Treaty 

 

Peter McKenzie 

In recent months a vigorous attack has been made on the Treaty of Waitangi. This has provoked from me 

the following paragraphs at the risk of creating an unduly long article. I crave the readersô patience. 

Does the Treaty create a partnership between 

the indigenous people and settlers in New 

Zealand? 

Mr Seymour and the Act party have gone on record 

as repudiating the approach taken by the Court of 

Appeal in 1987 when it declared that the Treaty 

creates a partnership between MǕori and those 

settling in New Zealand and attacks have been 

made on ñactivist judgesò. 1  

The nature of the Partnership the Court of Appeal 

envisaged and its implications for today is a 

complex subject requiring a whole article to itself. I 

shall confine myself to one issue raised by the 

Court, namely the relationship forward of the two 

races which was viewed as a partnership between 

the races. The President of the Court of Appeal (Sir 

Robin Cooke, later Lord Cooke) in urging that ñthe 

Treaty signified a partnership between racesò was 

looking in this respect at the way forward for New 

Zealand. Sir Robin referred to the mistakes of the 

past where the ñintegration, amalgamation of the 

races, assimilation of the MǕori to the Pakeha was 

the goal which in the main successive Governments 

tended to pursueò, but the Court said that barriers 

remained between the races. The Court saw ñthe 

beginning of the end of what still remains to 

apartheid of New Zealandò and expressed this as a 

partnership of the races.2  Huge strides have been 

made in recent years to bring the races together by 

valuing MǕori culture and its emphasis on people 

values and making growing use of the MǕori 

language and culture on public occasions, such as 

the singing of our national anthem in both 

languages and in many other ways. One change 

that resonates with me is the true note of 

celebration that MǕori and Polynesian culture has 

brought to public events. The University capping 

ceremony and school prize giving ceremonies of my 

youth were horribly boring occasions. Now the 

growing number of MǕori and Polynesian students 

has brought life and celebration. So also in our 

Courts the sometimes boring speech making, when 

welcoming new judges or senior counsel, has been 

livened by waiata from the Court staff and a spirit of 

celebration. These are welcome growing signs of 

partnership. Do we really want to turn the clock back 

and retreat into our former separatism?  Sir Robin 



нф 

 

Cooke was right that we need to move forward as 

partners. 

 The Court of Appeal has fostered a revolution in 

this country and this should be welcomed, not 

rejected. 

Other aspects of the partnership envisaged by the 

Court of Appeal were spelled out in their judgments 

including participation in decision making, or as it is 

often now called, co-governance.  This will be 

discussed in a separate article on Co-Governance.  

Linked with this are Principles relating to good faith 

and a duty to consult in relation to Treaty matters. 

The duty to consult has featured in many later Court 

cases. 

 

The mantra of Equality 

Those who oppose the claimed partnership and co-

governance under the Treaty today do so on the 

basis of equality claiming that all New Zealanders 

should have the same rights.   The detailed study 

made by Alan Ward, however, serves to undermine 

this claim.3   From the earliest years following the 

Treaty in 1840, equal participation by MǕori was, 

Ward says, denied and he points to significant 

evidence to support this. 

The mantra of ñequalityò is chanted by ACT as 

though this provided the complete justification for its 

attempts to diminish the Treaty of Waitangi in the 

life of this nation.   ACT appears to regard the 

Treaty as promoting inequality but this attitude 

discounts and misunderstands our history and the 

nature of our constitution.    ñEqualityò is not the 

same as fairness and is not a panacea that 

redresses all differences between citizens.    

Differences of culture, language and ethnicity have, 

in many places, been undermined by the ñtyranny of 

the majorityò and demands for equality.  There are 

many ways in which citizens of the same country 

may differ and be unequal. Lawyers internationally 

have devised constitutions to address the problems 

of inequality within a nation. A minority in New 

Zealand is particularly vulnerable because of the 

way our unicameral Parliament has placed all 

parliamentary power in the hands of a simple 

majority.    Other countries have used a second 

Parliamentary chamber, or safeguards built into a 

written constitution, in order to protect the position of 

a minority.    Talk to a French Canadian and he/she 

will smile at the thought that equality and equal 

rights on the part of all citizens, on the basis of 

majority decision, should be the democratic 

objective every country should aspire to.    So will 

the Dalits (untouchables) in India who are facing the 

removal or reduction of their rights to certain 

affirmative actions to protect the ñscheduled castesò, 

inserted under the influence of Gandhi and Nehru in 

the founding Indian constitution.   This minority fears 

a sufficient majority may be able to remove those 

protections. 

In New Zealand the Treaty of Waitangi also serves 

as a protection and guardian of minority rights, and 

this was the intention of the humanitarians who 

pushed in 1840 for a Treaty.  Sir Geoffrey Palmer, 

with the foresight to see this present day coming, 

argued for the incorporation of The Treaty into the 

NZ Bill of Rights.   This was never done but in 1987 

the Court of Appeal in New Zealand accorded the 

Treaty legal status and enshrined minority rights by 

way of declaring in a series of decisions what the 

Court considered to be the Principles of the Treaty.ò 
4  

It seriously damages our frail, and for the greater 

part, unwritten, constitution, for a majority in 

Parliament to seek to tamper with those Principles 

or to attempt to restrict co-governance contrary to 

Article 2 of the Treaty. 

 

Does the Treaty of Waitangi deliver ñthe same 

rightsò to MǕori as to others in New Zealand? 

It is mistaken to suggest, as David Seymour does in 

his recent published address, that the Treaty 

1 
ñDavid Seymour Hits out against óActivist Judges and bureaucratsô after leaking of Draft Treaty of Waitangi 

Principlesò, NewsHub 19/01/2024, and ñTe Tiriti o Waitangi partnership a ómisinterpretationô, David Seymour 

believesò NewsHub, 23/1/2024.  
2 
NZ Maori Council v Attorney General [1987} 1 NZLR 641 (known as ñThe Lands caseò) at p664. 
3 
Alan Ward, A show of Justice, Racial Amalgamation in Nineteenth Century New Zealand , 1974 revised 1989. 
4 
New Zealand Maori Council v Attorney General [1987] 1 NZLR 641, CA   
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ñdelivers the same rightsò and that, therefore, the 

Principles of the Treaty need to be rewritten so as to 

apply equally to all New Zealanders. This is plainly 

not what the Treaty says and it ignores the 

background and circumstances under which the 

Treaty was entered into. As explained later in this 

article the Treaty was the product of a vigorous 

contest between two lobby groups. The 

Humanitarian group who pushed for a Treaty were 

determined to protect the indigenous (then called 

aboriginal) people of New Zealand. The Treaty was 

entered into to confirm the rights of the indigenous 

people. All New Zealanders have benefitted from 

the accommodation that the Treaty has provided for 

the acquisition of land and the settlement here of 

generations of settlers. It is, however, mistaken to 

assert that the Treaty was entered into to advance 

the rights of all peoples in New Zealand rather than 

being directed to the protection of the indigenous 

New Zealanders. All New Zealanders have of 

course benefitted by the welcome the Treaty 

provided to settlement in New Zealand, but the 

rights protection was intended, for the indigenous 

people. 

 

The suggestion is made that the ñPrinciples of the 

Treatyò should be removed by statute and a Bill to 

this effect has been introduced into Parliament. 

It would, in my view, be a mistake to think, as the 

present government seems to be doing, that by 

removing certain statutory provisions, that refer to 

the observance of the Principles of the Treaty, that 

those Principles will be abrogated or could be 

amended.   The Treaty would still stand as a Treaty 

binding on both parties, both as a foundational 

constitutional event in our history and as a solemn 

covenant between two peoples and would remain 

subject to the interpretation of the Courts. It is the 

function of the Courts, not Parliament, to interpret 

documents of legal significance.   As mentioned 

above, Mr Seymour has gone on record as 

criticising the Judges for the way that they have 

interpreted the Treaty and then he provides us with 

his own interpretation.5  What standing does he 

have in this respect? Under our constitutional 

arrangements the Courts have the power to 

interpret a covenant or Treaty between the Crown 

and another party and the interpretation given by 

the Judges will stand and be binding or persuasive 

on future Courts regardless of Mr Seymourôs or his 

Partyôs individual views. 

 

 

The Treaty as a sacred covenant  

Under missionary influence MǕori have from the 

outset regarded the Treaty as a sacred covenant 

which as a promise made before God  is a very 

serious commitment.   Although a covenant does 

not usually carry that meaning in our more secular 

world, there is an early case which describes an 

international treaty of cession and peace  as ñsacred 

and inviolableò according to the true intent and 

meaning [of the articles of capitulation and  

cession].  The reason for regarding a Treaty of 

cession in this way is that to enterinto a compact 

which involves ceding territory to another dominant 

people is  a matter of the greatest significance and 

seriousness.  The Treaty of Waitangi is not a peace 

treaty, but one of cession only but the cession 

involved a change of sovereignty, or kawanatanga, 

depending on which language version of the Treaty 

you are relying on so that the position parallels the 

circumstances with which the Court was concerned 

with in that case    The court considered that where 

articles of capitulation involved the ceding of 

territory the international Treaty between the parties 

was of such a serious and binding character as to 

be called ñsacred and inviolableò by Lord Mansfield, 

the Chief Justice.  

 

What of enacting or attempting to change the 

Principles of the Treaty by way of an Act of 

Parliament? 

Would using Parliament to pass an Act enshrining 

the Principles of the Treaty in an Act of Parliament 

get over the difficulties mentioned above about 

interpreting the Treaty. Under NZôs constitutional 

arrangements the King in Parliament is Sovereign 

and can do anything. Right? 

It has to be recognised that the Treaty was entered 

into as an international Treaty, and how it should be 

interpreted is a matter for the agreement of both 

peoples who were parties to it, or, if the parties 

cannot agree, it is then a matter for the Courts to 

determine.  Imagine, if our government told China, it 

did not like the way China was interpreting and 

applying the Free Trade Treaty between our 

nations, and that the NZ Parliament would declare 

what this Treaty means.  óGet lostò would of course  

be the Chinese reaction. ñYour nation cannot dictate 

unilaterally to us.ò  The Treaty was entered into 

between the Crown and MǕori chiefs representing 
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their people.   The Courts have declared the 

meaning of the Treaty and that interpretation by the 

Courts is now the legally binding interpretation of 

this document. How can one party only (if the Crown 

can be considered now to be absorbed into the New 

Zealand executive government); How can one party 

alone purport unilaterally to amend a basic covenant 

binding on two peoples?  To amend a treaty or 

contract requires both parties to agree.  It is 

simplistic to say that a small minority of MǕori MPôs 

constitute the voice and assent of the other party to 

the Treaty, although to be fair our group of MǕori 

MPôs are not being treated by Mr Seymour, or 

anyone else, as being a sufficient group to be called 

a Treaty partner.     

In addition to these concerns there are good 

grounds for arguing before the Courts that the 

Treaty has the standing of a constitutional document 

in our constitutional arrangements. 

The Courts have implicitly treated the Treaty as 

having this standing by interpreting it and giving it 

effect. It is true that an early case, Wi Parata v 

Bishop of Wellington6 during the colonial period, 

erroneously stated that the Treaty was a nullity 

because it was not enacted by Parliament into the 

law of New Zealand. That is an empty argument 

since 2007 when, in Attorney General v Te Apa,7 

the Court of Appeal over-ruled Wi Parata. The Privy 

Council in an early case,8 soon after Wi Parata, also 

criticised that case and held that it was ñtoo late in 

the dayò to assert that the Treaty was without effect 

in domestic law. This was on the basis of statutes of 

the New Zealand Parliament that had already 

recognised the Treaty. If it was too late then, it is 

woefully beyond time now, to treat the Treaty in the 

way that ACT is doing. Indeed, so much water has 

since passed under the bridge that it can seriously 

be argued that the Treaty now has the status of a 

constitutional convention and cannot be reversed or 

tampered with by an ordinary Act of Parliament. It is 

significant that the Court of Appeal in NZ MǕori 

Council v Attorney General  faced with the question 

whether the Treaty had been incorporated into the 

law of New Zealand,  the President Sir Robin Cooke 

(later Lord Cooke) held that the establishment by 

Parliament of the Waitangi Tribunal with jurisdiction 

back to 1840 showed a clear intention on 

Parliamentôs part of giving effect to the Treaty and 

providing a remedy for breaches of the Treaty.9 

Parliament has also implicitly given effect to the 

Treaty in numerous statutes that direct the 

observance of the Principles of the Treaty. The most 

detailed prescription of this kind can be found in 

s7AA of the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989, inserted in 

2019. This gives detailed direction to the Chief 

Executive ñin order to recognise and provide a 

practical commitment to the principles of the Treaty 

of Waitangiò. A constitutional convention that the 

Treaty is binding and is to be observed, running so 

deep in a countryôs psyche, and repeatedly 

reinforced by Parliament, would require a 

constitutional revolution, or wide-ranging national 

discussion, to change it. 

Nothing of that kind is envisaged by those who 

propose to change the Treaty Principles. 

 

They are seeking a revolution in the history of our 

country without the wide-ranging national 

constitutional discussion that would need to precede 

it.  A Referendum without a period of discussion and 

reflection would not achieve this. Trying to short 

circuit things by means of an Act of Parliament and 

a Referendum would give rise to endless litigation 

and constitutional chaos. 

 

 

The Te Heu Heu Tukino case   

In this context it is necessary to mention a contrary 

Privy Council decision, which repeats the doctrine 

that an international Treaty must be incorporated by 

the national Parliament into the national law before 

the Treaty could be given effect by the local courts.    

This case also held that because of the sovereignty 

of Parliament, an Act of Parliament albeit derogating 

from the Treatyôs provisions, could not be 

questioned by the Courts.   This appears to create a 

 
5
 David Seymour MP, ñDavid Seymour hits out at activist judges and bureaucrats after leaking of draft Treaty 

ofWaitangi Principlesò.  

 
6 
(1877) 3 NZ Jur (NS) SC 72.   

7 
Ngati Apa v Attorney General [2003] NZCA 117; [2003] 3 NZLR 643, CA.  
8 
Nireaha Tamaki v Baker (1901) NZPCC 371.  
9 
NZ Maori Council v Attorney General (supra) at 655 to 661, esp. p660, and also p 668.  
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stumbling block to the argument that the NZ 

Parliament could not legislate in ways that 

contradict or overrule the Treaty.  The Court in that 

case was not primarily concerned with whether the 

Treaty itself was binding in New Zealand.  However, 

Nireahaôs case, referred to earlier, was cited to the 

Court along with other cases used to develop an 

argument that an international treaty was a solemn 

compact between two ruling sovereigns.  One of the 

sovereign parties alone could not, it was argued, 

alter the terms of the treaty. In the case of a treaty 

of cession of sovereignty the rights conferred by it 

cannot be removed or curtailed by any municipal act 

of the party to whom sovereignty had been ceded, 

in the case of Treaty of Waitangi, the New Zealand 

legislature. The Treaty, it was argued, was in this 

respect a sacred trust.  The Privy Council did not 

consider this argument and neither did it consider its 

earlier decision in Nireahaôs case, so the statements 

made by the Privy Council can be questioned by the 

Supreme Court.   It would be wrong, therefore, to 

treat Te Heu Heuôs case as having the last word on 

the role of Parliament in relation to the Treaty.   

 In addition, if there was any doubt on whether in 

1940 (when Hoani was decided) Parliament had 

treated the Treaty as being binding and enforceable 

under the domestic law in New Zealand, there can 

be no doubt at all now, after the creation of the 

Waitangi Tribunal in  1975 that the Courts may not 

give effect to the Treaty, because the NZ Parliament 

in 1975 expressly recognised and gave effect to the 

Treaty of Waitangi.  

 

Are there fiduciary obligations under the Treaty 

binding on the Crown? 

Even if the Courts were, on the basis of Te Heu 

Heuôs case,  not prepared to regard the Treaty as 

part of our constitution and is not beyond the reach 

of Parliament, the Courts have another weapon 

which they may well be prepared to use to support 

the Treaty. There is a strong line of cases which 

 gives support to the Treaty as creating fiduciary 

duties [ ie duties of trust and good faith] on the part 

of the Crown (ie the executive government of New 

Zealand) towards the MǕori party10 .  

 An attempt to rewrite the Principles of the Treaty, or 

abrogate arrangements for co-governance contrary 

to Art 2 of the Treaty and declarations of the Courts, 

could be rejected as being in breach of this 

fundamental fiduciary obligation binding on the 

honour of the Crown.    

A new and different start in New Zealand   

It would also be a tragedy for New Zealand if the 

country once again failed to recognise its own 

special history at the time of the Treaty.  There was 

a very real sense at the time of the Treaty that New 

Zealand was going to be different and was the place 

for a new kind of colonisation.   Fletcher in his 

recent magisterial work on the Treaty demonstrates 

this.  He shows how the Treaty was the product of a 

long struggle between two competing interests.  

One combination of interests, called by historians, 

ñthe Humanitariansò, were determined to make a 

break with the way in which, until that time, England 

had treated indigenous peoples in its 

colonies.  These ñhumanitarianò interests were the 

Missionary movement beginning with the founding 

of the great missionary societies in England in the 

early 19th century; and secondly, the second 

generation of a group of influential men in the 

English Parliament, called ñ the Clapham Sectò, an 

activist Evangelical Christian group seeking to 

transform their society, and in particular abolish the 

slave trade. The two key officials in the Colonial 

Office, at the time of the Treaty, were the sons of 

leading members of the Clapham Sect and active 

abolitionists; and were also members of an 

associated lobby group founded by them in 1836 

called the Aborigines Protection Society.   The 

Clapham Sect had, in 1833, just won a long struggle 

for the abolition of slavery in the British 

Empire.  They were looking for a new cause to take 

up. They found this in the plight of ñnativeò or 

ñaboriginal peoplesò (now called ñindigenous 

peoplesò) who had been the victims of exploitation 

with the expansion of the European  powers into the 

new world. These evangelical11 Christians regarded 

the contact between British colonists and the North 

American ñIndiansò and the Australian Aborigines as 

having been disastrous for these native races and 

they opposed settlement in any new colonies. The 

Aborigines Protection Society was formed in 1837 

which coincided with steps to plant a new colony in 

New Zealand. Fowell Buxton, a leading member of 

the Clapham sect and successor to Wilberforce, 

was chair of this successor society to the Anti-

Slavery Society.   They were determined that  New 

Zealand would be different and initially opposed any 

colonisation of this country.   Later the British 

government was persuaded by an opposing group 

of commercial interests, led by EG Wakefield and 

his New Zealand Company, to support a colony in 
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New Zealand which he claime would bring a better type of settler here and, to counter the opposition of 

the humanitarians, offered that strict safeguards would be in place to prevent exploitation of the 

indigenous people.   The Treaty was the outcome.  As Fletcher shows in his text, a prolonged debate took 

place between ñthe Humanitariansò and the NZ Company, both before and after the Treaty, as to whether 

MǕori as a native people were capable of ownership of their lands.    Competing theories on colonisation 

held that land could be taken in the so-called ñnew worldò on the basis of discovery, and that  

ñwastelandsò, not occupied by native peoples, could be taken by the first to claim the ability to develop and 

exploit this land resource in the new world. This was called ñthe wastelands principleò. Under pressure 

from the Humanitarian Lobby which, as I have mentioned, at this time effectively controlled the colonial 

office in London, the British government reaffirmed the Treaty and rejected these alternative views on 

colonisation. They determined that  New Zealand was to be different. Let us not lose the early  dream for a 

new start in New Zealand, even though over intervening years that dream has often been tarnished.  May 

the co-governance and Treaty debate not become a way of polarising New Zealand and driving a wedge 

between those who the Treaty sought to bring and work together in a new way. 

It, therefore, makes no sense, and misunderstands our history to take action, as the ACT Party has 

proposed, to seek a referendum on the Principles of the Treaty, and on whether the policy of co-

governance should be continued in New Zealand.   This is a brazen attempt to reverse our history by a 

vote of the majority. History which has left deep furrows on our national landscape cannot be erased in 

this way. Driven underground it will survive in the minds and hearts of those who oppose the referendum, 

and the attempt to erase or minimize it will lead to ongoing tension and strife until our history is honestly 

faced.   The Treaty settlements process provided New Zealand with an opportunity to face our past with 

honesty and integrity. It would be the greatest folly to cancel out the progress our country has made in the 

Treaty settlements.  We have been made to face the truth, not always a welcome process. What should 

follow is a movement towards reconciliation.ƴ 

 

 

 

      

Since commencing this article the Government has released its Trea ty Principles Bill and this has been 

the subject of highly critical comment by the Waitangi Tribunal, calling the Bill a politically motivated attack 

on perceived MǕori privilege without any consideration of the Crownôs constitutional and Treaty/ te Tiriti 

obligations to MǕori. The Tribunal has called on the Government to abandon its plans in relation to this 

Bill.   Mr Luxon has responded by affirming his declared intention to support the Bill only up to the Select 

Committee stage.  Mr Seymour, Nationalôs coalition partner has stated that he intends to pursue matters 

to a full referendum. He is quoted as saying that the Bill would be ñvery popularò and a ñfun debateò. It may 

be ñfunò for Mr Seymour, but for others this is a matter of very serious import going to the heart of our 

constitution as a nation.    

 
10 
See the discussion in Kendal Luskie, ñThe Relationship between the New Zealand Crown and Maori: A future for 
Fiduciary Obligationsò (2022) Otago Univ. Law Revi  
11 
he word ñevangelicalò has been given a derogatory meaning, in recent years, largely because of the view taken by 
many people, of the misguided efforts by the ñevangelicalò wing of the church in the US to promote the conquest of 
Iraq in 2003, under President George Bush, and more recently, to give support to the former President Donald 
Trump. It should not, however, be forgotten that the same word, ñevangelicalò was used to describe what was the 
most prominent form of Christianity in Britain and its former Dominions, including NZ, in the 19th century. See David 
Thomson, England in the Nineteenth Century, Penguin Books, in Vol 8 of the Pelican History of England, 107 -110.  
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