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In the contemporary landscape of socio-political polarization and global conflict, the discourse surrounding ethics 

and social cohesion often lacks a robust, systemic foundation. Miroslav Volf’s seminal work, Against the Tide: 

Love in a Time of Petty Dreams and Persisting Enmities , serves as a critical intervention in this space. As a

collection of deep theological reflections and ethical inquiries, the text challenges the prevailing 'tide' of modern

social dynamics—characterized by narrow self-interest (petty dreams) and deep-seated historical grievances

(persisting enmities).

Introduction to the Ethical Landscape

Miroslav Volf, a Yale theologian and one of the foremost thinkers on reconciliation, posits that the modern condition 

is fractured by two primary pathologies. First, the 'Petty Dream': a reductionist view of human flourishing that 

prioritizes consumeristic satisfaction, individual autonomy, and the accumulation of material status over communal 

well-being. Second, the 'Persisting Enmity': the cycle of violence and exclusion that arises when groups define

their identity solely through opposition to the 'Other.'

Volf’s framework is not merely a sentimental appeal to 'love.' Instead, it is a technical re-engineering of the concept 

of love, treating it as a foundational ethic of Christianity that is both structurally transformative and operationally 

demanding. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the theological mechanics, procedural workflows, 

and social applications of Volf’s ethical model as presented in Against the Tide.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

1. The Taxonomy of Petty Dreams

Volf identifies 'petty dreams' as a systemic failure of the imagination. In technical terms, this can be viewed as an 

Entropy of Purpose. When a society loses its orientation toward transcendental values (truth, justice, self-

sacrificial love), its goals collapse into the immediate and the trivial. This results in:

•  Atomization: The breakdown of social bonds in favor of individual utility.

•  Commodification: The treatment of human relationships as transactions.

•  Myopia: An inability to plan or act for long-term communal survival.

2. The Mechanics of Persisting Enmities

Persisting enmities are analyzed not just as emotional states, but as Self-Perpetuating Feedback Loops. Using a

conflict-theory lens, Volf describes how memory is often weaponized to maintain a state of victimhood that justifies

further exclusion. The technical components of this cycle include:

1.  Exclusion: The mental and social act of de-humanizing the 'Other.'

2.  Memory of Wrong: A selective retrieval of historical data that fuels resentment.

3.  Justified Retaliation: An ethical logic where the initial wrong serves as a permanent license for defensive or 

offensive aggression.

3. The Logic of Grace as an Intervention



Volf introduces the 'Logic of Grace' as the primary disruptor to the cycle of enmity. Unlike the Logic of Merit(where

one receives what they deserve), the Logic of Grace operates on the principle of 'Gifting Without Precondition.' This

acts as a circuit breaker in the feedback loop of retaliation.

Technical Analysis of Volf's Social Mechanics

To understand Volf’s proposal, we must look at the Double Vision and the Theology of Embrace. These are not

abstract metaphors but procedural frameworks for social reconciliation.

The Double Vision Protocol

The 'Double Vision' is a cognitive and ethical procedure where an individual seeks to see the world from two 

perspectives simultaneously: their own and that of their enemy. This requires a Non-Judgmental Data Acquisition 

phasewhere the objective is to understand the fears and motivations of the 'Other' without initially validating or

dismissing them.

The Four-Step Workflow of the 'Embrace'

The core mechanism of Volf’s theology of reconciliation can be modeled as a four-step process. This process is 

designed to overcome the barrier of 'Exclusion' described in his previous works and refined in Against the Tide.



Step Phase Actionable Component Technical Requirement Expected Outcome

1. Opening the Arms The signal of vulnerability 
and desire for the 'Other.'

Requires a pre-emptive 
suspension of the 'Will to 
Exclude.'

Creates a space for the 
'Other' to enter without 
force.

2. Waiting The maintenance of the 
open stance despite lack of 
response.

Tolerance for ambiguity 
and rejection.

Prevents the 
transformation of the 
gesture into a demand.

3. Closing the Arms The act of physical/social 
connection (the actual 
embrace).

Mutual consent and shared 
vulnerability.

The realization of 
reconciliation and 
integration.

4. Opening the Arms Again The return to individual 
identity while remaining 
connected.

Prevention of 'Absorption' 
or 'Fusion.'

Healthy boundaries within 
a reconciled relationship.

Comparison of Ethical Models

Volf's approach in Against the Tidestands in contrast to several mainstream ethical theories. The following table

illustrates the differences in how these systems handle conflict and social cohesion.



Ethical Framework Primary Driver View of the 'Other' Conflict Resolution 
Strategy

Utilitarianism Maximize overall utility/
happiness.

A variable in the calculation 
of net benefit.

Compromise based on 
mathematical efficiency.

Kantian Deontology Adherence to universal 
moral laws.

An autonomous agent 
deserving of respect.

Application of categorical 
imperatives and duties.

Political Realism National or group self-
interest.

A potential threat or 
competitor.

Deterrence and balance of 
power.

Volf’s Ethics of Embrace Self-giving love and the 
'Logic of Grace.'

A brother/sister to be 
reconciled with.

Transformative embrace 
and self-sacrifice.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Social Reconciliation

How does a community or individual implement Volf’s 'Against the Tide' philosophy in a real-world setting? The

following procedure outlines a systematic approach to deploying these ethics in polarized environments.

Phase 1: Diagnostic Assessment

Identify the prevailing 'Petty Dreams' within the organization or community. Are the goals focused on quarterly 

profits at the expense of employee well-being? Is the community divided by historical 'Enmities' (e.g., departmental 

rivalries or racial tensions)? Use Qualitative Analysis to map the 'Exclusion' boundaries.

Phase 2: The De-Escalation of Memory

In Volf’s framework, 'Healing of Memory' is essential. This is not forgetting, but Non-Competitive Remembering.

In a technical sense, this involves creating a shared narrative where the suffering of one side does not negate the

suffering of the other. Implementation steps include:

•  Truth-Telling Sessions: Structured environments for acknowledging historical wrongs.

•  Repentance Rituals: Public acknowledgments of the 'Will to Exclude.'

•  Forgiveness Protocols: The formal release of the debt of the past to enable a future.

Phase 3: Integration of the 'Third Way'

Move beyond binary conflict (Side A vs. Side B) toward a higher-order synthesis. This involves identifying Common 

Transcendental Values that supersede the 'Petty Dreams' of both parties.

Case Studies: Applying Volf’s Principles

Case Study 1: Post-Conflict Reconciliation in the Balkans

Volf, a native of the former Yugoslavia, famously applied his theories to the ethnic cleansing and religious wars of 

the 1990s. The challenge was: how can a Croat embrace a Serb who has killed his family? The technical solution 

involved the Logic of Grace—refusing to let the enemy define one's identity. By choosing to 'Embrace,' the victim

regains agency, breaking the cycle of victim-perpetrator identification.

Case Study 2: Modern Corporate Polarization

In high-stakes corporate environments, 'Petty Dreams' often manifest as toxic competition. When departments 

operate as silos (Exclusion), the organization suffers from Systemic Inefficiency. Implementing Volf’s model 



involves redefining corporate success as 'Mutual Flourishing.' The Double Visionprotocol is used in negotiations

to ensure that solutions serve the long-term health of the entire ecosystem rather than just one department.

Troubleshooting Common Challenges

Implementing an ethics of self-giving love in a 'Time of Petty Dreams' is fraught with operational risks. Below are

common failure modes and their mitigations.

Problem 1: Asymmetrical Participation

Scenario: You open your arms for an embrace, but the 'Other' uses the opportunity to strike. This is the risk of 

vulnerability.Solution: Volf distinguishes between Forgiveness and Submission to Abuse. The 'Will to Embrace'

does not require staying in a situation of physical danger. It requires the internal refusal to hate, while maintaining

external safety boundaries through justice and law.

Problem 2: The Persistence of Triviality

Scenario: The community remains focused on 'Petty Dreams' despite efforts to introduce higher values.Solution: 

Introduce Existential Disruptors. This involves highlighting the ultimate futility of consumeristic goals (Memento

Mori) and providing compelling examples of the 'Greater Good' that offer more profound satisfaction than material

gain.

Synthesis: The Future of Love in a Globalized Society

Miroslav Volf’s Against the Tide provides a rigorous architectural plan for a different kind of society. By diagnosing 

'Petty Dreams' and 'Persisting Enmities' as the twin engines of modern decay, Volf offers a viable technical 

alternative: the Ethics of Love. This love is not a soft emotion but a hard-edged, structural principle that demands

the restructuring of identity, memory, and social interaction.

The broader implications of this work suggest that for global civilization to survive its current fractures, it must move 

toward a Metaphysics of Interconnectedness. We must recognize that the 'Other' is not a threat to be managed,

but a necessary partner in the construction of a world that transcends the petty and the hateful. In the final

analysis, going 'against the tide' is not merely a moral choice; it is a survival imperative for a world that has grown

too small for enmity and too grand for petty dreams. The technical execution of the 'Embrace' remains the most

challenging, yet most necessary, workflow for the 21st century.
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