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I n 2017, French photographer and street artist JR 
made an installation piece at the US-Mexico border 
amid increasingly heated public debate about the 
purpose and future of that very border. The premise 

of this piece was essentially to host a picnic at a massive 
table starkly divided in half by the border wall. Atop the 
length of the table, JR pasted an equally massive print of 
a pair of eyes. He shared this piece by means of a God’s-
eye photo of people on both sides of this wall sharing a 
meal at the (same?) table—together, yet apart—the eyes 
of which in turn stared intently back at the viewer. 

Much could be said about this piece, but what’s worth 
noting here (and what’s often the case with JR’s work) is 
how it insists that we look at the edges of life and face 
what divides us in moments of encounter. Borders—
whether political, disciplinary, religious, or interper-
sonal—are where the latent dynamics and cross-pressures 
of life often come into sharpest relief. 

For this issue, we made a deceptively simple request 
of our contributors: take a close look at borders today. 
And in the time since first making this request, the 
covid-19 pandemic began to spread. The already 
complex issue of borders then quickly took on a new 
ubiquitous rhetoric in terms like physical distancing, 
social isolation, quarantine. The borders of our coun-
tries, of our homes, and of our very bodies have become a 
battleground against an invisible foe.

To follow JR’s lead, though: what do these intensified 
border-relations ask us to look at and confront about our-
selves? How might we nonetheless come together in such 
times? In these pages you’ll find a number of thoughtful 
reflections not only on various instances where borders 
appear, but on what borders ask of us—and what they 
say about us—in their appearance. In these instances, 
borders not only mark out who we are, but also ask the 
live question: who do we want to be? 

Navigating such border spaces requires patient wis-
dom, active discernment, and often sacrifice since both 
crossing borders and reinforcing them have the potential 
to be life-threatening—or to be the only path to free-
dom. Throughout this issue, then, runs an invitation to 
re-imagine encounters both within and without borders. 
Because in these encounters, one thing becomes clear: we 
must learn to talk about borders if we are ever to learn to 
talk through them.

Danielle Yett
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that, but rather contain several places 
where traffic may flow across the 
purported boundary.

What about the skin that forms 
the boundary around our very bod-
ies? It is intensely more porous, in 
constant exchange with the surround-
ing elements, while at the same time 
forming the very site of intimate con-
nection—touch—between ourselves 
and others. While our porousness 
makes us vulnerable, a point that the 
current health crisis makes all too 
acute, it also shows how God made us 
to be creatures that respire with and 
connect to the surrounding world. 
We are built for relationship, and we 
can even understand the increased 
physical isolation we are currently 
practicing as a deep act of solidarity, a 
recognition that we are made to love 
and to protect one another.

Scripture also encourages us to 
think of borders 
and boundaries 
more imagina-
tively than we 
tend to do—to 
see them as 
sites of redemp-
tive connection 
as opposed to 
simply protec-
tive separation. 
Instead of a sharp line demarcating 
a threatened inside from a hostile 
outside, the Bible bears witness to 
the idea that a border is a margin—
a zone of indistinction, wildness, 
and even fertility, where God’s good 
thing can and often does happen. 
This understanding is readily appar-
ent in the biblical injunction to 
refrain from harvesting right to the 
edge of one’s land, and instead to 
leave a margin where the poor and 
alien might glean.

The Levitical command to leave 
a margin or remainder embodies 
profound wisdom. First of all, it serves 
as a reminder that, ultimately, we are 
stewards rather than owners of the 

land, because our entire world belongs 
to God. Secondly, it provides a win-
dow into what justice looks like in 
the Bible: the margin that God asks 
us to give over to gleaners serves as a 
sign that certain others (namely the 
stranger and the poor) have a rightful 
claim upon what God has entrusted to 
our care. Leaving a margin is not only 
or even primarily an act of charity, but 
rather an obedient response to God’s 
call to let justice flow for the widow, 
the orphan, and the stranger.

Thirdly, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, the act of leaving a margin 
reveals to us what is possible when 
we relinquish our desire for domi-
nance and control. In his important 
book on the spiritual sources of our 
current ecological crisis, The Unset-
tling of America, Wendell Berry 
devotes an entire chapter to the 
idea of margins. There he draws our 

attention to the Peruvian farming 
practice of leaving an uncultivated 
margin around potato crops. This 
practice stems from the profoundly 
humble understanding that, while 
the farmer actively tends and culti-
vates a crop with intimate knowledge 
and care, she does not ultimately 
control what takes place there. An 
uncultivated margin is left alone in 
order to serve as a witness to what is 
possible precisely in those areas we 
don’t attempt to control. This can 
benefit the farmer in unanticipated 
ways: as when a wild seedling grow-
ing in this margin resists a blight 

W e chose the theme 
‘borders’ for this 
issue of Perspec-
tive long before the 

global ramifications of the covid-19 
outbreak became apparent, drasti-
cally changing the way we live and 
work from day to day. With the 
declaration of a global pandemic, 
countries around the world have 
understandably moved to restrict 
cross-border traffic in an attempt 
to protect both their own popula-
tions and the population that exists 
beyond their borders. 

Before covid-19 became an 
everyday word, the daily news cycle 
had accustomed us to the rhetoric 
of strongman politicians like Victor 
Orban and Donald Trump, who 
never tired of telling us that we need 
impregnable border walls in order 
to keep dangerous outsiders from 
infecting the social and economic 
health of our countries. Orban was 
quoted in 2017 saying that “every 
single migrant poses a public secu-
rity and terror risk,” and that for 
Hungary “migration is not a solution 
but a problem ... not medicine but a 
poison….”

While I do not wish to belie 
the complexity of the issues raised 
by the sheer magnitude of forced 
and unwanted global migration, as 
I read the scriptures I find myself 
called to a paradigmatically different 
response to the many strangers now 
clamouring at our gates, and to an 
altogether different way of under-
standing the borders that currently 
separate us from them. I fear that, 
especially in the wake of covid-19, 
an overwhelming, single-minded 
concern for security and control will 
rob us of our ability to imagine what 
else a border might be. Is a border 
something simply akin to a solid 
wall or unbroken line, something 
that cleanly and clearly separates an 
inside from an outside? Even the 
most restrictive borders are not like 

The God of the Margins

by Ronald A. 
Kuipers,

ICS President

Scripture encourages us to think of borders and 

boundaries more imaginatively than we tend to  

do—to see them as sites of redemptive connection  

as opposed to simply protective separation.

(continued on page 4)
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The God of the Margins 
continued

that has infected the cultivated crop, 
and which can then be introduced 
into the following year’s planting 
to ensure that the future crop can 
withstand the blight’s return.

 Redemptive possibilities like 
these come alive when, with biblical 
imagination, we come to see borders 
as connecting margins rather than 
separating walls. Who knows what 
role God has in store for the Hondu-
ran migrant worker now camped at 
the US-Mexico Border, or the Suda-
nese woman leading her children into 
Canada on foot in the dead of winter? 
Is it too far of a stretch to suggest 
that we, with biblical imagination, 
come to see these strangers huddling 
at the edges of our fields in the same 
way that Boaz saw Ruth, that most 

famous of all biblical gleaners? When 
Ruth fell prostrate before Boaz, ask-
ing him why she had found favour 
in his sight, given that she was a 
foreigner, he replied in a way that 
recognized her as more than a victim 
to be pitied, but as someone with a 
rightful claim to God’s blessing: “All 
that you have done for your mother-
in-law since the death of your hus-
band has been fully told to me, and 
how you left your father and mother 
and your native land and came to 
a people that you did not know 
before. May the Lord reward you for 
your deeds, and may you have a full 
reward from the Lord, the God of 
Israel, under whose wings you have 
come for refuge” (Ruth 2:11-12).

When Boaz took care to provide 

for Ruth, he was not just attempt-
ing to save her and the adopted 
Israelite family to which she had so 
poignantly committed herself; he 
was, rather, submitting his encounter 
with Ruth to the divine grace of the 
God of the margins. Losing him-
self in that zone, he found himself, 
because the justice God enjoins there 
reveals the way to be truly and fully 
human. And we must not forget 
that from their eventual union came 
Obed, the father of Jesse, the father 
of David. It seems that God had big 
plans for that wild seedling, Ruth, 
and Boaz remained alive to that pos-
sibility. In spite of the current global 
health crisis—and perhaps because of 
it—we should strive to remain alive 
to that possibility as well. 
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correspondence between a word 
and its referent as the bedrock of 
language governed by “fact” and 
“logic.” That prompted me to point 
out that “positivist” meant some-
thing different to a historian of 
philosophy. To me, the word spoke 
of social theorists who hoped to 
revolutionize the study of human life 
and existence by bringing the meth-
odologies of the natural sciences into 
their study. In her response, Bowen 
granted that while my understanding 
of this term was acknowledged by 
the “canon” of literary criticism, this 
was not the common understanding 
in use within the discipline.

What this exchange raises is the 
spectre of disciplinary boundaries 
and the care involved in speaking 
across them. Yes, there are boundaries 
between disciplines in the academy. 
They arise as a matter of course 
because each discipline focuses atten-
tion upon a distinct dimension of the 
gathered human experience and so 
develops its own modes of enquiry 
and vocabulary. Method and jargon 
mark the border between one disci-
pline and another. Of course, there are 
shared terms as well. After all, we may 
focus our attention upon different 
dimensions of the human experience 
but we share that experience and the 

world experienced. But even shared 
language can, counterintuitively,  
reinforce the borders between disci-
plines because the shared terms can  
be used to point to different things. 

Over time, a tradition of scholar-
ship builds up in each discipline: 
each develops a canon (constantly 
supplemented) that anyone engaged 
with the discipline is expected to 
have read. Here, there is very little 
overlap between disciplines, so a 
good part of one’s graduate and post-
graduate education is spent acquiring 
disciplinary language and mastering 
the discipline’s distinct canon. That 
is why interdisciplinary conversation 
often feels like cross-cultural com-
munication in which the interloper 
feels her difference as if a humbled 
(definitely not swashbucklingly 
can-do) Connecticut Yankee in King 
Arthur’s Court.  

Most respond by sticking to their 
own discipline, only dealing with 
questions that “belong” to it. But 
that is to act in effect as if one’s disci-
pline were unique all the way down, a 
scholarly solipsism. But we all know 
that such isolation is not real. There 
are important issues and questions 
that arise in scholarly investigation 
of the shared world which are better 
investigated and thought about by 
wandering between disciplines so 
as to form a perspective enclosed 
or owned by none. It is one of the 
principle missions of ICS to foster 
a scholarly wisdom that can only 
come from just such a perspective 
of interdisciplinarity. For, when we 
enter into that shared space or unity 
of the scholarly enterprise, then we 
are pointed in an encompassing way 
toward the spiritual dynamic of our 
lives—indeed, of the Creation itself.

T he central symbol in Bar-
bara Kingsolver’s novel The 
Poisonwood Bible plays on 
the fragility of communica-

tion at the borders between languages 
and the people who speak them. The 
protagonist’s father intends to preach 
the “good news” to a community 
somewhere in Africa, but his cultur-
ally conditioned sense of superiority 
led to poor listening skills and lazy 
pronunciation. They in turn resulted 
in him preaching not the “good 
news” but rather the saving power 
of “poisonwood”—a substance only 
associated by the locals with sorrow, 
suffering, and the curse.  

Academic life makes room 
for many similar if less dramatic 
moments of fragile communication. 
ICS witnessed one such occasion 
when it hosted a lecture by Redeemer 
University’s literary critic extraordi-
naire Deborah Bowen in 2013. She 
spoke about metaphor as a mode 
of inquiry into the world using the 
poetry of John Terpstra and Don 
McKay, as well as the poetics of Jan 
Zwicky. I acted as a respondent to 
her lecture. My response prompted 
a written response from her, in turn. 
The original paper and two responses 
were then gathered in the ICS 
Institutional Repository where they 
remain for all to see.*

Our exchange turned on Bowen’s 
use of the word “positivist.” At the 
beginning of her paper, Bowen used 
“positivist” to indicate linguistic 
theorists who upheld a one-to-one 

Disciplinary Boundaries and  
the Interdisciplinary Adventure

by Bob  
Sweetman

(continued on page 6)

*For both Bowen’s paper and Bob’s 
response, search “Seeing Beyond the  
Scenery: Exploring the World Through 
Metaphor” at ir.icscanada.edu.

https://ir.icscanada.edu/discover?scope=%2F&query=Seeing+Beyond+the+Scenery%3A+Exploring+the+World+Through+Metaphor&submit=


What do you think happens when you 
flip the priority of justice and hospitality 
with regards to the state in particular? 
And could you give an example of what 
that might look like?

Contemporary theologian Hans 
Boersma, in his understanding of the 
purpose of the cross, argues that it is 
inappropriate to see the final purpose 
of Christ’s cross as divine wrath or 
justice being done. Of course, wrath 
and justice are operative on the cross, 
but the final end of the cross is com-
munity, relationship, and hospitality. 
Likewise, justice and punishment are 
crucial to our callings within the state 
but the final purpose of these things is 
to create a space of habitation and rela-
tionship for ourselves and for others. 

Therefore, as we devise our laws 
and policies in the United States 
the ultimate aim should be that the 
country can be a hospitable place. 
In speaking about immigration, 
particularly in the US, I’m com-
monly asked, “But isn’t this immi-
gration illegal? Aren’t law and order 
important?” To which I respond: 
Yes, absolutely, they are important; 
however, a problem arises when law-
keeping becomes the final end for 
your political imagination. 

It should also be mentioned that 
nations have higher and lower capaci-
ties for hospitality, which should 
inform discussions of immigration 
policies and border policies. So coun-
tries have to ask themselves what sort 
of financial resources they have for 
hospitality, but also what sort of spiri-
tual and moral resources they have for 
that end of their political life.

In your book, Christian Hospitality 
and Muslim Immigration in an Age 
of Fear, you ground your political theol-
ogy in the hospitality of Christ, arguing 
that the end of the state from a Christian 
perspective is ultimately to create a space 
of hospitality. In light of this, how would 
you describe the link between hospitality 
and borders? 

In Reformed political theology, the 
state has a unique calling to estab-
lish public justice, law, and order. 
Establishing boundaries and borders 
is an absolutely legitimate part of 
that calling; it’s not the calling of the 
church or the university or the fam-
ily, it’s the calling of the state. How-
ever, the state is not an end in and of 
itself. Rather, public justice should 
serve the ultimate flourishing of all 
human beings and human society, 
which is characterized by commu-
nity, relationship, and hospitality. So, 
the ultimate aim of the state—and 
borders specifically—is to contribute 
to human hospitality and shalom. 
Hospitality and shalom frame the 
way in which I think about politi-
cal theology and borders: justice 
serves hospitality, not the other way 
around. Critical questions involving 
borders, then, would have to ask how 
they might serve the future hospital-
ity of the state. 

Hospitable Borders:

But such doxology raises a critical 
question: How are we to deal with 
the guarded borders between disci-
plines in our fostering of interdisci-
plinarity? They are not going away. 
They arise in response to legitimate 
scholarly differentiation, and that 
means in effect that interdiscipli-
narity of perspective begins with 
multi-disciplinarity. One needs to 
have learned to talk the disciplinary 
talk and one needs to have walked 
the walk of the disciplinary canon if 
one is to feel comfortable inside the 
discipline that they together frame. 

I am not saying that one has to 
do this as if a “native” speaker nor as 
a “cradle” member of the disciplin-
ary culture but as a fluent outsider, 
for every discipline one needs to move 
in and out of. Only such familiarity 
allows one to negotiate the multiple 
borders that “interdisciplinarity” 
requires. Only then is one able to 
synthesize the resources provided by 
the disciplinary perspectives one has 
come to use and to form concepts 
and enquiries that are truly interdis-
ciplinary—in, but not fully of, any 
of the disciplinary perspectives such 
interdisciplinarity hopes to illumine.

Interdisciplinarity marks a 
unity beyond distinct canons and 
an altered meaning of shared terms 
which, taken together, constitute 
disciplinary boundaries. ICS invests 
heavily in this unity. And it does so 
because it has long identified in this 
unity an irreplaceable view of what 
the scriptures call “the issues of the 
heart”: those deep movements of our 
very selves as persons and cultures, 
awareness of which leaves us on our 
knees in praise and penitence before 
the face of Our Lord. 

6

Disciplinary Boundaries 
continued
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What might a Reformational approach 
contribute to ongoing discussions about 
borders? 

I think that Reformational politi-
cal philosophy enables us to avoid 
two major mistakes when it comes 
to boundaries and borders. The first 
mistake is to demonize all borders. To 
say that they are completely illegiti-
mate—that governments and borders 
are essentially organized violence and 
oppression. The other mistake, how-
ever, is to deify borders and the states 
that govern them—to deny that 
states are humble stewards of contin-
gent and contestable borders. This 
sort of posture almost always leads 
to destructive political anthropolo-
gies in which one’s very humanity is 
determined by one’s relationship to 
the (quasi-divine) border.

Reformational political philoso-
phy avoids these pitfalls by noting, 
first, that the state has been given a 
task by God to humbly steward laws 
and borders and, second, that politi-
cians, as John Calvin would say, are 
vice regents under God. Politicians 
will have to answer to God for how 
they enforce their borders. They will 
have to answer for border policies 
that can injure and kill. In a democ-
racy, voters bear this heavy moral 
responsibility as well.  

Finally, the Reformational 
tradition helps us see that the 
hospitality Christ has shown to us 
has profoundly public—not sim-
ply private—implications. He has 
redeemed us for a life of expansive 
hospitality. That said, what it means 
to run a “hospitable” home versus a 
university, business, or government, 
is very different. We need thoughtful 
Christian business leaders, parents, 
university officials, and politicians 
to wrestle with the shape of hospi-
tality in their own spaces. One size 
definitely does not fit all.

If borders are set, as you say, to allow 
people to have safety and, through justice, 
ultimately aim for hospitality, then how 
might we evaluate whether the borders 
we’ve established are allowing us to  
communicate beyond those borders? 

G. K. Chesterston once said: imagine 
you have an island that has danger-
ous cliffs all around it and you put a 
group of children on that island. The 
children, he argued, would quickly 
become fearful and huddle up in the 
middle of the island because they 
would be afraid of falling off the 
edges. But, he says, if you put a fence 
around them, protecting them from 
the dangerous cliffs, the children 
will start to play because the fence 
will help them feel safe. Likewise, if 
a nation can develop a sense of com-
munal trust and safety, that can play a 
role in enabling its citizens to develop 
the moral capacity for hospitality. If 
the citizens do not feel safe, if they 
feel like they have no control over 
their borders, they’re likely to huddle 
up, clench their fists, and they will 
likely never begin to practice hospi-
tality. There’s much more to say but 
this is important to name.

If hospitality and relationship are 
our end, one important way to evalu-
ate the quality of our border policy is 
to ask ourselves: “Does this current 
border policy help us interact well 
with outsiders? Does it ultimately 
contribute to our communication, 
coordination, and cooperation with 
other nations or is the policy inhibit-
ing those practices?” The popular 
question “Does this boundary keep us 
safe?” is an absolutely legitimate ques-
tion—but it’s not the final question 
for a Christologically framed under-
standing of borders and boundaries. 
The ultimate consideration for borders 
and boundaries is whether our policy 
and rhetoric serve the future hospi-
tality of the nation—whether they 
free citizens from huddling up in the 
middle in fear of the edges.

Rhetorically and theologically speaking, 
how would you get a Christian citizen to 
start thinking differently about borders—
to begin to see hospitality as the horizon of 
their political imagination—particularly 
in cases when the source of fear is precisely 
the people beyond those borders?

I like to start with empathy. I’d begin 
with affirming them: that their safety 
and security should indeed matter to 
the state—because it matters to God. 
Their desire for their own secu-
rity—and the security of their fellow 
citizens—is a good and godly thing.

However, political life is more 
than just security and it’s for more 
than just your own people. Through-
out scripture, the king of Israel is 
called to do a variety of things, not 
simply keep his people safe. The 
king is called to steward the holy and 
loving shalom of the community, to 
make sure that the poor, the widow, 
and the foreigner are cared for; etc. 
In other words, I would say that God 
called the state of Israel to institute 
justice, to serve the greater cause 
of shalom, and to be a light to the 
nations. Israel was called not simply 
to be safe, it was called to be holy.

Thinking about borders today, 
the call to holiness means hav-
ing a discussion about the middle 
space—that is, the space between 
considering borders either absolute 
or illegitimate. Let’s try to articulate 
that together and really ask ourselves 
what is the ultimate purpose of 
borders? 

Dr. Kaemingk joined ICS’s Scripture, 
Faith, and Scholarship symposium in 
January to discuss Christian hospitality 
and global immigration, and subse-
quently agreed to share his thoughts with 
Perspective on what Christian hospi-
tality might contribute to the ongoing 
dialogue around national border policies.

An Interview with Dr. Matthew Kaemingk
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examine what we have put our faith 
in. We need a conversion of sorts—
a fundamental re-orienting of our 
hearts towards the life and light that 
we find only in Christ Jesus. 

In his book Capitalism and Prog-
ress: A Diagnosis of Western Society, Bob 
Goudzwaard reveals: “A faith and 
a religion never leave their adher-
ents unaffected. They put a stamp 
on them, shape them into image-
bearers. A religious choice is the 
most profound and decisive choice 
men and societies can make, shaping 
and affecting their entire existence.” 
Here, Goudzwaard shows us that not 
only does our choice of faith animate 
our entire existence, it also deter-
mines the direction of societies. 

Having grown up in the Christian 
Reformed tradition, I am thank-
ful for the way I have imbibed a 
healthy skepticism of the secular-
izing impulses of modernity. This 
skepticism, to me, necessarily goes 
hand-in-hand with a holistic view 
of reality—one that acknowledges 
how faith permeates all aspects of 
life. In fact, our faith—in one way or 
another—is inseparable from who we 
are as image-bearers. This was a driv-
ing reason why I chose ICS for my 
master’s studies. I simply couldn’t 
conceive of learning about the “big 
issues” in life without also being 
able to plumb the depths of human 
experience. 

T here is a tendency in our 
society to construct firm 
borders around both the 
sacred and the secular, 

with the realm of the secular ever-
increasing and the realm of the 
sacred reserved for the shrinking 
area of private devotion. In light of 
this seeming dichotomy, however, 
the Reformational tradition declares 
that faith informs all of life. Humans 
therefore have no choice but to live 
out of one faith or another. What 
this means is that the barriers we’ve 
constructed between the sacred and 
the secular are, ultimately, artificial. 
It also means that examining exactly 
what we put our faith in on a day-to-
day basis is a crucial part of Christian 
scholarship and, fundamentally, life. 

A quick glance at any reliable 
news outlet will tell us that we face 
myriad complex, interconnected 
problems in the world today. In order 
to address these problems effec-
tively, we need to have an adequate 
diagnosis of just what exactly has 
gone wrong. We need to get to the 
heart of the problem—which is, in 
fact, the human heart. This is not to 
say that there are not deep structural 
and systemic issues holding society 
in bondage. What it does mean is 
that to begin to break down these 
structural injustices we need to first 

The Heart of the Matter  
is a Matter of the Heart

by Abbigail 
Hofstede

MA, First Year

Then the eyes of both of them were opened, 
and they realized they were naked.
Genesis 3:7

I t’s impossible to talk about 
borders without also thinking 
about vulnerability. And yet, as 
soon as we start linking the two, 

ambiguities arise. Does vulnerabil-
ity necessitate borders or does the 
act of establishing borders cause the 
very potential for vulnerability? Let 
us imagine the sensation of borders, 
supposing that we do not have sight 
to perceive our surroundings visually. 
Touch, in lieu of vision, opens a new 
dimension of recognition. Vulner-
ability in this new space will become 
a blessing that enables one to receive 
the other. When one is vulnerable, 
interiority is always already involved 
with and turned towards its exterior. 

Let us think of lovers’ mutual 
embrace. Such an exchange allows us 
to read borders as an embodied expres-
sion of intimacy in which dualities 
and vulnerabilities become channels 
through which the lovers’ joy unravels. 
In this embrace, a border entails a trace 
of the other’s body which impresses 
itself upon the lover. This border defies 
self-enclosure: it moves along with the 
two lovers’ entangled bodies; it opens 
a possibility of a relation which is not 
one of forced disclosure, possessive 

Embracing  
the Line
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ing out: “I don’t wanna be touched 
all the time, I raised my body up to 
be mine.” Somehow, she resists; she 
ex-presses. Surely there must be more 
to this so-called love than a claustro-
phobic grip! “You can love somebody 
without using your hands!”

When Jacques Derrida was asked 
in an interview, “If you were to watch 
a documentary about a philosopher, 
what would you like to see in it?” He 
responded, “Their sex lives.” Why? 
Because it is unspoken. The unspo-
kenness—the covered-over, the swept 
aside, the marginal—is what Derrida is 
after. It’s as if he’s saying, “Don’t forget, 
philosophers are people!” Not thoughts 
alone, not heads alone; we have bodies.

Like the lover in “Head Alone,” 
many thinkers have thrown nets at 
concepts, ideas, even other people, 
in an attempt to encapsulate and 
grip their entirety—to overtake 
them. Jacklin shows that it is not 
just postmodern thinkers, like Der-
rida, who can identify the violence 
of this attempt. The body has been 
discounted, treated as an expletive. 
But our bodies are inescapably a part 
of who we are! I think the loving 
embrace of this idea is crucial if one 
is to pursue a thought-life of justice 
rather than violence. As Jacklin puts 
it, we need “a full length mirror so 
[we] can see the whole picture.” 

conceptualization, utility, or will for 
the status quo; it leads to a relation 
which cannot be reduced to a matter 
of function, cognition, comprehension, 
or representation. This new border is 
not to be seen and recognized, but to 
be felt and enjoyed as the other’s body 
in proximity. 

But the relationship between 
borders and vulnerability is fraught 
with political bearings. Who draws 
the line and whose vulnerability is it 
that is being secured? Whose border 
is it? Such questions invite the pos-
sibility for something more. Where 
the economy of power and posses-
sion ceases, a new horizon of shared 
borders can arise. Subjects willingly 
made vulnerable in proximity are 
together involved in the ongoing 
process of becoming—a process 
which is open-ended, incomplete, 
and thus infinite. In the mutual 
giving and receiving of attention 
and love, the border between one’s 
interior and exterior becomes porous. 
In proximity, where the border is 
cherished and honored as each other’s 
body, each subject does not lose self 
despite being open to the other. 

O ne of my favourite  
albums of late is Aus-
tralian indie singer- 
songwriter Julia 

Jacklin’s Crashing. Her 2018 work is 
altogether dripping with the motif of 
embodiment—in fact, the first song 
on the album is named “Body.” As I 
was reflecting on the theme of “bor-
ders,” it did not take long for a lyric 
of Jacklin’s to jump to the fore: “You 
can love somebody without using 
your hands.” This lyric, heard in the 
second song on the album, “Head 
Alone,” strikes me as a perfect bridge 
between borders and bodies. Here, 
Jacklin is struggling with a lover who 
holds her “too tight”; whose “loving” 
is too hands-on. The embrace that 
was once a comfort, an expression of 
mutuality, has now become a net that 
she is caught up in, a power over her. 

And yet, through it all, all she 
can see is her head. Her house has no 
“full length mirrors.” But a trans-
formation seems to come from the 
inside out. She somehow goes from 
singing resignedly, “I guess it’s just 
my life, and it’s just my body,” in 
the previous song “Body,” to now 
reclaiming her body for herself, cry-

A Reflection Bey(on)d  
the Head Alone

 

by June  
Moon

PhD, First Year

by Theoren  
Tolsma

MA, First Year
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imagine one’s existence outside one’s 
borders; it is a keen awareness of the 
jarring dynamics of inclusion and 
exclusion—as well as liberation and 
oppression—that characterize the 
boundaries between the self and the 
other. This fundamental connection 
of migration and borders calls us to 
pay close attention to the experience 
of migrants, and to our own attitudes 
toward them, if we are to understand 
what we mean when we utter the 
expression “borders.” 

 In the last few decades, local 
communities across Canada have 
become increasingly active in 
newcomer resettlement, providing 
much needed support to the already 
existent government-funded refugee 
program. The research project “Faith 
and Settlement Partnerships: Setting 
Immigrants & Canada up for Success,” 
a SSHRC-funded collaboration in 
which CPRSE participated, demon-
strated that Canadian citizens, reli-
gious institutions, faith-based groups, 
businesses, and government agencies 
are working together, across sectoral 
boundaries, to make resettlement a 
reality for thousands of newcomers 
every year. These unlikely and innova-
tive partnerships between faith-based 
and secular organizations constitute 
one of the key support structures for 
immigrants today, facilitating their 
long journey into citizenship. 

 Representatives from both 
faith-based and secular organiza-
tions coincide in stating that 
resettlement—when done well—is 
a time-consuming, treacherous, 
and uncomfortable process whose 
structural challenges reside in the 
encounter of radically diverse ways of 
life. Societal structures develop out 
of collective agreements cemented by 
traditional practices: as members of a 
given community, we gradually sepa-
rate ourselves from other ways of life 
through our participation in commu-
nal life. Consequently, the experience 
of immigrants and sponsors sheds 

light on the difficulties associated 
with the notion of borders.

Newcomers face the hard reality 
of crossing the boundaries of already-
formed communities, structured 
under collective agreements that 
emerged out of singular traditional 
trajectories. Meanwhile, communi-
ties who welcome immigrants face 
the great challenge of adapting their 
traditionally upheld practices to 
new members without losing their 
uniqueness—in other words, of 
stretching their borders just enough 
to include those seeking refuge. 
Therefore, a successful exchange 
between existent collective practices 
and new members depends on the 
compassion and flexibility of both 
sides, as each and every new member 
is transformed by and transforms the 
entire community upon arrival.

 Seeing the highly collaborative 
nature of the resettlement process, in 
which every arrival means that both 
hosts and guests get to construct the 
community anew, was one of the key 
learnings of the “Faith and Settle-
ment Partnerships” project. Every 
newcomer who has been able to build 
a life in Canada bears witness to 
countless Canadians who have over-
come their own hesitations, faced the 
challenge embedded in difference, 
and rebuilt their communities for the 
sake of a stranger. At their best, faith 
communities are particularly adept 
at this reconstruction exercise, and 
at interpreting their own tradition 
in light of new members—that is, 
faith communities are exceptionally 
capable of reimagining their horizon 
of action in response to those who 
find themselves in their periphery. 

 Within Christianity, the story 
of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph fleeing to 
Egypt is often mentioned when dis-
cussing the topic of refuge. However, 
while we don’t have much informa-
tion about what happened in Egypt, 
we do know that for most of his adult 
life Jesus was neither a refugee nor a 

T he current global health 
crisis has brought to the 
fore of our public aware-
ness the administrative and 

political boundaries at the edges of 
our communities. In the covid-19 
era, restricting mobility across bor-
ders is a crucial outwork of govern-
mental policies designed to protect 
all, especially the most vulnerable 
members of society. However, the 
complex reality we inhabit reminds 
us that this terrible pandemic 
remains only one of the many issues 
afflicting our world today. Here I am 
reminded of a cartoon, recently pub-
lished in the frontpage of a Colom-
bian newspaper, which portrays a 
Venezuelan refugee struggling to 
escape a room with only two exits, 
one of them labelled “covid-19” and 
the other “hunger.” 

This is a simple reminder that, as 
we focus our efforts in stopping the 
spread of the virus, refugees around the 
globe continue to desperately escape 
their places of origin in the pursuit of 
safety. From the millions of Venezu-
elans who are crossing their country’s 
border with neighboring Colombia to 
the thousands of Syrians now gather-
ing at the Turkish border with Greece, 
individuals and families have decided 
to abandon everything they know in 
the face of unprecedented economic, 
social, political, or environmental 
pressures. Their incredible efforts to 
journey across borders bestow on them 
a type of wisdom one can only gain by 
having been both a guest and a host, 
an alien and a local, a stranger and a 
community’s very own. 

It seems to me that their wisdom 
is particularly relevant in the midst 
of our current public health crisis, 
precisely because it isn’t simply 
practical knowledge of border-
crossing logistics. The wisdom of 
refugees is much more. It is a deep 
philosophical insight into what the 
scripture calls the “heart of an alien” 
(Exodus 23:9); it is the ability to 

At the Vanguard of our Peoples,  
At the Edge of our Communities

by Héctor 
Acero Ferrer
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stranger. Sometimes loved and some-
times persecuted, Jesus made it very 
clear that he was attempting to hear 
what his own community had to say 
about and could do for “the other.” A 
recognized member of his community, 
he appealed to familiar scriptural pas-
sages, familiar stories, and the widely 
memorized Torah to articulate the 
difficult practice of creating a world in 
which everyone has a place. He con-
stantly challenged those around him 
to see their tradition as a tradition 
stretching its own borders, an out-
ward looking movement called to be a 
Light to the Nations—with every-
thing that this statement implies. 

In “We Refugees,” Hannah 
Arendt gives a compelling account 

of the extreme sets of circumstances 
that can drive someone to trespass the 
boundaries of a foreign community. 
In her account, she wrestles with her 
own identity as a refugee, first in 
occupied France and then in the US, 
concluding that refugees repre-
sent the vanguard of their peoples. 
Migrants, says Arendt, carry with 
them a call to protect the commu-
nity’s weakest members in order to 
secure a world inhabitable to all. This 
year’s undergraduate workshop, enti-
tled “Evil, Resistance, and Judgment: 
Creating a World Fit for Human 
Habitation,” and inspired by Arendt’s 
philosophy on issues such as this, will 
likewise be an opportunity for the 
ICS community and our undergradu-

ate guests to discuss how we can work 
together to conceive a world in which 
every person has a place. 

As ICS invites participants in this 
workshop to reflect on these complex 
topics through the lens of our cur-
rent reality, perhaps we, too, might 
recognize how Arendt’s insight is 
more timely now than ever before. 
Perhaps, as we are asked to limit our 
everyday movements, for example, 
we might also be led to reimagine 
how our practices and our communi-
ties might welcome and protect the 
marginalized and the most vulner-
able among us in such times—so 
that none of our sisters and brothers 
is ever forced to face the hard choice 
between covid and hunger. 
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T he impact of the covid-19 
pandemic has suddenly 
and perhaps permanently 
altered our everyday reality, 

leaving us to face new and uncertain 
horizons. Our lives are now unexpect-
edly bounded on all sides by enforced 
distances from others, and from 
familiar and established patterns.

As you have no doubt experienced 
yourselves, this situation has been 
evolving rapidly, and we at ICS have 
likewise had to react suddenly to this 
health crisis by adopting measures 
like suspending in-person seminars 
and replacing them with remote-
access modes like video teleconfer-
encing. Our faculty and staff are 
also learning as we go how best to 
continue to work together during 
this time of social isolation.

While it hasn’t been easy, I am 
proud of the resilience and flexibility 
the ICS community has demonstrated 
during this difficult time. Classes have 
continued with minimal disruption, 
and administrative staff have remained 
diligent in their duties. While we 
miss each other’s company working 
in the same space together, we remain 
hopeful as we continue to pursue the 
mission in Christian higher education 
that our Lord has entrusted to us.

ICS leadership has been tasked with 
making many difficult decisions, and 
so we ask that you, the support com-
munity that undergirds ICS, pray for 
us. Pray that God’s wisdom will bless 

our deliberations, and that we may rise 
to the challenge of this moment with a 
spirit of innovation and creativity that 
enables us to recognize new possibili-
ties for advancing God’s Kingdom 
that is ever in our midst.

Over these past weeks we have 
seen the impact that both the stress 
of uncertainty and the loss of social 
connections can have on us, and on 
the people we love, but we’ve also seen 
the power of community. Our staying 
physically apart for this moment in 
time is simultaneously an incredible 
act of social solidarity and an expres-
sion of love for the vulnerable. This 
fact alone gives me hope that together 
we will continue to bear each other’s 
burdens in the challenging days ahead.

I finally want to thank you for the 
continued trust you place in us, and 
it is my prayer that we continue to 
earn your trust through the difficult 
period we are only now just entering. 
So much remains unknown, and this 
creates anxiety. The only balm for this 
anxiety is trust. Through the trust we 
place in our Maker that even now he 
is leading us on the way we should 
go, and the trust we place in each 
other as we together strive to discern 
that direction, we gain the confidence 
to proceed step by step to build a 
strong bridge to a new reality. 

I wish you all blessing, health, 
and peace. Be well, my friends!

President Ronald A. Kuipers

Solidarity from Afar:  
A Letter from the President
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