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A Liberating Spirit:  
Liberation Theology and the Pentecostal Movement
By Michael Wilkinson
Trinity Western University, Langley, British Columbia

and Steven M. Studebaker
McMaster Divinity College, McMaster University,  
Hamilton, Ontario

The authors of this article are currently working on 
a book project called Pentecostals and Social Action in 
North America in order to assess whether “progressive 
Pentecostals” are a significant force in North America. Is 
there evidence of a Pentecostal “theology of liberation” 
that explains Pentecostal engagement in North America? 

Introduction

Some suggest that North American Pentecostalism 
represents an anti-cultural posture arising from 

an experience of deprivation or marginalization from 
mainstream culture.1 One response to cultural margin-
alization is the adoption of conservative politics and 
the materialistic values of consumer culture. A sense of 
disenfranchisement often leads to withdrawal from so-
ciety or to a spiritual triumphalism.2 On the other hand, 
there are those who argue that Pentecostalism outside 
North America is developing a “theology of liberation” 
in response to social issues.3 The latter are described 
as “progressive Pentecostals” who engage issues of 
poverty, inequality, and ecology.4 The focus of these 
Pentecostals, however, is primarily on Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America, with little discussion about North 
America. Is there a North American equivalent? In what 
ways are Pentecostals in North America engaging issues 
of race, class, gender, and ecology? What theological 
motivations do North American Pentecostals have to 
respond to these issues? What categories best explain 
Pentecostal responses to these issues in North America? 
How do they compare to Pentecostal responses else-
where? 
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Are Pentecostals in North America as “progressive” 
as their counterparts elsewhere? Do these categories 
fit North American Pentecostal responses to social is-
sues, or are others more suitable? In what ways are 
Pentecostal responses to social issues unique to North 
America or similar to Pentecostals elsewhere in the 
world?5 The project, therefore, is an effort to understand 
and assess theologically and socially the contemporary 
relationship between North American Pentecostalism 
and culture with reference to global trends. This article 
provides an overview of some of the literature and is-
sues to be explored as we move toward an assessment of 
“progressive Pentecostalism” in North America.

Liberation Theology  
and Progressive Pentecostalism

Beginning in the middle of the twentieth century, 
liberation theology represented an important shift in 
Christianity, especially among Roman Catholics but 
also among Protestants.6 The goal of liberation theol-
ogy is social justice rooted in a preferential option for 
the poor, with base ecclesial communities the primary 
location for theological application. Liberation refers to 
the belief that personal salvation is inseparable from the 
social struggle for justice. While liberation theology is 
often associated with Latin America, it was in fact far 
more global in nature. Latin American writers included 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, Juan Luis Segundo, Leonardo Boff, 
Hugo Assmann, Jon Sobrino, José Miranda, and Rubem 
Alves.7 In Africa, John Mbiti, Kofi Appaiah-Kubi, and 
Allan Boesak were important figures.8 In Asia, Kosuke 
Koyama, C.S. Song, and Kim Yon-Bok wrote on themes 
of liberation for Asian Christians.9

There is some question of whether themes of libera-
tion found a home in North America. How could it be 
possible for a theology rooted in the colonial experi-
ence to be applicable in a “core” region like North 
America?10 How could North Americans understand 
the economic injustice experienced in Latin America? 
Gregory Baum argued in Religion and Alienation that 
forms of domination and oppression in North America 
must be understood for their own historical particu-
larities.11 While Latin American oppression is primarily 
rooted in the world economic system, Baum says it is 
not at all clear that a single dominant form is evident in 
North America. Is there a common variable to explain 
the experiences of women, African Americans, gays 
and lesbians, Québécois, and Aboriginal peoples? Baum 
says, “It is unrealistic, in my view, to look for a single 

form of oppression in North America, to which all oth-
ers are subordinated.”12 Inspired by Max Weber, Baum 
argues for a particular understanding of oppression and 
domination in North America that is not simply ex-
plained as “liberation” from economic injustice. “What 
we have is a complex intermeshing of technocratic de-
personalization and immobility, economic domination 
and exploitation, racial exclusion and inferiorization, 
and other forms including the subjugation of women.”13 
It should be clear that while Latin America, Africa, and 
Asia share some commonalities, all these regions need 
to be evaluated for their own particularities as well.14 

While liberation theology represents one important 
shift in Christianity, inspiring an important discussion 
especially among academics, Pentecostalism may turn 
out to be the most significant shift in the twentieth 
century. Liberation theology may have opted for the 
poor, say Donald Miller and Tetsuano Yamamori, but 
the poor opted for Pentecostalism.15 As more people in 
Latin America, Asia, and Africa adopt Pentecostalism 
as their expression of faith, will the Pentecostals be 
able to deal with the economic and social issues they 
face? What challenges confront Pentecostals as they 
grow and expand throughout the world? What is it about 
Pentecostalism that is attractive to the poor and margin-
alized? 

David Stoll drew our attention to the shift in Latin 
America when many Catholics were joining the 
Pentecostals.16 Stoll argued that a collision between lib-
eration theology and evangelicalism was going to occur 
and needed to be understood as part of a wider religious 
transformation. He also argued that Latin American 
politics would change. David Martin likewise examined 
the explosion of Pentecostalism in Latin America and 
identified some of the early tensions between the radical 
elements of liberation theology and Pentecostalism.17 
One response was to offer a less revolutionary option 
for the Charismatics in the Catholic Church, to pre-empt 
members from leaving the Church.18 Both Stoll and 
Martin illustrate the tensions between Catholics and 
Pentecostals when Latin Americans were opting for a 
different kind of Christianity.

While Pentecostalism was often critiqued negatively 
by Protestants and Catholics, Cheryl Bridges Johns ar-
gued that Pentecostals in Latin America actually shared 
some important commonalities with liberation theol-
ogy.19 Pentecostalism, according to Bridges Johns, is a 
major force in the conscientization of the oppressed in 
the context of a Spirit-filled faith community.20 Adopting 
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the views of Paulo Freire, Bridges Johns argued that 
Pentecostals need to engage his ideas as they work 
among the marginalized of the world. Bridges Johns 
argues that Pentecostalism, beginning with its historical 
roots among the poor in North America, was always a 
movement of conscientization.21 

By the mid-1990s, an important transformation oc-
curred. Pentecostalism was now being taken seriously by 
scholars outside of the movement.22 The widely read and 
discussed book Fire from Heaven by Harvey Cox illus-
trates this shift of our understanding of Pentecostalism 
as a movement of liberation.23 Cox pointed out that lib-
eration theology and Pentecostalism share the idea that 
Christians are responsible for continuing the ministry 
of Jesus, the centrality of the Kingdom of God in their 
respective theologies, and acceptance of the importance 
of changing social patterns and not just converting in-
dividuals. The difference, according to Cox, is found in 
the politics of each group, with liberation theologians 
leaning to the left and Pentecostals to the right. Some 
Pentecostals, however, according to Cox, have mounted 
a counterattack to the right-wing politics of some 
Pentecostals by formulating a Pentecostal liberation 
theology. Two important early writers discussed by Cox 
include Eldin Villafañe and Murray Dempster, who both 
argue for a social ethic that roots itself in the power of 
the Spirit and avoids the triumphalism of conservative 
politics.24 

The idea of “progressive Pentecostalism” comes from 
Miller and Yamamori, who argue that Pentecostalism re-
places liberation theology.25 The authors see Pentecostals, 
at least in some sectors, occupying a space for social 
justice once held by the social gospel movement and 
later by liberation theology. Progressive Pentecostalism, 
they argue, is very different from these movements, but 
shares some commonalities. Progressive Pentecostalism 
refers to the following group: 

Christians who claim to be inspired by the Holy 
Spirit and the life of Jesus and seek to holistically 
address the spiritual, physical, and social needs of 
people in their community. Typically, they are dis-
tinguished by their warm and expressive worship, 
their focus on lay-oriented ministry, their compas-
sionate service to others, and their attention, both 
as individuals and as a worshiping community, to 
what they perceive to be the leading of the Holy 
Spirit.26 

Pentecostals, they argue, have the potential to be 
agents of social transformation by focusing on the 
promise of life for those who are oppressed, on eco-
nomic prosperity, and on human rights.27 Progressive 
Pentecostalism is also different from liberation theology 
as it operates with a different set of guiding principles 
and tactics.28 

“Where the Spirit of the Lord is,  
there is freedom”

While Miller and Yamamori focus their attention on 
the social ministry of Pentecostals in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia, the question regarding possible evi-
dence of “progressive Pentecostalism” in North America 
remains to be explored. This second part of the article 
accepts the assumption that Progressive Pentecostalism 
has a social orientation and that it can make a contribu-
tion to North American Pentecostalism. The Apostle 
Paul declares that “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there 
is freedom” (2 Cor 3:17). But, what is the nature of 
the freedom of the Spirit, and from what and to what 
does the Spirit set us free? Traditional North American 
Pentecostalism has often understood the freedom of 
the Spirit largely in personal terms. The Spirit brought 
freedom for charismatic expression in contrast to the 
perceived stifled worship of the evangelical, mainline 
Protestant, and Catholic churches. This included free-
dom from the usual collection of personal sins, such as 
smoking and drinking. It also emphasized freedom from 
physical illness through divine healing.29 Traditional 
North American Pentecostalism also has close ties 
with Evangelicalism. Like Evangelicals, Pentecostals 
have tended to associate social activism with the social 
gospel of the mainline churches, and in contrast have 
emphasized that the essence of Christianity is a personal 
relationship with Jesus Christ.30 

Although Pentecostals correctly maintain that the 
Holy Spirit saves and liberates individuals, Allan 
Anderson notes that one danger of this theological focus 
“is that an emphasis on personal piety can become a sop 
for a lack of social conscience.”31 To put it explicitly, 
Pentecostalism has not had a strong propensity toward 
social engagement. Indeed, some scholars have even 
suggested that Pentecostal experience fosters social 
detachment and passivity rather than a proactive ef-
fort to engage and transcend social marginalization.32 
The exception to this in North America is the tendency 
of Pentecostals, especially in the last two decades of 
the twentieth century, to support conservative politi-
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cal positions and candidates. However, the Pentecostal 
movement is not without resources to develop a vision 
of redemption that encompasses both the personal and 
social dimensions of human life. The following discus-
sion outlines two resources for developing a Progressive 
Pentecostalism; these resources are biblical and his-
torical (including both the early Pentecostal experience 
at the Azusa Street Mission, and even implicitly its 
emphasis on personal redemption and empowerment). 
By drawing on these two categories, Pentecostals can 
pursue a theology of the freedom of the Spirit that ap-
plies both to the personal and to the social dimensions 
of human life. 

Biblical Resources
Scripture gives an indication of the broad scope of the 

Spirit’s work of liberation. In Genesis, the Spirit hovers 
over the cosmic chaos and is active in its transformation 
from chaos to Eden. The Spirit empowers Judges to lib-
erate the tribes of Israel from their oppression. Although 
the methods used by the Judges may seem problem-
atic to 21st-century North Americans, the Judges are 
portrayed as enabled by the Spirit and are engaged in 
activities that bring social, political, and economic lib-
eration to the oppressed. Isaiah describes the Messianic 
figure as one whom the Spirit will empower “to preach 
good news to the poor … to bind up the broken-hearted, 
to proclaim freedom for the captives and release for the 
prisoners … and to comfort all who mourn” (Isa 61:1-2). 
In Luke 4, Jesus announces that he is the fulfillment of 
these messianic expectations.

The Gospel of Matthew also draws on Isaiah to iden-
tify Jesus as the Spirit-anointed Messiah. In Matthew 
12, Jesus first heals a man with a shrivelled hand and 
then delivers a demon-possessed man. In order to inter-
pret these healings, the Gospel applies Isaiah 42:1-4 to 
Jesus. This passage says, “Here is my servant whom I 
have chosen … I will put my Spirit on him and he will 
proclaim justice to the nations.” The Gospel of Matthew 
thus announces that Jesus Christ is the Messiah prom-
ised in the Isaiah passage; he is the servant who bears the 
Spirit and who will bring justice to the nations. 

But how does Jesus bring justice in the Matthew 
12 stories? He does so in at least two ways. First, he 
brings justice by expressing compassion for the man 
with the shrivelled hand and the demon-possessed man 
and by rejecting the heartless religious pretensions of 
the Pharisees. Second, his compassion leads him to 
redeem the material circumstances of their lives. He 

heals a physically disabled man and casts out a demon 
and thereby restores their bodies. Jesus’ action toward 
the man who is physically disabled and the man who is 
blind and mute correspond to the imagery in Isaiah 42: 
“a bruised reed he will not break, and a smouldering 
wick he will not snuff out.” 

How do these actions relate to Pentecostalism and 
the social dimension of the freedom of the Spirit? First, 
Jesus performs his acts of physical liberation by virtue 
of the anointing of the Holy Spirit. As Jesus proclaims 
to the Pharisees, “if I drive out demons by the Spirit of 
God, then the kingdom of God had come upon you” 
(Matt 12:28). Jesus’ ministry of liberating people is 
also the work of the Holy Spirit. Thus, the coming of 
the kingdom of God needs to be understood in terms 
of Christology and pneumatology. Second, Jesus did 
not merely heal a hand and cast out a demon as well 
as restore sight and speech, but, on a very fundamental 
level, he transformed the lives of the people he healed. 
Healing opened up a new horizon of possibilities for the 
individuals involved. The man healed of the shrivelled 
hand now could live with a fully functioning body. The 
demon-possessed man could live a life without the de-
bilitating effects of demonic power in his life; he could 
see and talk. Although the social mobility available to 
the men in Matthew 12 hardly compares to that of con-
temporary North Americans, the physical healing of the 
two men no doubt transformed the material and social 
circumstances of their lives. Thus, Jesus brings justice in 
the power of the Spirit by being compassionate toward 
the unattractive, the marginalized, and disenfranchised; 
by attending to those most of us ignore and relegate 
to anonymity; and by fanning the spark of the human 
spirit that has been nearly smothered by shame, betrayal, 
offence, and abuse. He does the above precisely by 
transforming the material aspects of people’s lives.33

The central Pentecostal passages of Acts 2 and Joel 2 
showcase the liberating nature of the outpouring of the 
Spirit. In Acts 2, Peter interprets the outpouring of the 
Spirit on the Day of Pentecost as the realization of the 
promise of Joel 2:28-32, which proclaims, “in the last 
days … I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons 
and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see 
visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my 
servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit 
in those days.” Traditional Pentecostalism draws explic-
itly on the charismatic manifestations foretold in Joel 
and put on display in Acts 2, but it has not as effectively 
integrated the social message and liberating work of the 
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Spirit in the Joel text. Yet, the text clearly indicates that 
the outpouring of the Spirit transcends various catego-
ries that human beings routinely use to justify the social 
marginalization and exploitation of other human beings 
– race and ethnicity, gender, and social status. Moreover, 
the implication can be drawn that the outpouring of the 
Spirit that transcends social barriers empowers those 
who receive the Spirit to become people untrammelled 
by social prejudices. The outworking of this principle 
in Acts is the outpouring of the Spirit on the Samaritans 
and the Gentiles.

Historical Resources
North American Pentecostalism also can draw on its 

early history for resources to discern ways the Spirit of 
freedom seeks to liberate human persons from the various 
forms of social oppression within the North American 
context. The early Pentecostal movement exhibited an 
experience of the Spirit that liberated people from social 
prejudice. Toward the end of the last and beginning of 
the present centuries, scholars have pointed increasingly 
to the experience of William J. Seymour and the Azusa 
Street Mission of the Spirit. Seymour fostered a love that 
transcended ethnic, gender, and ecumenical divisions.34 
Edith Blumhofer notes that the “multicultural root of 
Pentecostalism” thesis reflects more the interests of 
contemporary theology than the historical record of the 
Azusa Street revivals.35 Blumhofer’s point is a valid one, 
and she may be largely correct that the current interest 
in multiculturalism and diversity motivates the desire to 
read the Azusa Mission in the above way.

At the same time, our current context may in fact 
help us to recognize an underappreciated aspect of early 
Pentecostal experience. In this sense, and as Walter J. 
Hollenweger notes, we are talking about a historical 
versus a theological discussion.36 Historically, Spirit 
baptism and tongues have been the distinguishing doc-
trines of Pentecostalism, at least in respect to North 
American Classical Pentecostalism.37 Yet, from a theo-
logical perspective, the multicultural and ecumenical 
community engendered by the outpouring of the Spirit 
among the early Pentecostals at the Azusa Mission may 
indicate the theological heart of the movement more so 
than the doctrines that have tended to characterize it.38 
Moreover, the early Pentecostal experience of the Spirit 
that overcame the social barriers at play in early twen-
tieth-century North American culture coheres with the 
socially transcendent activity of the Spirit promised in 
Joel 2:28-32 and proclaimed as coming to realization on 

the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2:16-21. Thus, Pentecostal 
theology needs to recover the social transcending nature 
of the Spirit’s work in order to be true to its biblical and 
traditional roots. 

Ironically, Pentecostalism’s traditional emphasis on 
personal salvation also promises to open up a horizon 
for a social vision of redemption. North American 
Pentecostals have tended to reduce the Gospel to a per-
sonal and spiritualized salvation. At the same time, and 
even if it is not made explicit, the traditional Pentecostal 
stress on personal spirituality and salvation carries 
with it an implicit message of redemption that entails a 
broader social emancipation. 

Ministries such as Teen Challenge, a program to 
rehabilitate addicts and alcoholics, are a case in point.39 
Although its goal of helping people to realize the free-
dom of the Spirit in respect to the obvious addictions 
of drug and alcohol abuse reflects the individualism of 
traditional Pentecostalism, Teen Challenge also entails a 
broader manifestation of the freedom of the Spirit. The 
experience of deliverance from various forms of chemi-
cal addiction opens up a more expansive liberation for 
human persons than one limited to the “spiritual” mat-
ters of their lives. People who experience redemption 
from drug and alcohol addiction suddenly have broader 
horizons of opportunity available to them. Understood 
theologically, indeed pneumatologically, these are hori-
zons of the Spirit. For example, many people who have 
experienced redemption in Pentecostal religious contexts 
believe they are empowered to pursue higher education, 
to make a meaningful contribution in this world, and to 
build healthy families. What is important for the social 
ramifications of Pentecostalism is that these are ways 
that people concretely embody the freedom of the Spirit 
in ways that are inevitably social. 

“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” – 
first from evil in its various personal and social forms. 
The Spirit liberates people, on the one hand, from their 
participation in personal destructive patterns of life that 
are self-imposed or imposed by others or both, and, on 
the other hand, from their participation as perpetrators 
or victims or both in larger exploitive systems of evil. 
In other words, “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 
freedom” from sin and death in all the forms that they 
seek to distort and destroy human lives. Second, the 
Spirit brings freedom to or for new ways of living that 
embrace possibilities that reflect the new creation (2 Cor 
5:17) and anticipate in the present the Spirit’s eschato-
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logical liberation of creation from all dimensions of sin 
and death (Rom 8:18-25). 

Pentecostals and Social Action
The essays in Pentecostals and Social Action in 

North America will build on and extend contemporary 
Pentecostal efforts to engage social issues.40 The volume 
includes essays under the categories of race, gender, 
class, and ecology. These four topic areas represent key 
issues facing North Americans in the early 21st century. 
We believe that Pentecostalism can make an important 
contribution to illuminating an appropriate Christian re-
sponse to these issues. Drawing on multiple disciplines, 
including theology, history, and sociology, the essays in 
the volume propose ways that Christians in 21st-century 
North America can participate in the freedom of the 
Spirit that liberates human persons from both perpetrat-
ing and suffering social evil. 

Michael Wilkinson is Associate Professor of Sociology at Trinity 
Western University in Langley, British Columbia. Steven M. Studebaker 
is Assistant Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology at McMaster 
Divinity College at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario. They are 
co-editors of the Pentecostals and Social Action in North America book 
project.
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Catholics and Abortion
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

The Christian conscience is deeply divided on the 
question of abortion. The Catholic Church and 

conservative Protestants are unconditionally opposed to 
abortion, while liberal Protestant churches approve of 
abortion under certain circumstances. For example, the 
United Church of Canada affirms the sanctity of human 
life, born and unborn, yet recognizes that in an imperfect 
world, women who become pregnant against their will 
are often obliged to choose between two wrongs and to 
do this conscientiously. Abortion is a wrong, but if giv-
ing birth creates chaotic conditions for mother and child, 
it is also a wrong. To reduce the number of abortions, 
the United Church demands that education, research, 
and social services promote effective contraception, and 
to prevent abortive practices dangerous to women, the 
United Church demands that the government provide 
medical abortion services in all parts of Canada in ac-
cordance with the law.1

Catholic teaching uses the argument of the choice-
between-two-wrongs in another context. According to 
traditional Catholic teaching, a war, even if defensive or 
for a good cause, is immoral if it does not respect the im-
munity of non-combatants: the taking of innocent lives 
is strictly forbidden. Yet Catholic bishops have been 
afraid that condemning a war for this reason may lead 
to the victory of the aggressor or the defeat of a good 
cause. Having to choose between two wrongs, the kill-
ing of innocent people or military defeat, the American 
Catholic bishops have preferred not to condemn as evil 
the bombing of civilians – neither the atomic bomb nor 
the carpet bombing during the Second World War,  nor, 
more recently, the bombing of the people of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. The bishops have been criticized for their 
silence by the Catholic organisation Pax Christi.

The divided Christian conscience
Catholic teaching does not admit the choice-between-

two-wrongs argument in the case of abortion. While the 
Churches are coming closer to one another on essential 
doctrinal issues such as Christ’s work of redemption and 
justification by faith, they find themselves today deeply 
divided on issues of women, procreation, and sexuality. 
Vatican Council II asked Catholics to discuss these dif-
ferences in a respectful manner.

If in moral matters there are many Christians who 
do not understand the Gospel in the same way as 
Catholics, and do not admit the same solutions 
for the more difficult problems of modern soci-
ety, they share nevertheless our desire to cling to 
Christ’s word as the source of Christian virtue.2

The Teaching of the Catholic Church 
The Catholic Church regards abortion as an evil that 

society must oppose. Still, I detect in the Catholic op-
position to abortion two distinct discourses: one aiming 
at abolishing abortion by criminalizing it, and the other 
aiming at reducing the number of abortions as much 
as possible. The Church’s official statements reflect 
both of these discourses at different times. For ex-
ample, in a statement of the American bishops, we read 
that Catholics must work actively to restrain, restrict, 
and bring to an end the destruction of unborn human 
life,3 which suggests the criminalization of abortion.  
However, in a speech given by John Paul II, we hear 
that “those who would defend life must make alterna-
tives to abortion visible and available,”4 which suggests 
that the best strategy is to reduce abortions by support-
ing desperate women.  The ecclesiastical statements 
accuse women who choose an abortion of committing 
a grave sin. Yet the statements also recognize that ask-
ing a woman pregnant against her will to assume total 
responsibility for a child is an injustice and that, for this 
reason, society must offer moral, institutional, and fi-
nancial support for mother and child. Thus a message of 
the American bishops insists that being pro-life includes 
concern for the health and education of the child and 
demands appropriate support for the mother.5

The Second Catholic Discourse
The second discourse also regards abortion as an evil, 

in line with ecclesiastical teaching, but also takes into 
account the social context of the unwanted pregnancy, 
respects the human dignity of the fetus and the mother, 
and aims at a reduction of the number of abortions. The 
second discourse has recently been formulated in a short 
statement by a well-known priest in Québec, Raymond 
Gravel. Gravel’s statement, published in two Montreal 
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newspapers, Le Devoir and La Presse, has been widely 
discussed in Catholic communities.6 This text offers two 
arguments to show that the second discourse is prefer-
able to the first one. 

The first argument is that the unqualified discourse of 
denunciation has not led to the reduction of the number 
of abortions. This discourse has provoked an equally un-
qualified discourse of free choice that does not recognize 
abortion as a serious moral issue. Pro-life and pro-choice 
camps monopolize the public debate, and yet these two 
stances do not represent the majority of the population. 
A December 2001 Gallup poll about abortion in Canada 
asked, “Do you think abortions should be legal under 
any circumstances, legal only under certain circum-
stances, or illegal in all circumstances?” Some 32% of 
respondents said that they believe abortion should be 
legal in all circumstances, 52% said that it should be 
legal under certain circumstances, and 14% said that it 
should be legal under no circumstances.7 That there are 
currently no legal restrictions of abortions in Canada is 
unacceptable to a majority of the population. To support 
this majority should be the aim of a Catholic discourse: 
to persuade the government to define the conditions un-
der which abortion is permitted and, in doing so, reduce 
significantly their occurrences in Canada.

A discourse aimed at making abortion legally un-
available will not be accepted by a majority, because 
such a law would have terrible consequences for women. 
In countries where abortion is illegal, tens of thousands 
of women die every year as the result of badly per-
formed, illegal abortions. Tens of thousands more suffer 
harmful physical consequences for life. To support an 
appropriate legislation that restricts the availability of 
abortion, the Catholic discourse must be willing to name 
the developmental stages of human life in the womb and 
recognize that even though the fertilized egg deserves 
respect from the beginning, the closer the fetus gets to 
actual birth, the more urgent is the need to protect its life. 
Today, scientists agree that the fertilized egg is human 
life; yet since the process of twinning takes place 14 
days after fertilization, no one knows whether this hu-
man life will grow into one, two, or more persons.

The second Catholic discourse, to be effective, must 
be open to a dialogue about the kinds of restrictions 
the government should introduce. Since many women 
support the pro-choice movement only because they are 
afraid of an unqualified criminalization of abortion, it 
is likely that they are willing to join this dialogue and 

support a legislation that specifies the conditions under 
which abortion is available.

While the first argument against the unqualified 
Catholic discourse is that it has not achieved any reduc-
tion of the number of abortions, the second is that the 
unqualified discourse is not pastoral. It does not speak 
to the concrete situation of the woman pregnant against 
her will and thus fails to honour her suffering. By con-
trast, the second discourse takes with utmost seriousness 
the above-quoted sentence of John Paul II: “Those who 
would defend life must make alternatives to abortion 
visible and available.”

Most people today are no longer farmers living in the 
country: they live in houses or apartments in towns and 
cities and buy their groceries at the store. It is therefore 
possible to calculate the amount of money necessary 
for raising children year after year. Today a family’s 
financial condition is a measure of how many children a 
couple can have. The poverty into which single women, 
deserted by their partner, tend to fall often harms the 
children they raise and prevents them from becoming 
freely functioning persons. It is altogether unjust to let a 
woman, pregnant against her will, regardless of circum-
stances, be solely responsible for raising a child. As I 
mentioned above, a statement of the American bishops 
recognizes that being pro-life includes concern for the 
health and education of the child and demands appropri-
ate support for the mother. To let a woman shoulder, year 
after year, the entire responsibility for the upbringing of 
the child is an injustice.  

The first Catholic discourse against the evil of abor-
tion betrays an indifference to the dilemma of the woman 
and the hardship she must bear. This first discourse gives 
the impression of heartlessness. By contrast, the second 
Catholic discourse is concerned: it demands that alterna-
tives to abortion be made available – social and financial 
support for the child’s upbringing and the mother’s well-
being.  Such support will have to come from the state or 
civil society, including the Church itself. Because offer-
ing the help demanded by justice would be expensive, 
communities say that they cannot afford to do the right 
thing.  

No Consensus 
On the issue of abortion, the Christian conscience 

is divided. There is, sadly, no agreement among the 
churches. They do not agree on the measures to be used 
to restrict the number of abortions: the major Protestant 
churches favour contraceptive practices, while the 
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Catholic Church instructs its members that every occa-
sion of sexual intercourse must remain physically open 
to conception. In 1951, Pius XII instructed Catholic 
couples that they may use the rhythm method of birth 
control:8 in other words, they may have sexual relations 
during the wife’s period of natural infertility, when 
intercourse is not physically open to conception. The 
rational coherence between these two instructions has 
never been demonstrated.

The difference between Catholic and Protestant 
teaching on birth control is puzzling. Since there is no 
mention of this issue in the Scriptures, the disagreement 
between the two positions probably reflects a cultural 
difference: the Catholic position represents the moral 
norm of largely agrarian societies, and the contemporary 
Protestant position reflects the mores of largely urban 
societies. This interpretation is confirmed by the fact, 
demonstrated by empirical research, that the majority of 
Catholics in Western Europe and North America, despite 
their respect for the ecclesiastical magisterium, do not 
follow the Catholic teaching on birth control. 

The disagreement among the churches on women, 
procreation, and sexuality has become a major obstacle 
to the advance of ecumenism. While the dominant 
Catholic discourse condemning abortion pays no atten-
tion to the historical contexts and has limited political 

impact, the second Catholic discourse presented in this 
article is open to dialogue, reveals pastoral concern for 
the dilemmas of women, and is more likely to have 
political influence, persuading the government to limit 
the conditions for access to abortions and thus greatly 
reducing the number of abortions in Canada.

Professor emeritus of Theology at McGill University, Gregory Baum 
now works at Montreal’s Centre Justice et Foi. His book on the work of 
the European Muslim reformer Tariq Ramadan, The Theology of Tariq 
Ramadan, will be published by Novalis in Spring 2009.
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Islamophobia, Immigration, and Europe:  
A Catholic Perspective
By David Seljak
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, ON

One of the more bizarre expressions of Islamophobia 
in Europe is the widespread public controversy 

over the building of mosques. Although in Canada and 
America one finds, from time to time, local resistance to 
the building of a single mosque, synagogue, or temple in 
a particular location, one never sees a nationwide protest 
movement against the rights of a particular religious 
group to build places of worship. However, mosque 
building is a major hot-button issue in Europe, igniting 
heated debates in Britain, Germany, and France.1 The 
issue demonstrates the quiet power of architecture as 
symbol as well as the power of symbols to define who 
is – and who is not – a citizen, that is, a part of the “we” 
rather than an alien or outsider. For many Europeans, 
Muslims are not “proper” citizens; they do not belong, 
and hence neither do their places of worship. Mosques 
evoke a visceral response in some Europeans that most 
North Americans cannot understand. 

However, controversies over mosques (and Muslim 
cemeteries) are symbolic of a deeper malaise in Europe. A 
poll in September 2008 found negative attitudes towards 
Muslims rising across Europe.2 While anti-Semitism is 
also on the rise, negative views about Muslims are con-
siderably more widespread, with 52 percent of Spanish 
and 50 percent of German respondents rating Muslims 
negatively. In Poland, 46 percent of those surveyed 
expressed negative views about Muslims; 38 percent of 
French respondents said the same. (By contrast, a little 
less than one in four Americans and British held these 
viewpoints.) Islamophobia is now, ironically, positively 
correlated to anti-Semitism in these countries; generally 
speaking, those who fear Muslims also fear Jews. 

Islamophobia in Europe – as it is in North America 
– is strongly tied to worries about immigrants. In a 
recent paper, Denise Helly observed that despite some 
government efforts in developed societies to portray 
immigrants as good for the economy and for society, an-
other discourse has promoted fear and suspicion towards 
them. Helly notes in this context that

The overriding view was negative, describing mi-
grants as undesirable elements that drive up costs 

for the Welfare state, weaken social cohesion, 
increase criminality and threaten national identi-
ties and cultures, and even the values of modern 
Western society. It was accompanied by govern-
ment decisions that went against the principles 
that had been in force since the 1960s, by reducing 
migrants’ basic freedoms and social rights, mili-
tarizing border surveillance and migratory flows, 
detaining migrants turned away at borders, impos-
ing cultural compliance testing for future citizens 
or immigration applicants—all forms of negative 
treatment that were exacerbated by the Islamic 
terrorist attacks of September 2001.3

The spread of Islamophobia and the re-emergence of 
anti-Semitism as well as the spread of anti-immigrant 
sentiment are disturbing signs of a retreat from multi-
culturalism in Europe. Why should Roman Catholics be 
concerned? First, Christianity is implicated in European 
xenophobia and religious intolerance. Christians have 
played a significant role in the creation of the colonial 
world order as well as the current post-colonial interna-
tional system. Christian chauvinism bolstered European 
attitudes of superiority and the churches blessed coloni-
zation and the subjugation of entire peoples under the 
rubric of evangelization. In its missionary efforts, the 
Church often attacked and sometimes suppressed indig-
enous religious traditions. Since World War II, however, 
and especially after the Second Vatican Council, the 
Church has increasingly distanced itself from European 
imperialism; it has more recently rejected racism and 
accepted the right of peoples to self-determination.4 
At the Second Vatican Council, the Church learned to 
respect other religions. Multiculturalism, in this sense, 
has informed the direction of Catholic thinking about its 
place in the world. 

Second, the Eurocentrism of the colonial and post-
colonial orders has meant that the Roman Catholic 
community itself has struggled with the issue of cultural 
chauvinism and “inculturation,” that is, the relation-
ship of the Gospel to the various cultures of the world. 
For instance, for centuries Rome imposed the Roman 
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liturgy and Latin language on Catholics around the 
world. Although the Church has faced the challenge of 
inculturation since its inception, the colonial experience 
made the problem more acute. Often European norms, 
ideas, values, and forms of governance were (and are) 
imposed on Catholics in non-Western countries. Despite 
the more open-minded attitudes adopted during Vatican 
II, the Church has not completely overcome its colonial 
mindset even if various churches around the world say 
the Mass in the vernacular and attempt to adapt Christ’s 
universal message of salvation to particular cultures. 

Third, in his protests against secularism, Pope 
Benedict XVI has repeatedly linked Christianity with 
European “civilization” in a manner that suggests to 
many that he believes that to be European is to be 
Christian.5 For many, this rhetoric has the potential to 
alienate and marginalize members of Europe’s growing 
religious minority groups – Muslims in particular. After 
his famous 2006 statement at Regensburg University 
in Germany, Benedict XVI further alienated European 
Muslims at Easter 2008 by personally baptizing an 
Italian journalist who had converted from Islam after 
being openly critical of radical Islam and European 
Muslims. Benedict’s strategy of re-evangelizing 
European culture plays directly into the hands of right-
wing parties that promote anti-immigrant sentiment by 
highlighting the alleged incompatibility of Muslim and 
Christian values. 

Finally, as Canadian political theorist William 
Kymlicka points out, multiculturalism has, from its 
beginnings, been about social justice. In his 2007 
book, Multicultural Odysseys: Navigating the New 
International Politics of Diversity, Kymlicka reminds us 
that multiculturalism as a global movement has always 
been centrally concerned with the redress of injustices 
and violations of human rights committed against indig-
enous peoples, minority populations, and immigrants.6 
Kymlicka argues that the international order before 
World War II was built on racism; theories of racial and 
ethnic superiority legitimized European colonization 
abroad and campaigns of cultural uniformity at home. 
The post–World War II era saw the globalization of 
decolonization movements as well as desegregation 
movements that transformed even Western countries 
such as the United States and Canada.7 Inspired by these 
decolonization and desegregation movements, members 
of indigenous peoples, historically established minor-
ity groups (such as Catalans in Spain, Scots in the UK, 
and Québécois in Canada) and immigrant communities 

began to demand recognition, accommodation, and, in 
some cases, autonomy.8 These demands for multicultur-
alism, Kymlicka argues, were always made in the face 
of nation-building projects by the majority or dominant 
group; nation-building was a pervasive and invasive 
project that sought to replace local forms of identity and 
loyalty with the idea of the citizen whose ultimate alle-
giance was to the national state.9 This project inevitably 
meant that the members of the dominant culture enjoyed 
greater political power, broader access to economic op-
portunity, and more prestige. Members of the minority 
culture faced economic injustice, political disadvantage, 
cultural marginalization, and oftentimes violence. While 
multiculturalism is frequently thought of in terms of a 
shallow appreciation of the cultural customs of various 
communities, its main impetus has been social justice. 

Those Catholics who hope to make our Church and 
societies more just, open, participatory, egalitarian, 
tolerant, and rooted in solidarity need to take multicul-
turalism in its global context seriously. In this article, I 
will reflect on my experience at the 13th International 
Metropolis Conference in Bonn, Germany, in October 
2008. The Metropolis Project is an international forum 
that brings together policy makers, NGO activists, 
and scholars to study and debate questions surround-
ing multiculturalism, migration, and diversity.10 At the 
conference in Bonn, I responded to a session organized 
around a new and exciting book entitled International 
Migration and the Governance of Religious Diversity, 
edited by Canada’s Paul Bramadat and Germany’s 
Matthias Koenig and scheduled for release by McGill-
Queen’s Press in 2009. Several of the book’s authors 
were on hand to describe the rising suspicion of im-
migrants in Europe and to outline how each society 
had dealt with religious diversity introduced by the new 
immigration. I will argue that multiculturalism – here 
restricted to the treatment of minority immigrant com-
munities in Western societies – is an important issue 
of social justice. In the rising face of Islamophobia in 
Europe and other Western societies, the Church is chal-
lenged to welcome the stranger and to stand with the 
marginalized. Doing so will mean overcoming its own 
cultural prejudices and legacy of support for Eurocentric 
attitudes. 

Europe, Immigration, and Islam
Canadians and Americans have for so long thought 

of themselves as immigrant-receiving countries that it is 
often  a challenge for them to understand how difficult it 
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is for other societies to adapt to the influx of immigrants 
and refugees that globalization has made a perma-
nent feature for the developed world. In Switzerland, 
Austria, Germany, France, and the Netherlands, for 
example, there has been a significant hardening of at-
titudes towards immigration and citizenship. At the 
13th International Conference, European politicians 
and policy makers spoke about their country’s efforts 
to “integrate” immigrant populations. However, many 
observers commented that the term “integrate” really 
meant “assimilate.” In Europe, there is great concern 
that immigrants learn the official language, accept the 
dominant culture, refrain from expressing their own 
religion and culture in public spaces, and integrate (or 
assimilate) wholly into the national public life. While 
many participants at the Metropolis conference said 
that immigrants had a right to celebrate and enjoy their 
own culture, few of the European politicians and policy 
makers present seriously contemplated that their society 
might have to redefine its culture in response to the new 
ethno-religious diversity brought about by immigration. 

In Europe (outside of the UK), “religious diversity” 
and “immigrant religious communities” almost always 
refer to Islam and Muslims, given that in countries such 
as France, Spain, Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands, 
Muslims make up over 80 percent of immigrants. (By 
contrast, Muslims make up about 10 percent of im-
migrants to Canada and the United States.)11 For some 
people, the reluctance to accept Islam and other reli-
gions was inspired by a secular national identity; for 
others, their country was essentially Christian and hence 
there was little room for religious “others.” 12 

This suspicion of ethnic and religious diversity as 
well as of immigrants has led many European states to 
adopt new citizenship tests for newcomers. Many com-
mentators have argued that these new tests display a bias 
against Muslims. For example, the Netherlands adopted 
a test that costs 350 Euros and comes with a preparation 
packet (another 63 Euros) and two-hour DVD. The DVD 
features images of a topless female sunbather and two 
men kissing in a park, explaining that these are normal 
features of Dutch life; the implication is that those who 
find them offensive need not apply. Moreover, immi-
grants need to learn Dutch before applying for a visa; 
since language lessons may be expensive or difficult 
to find in their country of origin, many immigrants are 
disqualified by this provision. Beyond the barriers the 
tests set against immigrants from poorer nations (which, 
for the Netherlands, means largely Muslim countries), 

they are discriminatory in that they do not apply to 
newcomers from developed countries. Consequently, a 
Canadian who marries a Dutch woman can immigrate 
to the Netherlands before learning the language and 
without taking the test; a Muslim woman from Turkey 
who marries a Dutch man gets no such exemption. Other 
jurisdictions, including two German states, are adopting 
the Dutch system.13 

At the Metropolis conference, Joanna Pfaff Czarnecka 
from the University of Bielefeld in Germany reported 
that Switzerland has some of the most restrictive im-
migration and citizenship laws in the world. Even so, 
the right-wing populist Swiss People’s Party (SVP) has 
made recent gains in the polls by opposing extending 
any rights to immigrants (who make up 20 percent of 
the Swiss population). In fact, until the Swiss Supreme 
Court struck it down in 2003, applications for citizenship 
in some cantons were voted on by the entire population; 
every candidate had to pass a plebiscite on his or her 
particular case – even after immigration officials had 
decided that they had met the Swiss government’s strin-
gent requirements. Needless to say, in such plebiscites 
religious prejudice played a major role in who was and 
who was not accepted. Even for those members of reli-
gious minority groups who do become Swiss citizens, 
the discrimination does not end. Pfaff Czarnecka said 
that Swiss Muslims are allowed to build mosques but 
may not erect minarets – even symbolic towers – or call 
followers to prayer in the way that churches are allowed 
to ring bells from their steeples. She lamented the fact 
that there is almost no opposition to these injustices and 
insults in either the media or academia. 

In Austria, the situation is not much better. Julia 
Mourao Permoser from the University of Vienna told the 
workshop participants that Austria has some of the most 
severe restrictions on citizenship in Europe and, as in 
Switzerland, attitudes are hardening. Austria has some 
340,000 Muslims, most of whom arrived since the 1970s 
as “guest-workers” who were expected to return to their 
country of origin (usually Turkey). Most did not return 
and, in fact, started to bring their spouses and families 
to Austria. Consequently, some 71 percent of these 
Muslims are not citizens, and there are no plans to offer 
citizenship to them despite their longtime residence in 
Austria. Instead, immigration laws proclaimed in 2002 
and 2005 introduced obligatory integration courses, 
cultural tests, and language proficiency tests, making 
citizenship more difficult to obtain. (Some studies show 
that one-third of Austrian nationals could not meet these 
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requirements.) Moreover, Mourao Permoser stated, 
Austria’s Interior Minister recently said that almost half 
of Austria’s Muslims would be considered ineligible for 
citizenship because they “take their religion too seri-
ously.”14 Such statements, Mourao Permoser reported, 
do not raise protests from politicians, academics, media 
commentators, or the Catholic Church.

While Pfaff Czarnecka and Mourao Permoser 
provided case studies of two of the more hardline so-
cieties, Paul Weller of the University of Derby in the 
UK spoke about attempts in his country to accommo-
date religious diversity. Of course, the situation in the 
UK differs from that of continental Europe. Muslims 
do not form a majority of immigrants in the UK, and 
Muslims who do immigrate are South Asians, not Turks 
or North Africans. Moreover, Weller noted that the situ-
ation in the UK is made all the more complex since the 
United Kingdom is comprised of four national societies 
(England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland). In 
each area, the relationship between church and state and 
the attitude towards religious minorities (especially im-
migrant minority groups) is different. 

Despite the fact that the UK has an established 
church (or, rather, established churches), Weller noted 
that the government had made strides in providing ex-
tended funding to Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh schools, 
allowing representatives of minority religious groups 
to act as chaplains, and encouraging interfaith dialogue 
and co-operation. Because the British government is 
used to dealing with an official church, it encourages 
the development of national councils for minority re-
ligious groups that can “represent” each community 
at the national level and with whom it can negotiate. 
Consequently, Weller noted, a range of national orga-
nizations has emerged to represent various religious 
groups. However, the attacks in London of July 2005 
created such a widespread sense of alarm that attempts 
to recognize and promote autonomous social institu-
tions for immigrant groups has resulted in ghettoization. 
While some in the British government want to take a 
more assimilationist approach to immigrant integration, 
others argue that it is the chauvinism behind such an as-
similationist response that promotes alienation among 
members of minority groups. 

In all of the presentations at the workshop, what 
emerged was the conclusion that the manner in which 
each state responded to the new religious pluralism 
brought about by immigration was strongly influenced 
by the manner in which it had solved the problem of 

intra-Christian pluralism or secular–Christian conflict 
in its history. In other words, societies that had rec-
ognized Catholic and Protestant groups (such as the 
Netherlands and Belgium) had expanded that recogni-
tion to Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs. Matthias Koenig of 
Germany’s Goettingen University, who provided a theo-
retical overview for the book, observed that in Europe 
there was no one response to religious diversity but a 
plurality of responses based on previous experience 
with religious diversity among Christians and conflict 
between Christians and secular modernizers. Veit Bader, 
a prolific theorist of multiculturalism and democracy 
from the University of Amsterdam, argued that there 
was no one way to guarantee religious freedom and 
promote religious diversity. The ideological convictions 
of secularists that there had to be a wall of separation 
between religion and state ignored two important points: 
a) that even in putatively secular states such as France 
and America, the state has recognized and supported re-
ligious groups in all sorts of ways (providing charitable 
status, forgoing taxes on church property, and, in France, 
providing public funding for faith-based schools); and 
b) that in countries that officially recognized certain 
religious groups or had an official state church, there 
had developed alternative means of protecting religious 
freedom and promoting diversity. There was not one 
model that worked in all societies. 

My own response to this excellent panel (and to the 
book chapters that I had received electronically) was to 
ask about government recognition of and support for 
social institutions (schools, healthcare institutions, so-
cial services, etc.) rooted in the diverse ethno-religious 
traditions of immigrants. Given that individual identity 
is always rooted in a culture, supporters of multicultur-
alism argue that recognition of the liberty and dignity 
of the individual requires recognition of that culture. 
However, since cultures never exist apart from social 
institutions, this kind of “deep multiculturalism” also 
promotes support for public institutions dedicated to 
the promotion of the various cultures found in society. 
Europeans have, after World War II, found a variety of 
means of recognizing the cultures and supporting the 
institutions of their various historical minority com-
munities. However, there is a great reluctance to extend 
these rights to immigrant minority groups for fear that 
the granting of such rights will prevent integration into 
the broader society. 

In my home province of Ontario, there were two 
recent and highly publicized debates on the issue. The 

Ecumenist FALL 08.indd   14 03/12/08   12:37:30



The Ecumenist, Vol. 45, No. 4  Fall 2008 / 15

first was a debate that took place in 2004 and 2005 
over the application of a Muslim group to create a legal 
arbitration service for family law like those created by 
Jewish and Aboriginal groups. The law provided state 
enforcement of arbitration decisions reached by these 
services. After an acrimonious debate, the Premier of 
Ontario announced that he would change the Arbitration 
Act to withdraw government enforcement of private 
arbitration, including faith-based arbitration. The sec-
ond controversy occurred during the 2007 provincial 
election and involved the promise by John Tory, the 
leader of Ontario’s Progressive Conservative Party, to 
extend public funding to faith-based schools in Ontario. 
The incumbent, Dalton McGuinty, leader of the Liberal 
Party of Ontario, made opposition to the plan a central 
platform of his party’s campaign and won re-election; 
polls showed that Tory’s support for faith-based schools 
lost him the election. In this debate, almost no one sug-
gested that funding be withdrawn from the state-funded 
Roman Catholic schools, whose right to state monies 
is guaranteed by Canada’s constitution. In both these 
cases, rights were extended to groups understood to be 
indigenous peoples or “historical minorities” (Jews and 
Catholics), but withheld from more recent immigrant 
groups. In the case of government enforcement of legal 
arbitration, the Ontario government chose to withdraw 
rights from Aboriginal peoples and Jews rather than 
extend them to Muslims. In both debates, Islamophobia 
was an important factor.

Of course, opposition to state recognition of and 
support for such institutions is not automatically a sign 
of Islamophobia or xenophobia. Such institutions are 
ambiguous. While they protect and promote the culture 
of minority groups, they can also act as vehicles of ghet-
toization and marginalization. Noting the ambiguity of 
such institutions, I pointed to the importance of further 
research on such institutions. We do not know in which 
contexts they act as a means of social integration and 
community building and in which ones they act as a 
means of social marginalization and ghettoization. 

Although he was not present at the Metropolis 
Conference, Will Kymlicka provided a chapter to the 
book that raised many of the same concerns that I raised. 
Canada and the United States, he noted, were reluctant 
to offer state funding for separate institutions for ethno-
religious minorities as many European states had done. 
Even so, he argued, one cannot assume that this “de-
nominational” approach is automatically superior to the 
European “corporatist” model. He proposed that each 

state devise a means of respecting religious freedom and 
promoting democracy that suited its particular circum-
stances. He also argued that old assumptions that only 
secularism and a strict separation of church and state 
could guarantee religious freedom and promote respect 
for religious diversity had to be discarded. Agreeing 
with Veit Bader, Kymlicka wrote, 

a better approach, therefore, is to set aside the 
misleading term ‘secularism’, and instead to focus 
directly on the more basic values that secularism is 
supposed to serve – values such as individual free-
dom, equal citizenship, democratic legitimacy, and 
so on. Proposals for institutional pluralism should 
be examined for their actual impact on the political 
values and principles that really matter to us, rather 
than be dismissed on the basis of their consistency 
with this or that abstract model of secularism.

Kymlicka argues that support for liberal multicultur-
alism and human rights may require a sensitivity to what 
works in a given context rather than an abstract commit-
ment to an ideological position.

What should Catholics do?
In Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats, nations 

are judged by how they treat the hungry and thirsty, the 
sick and imprisoned, as well as the “alien” (Matthew 
25:31-46). Then, as now, the person in transition, on the 
move, is in a particularly vulnerable condition. Even 
once they are settled, migrants often find themselves 
politically, economically, and socially disadvantaged. 
In tough economic or political times, they are often 
scapegoated and persecuted. Those who take seriously 
the Church’s preferential option for the poor will insist 
that the place of the Church in this moment is with the 
immigrants and not with those who would marginalize 
them. This is a difficult decision to take, since many 
who take an anti-immigrant posture seem to promote 
Christianity. They argue that the power and prestige of 
the Christian churches in Europe, for example, should be 
restored, that Europe should return to its Christian roots. 
(Ironically, many of those proposing such measures 
are not themselves practising Christians.) Given the 
dramatic secularization of Europe – with its attendant 
loss of power and prestige for religious groups over the 
last century – many in the churches will be tempted to 
ignore injustices against immigrants in their dreams of a 
re-Christianized Europe. 
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Consequently, the Church can pursue its program of 
the re-evangelization of Europe only if it simultaneously 
commits to the protection of Islam and other minor-
ity religious traditions. In November 2008, the Vatican 
took an important step in this direction by organizing a 
meeting between Muslim and Christian scholars under 
the auspices of Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, who heads 
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. The 
meeting was a response to the “Common Word” initia-
tive, an open letter to Benedict XVI asking for greater 
dialogue and co-operation between the Catholic and 
Muslim communities.15 While interfaith dialogue serves 
an important symbolic function – and may even lead 
to some increased understanding between leaders in 
each tradition – it, too, can serve to hide the plight of 
European immigrants until the Church redefines its 
commitment to the protection of minority religious 
groups as a question of social justice. The members of 
these religious communities suffer real disadvantages in 
housing, education, and income levels as well as endur-
ing social marginalization16 that dialogue alone cannot 
redress.

The way forward is not clear. For instance, should 
the Catholic Church champion state recognition of and 
support for independent social institutions for religious 
minority groups? In some circumstances, the answer 
may well be no. However, in those areas where Catholics 
enjoy privileges as an historical minority (for example in 
Belgium or in certain provinces in Canada), it seems 
hypocritical for the Church to oppose extending those 
privileges to immigrant groups. In other cases, such 
as the building of mosques, the answers are clear: the 
Church’s commitment to religious liberty – advanced so 
aggressively by John Paul II – requires that it support the 
rights of Muslim minority groups. In all decisions, the 
Church must denounce Islamophobia, resist the spread 
of anti-immigrant sentiment, reject nativist politics, and 
call on government to respect the demands of human 
rights and justice.

While the precise political decisions may be subject 
to debate, the fundamental commitment of the Church to 
the values of the Gospel is not. The rise of Islamophobia 
in Europe is a call to the Church to commit itself again 
to religious liberty and social justice. It is a call to resist 
the temptation that anti-immigrant sentiment could aid 
the re-evangelization of Europe (a false hope, in any 
case). It is our chance to welcome the stranger, to give 
life to the commitments made in Nostra Aetate and 

Dignitatis Humanae, and to witness to the good news of 
Jesus Christ.
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Fighting Fascism 
By Yoginder Sikand

Hindutva (“Hinduness”) is a term used by Hindu 
nationalist parties in India to express the close connec-
tion between Hinduism and Indian national identity. The 
Sangh Parivar, an umbrella organization that includes 
organizations such as the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh, Bharatiya Janata Party, Bajrang Dal, and the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad, promotes Hindutva as the 
basis of Indian nationalism. Since the late 1980s, these 
parties have grown in popularity and have successfully 
challenged the Congress Party in regional and national 
elections. The following article is a report on a recent 
conference in India organized by a number of groups, in-
cluding Anhad, an Indian human rights group dedicated 
to democracy, secularism, justice, and peace (see www.
anhadin.net). This report on the conference by Yoginder 
Sikand is meant to provide readers with a window onto 
an important development in India: the fusion of reli-
gion and national identity. 

Last month, the New Delhi–based human rights group 
Anhad, along with some 90 other organizations, held 

a two-day national convention on the theme “Countering 
Fascist Forces: Defending the Idea of India.” It was at-
tended by scores of social activists from various parts of 
the country. Predictably, it received hardly any mention 
in the so-called mainstream Indian media. 

The first session of the convention was devoted to 
discussions about Hindutva. In his introductory remarks, 
the noted social activist Ram Puniyani dwelt on the ide-
ology and politics of Hindutva, which he, as did many 
other speakers after him, characterized as the Indian 
form of fascism. He argued for the need to examine the 
links between Hindutva terrorism and free-market ter-
rorism represented by Western economic and cultural 
imperialism, and also to recognize the fact that Hindutva 
fascism poses a graver danger not just to Muslims and 
Christians, but in fact, to all marginalized groups in the 
country, particularly Dalits and Adivasis,1 since it repre-
sents the worldview, interests and agendas of entrenched 
“upper” caste elites. He pointed out that in this regard 
there was little difference between the “hard” Hindutva 
of the BJP and the “soft” Hindutva of the Congress, and 
noted the deep inroads that Hindutva forces have made 
into every pillar of the state, including the bureaucracy 

and the judiciary, as well as in the educational field and 
the media. 

Elaborating further on the theoretical analysis of 
Hindutva as fascism, noted historian K. N. Panikkar 
spoke about how the Hindutva agenda is now being 
advanced not so much by communal riots, as in the 
past, but by what he termed “organized attacks on 
Muslims and Christians, amounting to genocide,” often 
in complicity with agents of the state. Earlier, he said, 
communal riots were largely localized affairs, but now 
these organized attacks are happening simultaneously in 
different parts of the country, particularly in states ruled 
by the BJP or by coalitions in which the BJP is a major 
partner. In other words, he said, “There is a convergence 
between the state and Hindutva fascist organizations 
since the state promotes or allows these attacks.” 

These well-planned attacks on Muslims and 
Christians, Prof. Panikkar pointed out, are characterized 
by far greater brutality than previously, and no effec-
tive action is taken against their perpetrators, whether 
by the Central or state governments. He indicated that 
although the present government in the Centre had come 
to power on what it had touted as a “secular” platform, 
it has taken no effective action against Hindutva terror-
ism. In this way, he argued, “There is no fundamental 
difference between the present UPA Government and 
the previous BJP-dominated NDA Government vis-à-vis 
fascism. The only distinction is that while the latter was 
aggressively communal, the former appears passively 
communal. But both allow and create spaces for fascism 
to advance.” In the last four years of Congress-led rule, 
he noted, groups like the RSS, the Bajrang Dal, and the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad and their allied social and cul-
tural outfits have made rapid inroads across the country, 
“so much so that today there is hardly a village in India 
where they do not operate.” He also argued that many 
of the terror attacks and bomb blasts that have occurred 
in India in recent years might have been orchestrated by 
Hindutva groups in order to justify attacks on Muslims 
and Christians, whip up Hindu sentiments and thereby 
consolidate their vote-bank. 

Noted academic and legal luminary Professor 
Upendra Baxi spoke about what he called the “Modi-
fication” of India, a process of “regression” exemplified 
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in the form of the Gujarat Chief Minister Narendra 
Modi, which, in his words, “represents a totalitarian or-
der and a politics of immunity and impunity,” a situation 
where those in power “can do as they want without any 
pull of accountability or tug of constitutionality and can 
practice genocidal governance, a form of governance 
that continuously destroys democracy.” The Modi-
fication of India, he added, also signifies a particular 
relationship between “development” and “destruction,” 
characterized by a close alliance of Hindutva fascism 
with Western economic imperialism in the garb of  “glo-
balization” that is wreaking havoc with the lives of the 
poor. 

Professor Baxi demanded that the international con-
vention against genocide should be incorporated into the 
Indian Constitution and law, and that the state’s “anti-
terrorism” policy be made “ethical and constitutional.” 
Remarking about the lack of political will to punish 
perpetrators of violence against minorities, and lament-
ing that “law reforms have become a joke in India,” he 
insisted on the need for a “legal framework through 
which obstruction of the administration of justice is 
made a serious and punishable offence.” 

“Hindutva is identical with fascism,” declared the 
noted social activist and Arya Samaj leader Swami 
Agnivesh. “The RSS is the single major source of strife 
and danger to the unity and prosperity of India,” he an-
nounced. He argued that Hindutva was a formidable 
threat to Hindus themselves, and that it aimed not just 
at the suppression of Muslims and Christians but also of 
the so-called lower castes, which together form the vast 
majority of the Indian population. Hindutva terrorists, 
he said, “are a blot on the face of India and the Hindu 
religion.” He also castigated the Congress for providing 
covert support to Hindutva fascism, and argued the need 
for a new, united political struggle for social justice and 
communal harmony and against capitalist depredation 
and Hindutva fascism. 

The same point was made by John Dayal, spokesper-
son for the Catholic Bishops Church of India (CBCI). 
He noted that scores of middle-class Hindus send their 
children to study in Christian schools, yet passionately 
support, or else remain silent on, Hindutva fascism. He 
also pointed out the close alliance between Indian and 
foreign capitalists and the Hindutva lobby, remarking 
that it was by no means accidental that the favourite des-
tinations for large investments are now BJP-ruled states, 
such as Gujarat, Orissa, and Karnataka, where labour 
and people’s movements have been harshly repressed. 

He argued the need for the Church to work closely with 
Muslim groups in the struggle for social justice for 
religious minorities, as they are the common targets of 
Hindu fascism. 

Since Hindutva fascism aims also at the suppression 
of the “low” castes, and the poor in general, the struggle 
for social and economic justice must form a central 
plank of popular mobilization against Hindutva, opined 
social activist and former Vice-Chancellor of Lucknow 
University Rooprekha Verma. She also dwelt at length 
on what she described as the growing communalization 
of sections of the judiciary, which, she warned, posed 
ominous portents for prospects of genuine democracy 
and secularism in the country. 

Magsaysay Award winner Sandeep Pandey pointed 
out that possible links between Hindutva radicals and 
certain terror attacks urgently needed to be probed. He 
critiqued the growing military and “counter-terrorism” 
collaboration between India, Israel, and the United 
States, as well as the manufacturing of the image of 
Muslims as “terrorists,” which global powers are propa-
gating so assiduously in order, among other things, to 
boost their weapons industries. 

The second session of the convention dealt with 
“Fascist Terror Networks.” In her introductory remarks, 
Shabnam Hashmi, coordinator of Anhad, spoke about 
the widespread and deep-rooted communalization of not 
just the political sphere but also of popular conscious-
ness on what she called a “massive and unprecedented 
scale.” The Congress is as responsible for the rise of 
Hindutva fascism as the BJP is, she said, mincing no 
words in claiming that certain actions and statements of 
the present Union Home Minister are no different from 
what one would expect from an RSS leader. She came 
down heavily on the present government for its lack of 
political will to sternly counter Hindutva terrorism de-
spite there being ample evidence of it, for its targeting 
innocent Muslims by arresting or shooting them dead in 
fake encounters in the name of countering terrorism, and 
for its dismal failure to prevent attacks on Christians. 

Well-known journalist Subhash Gatade spoke about 
the involvement of Hindutva terror groups in various 
bomb blasts that have taken place in different parts of the 
country. He lamented the fact that in several such cases, 
no action at all has been taken against the perpetrators, 
and pointed out that intelligence agencies and the po-
lice have sought to cover up many of these incidents. 
He spoke about the “media’s conspiracy of silence on 
Hindutva terrorism,” adding that large sections of the 

Ecumenist FALL 08.indd   19 03/12/08   12:37:31



20 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 45, No. 4  Fall 2008

media had failed to highlight the issue at the same time 
as they are engaged in a concerted campaign to declare 
scores of innocent Muslims arrested by the police as 
terrorists. The same view was expressed by the Nagpur-
based writer and human rights activist Suresh Khairnar, 
who claimed that many terror attacks for which the me-
dia, the police, and the intelligence agencies had blamed 
Muslims might actually have been the handiwork of 
fiercely anti-Muslim Hindutva groups, who, by seek-
ing to attribute these attacks to Muslims, have sought 
to whip up anti-Muslim hatred, consolidate the Hindu 
vote-bank, and, thereby, create a climate whereby op-
pression and demonization of Muslims can be easily 
justified. 

Noted senior Supreme Court advocate and head of 
the Delhi-based Human Rights Law Network Colin 
Gonsalves argued that it was crucial to examine the 
direction in which the courts were moving in India on 
the issue of communalism and secularism as reflected in 
their judgments. This would indicate both the ideology 
of the judges as well as what future judgments might be 
expected. Providing details of various Supreme Court 
decisions, he expressed his pessimism in this regard, 
suggesting that several of its recent judgments appeared 
to be clearly supportive of the Hindutva agenda and 
ideology. This, he said, represented a decline of the judi-
ciary’s secular foundations. “As a lawyer,” he remarked, 
“I don’t think the judiciary will help much in our 
struggle to counter communal violence, and to protect 
the rights of minorities, Dalits, and the working classes. 
It hasn’t helped much in the past, and it is increasingly 
moving in the direction of the rich. I don’t say that all, 
or most, of the judges are pro-Hindutva, only that the 
doors of the law to uphold the rights of the oppressed 
are gradually closing.” 

This, he suggested, should be seen in tandem with 
the mounting communalization of the police and of 
government-appointed commissions. He also noted the 
total unwillingness of the government to take any action 
against Hindutva terror groups, as suggested by some 
commissions that the government itself had appointed to 
look into cases of massacres of minorities. In many such 
cases, the perpetrators of violence against minorities 
have been left unscathed and complicit police officers 
protected and promoted, instead of being punished. 

Another legal luminary and fellow advocate in the 
Supreme Court, Prashant Bhushan, referred to the men-
acing rise of Hindutva fascist forces, which have started 
resorting to terror bomb blasts and are threatening to 

export what they consider to be the “Gujarat model” 
of genocidal attacks on minorities to the rest of the 
country. In this regard, he pointed out how scores of in-
nocent Muslims have been arrested and languish in jail 
for bomb attacks for which they have no responsibil-
ity; in this matter, the police, the intelligence agencies, 
and influential sections of the media are in league with 
Hindutva forces and the state. Hindutva groups blatantly 
flout the law of the land by engaging in terror against 
minorities, but the state takes virtually no action against 
them. To prevent the hounding of innocent Muslim 
youth by an increasingly communalized police in the 
name of fighting terror, Bhushan suggested the need 
for an independent statutory prosecution body, separate 
from the police and not amenable to political manipula-
tion, which could prosecute the police if it acts as a silent 
spectator or a willing accomplice in hounding innocent 
people who are arbitrarily branded as “terrorists.” In this 
regard, he also suggested the setting up of an indepen-
dent police complaints authority, which had been earlier 
recommended by the Supreme Court but about which 
the government has as yet taken no action. 

Bhushan referred to communal bias in sections of the 
judiciary, in addition to other arms of the state. The judi-
ciary, he said, lacked answerability, as it is very difficult 
to impeach a judge swayed or influenced by communal 
prejudice. To remedy this situation, Bhushan suggested 
that an independent judicial complaints authority be set 
up, which might make it more difficult for judges to be 
influenced by communal prejudices. He cited in this 
regard the recent report of the Nanavati Commission, 
stating that “Nanavati did such a bad job that he could 
be tried for criminal conspiracy.” Bhushan also argued 
the need for India to sign the treaty of the International 
Criminal Court, so that if it is feared that judges might be 
swayed by Hindu communal prejudices in serious cases 
related to persecution of minorities, these could be taken 
to the International Criminal Court instead. “India is one 
of the very few countries that has not as yet signed this 
treaty, and if it does so we can take the case of Narendra 
Modi’s sponsored genocide of Muslims in Gujarat and 
other such cases to this court if justice cannot be had 
here,” he remarked. 

The third session of the convention was devoted to the 
theme “Fascism and Neo-liberal Economic Policies.” To 
consider Hindutva fascism simply as a religious or cul-
tural or political phenomenon is misleading, suggested 
medical doctor and social activist Abhay Shukla. Rather, 
fascism, including in its Hindutva garb, must also be 
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understood as reflecting a certain economic agenda of 
entrenched and oppressive local and global elites. It is 
intricately related to the new “global” face of rapacious 
“neo-liberal” capitalist exploitation, and, as the case of 
Gujarat shows, is perfectly compatible with communal 
violence, which serves it by diverting the attention and 
wrath of oppressed classes/castes from their real caste/
class oppressors onto imaginary and manufactured “en-
emies,” such as Muslims and Christians. The neo-liberal 
development policies adopted by the Indian elite are 
generating widespread and mounting unemployment 
and pauperization of the poor. Hindutva fascism thus 
serves as a tool to stamp out dissent and resistance of the 
subaltern classes, he said. 

Elaborating on this thesis further, development 
economist and documentary film-maker Jaya Mehta 
remarked that increasing economic insecurity caused by 
the neo-liberal economic policies leads to social psycho-
logical crises, which makes it easy for Hindutva groups, 
representing the interests of entrenched elites, to play on 
these insecurities of the poor and the middle classes and 
whip up anti-Muslim, and now, increasingly, anti-Chris-
tian hatred and violence. In such a climate of economic 
insecurity, added independent journalist and social 
activist Satya Shivaraman, obscurantist religious cults 
flourish, holding out the illusory promise of hope amid 
despair, while at the same time further exacerbating the 
commercialization and politicization of religion. 

Anil Choudhry, co-ordinator of INSAF, a Delhi-based 
activist group, further elaborated on this argument, stat-
ing that fascism, capitalism, and war go hand in hand, 
and that fascism must be regarded as an “economic proj-
ect.” Hindutva fascism, he suggested, must be seen in the 

context of the current stage of the crisis of global capi-
talism, where, because global capital has taken over and 
the Indian state has given up many of its commitments 
to the poor, the state is now faced with what he termed 
a “moral crisis about its rationale.” Increasingly, the 
only rationale that it finds is security maintenance in the 
face of the civil war–like conditions that the neo-liberal 
economic policies have themselves generated. It is in 
this context, he pointed out, that the manufacture of the 
notion of the “Muslim-as-terrorist” must be examined, 
for it is on the claim of countering “Muslim terrorism” 
that today numerous states seek to gain legitimacy and, 
indeed, their very rationale. Invoking Lenin, Choudhry 
described the state as the armed wing of the ruling class, 
and pointed to the symbiotic relationship between state 
terrorism and other forms of terrorism, neither of which 
can be understood in isolation. 

The conference concluded with the announcement 
of a long list of plans for practical action to be taken to 
galvanize the struggle against communal fascism. But as 
to how and when and by whom these suggestions will be 
taken up remains to be seen.

Yoginder Sikand is a freelance writer based in Bangalore and Delhi, 
India, who writes on issues related to Indian Muslims and inter-communi-
ty relations. You can find his Web log at www.madrasareforms.blogspot.
com. 

1  Editor’s note: “Dalits” is the self-designation of those communities 
formerly described as “outcastes” or low caste. Adivasis is the term used to 
describe indigenous peoples in India, of whom there are approximately 68 
million.
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Christianity and the American Republic 
by Scott Kline
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, Ontario
Hugh Heclo, Christianity and American Democracy.  
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007. xii + 299 pp.

According to Hugh Heclo, a well-respected political 
scientist and former Senior Fellow at the Brookings 

Institute, it makes virtually no sense to consider the in-
fluence of “religion” in American democracy, given that 
religion is primarily an academic category and always 
involves an analysis of a particular tradition, with its 
distinctive features and variations. For this reason, Heclo 
chooses to focus solely on Christianity in his treatment 
of religion and American democracy. To readers suspi-
cious of veiled “culture war” rhetoric and not-so-veiled 
Christian-American triumphalism under the guise of 
social-scientific scholarship, Heclo’s point of departure 
may be somewhat jarring and ideologically aggressive. 
But Christianity and American Democracy is not an-
other chauvinistic apology longing for some idealized 
Christian founding of the United States. Rather, it is 
a provocative, witty, and at times critical analysis of 
America’s strange democratic tradition. 

It is no coincidence that Heclo’s historical narra-
tive begins with Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy 
in America (1835) – after all, the basis of Christianity 
and American Democracy was Heclo’s 2006 Alexis de 
Tocqueville Lectures on American Politics. To Heclo, 
the political culture that Tocqueville encountered in 
America during the early 1830s was indeed strange. 
As a sophisticated French intellectual, Tocqueville 
would have assumed that democratic liberty and reli-
gious authority were mutually exclusive commitments. 
Simply put, the French Enlightenment was, if anything, 
a historical turning point in which human reason was 
liberated from clerical masters and the institutional 
dominance of the Catholic Church. But in the United 
States, Tocqueville saw that the origins of American 
democracy were fundamentally related to an “infinite 
variety of ceaselessly changing Christian sects,” includ-
ing the extremist Puritans, which cultivated political 
difference while maintaining a fervently Christian so-
ciety. In recognition of this tension between democratic 
liberty and religious authority, Tocqueville concluded 
that the structure of religious life in the United States 

was entirely distinct from political life, and yet strangely 
interdependent.

According to Heclo, the tension that Tocqueville 
outlined in the 1830s stemmed from an older Protestant 
Reformation debate concerning how Christianity could 
be reconciled with civil government. While there are 
variations within the Protestant tradition, one important 
product of this historical debate was the blending of 
commitments to popular self-government and religious 
liberty, what Heclo calls the “Great Denouement.” 
The United States was, Heclo notes, the first state to 
organize itself by embracing the “twin tolerations” of 
democratic freedom and religious autonomy, and since 
its creation in the late eighteenth century has been a 
model for emerging democratic states. Drawing on the 
writings of James Madison, Heclo argues that America’s 
democratic tradition is, to a large degree, a rejection of 
a European theocratic political principle: “Because our 
religion is true, it must unite with the power of the state.” 
By contrast, the American Christian, amid the Great 
Denouement, said in response: “Because our religion is 
true, it must do no such thing” (29).

While the impulse of the Great Denouement may have 
provided a basis for the Establishment Clause in the Bill 
of Rights, which prohibited government from establish-
ing or supporting a national religion, Christianity still 
remained an integral part of American political life. For 
example, even in the country’s earliest days, American 
history was portrayed as a type of millenarian mission 
statement outlining America’s destiny and role in the 
world. Heclo is especially critical of this kind of histori-
cal myth-making: not only is it religiously heretical, it 
is also politically heretical. The case of John Winthrop’s 
famous “city on a hill” metaphor is a good case in point. 
In the hands of Ronald Reagan, the “city on a hill” is 
an ideal that propels America to distinguish itself in the 
world by promoting free markets and democracy. But to 
Winthrop, a Puritan who wanted to maintain ties with 
the Anglican Church and England, the metaphor was 
actually a cautionary tale about providential judgment 
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when a people fails to do justice, to love mercy, and to 
walk humbly before God.

The “double helix” of American democracy and 
American Christianity, as Heclo calls it, was a further 
foundation for the creation of the individual subject, 
who was simultaneously a rational citizen of the United 
States and a Christian believer with unmediated access 
to the divine. In effect, Christianity became a popular 
religion, with “Christians” largely eschewing tradition 
in favour of experience. This “double helix” also pro-
vided boundaries for political society, especially at the 
height of the Great Awakening, when revivalists such as 
Charles Finney made his business not only saving souls, 
but also putting an end to slavery. Aside from the good 
that Finney and other revivalists may have done, for 
Heclo, the viability of the Christian message eventually 
became subsumed under a larger political identity. Thus 
based on his quick survey of Christianity’s relationship 
with American politics, Heclo concludes, “Christianity 
has probably been better for American democracy than 
American democracy has been for Christianity” (79). 

Heclo argues that this relationship between American 
democracy and American Christianity began to unravel 
in the 1960s. There were, however, precursors, such 
as the rise of modern consumer culture and debates 
between Fundamentalists and theological Modernists. 
But for Heclo, it is clear that by the time Martin Luther 
King Jr. arrived on the scene, “a distinctive public doc-
trine was already at work to undermine Christianity’s 
cultural authority for American democracy” (95). The 
values of historical progress, individual autonomy, and 
inclusiveness meant traditional Christianity was a threat 
to the status quo. “Traditional Christianity represented 
a culture of constraint. Democracy required a culture of 
choice” (96). 

During the 1960s, mainline churches responded to the 
times by emphasizing inclusiveness and unity over bibli-
cal authority and doctrinal clarity. Neo-conservatives 
and evangelicals came together to resist and reverse this 
drift toward “secular humanism” by opposing abortion 
and criticizing public education. The result, Heclo ar-
gues, has been a divisive culture war among elites on the 
religious left and right, which unfortunately now defines 
much of the debate over democratic liberty and religious 
authority in the United States.

To Heclo, the options for Christians appear limited. 
He suggests that Christians can attempt to subvert the 
social order. They can try to engage the culture, which 
may end up leading to accommodation or perhaps 

manipulation. Or they can separate from the culture. 
With a touch of cleverness, Heclo observes that the 
present situation reflects conditions that existed in the 
nineteenth century, and that Tocqueville knew it well. 
To be clear, these conditions were not in America, the 
land of the Great Denouement, but in France, where the 
Enlightenment hostility between the philosophes and 
the Church led to disastrous consequences. “It is a con-
dition of devout, serious Christians alienated from the 
quest for democracy, and of devout, serious democrats 
hostile to Christianity” (143–44).

Three chapters by the lecture’s respondents – Mary 
Jo Bane, Michael Kazin, and Alan Wolfe – address a 
number of the important problems in Heclo’s historical 
analysis, including the lack of attention to Catholicism 
in America, a monolithic view of American Christianity, 
and a generic appeal to something called Christianity. 
In the final chapter of this book, which is Heclo’s re-
joinder to his critics, Heclo not only defends his general 
approach to this large and complex topic, he actually 
advances a position that he thinks is fundamental to 
the discussion: namely, there is something substantive 
and essentially normative in Christianity. Moreover, in 
response to his critics’ sociological understanding of 
Christianity, Heclo concludes, “In effect, Christianity 
has been ‘socialized’ into a descriptive morass of pointil-
listic differences” (217). 

Heclo’s response is problematic for a variety of rea-
sons. Methodologically, it makes little sense for a social 
scientist or even a historian of politics to maintain an 
essentialist understanding of a core concept, whether it 
is Christianity, Marxism, socialism, or any other –ism, 
if the topic of study is a socio-political movement. The 
problem, as Wolfe points out in his response to Heclo, is 
that social scientists such as Rodney Stark have too often 
advanced an uncritical Christian theological position un-
der the auspices of social science. Although Heclo does 
not go to the extent of Stark, Heclo still seems to have 
in mind some pure understanding of Christianity, which 
may lead neo-conservatives and “culture warriors” to 
think they have found an ally in him. I think they would 
be wrong. Nevertheless, Heclo’s unexamined essential-
ist Christianity should raise concerns for scholars of 
religion, political theorists, and all critical readers.

Politically, Heclo’s essentialist understanding of 
Christianity contributes to a false political dichoto-
my between “serious Christians,” who presumably 
follow Heclo’s understanding of Christianity, and 
“serious democrats,” who today resemble their French 
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Enlightenment forerunners in their rejection of a politics 
grounded in traditional Christian values. This false po-
litical dichotomy is actually an overstatement of a much 
more subtle dialectical movement that has animated 
America’s democratic tradition. Although Heclo breez-
ily dismisses Reinhold Niebuhr’s work in the 1960s as 
simple Cold War liberalism, it is nevertheless the case 
that Niebuhr for years bridged his pastoral and theologi-
cal work with his political writing. Granted, the Roe v. 
Wade decision on abortion in 1973 and the rise of the 
subsequent culture wars in the 1990s have contributed to 
a perception that there is a dichotomy between “serious 
Christians” and “serious democrats.” But as Heclo him-
self notes, a number of Christians are advocating for a 
“prophetic” political tradition. Jim Wallis of Sojourners 
is just one of the oft-cited advocates of such a politics, 
with Barack Obama possibly being one leader who may 

try to govern with politics of this kind. Wallis is particu-
larly important in America’s current climate because he 
is one of the few public figures who are talking about 
socio-economic justice from a faith perspective. 

These problems notwithstanding, this book is a 
thought-provoking and measured argument. Heclo is not 
satisfied with merely identifying and deconstructing the 
major forces and movements that gave rise to America’s 
strange democratic tradition. Rather, he wants to show 
that the virtues that spawned America’s democratic 
tradition have also at times undermined Christianity 
and democracy. In short, Heclo’s conclusion that the 
relationship between Christianity and democracy in 
America has always been ambivalent is certainly a wel-
come one, given the polarizing rhetoric that has defined 
much of the political debate in America for the past two 
decades.
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