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Let me say a word about my own situatedness, where I come from in this perspective – in order to 
contextualize this contextual theology!  I have worked now in Colombia for over six years in my work as 
a peace practitioner and as a Christian ministry (I’m ordained in the United Church of Christ). Thus my 
introduction to this context, and the questions that arose for me about the role of the Holy Spirit 
amongst those surviving in the midst of violence in Colombia, was motivated by a desire to leverage that 
which empowers victims to become agents of personal and societal transformation in the work to build 
just peace.  In other words, I was interested in pragmatic, practical concerns – how to engage within the 
frames of those with whom I was working to transform multiple drivers of violence – structural and 
psychological.  My co-author, Michael Joseph, is motivated by similar concerns as one who is serving as 
a missionary in Colombia.   
 
With that said, what I will seek to do here is to give you a brief background to the situation of 
displacement in Colombia and the concurrent rise of religiosity focusing on the Holy Spirit.  Then I will 
draw heavily from field interviews conducted by my co-author with displaced persons and those who 
work them, then stepping back to offer an overview of the pneumatological themes encountered in 
these conversations.  Finally I will bring these themes into conversation with two contempory 
theological treatments of the Holy Spirit – one by an American Catholic and another by a German 
Protestant – which bear resonance.  
 
So first, a description of the context:  
 

I. Violence and displacement: Over sixty years of violent conflict, beginning in the 1950s with 
La Violencia, and continuing today.   
a. Rooted in political and economic disparity, exacerbated by drug trafficking. 
b. Multiple armed groups – guerilla, paramilitary, the armed forces – all accused of human 

rights violations: land usurpation, massacres, assassinations, disappearances, sexual and 
gender based violence.  

c. Violence has often been targeted against civilian populations as a tactic of war (even 
more so than fighting between them): to prevent collective action by destroying social 
netowrks and intimidating local populations, to claim lands.  

d. As a result, Colombia has the highest number of IDPs in the world: some 5 million 
people.  They often are displaced from rural to urban areas, having to depart quickly, 
and losing their assets in the process.   

i. As recounted by one of those we interviewed: “We had to leave our farm, and we 

lost everything.  We lost everything my parents had worked for for forty years. 

We had just thirty minutes to gather things.”
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e. Basic family units and other social networks are destroyed.   
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 Group interview in Villa Madeira by author Joseph. 



f. They flee to urban areas in search of security and opportunities but encounter there new 

forms of insecurity: joblessness, resentment from resident populations (who see them as 

moochers or criminals), substance abuse, rise in domestic violence. Their previous 

agricultural skills are irrelevant to urban life.  
i. As described by one of those whom we interviewed who was forced to move 

from a rural area after an assassination attempt to Sincelejo, a large city in Sucre, 

“I cried a lot because I was used to the farm, to the freedom… and being there 

inside those four walls… and city work is very hard for me… So, brother, it was 

very hard.” 
g. Given these challenges, the IDPs have a hard time restoring a sense of security and 

agency that was lost to them as a result of the violence that displaced them.  They remain 

trapped in a state of victimization, helplessness, and hopelessness.  Their traumas are 

compounded.  
h. According to an ICRC study, approx. 67% of displaced households reported experiencing 

psycho-social problems, but only 2% had received treatment.  
 

II. Charismatic religiosity:  
a. Accompanying the rise of displacement in Colombia has been a rise in charismatic forms 

of Christian worship, particularly Pentecostalism, and particularly among the displaced, 

which emphasize experiential encounter with the Holy Spirit.  These forms of religious 

practice and understanding have provided theological responses to the challenges faced 

by the displaced. 
b. Pentecostal missionaries arrived as early as 1936, but it only took root in the 1950s.  

Refugees from rural areas fleeing violence came to urban centers where they encountered 

Pentecostal worship and then brought it back to the rural areas. Began to spread 

throughout the country in the same manner as the violence of La Violencia, and these 

upstart Pentecostals were targeted by the Conservative government and Catholic Church 

as threats to stability and traditional power structures.  
c. 1990s say a new surge of converts.  Slow compared to neighboring countries, but rate of 

growth is increasing – 12% of population.  
d. Tends to be socially and morally conservative, popular among lower economic classes 

and the displaced.  Focus on the personal experience of the Holy Spirit at individual and 

corporate levels.  Direct encounter between believer and God, rather than mediated 

through priestly class. Speaking in tongues, bodily trance, miraculous healing, etc.  
e. In part as a response to the popularity of Pentecostalism, there has been a rise in 

charismatic forms of worship in mainline Protestant and Catholic churches.   
f. As noted by scholar Donald E. Miller in the introduction to his substantive edited volume 

on the growth of Pentecostalism worldwide: "Human beings have profound needs for 

community (to counter the threat of isolation and loneliness), for renewal (when 

discouraged and guilt-ridden), and for joy and ecstasy (which rational thought processes 

seldom produce).  Religions that respond to all of these complex elements of human life 

and meaning have the potential to prosper." Those living in a situation of displacement in 

Colombia feel these needs, especially the first two, in particularly acute ways, given their 

situation.  Perhaps, then, it is not surprising that forms of religious understanding and 

practice that have met these needs have been attractive to this community. 
 
 

III. Holy Spirit – experience and theology 
A. Field interviews conducted in January and February 2014. 



B. Interviewees relayed stories of acute suffering and attribute their survival to the 
assistance of the Holy Spirit.  Examples:  

a. Narciso Diaz from Cordoba recounts an assassination attempt against him, during 

which he was shot through the face but survived, coming to an hour later, calling 

out to God.  He continues: “through the Holy Spirit [God] revealed to me what I 

needed to do… I knew this was God’s purpose and that through the Holy Spirit 

He was guiding me… and He told me that my friends were preparing a hammock 

for me… but the Holy Spirit told me that I shouldn’t sit in that hammock, bur 

rather than I should go outside where he was directing me… so I went out, and 

went to the place where I was rescued by the police.” Narciso was transported to 

Monteria for care some six-and-a-half hours later, fainting from blood loss and 

pain he called out again to the Lord and the Holy Spirit responded to him, saying: 

“My son, I am here with you, don’t be afraid because I will be with you.” But 

Narciso explains that he did feel free, despite knowing that when the Holy Spirit 

is with us “we shouldn’t feel afraid.” Crying out once more before succumbing to 

anesthesia at the hospital, the Holy Spirit spoke again to Narciso, comforting 

him, assuring its presence. 
b. Another recounted paramilitaries coming to his church in Cordoba, taking boys, 

tying them up on the floor of a church and killing them, which led him and his 

church community to migrate to a safer area.  Circumspect, the man reflected: 

“We live in a corrupt world where you have to live by faith or else you won’t get 

anywhere. The Holy Spirit has protected us and saved us and we’ve submitted to 

him … to this day the Holy Spirit is with us.  I’ve seen it.  What the Holy Spirit 

did for us at that time... it was something else, what we lived through.” 
c. Described another: “We saw our neighbors and our family members being killed. 

When we witnessed women crying, desperate children, mothers who had their 

children ripped from their arms and killed on the spot, we realized we were all 

being affected and we had to flee.  That’s when the Holy Spirit guided us … The 

Holy Spirit told me to leave.  I felt the voice; I felt the support, the breath of 

encouragement.  And that gave me strength.” 
C. Interviewees emphasized a need not to remain stuck in the past, mired in the quicksand 

of traumatic memories and resentment, but to move forward, which they could only do 
through the help of the HS.  

a. Said one interviewee: “So you’re here asking us to remember things that 

happened in the past… and I ask myself, what do I hope to get out of this? …If I 

start telling you what happened back there, my God, it’s tragic. Tragic. So 

painful that we’d rather not remember.”
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 Said another: “I would think keep 

looking forward. To keep going, you can’t think about what happened in the past. 

You got to keep going forward, keep looking forward, and making sure you’re 

doing good and overcoming your difficulties.”
3
 The Holy Spirit, according to 

those interviewed, provides the solace, strength, and guidance necessary to move 

forward.  

D. Many of those interviewed give credit to the Holy Spirit for their survival and the 

material and spiritual gifts they have received since their displacement, and point to these 

things as proof that the Holy Spirit is with them. 
a. “We have so much to thank God for that he has done through the Holy Spirit.  

Prior to our displacement we saw so many things… death, depravity … 
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 Group interview with displaced persons in Villa Madeira by author Joseph. January 16, 2014.  
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 Interview with Narciso Diaz. 



Everything you see here [the resettled community] is the work of the Holy Spirit.  

All the resources and bringing us here…  Other displaced communities haven’t 

seen all the blessing that we have here.  So we know that God is with us, that the 

Holy Spirit is with us … The Holy Spirit has been with us and people have been 

educated and trained in this community. That shows how the Holy Spirit has 

been with us.  God, through the Holy Spirit, has supported us.”
4
  

b.  Explained another:  “When we got [to Sincelejo] … we fixed roads, we worked 

together.  We were an example for others. The Holy Spirit working in us, as God 

would have it, enabling us to behave as Christians, as salt and light … we were 

getting people’s attention … if the Holy Spirit wasn’t real and wasn’t really in us, 

you and I wouldn’t be here speaking today. We would be dead. But there he was, 

the Powerful Lord of Israel, in us.”  

E. These accounts begin to reveal some of the pneumatological themes: 
a. Protector: interviewees ascribe to the HS the power of protection over them. 

Some point to specific moments, such as one interviewee who spoke to how the 
HS protected them while they hid in the woods during a firefight between 
armed groups.  One interview described an intercession by the Holy Spirit to 

forewarn him against imminent danger: “As I was praying a voice told me to get 

up and go and tell my sister to call out to God because a danger was coming to 

her house.  So I got up and went and told her, and we prayed together and it turns 

out that the danger was that they were coming to sacrifice her son, to kill her son.  

And the men that were going to kill him got out to a certain point and then just 

left.  They turned and went. So there was see the work [of the Holy Spirit}.” 

Others speak more generally about their survival despite the odds.  
b. Consoler: consistent use of the description of the HS as consoler, comforter.  

Said one: “I know that the Holy Spirit is the consoler, he consoles us. The Holy 

Spirit consoled me. People came to visit me and that was important, but the one 

who really consoles you is the Holy Spirit.” A striking number of those 

interviewed quoted the promise of Jesus as accounted in John 14:16-17 to send 

the Paraclete (parakletos), understood from the early church onwards to be the 

Holy Spirit, to guide the community following his ascension to heaven. The 

Spanish word used by those interviewed, consolodar, can be translated in English 

to consoler or comforter. This has been the term used by many of the biblical 

interpreters in Christian history, and the one found in the King James version. 

Other strands of interpretation have translated parakletos as advocate (in Spanish: 

abogado), but those interviewed consistently favored the term consoler or 

comforter. 
c. Guide: Holy Spirit as a guide in the midst of displacement.  Again, this was 

referenced in specific terms, such as when the Holy Spirit spoke directly to those 

in danger to tell them where to go, and in generalized terms, as a guide to holy 

living that can bring security and blessing.  Some noted that the HS only offers 

this guidance when they are living moral, Christian lives.  
d. Empowerment: In a situation of astute powerlessness, the experience of the Holy 

Spirit is an experience and assurance of God's intense power. Several of the 

Colombians interviewed noted that extraordinary power was necessary to survive 

in the midst of the violent worldly power battles around them, and to overcome 

their fears, hardship, and traumatic pasts.  Noted one: “When you want to quit, 

when you feel you can’t go on anymore … you call out to God and the Holy 
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Spirit … the Spirit strengthens you … [the Holy Spirit] has given us strength 

throughout this process from the beginning with the violence of the armed 

conflict started.” This power is more powerful than any worldly power – 

including that of the armed groups to whom they’ve been vulnerable. And they 

experience this power in their direct encounters with the Spirit, which can 

overtake their bodies.  
i. No doubt the ecstatic and transcendent experience of the Spirit can be 

read cynically as a form of "escapism," and no doubt it is indeed the case 

that these moments of rapture allow the believer to, even if for a 

moment, rise above the difficult situation in which they find themselves, 

displaced, insecure, haunted by memories of violence.  But the 

transcendent experience appears to have repercussions compelling an 

empowered engagement in the world.  In other words, this moment of so-

called "escapism" contributes to a renewed, hopeful, and empowered life. 

They are able to "see," through their experience, a new future of 

possibility.    

e. Immanent: The encounter with the Holy Spirit offers believers confidence in the 

real and immediate presence of God among them, in this world.  Said one 

interviewee: “The Holy Spirit is so close to us.” The feeling of God’s immediate 

and tangible presence is a salve to those who have feared God’s absence in the 

midst of violence.  As one interviewee noted: “There were times I said maybe 

God doesn’t exist.  I thought all these things; I thought if God existed we 

wouldn’t have gone through all of these terrible things.” She subsequently had an 

experience of direct encounter with the HS that transformed her pessimism and 

her life.  
f. Transformative: The experience of the Spirit amongst the Pentecostal community 

leads to a transformation of the individual and of her sense of self-worth. The 

nature and value of the individual is positively transformed, which undoubtedly 

speaks to a displaced community that has been stigmatized or otherwise 

negatively stigmatized by the wider community who sees them as poverty-

stricken interlopers.  The HS also compels communal transformation – the 

creation of new communities, livelihoods, etc.   
g. Relationships between the persons of the Trinity: Our conversations about the 

Holy Spirit with displaced Colombians demonstrated less concern for the place 

of the Holy Spirit in relation to the other two persons of the Trinity, and more 

about the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the created order and the 

people of God, and the effect of the Holy Spirit on the lives of the believers.  

That said, interviewees made clear their understanding of the Spirit as 

synonymous with God and Jesus, but constituting that which indwells and 

interacts with the created order. 
  

IV. In conversation with Cooke and Moltmann – to what degree does this contextualized 

pneumatology comport with normative theologies of the Holy Spirit in Christianity? I pull 

here on two contemporary theologians, one Catholic and one Protestant, who have written 

resonant reflections on the HS. 
A. Bernard Cook’s 2004 book Power and Spirit of God explores the relationship between the 

Holy Spirit understood as divine power and today's understandings and exercise of 

power. Cooke's theological analysis is informed by sociological and philosophical 

reflections on power.   



a. Cooke’s book focuses on the manner in which this power of God is manifested in 

human experience through the encounter with the Holy Spirit that drives out fear 

(shown through the examples of the martyrs, he uses as an example). Moreover, 

he describes the embrace of the Spirit as offering assurance of one’s worthiness 

and the dignity of life. Finally, the Spirit of love offers a transformation of desire 

towards the pursuit of the "good life" rather than pursuit of worldy, fickle power, 

thus making possible a new future.   

b. Cooke’s reflections bear relevance for interpreting the displaced Colombian 

hermenutic of the Spirit.  For who else would be hyperconscious of the exercise 

of worldly forms of power than those rendered vulnerable to it on a daily basis, 

those whose lives are daily put at risk, those who are exploited as pawns in the 

power games between armed groups, those who are powerless.  As one 

interviewee noted: “God, through the Holy Spirit, has supported us … the 

economically powerful people in this country have abandoned us. But God hasn’t 

abandoned us. There’s a lot of suffering here. Our rights are not respected. What 

other countries send to help us is stolen. We know that a lot of aid comes to 

Colombia, but we never see it here.”
5
 In such a state of powerlessness, these 

Colombians appear to regain an assurance of security and control through their 

experience of the divine power, which stands over and above the power the 

armed groups and the corrupt economic and political elite who victimize them. 

As attested to in the testimonies above, this experience and assurance of the 

ultimate power of God over worldy forms of power appears to help drive out 

fear, affirm self-worth and dignity, and promote positive transformation in the 

manner Cooke describes. 

B. Jurgen Moltman’s book The Spirit of Life provides a substantive meditation on the Holy 

Spirit that is both experiential and concrete, describing it as the source of life that 

generates hope, possibility, and transformation that brings a renewed living.   

a. Recall that Moltmann’s larger theological project, deserved out of the context of 

post-Holocaust Germany, and exemplified in his earlier work The Crucified God, 

which emphasizes the suffering God experienced as Jesus in the moment of the 

cross as reflective of, and speaking to, the suffering of so many in the world, 

particularly at the hands of violent conflict. We might expect, then, that 

Moltmann’s treatment of the Holy Spirit will resonate with the pneumatology 

derived out of, and responsive to, violent conflict in Colombia.   

b. As Moltmann sees it: “A new energy for living proceeds from the Spirit” (3). The 

Holy Spirit offers the experience of the resurrection to the human spirit, thereby 

sanctifying life anew, and is experienced bodily, immediately, such that it “does 

not lead to a non-sensuous and inward-turned spirituality, hostile to the body and 

detached from the world. It brings the new vitality of a love for life” (9), and 

points one towards the future (the eschatological reality, more specifically). It 

sparks a fire of joy out of a valley of darkness: “When the Spirit of the 

resurrection is experienced, a person breathes freely, and gets up, and lives with 

head held high, and walks upright, possessed by the describable joy that finds 

expression in the Easter hymns.  When life is reborn out of violence and guilt, 

wrongs committed and hurts endured, and finally out of the shadow of death, this 

means a tremendous affirmation of life” (153).   

c. Echoing the words of the displaced Colombian Narciso Rodriguez who said “The 

Holy Spirit is so close to us,” and drawing from Augustine’s formulation Interior 

intimo meo (God is closer to me than I am to myself), Moltmann states “Every 
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lived moment can be lived in the inconceivable closeness of God in the Spirit” – 

a closeness of the Holy Spirit described by Calvin as fons vitae: the well of life 

(35). This experience of God in all things, admits Moltmann, presupposes a 

transcendence that is immanent in all things, an infinite in the finite. 

d. We see resonance in their depiction of the Holy Spirit’s action in their lives to 

revitalize them, to orient them toward the future, and to initiate a certain 

resurrection in their lives out of a situation of powerlessness and hopelessness.   

e. “We call these experiences of peace with God and Easter joy in the rebirth to life, 

experiences of the Holy Spirit. What do we mean by that? We are saying that 

these experiences are of unfathomable depth, because in them God himself is 

present in us, so that in the immanence of our hearts we discover a transcendent 

depth.  If this Spirit of God is ‘the Spirit of the resurrection’, then we are 

possessed by a hop which sees unlimited potentialities ahead, because it looks 

towards God’s future.  The heart expands.  The goals of hope in our own lives, 

and what we ourselves expect of life, fuse with God’s promises for a new 

creation of all things.  This gives our own finite and limited life an infinite 

meaning.” (155).  

C. So we see resonances in these theologians’ treatments of the Spirit.  But we should hasten 

to add that they themselves recognize that they are elucidating a pneumatology that 

departs in some ways from the past.  They critique normative pneumatology as being 

irrelevant to the lived reality of persons, too focused on the Spirit as it moves in the 

Church and its liturgy rather than in the grit and granularity of everyday life, as focusing 

too much on its transcendent character than its utter immanence as experienced bodily (a 

critique also leveled by Eugene Rogers in his book After the Spirit). 

 

V. Conclusions 

A. This contextual analysis of the theology of the Holy Spirit allows us to see how the 

theologies of displaced Colombians shape their experiences and are shaped by their 

experiences.  In other words, the understanding and experience of the Holy Spirit as 

accounted to by those whom we interviewed responds to their lived reality: their fears, 

challenges, hopes, needs, and these pneumatologies in turn transforms their lives. 

B. As noted at the outset, my co-author and I, as scholar-practitioners, are motivated by a 

desire to leverage that which empowers victims to become agents of personal and societal 

transformation in the work to build just peace. 

C. As those who have lived through, and continue to live through, traumatic situations, these 

Colombians are at risk for long-term psychological challenges wrought by PTSD: 

depression, anxiety, emotional turbulence, etc.  Instead, the reflections of those 

interviewed reveal how their experience and understanding of the Holy Spirit, and their 

participation in the communities of faith, have allowed them to make meaning of their 

experiences, to restore a sense of hope and dignity, to find security, and to move forward. 

Their religiosity, grounded in the Holy Spirit.  Moreover, the charismatic church 

communities to which they belong provide the means by which they restore social order 

and networks that have been destroyed by violence and displacement. In other words, the 

HS is a source of personal and communal resilience.  

D. So this contextualized theology provides us not only provides us rich theological insights, 

but also uncovers practical means by which to end cycles of violence and build peace 


