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A Theology to Engage Violence Arising from Problems in Cultural Identity Formation


In April of 2007, Seung-Hui Cho, a Korean-American undergraduate student at Virginia Tech, killed thirty-two students and faculty before shooting himself in the bloodiest massacre on an American university campus. In the wake of the tragedy, journalists and experts began to delve into the impetus of the killings and his psychology. While many wrote him off as crazy and out of touch with reality, a Newsweek article written soon after, revealed a detail overlooked by many:

Cho was trapped in a generational warp, neither quite Korean like his parents nor American like his peers. His parents turned to the church for help with his emotional problems, but he was bullied in his Christian youth group, especially by rich kids. "Cho was a smart student who could understand the meaning of the Bible," recalled his boyhood pastor at Centreville (Va.) Korean Presbyterian Church…. But the pastor doubted that Cho believed the words. In his diatribe, Cho castigates Christians—and compares himself to Jesus Christ, martyred on the cross. Cho's progression from lonely boy to mass murderer is full of omens and portents and twists—a modern tragedy that might have been avoided, if only anyone had been able to see what he saw with those dead eyes.

Although Cho had spent the last seventeen of his twenty-three years in the U.S., it was widely noted that his aloof and apathetic behavior revealed problems in his sense of identity and belonging,
 perhaps complicated by Korean ethnicity. However, the added dimension of problems stemming from his “Christian youth group,” the church, and distorted notion of Christ-like martyrdom sends a disturbing message to pastors, theologians, and pastoral counselors. Is there an adequate theology to address the violence that erupts from individuals who are culturally dislocated? While pastors are quick to use the Word of God to comfort the mourning victims, are there nuances from that redeeming Word that can be constructive toward meaningful cultural identity formation?
 The indictment against Christianity by Cho and other young killers–including those of Columbine
 and the recent Cleveland, Ohio high school shooting
–is so grave, that to ignore a deeper theological discussion regarding pathological cultural identity formation and its propensity for violence is to forfeit the prophetic and transformative role the church can have in the world.
 


This is no simple task, as the dimensions involved—culture, identity, and violence—are dynamic, moving components in which any theology formed must speak in general terms, leaving the particulars to be discerned in context. In essence, this is a postmodern problem, where the lack of cultural belonging and identity can find no expression other than violence to redeem purpose in the lives of the perpetrators with no respect for the lives of the victims.
 The formation of cultural identity must be held in proper balance between distance and belonging, which is articulated in Miroslav Volf’s work, Exclusion and Embrace. Furthermore, the perpetrator views these acts of violence as retribution for wrongs committed by authorities and institutions of society. Thus, violence, as a medium of liberation for the killers and a statement against the authority of the system, must be subverted as myth in the example of Christ and the cross. Walter Wink’s critique, “The Myth of Redemptive Violence” and his work, Engaging the Powers, provide foundations for pastoral care that address violence at the micro- and macrocosmic level. In short, while Volf provides a strong theological backdrop for the diagnosis of problems in identity formation, Wink addresses the systemic culture of violence that influences expressions of power and oppression. The intersection of Volf and Wink–as self encounters violent culture–provide rich theological soil for pastoral care to those who are increasingly willing to violently expand their self-destructive tendencies because of their ambiguous formation of self.


A theological exploration can begin from two different angles, as there are two different foci. On the one hand is the individual, the formation of “self”; and on the other, is the collective, the culture at large. It is imperative not to prioritize one over the other or minimize one’s influence on the other. This is particularly true in that through the medium of culture, “identity can bring with it social advantages and disadvantages”
 and aspects of the collective identified with “are given great power to determine our image of self.”
 The self, then, is not wholly divorced from its influences; it is shaped by and shapes its culture. Volf posits, “Identity is a result of the distinction from the other and the internalization of the relationship of the other; it arises out of the complex history of ‘differentiation’ in which both the self and the other take part by negotiating their identities in interaction with one another.”
 This dialogical process in identity formation is crucial towards a healthy sense of self.

As cultural diversity increases within a society, the negotiations between cultures as a part of an individual’s identity become complicated as various cultural narratives compete and collide. When this occurs at the collective level, the negotiation takes on larger forms of exclusion and differentiation,
 giving rise to the various –isms of racism, sexism, and the like. However, when this occurs within the individual, it can create a great sense of dissonance and self-exclusion.
 In other words, the individuals may have trouble reconciling their personal identity with relation to the constantly shifting cultures. They may find a great deal of confusion in meeting the demands of either or any culture and may interpret themselves as being excluded or find the cultures they interact with as oppressive. Notice then, the dialogical process of healthy identity formation becomes short-circuited because of the retraction of the individual in the face of dissonant and diverse cultures. Furthermore, because one has trouble becoming him/herself, they view themselves as “the other,” which leads to a strong sense of identifying with “the enemy” and the unloved. This self-exclusion, drawing upon Volf’s definition of exclusion, “takes place when the violence of expulsion, assimilation, or subjection and the indifference of abandonment replace the dynamics of taking in and keeping out as well as the mutuality of giving and receiving.”
 The use of the reflexive exclusion is important here as it exposes the individuals’ perception that they believe they have been violently estranged. 

The notion of violence is significant here particularly because it arises out of the sense of exclusion. Volf states: “The tendency toward violence is, moreover, reinforced by an inescapable ambiguity of the self…instead of reconfiguring myself to make space for the other, I seek to reshape the other into who I want her to be in order that in relation to her I may be who I want to be.”
 The emphasis on exclusion is where Volf intersects with Wink. Whereas Wink attributes violence as a product and tool of the Domination System, Volf substitutes exclusion for domination,
 but regardless, the end that justifies the means is still violence. Volf’s diagnosis of the excluded self identifying with “the enemy” fits hand in glove with how the troubled individual reads themselves in the predominant narrative Wink names, “The Myth of Redemptive Violence.” In somewhat reductionist terms, but in Wink’s own words, the pervasive myth operates so: 

An indestructible good guy is unalterably opposed to an irreformable and equally indestructible bad guy. Nothing can kill the good guy, though…he suffers grievously, appearing hopelessly trapped, until somehow the hero breaks free, vanquishes the villain, and restores order until the next installment. Nothing finally destroys the bad guy or prevents his reappearance, whether he is soundly trounced, jailed, drowned, or shot into outer space…. The good guys must always win. In order to suppress the fear of erupting chaos the same mythic pattern must be endlessly repeated in a myriad of variations that never in any way alter the basic structure.
 

The power of the myth of redemptive violence speaks from outside the individual, but because almost every culture subscribes to this myth, the individual locates himself or herself within it. Accordingly, there is a short distance in this worldview from protagonist to antagonist. When the excluded self cannot identify with the good guy, all the more problematic as Wink asserts, “Salvation is guaranteed through identification with the hero,”
 this leads to a great deal of internalization of the antagonist. For this individual, every failure, large or small, is self-fulfilled prophecy about their exclusion in the world, not just in their own context. Such is the power of the culture, that individuals find themselves at the mercy of powers and principalities they can neither see nor tear down.


It is precisely in this worldview that the disenfranchised individual decides to cash out in the commerce of violence. Reinforced by their internalization of exclusion itself as a violent act, the displaced individual is compelled to respond with violent behavior, more violent than what is reasonable or expected. Lex talionis is abandoned when excessive violence can be used to validate or justify one’s self. This is evidenced in biblical precedent with Lamech in Genesis 4:23: “I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me.” This sentiment is pronounced because the exclusion feels ubiquitous, inescapable, and as though it accumulates. The structure that oppresses the displaced individual is so diffuse that it seems to recruit anyone to contribute to the individual’s estrangement, yet absolve everyone of any guilt or compassion. Thus, violence, whether in thought or action on the part of the perpetrator, begins to take on a dimension of protest, as though in a social context.
 Perhaps as a coping mechanism for the exclusion and discrimination, violence can be viewed by the excluded as an act of justice. Under the rubric of the myth of redemptive violence, redemptive violence degenerates into simply violence.
 The excluded are in effect, aiming at no one and striking everyone. 

As with the diagnosis of the problem, a theological approach must also be two-fold. There must be an intentional effort to “place identity and otherness at the center of theological reflection on social realities.”
 Second, the church must be wary of its own contributions to perpetuating the Domination (Exclusion) System that entraps these individuals with violence becomes the ultimate concern.
 This is a fact that Walter Wink does well to remind the church of a key task, which is “to unmask their idolatrous pretensions, to identify their dehumanizing values, to strip from them the mantle of respectability, and to disenthrall their victims. It is uniquely equipped to help people unmask and die to the Powers.” 
 For both Volf and Wink, there is a new identity in Jesus that is not only palliative to the excluded and disenfranchised, but empowering. The power comes through the cross of Christ and the subsequent ushering in of a new kingdom that subverts the Domination system with nonviolence. The two foci remain identity of the individual and the subversion of the oppressive system of redemptive violence. It is micro- and macrocosmic; individual and collective; nonviolent and overwhelming.


For Christians, identity formation must be expanded to the new reality of the Spirit of God; “The Spirit of God breaks through the self-enclosed worlds we inhabit; the Spirit re-creates us and sets on the road to becoming…a ‘catholic personality,’ a personal microcosm of the eschatological new creation.”
 Rather than a system of exclusion, defining cleanness versus uncleanness, or pontification on the origin of sin, to accept Christ “guided by the narrative of the triune God, is ready to receive the other into itself and undertake a re-adjustment of its identity in light of the other’s identity.”
 Pastoral care in itself must take on a more prophetic and missional role to cast the vision of what God has purposed in the life of the excluded and reframe the present identity in light of what could be and what will be. Finding the example in Christ as victim, excluded, unwanted, and as one who did not “count equality with God as something to be grasped”
 provides a new identification with hope and purpose. The formation of the identity can then infused with the powerful statement, “I am of Christ.”

The attacks on the Christian faith by these killers demand clergy recognize that “what killed Jesus was not irreligion, but religion itself; not lawlessness, but precisely the law, but the upholders of order.”
 When the faithful are complicit to the Domination system and its violence, the church fails to liberate and heal, which, through his life and the cross, was the definitive work of Jesus. The myth of redemptive violence must be cast down as an idol even in the church so that the excluded and the disenfranchised may see Christ and know him by our “love for one another.”
 Thus, the deconstruction of the institution is a necessary prophetic role in pastoral care to remove the obstacles to the cross and call the faithful to repentance for building up the walls. “The church cannot discharge its divine calling…by cozying up to the Powers and trying to win a hearing.”
  The church is called to love so nonviolently that violence cannot overcome its beauty and power. 

Beginning with an incongruent sense of identity formation and following that process to how it interacts with the larger cultural acceptance of the myth of redemptive violence allows for space to build bridges theologically and sociologically for these excluded. This is a duty of utmost importance to the contemporary church as this need for prophetic pastoral care can serve to prevent tragedies arising from ambiguity of self and dismantle a system that creates such exclusion in order to perpetuate the status quo. Volf and Wink offer strong theological diagnosis of this sense of exclusion and its propensity for violence. Together, the church has the capacity to embrace the excluded, to form a new identity, and to participate in the kingdom of heaven on earth.
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