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My tribe is humanity 
(Archbishop Odama)
Introduction: The Coming of the Third Church
When I think about the discourse of Catholicity in our time, two words come to mind: ecology and Kairos. Both words point to the global south as the locus of a renewed and fresh conversation about Catholicism in its methodological, hermeneutical, and ecclesiological dimensions. Using the story of Archbishop John Baptist Odama, I would like to provide an example of how a fresh conversation in the new era of world Catholicism around these three sites might look like.
A new ecological context

John Allen is right. The “most rapid, and most sweeping, demographic transformation of Roman Catholicism in its two-thousand-year history”
 is underway. Even if numbers tell only part of the story, they confirm the shift in the center of gravity of Christianity from its traditional heartlands in Europe and the United States, to the “Global South” of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, leading to the projection that by year 2025 only one Catholic in five in the world will be a non-Hispanic Caucasian.
 What Philip Jenkins says of Christianity in general is particularly true of Roman Catholicism: “If we want to visualize a ‘typical’ contemporary Christian, we should be thinking of a woman living in a village in Nigeria or in a Brazilian favela.”

Even though the effects of this demographic transformation may still yet be unclear, there seems little doubt that this historical moment—what Walter Bühlmann predicated as “The Coming of the Third Church”
 or what Allen calls the “The World Church”—is ushering in changes that are not simply additive; but ecological.
 That is why the shift in Catholicism’s center of gravity raises not only methodological questions (the way Catholic theology as a disciplined inquiry is pursued), but questions about Catholic identity and theology in general. In the wake of the transformation, the discourse on Catholicity cannot proceed as usual, that is, from within the same location of the global North, in the same methodological directions, nor with the same assumptions and questions. Instead, the discourse must be grounded within the experience, reality, and life challenges of the “typical” Catholic, and explore from within her world the pressing questions and fresh possibilities of what it means to Catholic.  
A kairos moment

Another way to make the above claim is to note that the transformation of Catholicism currently underway presents a unique moment—a kairos (in the sense of a dangerous opportunity)—that not only raises a number of new questions but unsettles and reformulates hitherto established convictions and practices. It is important, however, to remember that whereas the transformation at hand might be the “most rapid,” it is not the first time that Catholicism finds herself within such a moment. For as Dana Robert, the Truman Collins Professor of World Christianity and History of Mission at Boston University, notes, these historical moments happen “every time the gospel message makes itself at home among a new group of people.”
 This was particularly the case in the early church when Christianity first moved out its Jewish home and became a predominantly Gentile religion. This cultural transition precipitated a crisis. “That so many non-Jewish believers were responding to the work of Paul and the other evangelists created a crisis for the original believers in Jerusalem, who sensed themselves losing control over the boundaries of the faith.”
 But it is this same cross-cultural process that resulted in what the missiologist Andrew Walls has famously come to describe as the “Ephesian moment”
—the coming together for the first time of Jewish and Gentile Christians around the table meal—two communities historically separated, sharing communion together as a sign of their “belonging together” as members of the same Body of Christ. Thus, for Walls as for Robert, the cross-cultural crisis was the unique opportunity for Christianity to become a “catholic” faith. Robert notes:

The cross-cultural spread of the message, including translating it into terms that made sense to a Gentile audience, set a pattern that not only separated Christianity from its Jewish background, but created a religion able to transcend cultural differences. The crucial decision to allow Greeks to become Christians and remain within their own cultural framework was the key that opened the future of Christianity to its global potential as a “world” religion, rather than remaining as a sect within Judaism.

In our time, Catholicism finds itself within a similar cross-cultural moment. There is, therefore, a lot to learn from this early moment: from the questions it raised; the challenges it posed to Jewish Christians, who until then thought of the faith as their heritage; and the tentativeness with which new approaches, formulations, and doctrines were proposed and eventually adopted. The early Christian councils—from the council of Jerusalem during the time of the apostles, through Nicea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus I (431), Ephesus II (449), Chalcedon (451), and up to the Second Council of Constantinople (553)—not only bore witness to the process of theological exploration and innovation underway, they also were attempts to work through the theological, social, doctrinal, and political implications of the cross-cultural ferment. That out of this ferment emerged some of the clearest and richest expressions of Christian doctrine confirm Andrew Walls remark about theology as a hazardous business, “‘an act of adoration fraught with the risk of blasphemy’ . . . [that] develops and grows in situations of crisis and urgency.”

The current cross-cultural transformation brings Catholicism within a similar dangerous but exciting moment of theological exploration, innovation, and experimentation. As Catholicism makes its new home within the so-called global south, it is encountering new questions from Catholics who are often negotiating multiple sets of intersections: on the one hand, from their inherited cultural and spiritual heritage, and on the other, from pressing social political exigencies of their postcolonial history. And the fact that the world of the “typical Catholic” is by and large characterized not only by a primal spiritual outlook (which is far different from the Western secularized outlook), but also by the ongoing realities of poverty, violent disruption, war, famine, disaster, and displacement, makes the global south a lively laboratory, in which new pastoral and theological approaches in Catholic theology are being worked out. For, to the extent that the true origins of theology lie “not in the study or library, but from the need to make Christian decisions—decisions about what to do, and what to think . . . the normal run of Western theology is simply not big enough for Africa, or for much of the rest of the non-Western world. ”

That is why a discourse on Catholicity must travel south in order to locate itself within the ferment of the cultural, pastoral, and theological synthesis underway within Catholicism itself. Doing so will not only help to illumine fresh dimensions of Catholic identity and performance, it will hopefully also bring the Catholic church within a new Ephesian Moment of full catholic communion, where the “very height of Christ’s full stature” (Eph 4:13) might be revealed.
Travelling south is therefore what I want to do in this essay by telling the story of Archbishop John Baptist Odama of Gulu allows me to  highlight some of both the pressing issues and challenges that face the typical Catholic in Africa, and the resources Catholicism provides within this context. Accordingly, my overall aim is to show Archbishop Odama as, first, an exemplary case of Catholic performance, and secondly, to confirm the global south as the site for a renewed and fresh conversation of Catholicism in its methodological, hermeneutical, and ecclesiological dimensions. . 
Archbishop John Baptist Odama and the Politics of Baptism
John Baptist Odama is the Catholic Archbishop of Gulu, an Archdiocese in Northern Uganda.
 For a number of years, since President Museveni came to power in 1986, Gulu has been the epicenter of the civil war that has pitted Museveni’s government in Kampala against the fighters of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) led by Joseph Kony. When Odama became Archbishop of the newly created Archdiocese of Gulu in 1999, the civil war was at its height. The fighters of the Lord’s Resistance Army (often referred to as “the rebels”) waged war by not only ambushing government and military vehicles, but by attacking villages, burning down houses, abducting children (in all over 26,000 children were abducted), and ambushing, killing, and maiming civilians, thereby exercising over Gulu and the surrounding districts of Northern Uganda a “sovereignty of terror.”
 The government’s offensive (“Operation Iron Fist,” begun in 2002) against the rebels tragically resulted in more retaliatory attacks and eventually led to the government policy of confinement, forcing more than ninety percent of the population (1.8 million people) to become internally displaced persons (IDPs). Having little or no access to their fields and living in poor sanitary conditions, the populace was reduced to a desperate situation of mere survival within the camps, where, additionally, alcoholism and prostitution became rampant, and the camps themselves became easy targets for the rebels.

This is the context into which Odama became Archbishop of Gulu—a predominantly Catholic part of Uganda—a context of civil war that has defined his pastoral leadership. In 2006, after twenty years of armed conflict, a ceasefire between the Ugandan government and the LRA brought an end to the fighting (although Kony has yet still to sign the agreement, the LRA has withdrawn from Northern Uganda to the North of Congo and Chad). Archbishop Odama was instrumental to the peace process, working quietly behind the scenes to mediate between Museveni’s government and Kony’s LRA, travelling a number of times into the bush to meet with Kony and his commanders; appealing to and pressuring them to stop the fighting and then appealing to and pressuring the government to give up the Operation Iron Fist and agree to talks with Kony; serving as a strong advocate for the displaced people, children in particular; and finally helping to establish the ARLPI (Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative), an advocacy group working for peace made up of protestant, catholic, muslim and traditional leaders, of which Odama became the chairperson and chief spokesperson. 
For his work, Archbishop Odama and the ARLPI have received a number of international awards and recognitions,
 but whereas these awards confirm Odama’s extraordinary public leadership and advocacy, they do not explain the theological visions as well as the “inner” spiritual and devotional matrix
 that grounds his leadership. However, attending to this matrix confirms that it is the Catholic tradition and faith in which Odama firmly stands that has not only opened up resources for his extensive social, pastoral, and activist innovation in dealing with the situation in Northern Uganda, but also grounded his struggles and leadership in a story beyond geographical boundaries Four dynamic elements within this matrix deserve special attention:
1. A universal community and identity.
A vision of universal humanity rooted in God lies behind Odama’s life and work in Gulu. He loves to speak of a foreign visitor who asked him about his tribe, and to whom he responded, “My tribe is Humanity.” In the way Odama tells the story he notes how the visitor, like many Western visitors to Africa who are so preoccupied with locating Africans within “tribes,” misunderstood “Humanity” to be the name of a particular tribe, and so followed up with a question by inquiring which region of Uganda this tribe was located! Odama’s point was not simply to show how so many Western visitors are locked into a particular way of thinking about Africa, but, more importantly, to encourage a new way of seeing and relating. “We must all learn,” he notes, “to see beyond tribe, race and nation—and recognize that we are first and foremost human beings created in the image of God.”

It was Odama’s own Catholic upbringing and later training for the priesthood that opened up and gradually led him to discover this universal dimension. Gulu is not Odama’s native home and Acholi is not his native tongue. He was born and raised in Arua (West Nile), went to seminary in southern Uganda, and graduated university in Kenya. But through these experiences of always living outside his home, Odama has learned to see the world as one human family, and, in the July 2009 interview, he notes that his life has been “one long journey of conversation”—from “a local” understanding of human beings to the sense of humanity.”
 His work as Archbishop in Gulu has undoubtedly deepened this sense of belonging to a wider community that extends beyond Africa, and this is what he was pointing to when he said, “My people where I was born can no more contain me now. I am beyond their capacity.”
 Indeed, this has proved literally true, for his leadership in Gulu during the most challenging time thrust him into the national and international spotlight, as a result of which he has visited capitals around the world (the day he spoke at the Great Lakes Initiative [GLI] Institute in Kampala he was travelling to London for a two day meeting). Therefore, it is not surprising when he says, “I find myself at home whereever I go. I am not a stranger. The world is my home.

But beyond his own world travels, he was pointing to the need to resist the entrenched forms of “tribalism” through which we tend to view those different from ourselves as “strangers.” We are not strangers, Odama insists, but fellow human beings created in the image of God. Moreover, for Odama it is not simply his cross-cultural experience that has brought him to this realization—it is a realization that is inexorably connected to his Catholic identity and the unique gift of baptism. For baptism, in other words, locates one within a community that extends far beyond one’s place of birth and makes one “at home” among people whom one has not yet met. This is the sense of baptism that Odama was invoking when, at the GLI Institute in January 2011, he told the story of when he was appointed as rector of Alokolum. On his first visit to the seminary in 1990, speaking through an interpreter, he told the small group of village people who came to meet him, “You do not know me, but I am not a stranger. Do not call me a stranger. I am Ugandan, so are you, I am a catholic so are you; to go even deeper, I am a human being, so are you. So do not call me a stranger or foreigner here.” He then added that “no child baptized within the Catholic Church should be called a foreigner in any place where there are Catholics.” It was baptism into the Catholic faith that opened up for Odama this universal dimension of humanity.
2. Local places and the least of these (“ngini ngini”)
If Odama’s baptismal journey has been a journey of conversion from a local understanding to a global understanding of humanity, it has also ironically led him to a deeper identification with the localities where he found himself on his journey. He told the 2011 Institute participants that “Whenever, I go to a new place, the first thing I do is learn the local language; acquire a taste for local food, attend local functions and celebrations in the village.” Quite often, he noted, on realizing that “I am one of them, the people have often responded by giving me a local name.”
What is perhaps most notable about Odama’s identification with the local places is the identification with the most neglected and abandoned places, which villages are seen as in Africa. “Village” does not name so much a place as a state of abandonment and neglect. Village is the antithesis of modernity and thus represents all that is bad and backward in Africa. To aspire to modernity and civilization in Africa is to aspire to turn away from the village, and everything that “village” represents, to the enlightenment and progress that “towns” and “cities” are supposed to name. Odama’s identification with villages and other abandoned places thus places him in a movement of counter-modernity. When he was made bishop of the newly created diocese of Nebi in 1996, he made a point to visit the over one hundred and six village chapels of his new diocese and spend at least two nights in each village, and in this way be became known as a “village bishop.” Even as Archbishop of Gulu and chairperson of Uganda Episcopal Conference, Odama still has the village-like simplicity of a country pastor. 
It is the identification with the “village” as a form of “the most neglected” that explains Odama’s special love for children, who within the context of war in Northern Uganda are quite often the most abandoned and abused. Odama has given the children a nickname—“ngini ngini”—which in Luo is the name of the tiny ants that are almost invisible and are thus readily stepped on and crushed. For Odama to call the children “ngini ngini” is a sign of his endearment to the “most precious, weak and vulnerable creatures of God.” Whenever Odama comes to a village, the ngini ngini run to him, flock around him, and hold onto his purple robes. As he leaves, they run after his car, waving and calling out “ngini ngini”—an interesting reversal that seems to suggest that the children themselves have come to recognize the archbishop, this mighty, strong, and powerful man, as also a weak, precious, and vulnerable creature of God. 
It is this universal image of humanity, as lived out within the local village and abandoned places and individuals, especially children, that lies behind Odama’s fierce determination to end the civil war, as well as his efforts towards a comprehensive peace solution in Northern Uganda.

3. The task: “redeeming ‘this place’” 
As Archbishop of Gulu, Odama understands his task in very specific and concrete terms as one of “redeeming this place.” When he was appointed the rector of a seminary that had been looted and abandoned, he invited the residents of Alokolum to work towards a collective goal:   
I am not a stranger. I am one of you. We are going to work together. This is our common ground. The seminary is our common ground. And you and I have to cooperate to redeem this place, and bring back life and [the seminarians] to this place. (January 2011)

In the context of Northern Uganda, the task has been made particularly urgent by the reality of the ongoing war between the government and the rebels of the Lord’s Resistance Army. Odama is not only committed to end the war, but to building a peaceful society where the full humanity of the child can flourish. No better image captures this commitment than when, during his speech at his installation as Archbishop of Gulu, he put aside his prepared script, took a child in his arms, and asked the child, “Do you like war?” The child turned his head from side to side in a gesture to signify “no.” Odama then asked the child, “Do you like peace?” to which the child nodded a very enthusiastic “yes.” Then Odama, still holding the child in his arms, turned to the audience and said, “This child has defined for us our pastoral ministry. I commit myself to work for the future, which this child has defined, to eliminate war, build peace . . . so that the full humanity of this child might grow and flourish.”
 
What this image confirms is that the politics that drives Odama is very local (redeeming “this place”); its requirements very specific (“we must end the war”); and extremely urgent (the future of the child, the “ngini ngini” is at stake). It is this very local, concrete, and urgent task that has led Archbishop Odama into all forms of advocacy, but what we need to highlight here is that Odama has also drawn on the global contacts of his Catholic world to advance his advocacy for ending war in Northern Uganda. He travels often to the Vatican, to Europe, and the United States, where he connects with Catholic networks, institutions, and movements and enlists their support. However, even as these contacts around the world are vital to his work, the one most critical to his mission is not a local, not even global contact, but one beyond this world. 
4. Thursday as a day of adoration 
If Odama stands firmly within the local politics of Northern Uganda, and in the specific and urgent exigencies of ending the war, then the politics that informs, drives, and directs his efforts comes from beyond this place. This is what is reflected in Odama’s practice of setting Thursday aside as a day of prayer, fasting, and adoration. Asked why, he takes this day off, Odama noted, “So that I may not take myself too seriously. The mission of peace is not mine. I do not own it. It is owned by God, and I am merely the servant . . . Many times I do not know the next steps towards peace, but I know that steps to peace can be found.”
 
At the January Institute, he explained his Thursday practice in terms of “reporting.” “He [God] is my boss, he is the one who has given me this, I see this as his mission. The mission of peace is of Christ, is of God. On Thursday, I take to him what is going on; what is happening.”
 He also explained that what he is “doing” when he is alone before the Blessed Sacrament is “listening.” It is this listening, he noted, which keeps him hopeful in the face of so much suffering and the apparent lack of positive results in the efforts for peace: “This time keeps me focused and I ‘listen’ . . . In this way, I can remain hopeful. For I hear God saying ‘do not lose hope.’ Do not be afraid. I am with you always.”
Pressed on why he needs a whole day to do this, he responded: “Connecting with God takes time.”
 Moreover, this is also the time when he connects with humanity most intimately:
I pray for all humanity. I bring all of . . . humanity before God. As I bring my hands and fingers together (representing all continents, male and female in creation), I say, “I am an ambassador for all these people in front of you.” I represent all their needs. (July 2009)
It is interesting that Odama uses the language of “ambassador”—a reference to 2 Corinthians 5:20: “so we are ambassadors of Christ since God is making his appeal through us.” That text comes towards the end of Paul’s statement about new creation: “anyone in Christ, there is a new creation; everything of old has passed away; the new is here; all this is from God” (2 Cor 5:17-18). It is this decisive understanding of new creation—as a gift from God—that is at the heart of Odama’s Thursday practice. For even as the task of redemption (redeeming this place) does indeed require tireless effort and advocacy, in the end it is a gift from God. Accordingly Odama can say, “The mission of peace is not mine. I do not own it. It is owned by God, and I am merely the servant,” and that is why he must take a whole day off, to listen, to connect, to wait for, and to learn to receive the gift of peace—not just for the place called Northern Uganda, but for himself as well. Understood from this point of view, Odama’s Thursday practice is not an interruption to or even a rest in his advocacy, it is the politics of redeeming a local place par excellence, of working for a new future within God’s new creation, which only God can give.
I have taken the time to tell the story of Archbishop Odama so as to depict the kind of every day challenges faced by today’s typical Catholic. But I also hope to show the kind of resources, visions, and innovations that Catholicism makes available in the context of those challenges. In this case, hopefully Odama’s story provides an exemplary case of Catholic performance in the global south. But my hope in telling the story of Archbishop Odama in the way I have done was also to help me identify sites around which a fresh discourse on Catholicity can be generated in the era of World Catholicism. Three sites are particularly worth noting. 
Reframing the Discourse on “Catholicity”: Three Sites

1. Methodology: global ethnography
One reason I have felt it necessary to tell the story of Archbishop Odama has been to model the kind of theological ethnography that this unique moment of Catholic history calls for. The era of a World Church provides a wonderful opportunity to tell stories of Catholic performance from around the world—stories that illumine what Catholicity is about, explain why it is important to be a Catholic in our time, and sustain our beliefs and actions
—and attending to such stories will not only reveal how Catholicism works, but will offer insights into the inner logic as well as catholicity of Catholicism. These narratives from around the world not only provide contrasting perspectives, but also lend greater insight into the whole, into connections, disconnections, and reconnections. At any rate, without stories like that of Odama, a discourse on Catholicity runs the danger of degenerating into a debate about “positions” of assumed spiritual, moral, or doctrinal orthodoxy, or, even worse, being sucked into the intractable cultural wars between the Right and the Left of Western political and religious agendas. 
2. Hermeneutic: the politics of baptism: 
The coming to be of the Third Church also provides us with a moment to recover a simple starting point in the discourse of Catholicity. When Pope Paul II visited France in 1981, he asked the French bishops and delegates, “. . . are you faithful to the promises of your baptism?”
 This question could serve as a good starting point, suggesting “baptism” as a hermeneutic point of reference in a renewed conversation of Catholicity. In this connection,  a conversation of catholicity framed around the notion of “baptism” can be particularly helpful in engaging questions arabout “identity” in the face of growing forms of “tribalism.” For, in spite of what is often celebrated as the amazing benefits of globalization that are purportedly making the world a small village, the world of the twenty-first century has become increasingly tribal, with ethnic, racial, national, and economic disparities drawing a wedge between peoples. A renewed conversation around baptism as a an invitation and initiation into our true identity offers resources in ways of learning to think and live beyond “tribe,” “race,” and “nation.” In this connection, Odama’s own story as a journey of “conversion from a local to a universal” sense of community and belonging points to the true gifts of catholicity that baptism opens up. Pope Benedict is thus right when, as Cardinal Ratzinger, he noted that, thanks to baptism, there are no strangers in the church: 
Everyone in it is at home everywhere . . . Anyone baptized in the church in Berlin is always at home in the church in Rome or in New York or in Kinshasa or in Bangalore or wherever, as if he or she had been baptized there. He or she does not need to file a change-of-address form; it is one and the same church. Baptism comes out of it and delivers (gives birth to) us into it.

This is exactly the sense of catholicity that Odama is acting out of and driving towards. But what Odama’s story also reveals is the expansive sense of belonging that baptism performs, which stretches beyond any tribal and ethnic or national community by locating us within a global Catholic communion, but which also explodes boundaries of that ”Catholic” community so as to reveal a universal sense of community as our true destiny given our identity as God’s children. That is why Odama can then say “my tribe is humanity.” That is the end, the telos to which baptism points. 
3. Ecclesiological ruminations: the church on her knees
Odama’s story offers a number of ecclesiological ruminations. My favorite picture of Odama shows him kneeling before children during the 2009 Peace Week, when he commits to serve the ngini ngini during his tenure as Archbishop. This incident had the same effect as an earlier incident when Odama had knelt before the children to ask for their forgiveness, on his behalf, on behalf of the religious leaders, and on behalf of all adult members of the community who had let the war drag on, thereby sacrificing the future of the children.
 These two pictures of Odama on his knees surrounded by children are powerful. However, to get the full ecclesiological force of these pictures, they must be related to another picture of Odama on his knees—on Thursday, in adoration in his chapel. The three pictures belong together and together illumine in a vivid way the nature, identity, and mission of the church in the world. 
The church, called to be sign and sacrament of God’s redemption in the world, lives within this mission most preeminently through the modalities of service, forgiveness, and ambassadorial advocacy. Seen from this angle, it becomes clear that what Odama is driving at in all advocacy and engagement—or what is driving Odama—is a practical ecclesiological vision, which is to say, a vision of the church in the business of redemption. This mission is not abstract. It is always local, specific, and urgent, and always engaged from the vantage point of the “least of these”. If it is this ecclesiological vision that drives Odama’s leadership in Gulu, what the image of Odama on his knees helps to bring into clear visibility are three essential marks of such a church: service, forgiveness, and ambassadorial advocacy. These marks are intimately tied together, and together radiate the story of God who came to “dwell among us,” thereby inviting us into a new community of humanity-with-God, in which our true identity as God’s children can both be revealed and flourish.

Caught in the intractable debates framed by Right or Left religious agendas; in the entrenched positions of moral, spiritual, or doctrinal orthodoxy; or in the power and numbers game of “whose turn” it is (to govern, or exercise power), it is easy to forget this simple vision of the call and mission of the church in the world. A discourse on Catholicity in our time needs also to be an opportunity to rehearse what might appear to be simple, and yet the most critical, questions for a renewed conversation about Catholicity: What is the church? Why is the church needed in our time? and How can the church live into that mission within a given location in the world? Because stories like that of Archbishop Odama help to point and display these ecclesiological dimensions, they make the discourse of Catholicity interesting, and thus offer a fresh confirmation that being Catholic is an exciting adventure. 
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