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creating division and cultural instability. Speaking as a 
Christian, he declares that, as an integrated and unified 
totality, “the whole has been irreparably broken.” (p. 3)

From Enlightenment Rationalism  
to the Historicist Turn

Having offered in the Introduction a nuanced de-
scription of our present religious situation, Reynolds 
provides a lucid account of this historical conscious-
ness and its roots in Enlightenment rationalism. The 
17th- and 18th-century ideal of universal and impartial 
Reason, accompanied by empirical science, emancipates 
people from convention, ignorance, and superstition and 
from the heteronomy of tradition and authority. Truth 

We live in a plural context where many religious 
and secular voices assert their differences and 

claim space in a radically heterogeneous world. How 
can talk of God be credible and how can human beings 
live together co-operatively and in solidarity in such a 
disparate religio-cultural situation? The question is far 
from new, but is addressed in a fresh way in a recent 
book, The Broken Whole: Philosophical Steps Toward a 
Theology of Global Solidarity.1 This remarkably erudite 
philosophical work is written by Thomas Reynolds, 
a theologian now teaching Theology at Emmanuel 
College, Toronto. The author seeks to “weave an ethi-
cally relevant and cognitively credible discourse that 
tilts toward affirming pluralist thinking about God.” His 
goal is a “dialectical pluralism” of interreligious respect, 
mutuality and co-operation. 

Affirming his identity as Christian and as Protestant, 
he states his intention to “begin from pluralism and 
work toward Christian theology.” (p. 6) He speaks of the 
irreducible heterogeneity of our everyday conscious-
ness – a radically historical consciousness of difference 
and its “relentless iconoclasm.” Because of advances in 
communication technology, rapid transportation, and 
movements of populations, human beings are constantly 
faced with the trauma of the foreign and threatening, 
a pluriverse of disparate socio-historical centres of 
meaning and value, and a “carnivalesque profusion of 
dissonant voices” that undermines any monolithic reli-
gious or ideological synthesis of values and practices, 
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becomes objective and transregional, available to all and 
not limited to any privileged location. Thus, humanity 
projects a utopian vision of a bright future of unanimity 
and rational virtue. But this first phase of Enlightenment 
modernity is heightened late in the 18th century by a 
second phase of self-critical reflexivity, in which reason 
“bends back on itself to examine, limit and ground its 
own activity,” (p. 28) as articulated, for example, in 
Kant’s first Critique. In this way, rationalism sowed the 
seeds of its own criticism, leading to a third phase of 
unqualified cultural relativism, already visible in later 
modernity and pushing towards the postmodern. 

The “historicist turn” of the 19th and 20th centu-
ries (hearkening back to the centreless polycentrism 
of Giordano Bruno in the 16th century) perceives 
the contextual and historically conditioned nature 
of all religions and cultural values, and indeed of all 
claims to knowledge. Thus the Enlightenment histori-
cizes itself and unravels from the inside. Lessing and 
Dilthey already began to see the implications for all 
true knowledge and true values where no eternal truths 
remain credible. Such diverse thinkers as Durkheim, 
Heidegger, Gadamer, Wittgenstein, Kuhn, and others 
thematize in their different ways the ontological con-
tingency and contextuality of human life and thought, 
pressing toward a “hyper-reflexivity,” which our author 
calls a postmodern extension of the historicist turn. For 
Reynolds, critical historical consciousness, now wide-
spread among vast numbers of people, is a monumental 
human achievement, for it provides an all-important 
and necessary step for appreciating diversity as a fact 
of human life. Yet, he points out, historicism as such 
also trivializes differences and particularities, “reducing 
differences to depthless equivalence …, flattening out 
and leveling all historical life into banal artifacts.” This 
induces a “homogenizing, spectator-like neutrality,” an 
“empty universalism, a vacuous monism.” (p. 44) By no 
means merely negative about postmodern sensibility, he 
nevertheless goes on to level a sharp critical attack, par-
ticularly upon selected postmodernist writers, especially 
Rorty and Foucault. 

Postmodernism: Undercutting  
the Emancipatory Agenda

Postmodernist thought in general can be character-
ized as “the exaltation of radical contingency, historicity, 
and the resulting polycentrism.” It fosters incredulity, 
distrust, and hostility to totalizing discourses. However, 
it engages also in an “ethically configured protest” 

against the violence of absolutizing, homogenizing 
depictions of truth. (p. 51) Postmodernist philosopher 
Richard Rorty exemplifies the attitude (stemming from 
Nietzsche) that there is no “truth” apart from shared hab-
its and communal agreements. Sets of words that human 
beings use to justify their actions or ways of life (“final 
vocabularies”) are utterly contingent and circular, not 
rooted in any objective reality. All that exists is ethnic/
communal solidarity, or “us.” For Rorty, ethnos is there-
fore the starting point for all discourse, and the civilized 
rational human being can only resort to irony about the 
contingency of the discourse of one’s own community.

Reynolds raises the question of whether some forms 
of ethnocentrism are better than others, and points out 
that Rorty, in spite of his claim to radical ontological 
contingency, becomes a moralist when he argues for 
a general human solidarity, and assumes a clandes-
tine anthropology that his explicit philosophy denies. 
According to Rorty, to be cruel is the worst thing human 
beings can do to each other. But why? “Rorty, at his 
best, wants to (and does) make universal claims about 
what is and is not the case, and to initiate a program, 
to be cosmopolitan in his ethnocentrism, but he ends 
up as a liberal ideologue.” (p. 60) Rorty, in spite of 
himself, introduces a new foundationalism, “one that 
looks and behaves just like America.” (p. 61) Reynolds 
accuses Rorty of overlooking the pernicious chauvinism 
of ethnocentrism, failing to recognize that anti-authori-
tarianism can itself be subtly authoritarian, that radical 
contextual perspectivism replaces any search for truth 
and righteousness with “consensus-driven utility,” and 
can become insidiously intolerant.

Perhaps the greatest late modern is Karl Marx, who 
deepens our awareness of historical/contextual condi-
tioning through his critique of ideology, especially that 
of capitalism as “false consciousness.” That “the ruling 
ideas of each age have been the ideas of its ruling class” 
is an indispensable critical insight, carried forward by 
the critical theory of the Frankfurt school (Adorno, 
Horkheimer, et al.), who expose the reifying “objec-
tivity” of scientific and technological rationality, its 
reduction of the rational to “instrumental reason,” which 
leads to violent imperialisms, repression, and massively 
destructive wars. Thus, reason serves the interests of 
power. Contra Hegel, “the whole is the false,” and the 
different and the particular are highly valued. Reynolds 
is appreciative of these critical thinkers, but again regis-
ters sharp disagreement with the celebrated postmodern 
post-structuralist Michel Foucault, who, he thinks,  
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carries the good insights of the Frankfurt school to a 
drastic rejection of reason and knowledge. 

According to Foucault, what is alleged to be 
knowledge is ideological fabrication, serving the 
“will-to-power.” “Truth” and “justice” are merely hu-
man inventions that serve systems of repression in the 
interests of the powerful. He is not as optimistic as 
Rorty about benign ethnocentricities, for history is not 
about relations of meaning, but relations of power, an 
“endlessly repeated play of dominations.” (p. 67) While 
Foucault’s thought is mainly deconstructive, exposing 
deceptive structures of repression, it is, like Rorty’s, also 
ethically motivated. His goal is liberty in a “heterotopia” 
of free space and discontinuity, particularity, difference, 
and disparity.

Reynolds’s criticism of Foucault’s thought sees the 
latter as yet another “local rhetoric of disruption need-
ing to hide its normative agenda.” (p. 71) What, after all, 
is the true value of difference and disparity? If freedom 
is the goal, is it freedom for something – perhaps for 
just and right relations, for recognition of the beauty 
and dignity of the other? Foucault is unable to articu-
late any positive substance that he would place over 
against the repression that he so indignantly opposes. 
Like most postmodernists (e.g., Lyotard and Derrida), 
Foucault exhibits no ability to distinguish legitimate, 
liberating power relations from repressive ones. Since 
no rational criteria of truth or righteousness are allowed, 
postmodernist thought undercuts its own emancipatory 
agenda. The radical pluralism of postmodern particular-
ism amounts, then, to an empty universalism, which has 
an inadvertent homogenizing outcome. Moreover, pure 
polycentrism, says Reynolds, is finally incoherent, for 
“to say there is no center is to invoke a universalizing 
rhetoric that claims to speak from the center.” (p. 74) A 
“centered vision seems necessary, some form of “rela-
tive absolute” that guides one’s convictions and renders 
them public and arguable.” (p. 75)

This sharply critical account of postmodernist 
thought underlies Reynolds’s own approach to inter-
religious relations. Given the fact of “plurality” in our 
world, his prescriptive aim is a theoretical framework 
that “both acknowledges differences and gives access to 
their positive value.” He wishes to foster solidarity and 
reciprocity among the religions, resisting fragmenta-
tion, trivializing, or suppressing of difference, avoiding 
“xenophobia, relativistic indifference, separatist ethno-
centrism and homogenizing universalism ….” It is a tall 
order, and he calls it pluralism. (p. 78) 

“Dialectical Pluralism”
First, Reynolds acknowledges (drawing upon 

Wittgenstein, Taylor, Marcel, Ricoeur, etc.) the real-
ity of belonging and the power of language and given 
cultural symbols as frameworks or “fields of symbolic 
power.” But he insists that these frameworks are not 
static, enclosed circles, but “transgressive, and opened 
from within, infused with a vibrant and vital element 
of heterogeneity.” Boundaries are real, but porous and 
open to novelty. “Linguistic frameworks do not hold us 
captive in epistemic circularity, imprisoning ‘us’ in our 
own vocabularies.” (pp. 85–86) We are not locked into 
Wittgensteinian language games, for genuine relation 
and intersubjective dialogue are possible among those 
who live within differing cultural linguistic grammars. 
Indeed, even within faith communities, plurality exists. 
We do not habit “a single internally consistent intratex-
tual social world.” (p. 171) Reynolds uses Gadamer’s 
“fusion of horizons” to articulate the manner in which 
inevitable “prejudices” or pre-understandings encounter 
what is foreign, always through the lens of a “home-
world.” We are capable, then, of experiencing the force 
of another’s claim to truth. Through such conversa-
tion with the other, we become more intensely aware 
of ourselves and our own particularity. The tension 
between living faiths is a hermeneutical circle, or dia-
lectical play between identity and difference. Thus we 
become “available to the other’s call” (Marcel). While 
not merely surrendering to agreement or consensus, 
we are nevertheless “transformed into a communion” 
(Gadamer) and able to participate in a “hybridic solidar-
ity.” (pp. 95–98) 

Reynolds seeks a theory of interreligious dialogue 
that avoids the “loaded” universalism of Enlightenment 
rationalism and eschews postmodern historicism, while 
retrieving the Enlightenment’s positive capacity for 
normative claims. Again, a tall order. He names his 
stance “dialectical pluralism,” borrowed from Anselm 
Kyongsuk Min.2 This term is described as “a pluralism 
of differences in relation; of contrasts in connection.” 
(p. 103) Reynolds wants to reject what he calls a “plu-
ralism of identity,” i.e. a kind of semantic colonialism 
that tends to absorb the other in what is claimed to be a 
“neutral field of semantic power for all.” His criticism 
seems to hint at the dialogical approach of J. Hick and 
W.C. Smith. At the same time, Reynolds rejects a “plu-
ralism of dispersion,” which sees communities as local 
self-enclosed totalities. His criticism here relates to the 
post-liberal approach of G. Lindbeck (though the pro-
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tagonists mentioned are Rorty and Foucault). Both types 
of pluralism, he thinks, are dangerously hegemonic, 
carrying the double threats of domination and diffusion. 
Reynolds insists that a productive pluralism must oper-
ate with ethical norms:

… normative judgments about which differences 
really make a difference, which are enabling and 
which are disabling, become an important part 
of the dialogical praxis of solidarity. Dialectical 
pluralism, as a pluralism of solidarity, does not 
therefore grant favorable status to every call of 
the other simply because of its otherness, for 
this would reduce all local positions to depthless 
equivalence. A genuinely mutual conversational 
solidarity, one that is available to difference, both 
presupposes and produces certain criteria for 
the critical comparison and evaluation of differ-
ences; not all differences are the “same,” equally 
endowed with the capacity to make a difference 
….” (p. 105)

Here we see a close resemblance to the liberation-
ist/ecological pluralism of Paul Knitter, who also 
brings normative criteria to interreligious dialogue.3  
Reynolds wants to get beyond the hidden moral agenda 
of postmodernist historicism, and to assert an explicit 
“liberative ethic of advocacy” that will “pragmatically 
deliver.” (p. 106) 

Reynolds speaks admirably of dialectical pluralism 
as an ideal praxis of dialogue that involves maximal 
openness and respect for the other as “a presence, an 
invocative facticity that throws me into question and 
makes me answerable to it.” The presence of the radical-
ly foreign surprises and interrupts one’s own program, 
so that one is astonished by the mystery of the other, and 
even finds oneself in a state of wonderment and “rever-
ential delight.” (p. 115) The worth and complementarity 
of the other is assumed in an egalitarian ethos in which 
one acknowledges one’s own limits. He is apprecia-
tive of E. Levinas’s idea of the “face” of the other as 
the locus of the other’s fragile preciousness, yet differs 
from what he considers to be Levinas’s non-dialectical 
passivity or one-way relation to the “ethical primacy” of 
the other. The gap between the self and the other must be 
preserved, for one does not respect all voices as equally 
valuable and valid. He wishes to eschew “value relativ-
ism whereby all differences are trivialized as merely 
equal ….” (p. 118)

Dialectical pluralism insists on the tension between 
relation and distance. Thus, in a genuine dialogue, one 
does not deny one’s own individuality and creative 
power; one does not lose one’s self in the other; rather, 
one accents differences. Moreover, universal attestations 
are inevitable, for in conversation, “I make a claim that 
something is the case, that some difference is meaningful 
and vital.” (p. 124) “Hospitality” is a fruitful metaphor 
for “being-with” the other. In hospitality, borders are 
crossed, boundaries are fluid, yet “differences here are 
not swallowed into the home-dwelling but preserved in 
their uniqueness as they are welcomed and taken in.” 
(p. 131) 

All of this, as we have seen, necessarily involves truth 
claims, for (quoting Simone Weil) “the need for truth is 
more sacred than any other need.” (p. 106)

Truth as ‘Ontological Weight’
Any kind of pluralist theory of religious relations 

is likely to stumble on the question of truth. Reynolds 
is intensely aware that no one can possess “the truth” 
finally and completely, that truth is not closure but 
disclosure – “a nonclosure or opening – of the real ….” 
Truth, then, is relational, intersubjective, and dialogical. 
Nevertheless, the human need for truth is a “passion for 
ontological weight.” It is a passion for reality and for 
being. Human beings are not satisfied merely to invest a 
language of value and meaning that does not connect to 
“the real,” which is beyond language. Thus there arises 
an “attestation to existence as trustworthy and good.” 
He knows that this urge to affirmation could be a projec-
tion, a wish-fulfilling fantasy in face of a reality that is 
value neutral and meaningless. Here, we find our author 
comes close to the language of faith; he speaks of “pos-
sibility” and “audacious presumption,” of “conviction” 
and “suspending disbelief and indifference.” Dialogical 
conversation, in which truth is sought, is a “response 
to an invocation,” and rises from a “presentiment of an 
abundance and fullness already there.” (p. 108) He as-
serts, then, that “the need for ontological weight (truth) 
arises from an anticipatory affirmation of the value of 
the whole of existence.” (p. 110) 

In chapter 5, Reynolds attempts a brief philosophy of 
religion, affirming a broad, human religious sensibility 
that gives rise to “faith” in an “unconditioned power of 
being-with ….” His own embeddedness in Christianity 
becomes visible here, as he speaks of faith, love, and 
hope, and of God. He defines religion as “faith in a tran-
scendent source of meaningful vitality that concretizes 
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and modifies trust’s anticipation of Presence.” (p. 135) 
His discourse here is not rationally coercive; he does 
not offer an argument for the existence of God. Rather, 
he speaks in an evocative manner, seeking to call forth 
an awareness of the infinite. By the infinite he means 
an “abundant openness,” or “unconditioned openness, 
a space of transcendent fullness that is beyond closure.” 
(p. 142) Moreover, with shades of Christian eschatology, 
he speaks of the infinite not as first cause, but as “antici-
pated future possibility,” or a “potentiality that lures us, 
as it were, from ahead.” (pp. 144–45) Clearly, Reynolds 
wishes to make ontological truth claims that defy the 
widespread “postmodern” historicism and relativism. 

Pluralism or Inclusivism?
Reynolds’s discussion of “dialectical pluralism” dis-

closes a certain fluidity of the categories or typologies 
that have framed (especially Christian) theologies of 
religion in recent years. The threefold typology of ex-
clusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism, proposed by Alan 
Race in 1983,4 has been used almost universally since 
then, and it has become almost impossible to engage in 
the discourse of theology of religions without utilizing 
these three categories. Many thinkers are unhappy about 
being slotted into any of these categories, feeling that the 
labels distort their distinctive positions. 

It has been persuasively argued that no better catego-
ries exist, and that, logically, all stances inevitably fall 
within one or another of them.5 Perhaps what needs to 
be recognized is that a spectrum exists within each of the 
categories. For example, Rahner’s inclusivism, which 
Reynolds criticizes so tellingly, sits very close to exclu-
sivism; many authors, who would hesitate to endorse 
pluralism, would be uncomfortable to be seen as en-
dorsing Rahner’s “anonymous Christianity.” However, 
the various “inclusivisms” of Di Noia, D’Costa, Heim, 
Cobb, Moltmann, and others (which can be found in 
various places on the inclusivist spectrum) may be seen 
as tilting closer to pluralism. That is, they acknowledge 
and value the wisdom and truth that can be learned from 
other religious traditions, and they wish to acknowledge 
and respect the great differences that exist among the 
various world views, ways of salvation, and even ethi-
cal norms that can be found among the religions. At the 
same time, they want to hold fast to distinctive Christian 
truth claims concerning Christ, the Trinity, and salva-
tion. Among such inclusivist authors, the language of 
religious “superiority” is generally seen as inappropriate 
for anyone who lives within the vulnerability of faith. 

The fluidity of the typologies may be illustrated by 
the case of Jacques Dupuis, who seeks to move beyond 
the dilemma of pluralism versus inclusivism, wishing 
to develop an “inclusive pluralism (or pluralist inclusiv-
ism).” Dupuis clearly upholds classic christological and 
trinitarian doctrines, while at the same time rejecting 
the claim that Christianity is “the absolute religion.”6 
This is a modest, open, and hospitable stance that seeks 
genuinely to learn from the wisdom that the Holy Spirit 
has gifted to other people. At the same time, it avoids 
the kind of pluralism that undermines any possibil-
ity of passionate religious commitment or substantive 
proclamation. Espousing a full-fledged pluralism (for 
example, that of John Hick), preachers would be con-
stantly relativizing and qualifying their messages. A 
“pluralist” stance that declares all (or most) religions 
as being equivalently true and salvific would seem to 
negate specific religious messages and render trivial 
the distinctions between very different world views and 
quite different ways of salvation. 

It seems impossible, for example, to hold together 
as equivalently true (even within a “dialectic”) a Hindu 
or Buddhist doctrine of karma and reincarnation with a 
Christian doctrine of unmerited grace and eternal life, 
given through Jesus Christ. Similarly, Christian teach-
ing about the suffering and death of God incarnate on 
the cross is deeply incompatible with a Muslim teaching 
that a sovereign, impassible God would not allow his 
prophet Jesus to be killed. Recognition of such incom-
patibilities need not be seen as a claim to the exclusive 
salvation of Christians, nor as the moral superiority of 
Christians, nor as an impediment to a genuine dialogue 
of mutual learning and enrichment. Reynolds, too, calls 
for fidelity to one’s own faith tradition, but, like Dupuis, 
is especially emphatic in his opposition to the “idolatry” 
of absolutizing one’s own religion. (p. 172)

The fluidity of the categories is illustrated also by a 
comment of Paul Knitter, a great champion of pluralism 
(or, latterly, of “mutualism”) in the theology of religions. 
Knitter declares that “We are all inclusivists.” By this he 
means that when the pluralist or mutualist theologian 
identifies something in another religion as challenging 
or insightful, this is because “what the theologian finds 
in the other tradition relates to, or fits into, what she/he 
already knows and affirms in his/her own religion.”7 

Reynolds’s finely nuanced “dialectical pluralism,” 
then, could be seen as a form of inclusivism tilting to-
wards pluralism – quite different from the inclusivism of 
Rahner, and very different from the pluralism of Hick. 
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Since Reynolds’s book is a philosophical and not a theo-
logical work, he does not present a specifically Christian 
doctrine of God, or explicitly take up christological and 
soteriological issues. Apart from these points, however, 
it is difficult to say for sure whether in fact his stance in a 
Christian theology of religions is pluralist or inclusivist. 
While avowing dialectical pluralism, Reynolds insists 
on the ontological weight of truth claims regarding “the 
real”; calls for an emphasis on difference, on not losing 
oneself in the other; and opposes a relativized (“post-
modern”) historicism. Meanwhile, he holds up for us, 
with admirable eloquence, a high standard of maximum 
openness and loving dialogical mutuality. 

The Broken Whole is an important book that deserves 
careful reading and wide attention for those engaged 
today in the theology of religions.

Dr. Harold Wells is professor at Emmanuel College in Toronto, a con-
tributing editor to The Ecumenist, and the author of several books, the 
most recent being The Christian Center: Life-Giving and Liberating 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004).
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worked among people nourished by traditions brought 
from Africa: Voodoo, Candomblé, Santería, Xangô. One 
of the contributions of this collection lies in the insights 
it provides into this little-known aspect of the Latin 
American reality and the fresh interpretation of Latin 
America from this perspective.

While the authors present these traditions to the 
reader, and raise the question of their value in the lives 
of the Latin American people, they are keenly aware of 
the theological difficulties Christians have in appreciat-
ing these traditions. Even today, non-Christian traditions 
are despised or even repressed. For example, until 2003, 
when President Jean-Bertrand Aristide finally recog-
nized it as a religion, Voodoo was illegal in Haiti. While 
the initial reaction by the Christian leadership to this 
move was not positive, it has recently begun to change. 
Also, in the Andean highlands of Peru, some bishops 
mistrust the popular religious customs of the area, which 
have roots in pre-Columbian traditions.

Several of the authors are troubled by the ways in 
which these traditions have been suppressed in Latin 
America. The contempt for the local religions led to the 
death of millions of people during the Spanish conquest; 
the subsequent suppression of these religions annihilated 
wide areas of popular culture. Armando Lampe’s essay 
presents the history of intolerance in Latin America 
in regard to religious traditions other than Christian. 
He records examples of Catholic repression of these 
traditions, as well as similar cases involving Protestant 
groups. Reacting to this past, the authors of the pres-
ent book want to overcome this prejudice and find a 
respectful place for non-Christian traditions within the 
context of the overwhelming presence of Christianity in 
Latin America. The authors promote the rehabilitation 
of these traditions because they are largely practised by 
the poorest of the population. The Christian contempt 
for traditions was ultimately a repression of the culture 
and identity of the poor. The present theological exercise 
is an attempt to reinstate respect for the indigenous and 
African religious traditions as a way of expanding re-
spect for and solidarity with the poor. 

In this sense, then, the book approaches these tradi-
tions in the light of the option for the poor, which has 

Along the Many Paths of God1 is a collection of 
articles taken from the first three of a series of five 

volumes produced by the Latin American Theological 
Commission of the Ecumenical Association of Third 
World Theologians (EATWOT).2 The purpose of the 
entire project, as defined in the foreword by Pedro 
Casaldaliga, retired bishop of Sao Felix do Araguaia, 
Mato Grosso, Brazil, is to “whet our appetites” in the 
search for “a liberating theology of religions.” The edi-
tors acknowledge that this is the first time that liberation 
theology has approached the question of religious plu-
ralism. Liberation theology is thus coming quite late into 
the field of interreligious studies. 

Articles from each of the first three volumes appear 
respectively in each of the three parts of the book. 3 In 
the original editions it is made clear that the first set of 
articles simply raises questions to define a horizon of 
interest, the second set explores these questions in more 
depth, and the third set outlines a liberating theology of 
religious pluralism from a Latin American perspective. 
The two final volumes of the series, not included in this 
English version, begin a dialogue with theologians from 
other continents and are intended to develop a fuller 
exposition of a liberating theology of religious pluralism 
from a global perspective, including reflections from 
various religious traditions.

The Latin American Context
As a first attempt to explore what a liberating theology 

of religious pluralism might be, Along the Many Paths of 
God is necessarily introductory. All the authors are Latin 
American Christians, whether Catholic, Protestant, 
or Evangelical. One of the authors recognizes that it 
might seem strange for Latin American theologians to 
be concerned with the issue of religious pluralism on 
a continent that is seen as overwhelmingly Christian. 
However, the contemporary presence of pre-Columbian 
religious traditions in the Andean region, as well as the 
vitality of several religious traditions of African origin 
in Brazil and the Caribbean, provide a rich context for 
reflection. Some contributors have a long experience 
working with peoples who keep alive pre-Columbian re--Columbian re-
ligious traditions – Aztec, Inca, or Guarani. Others have 

A Liberating Theology of Religions
By Richard Renshaw
Montréal
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been the underlying principle of Latin American libera-
tion theology from the very beginning. The authors seek 
to initiate action to liberate these traditions from the 
repressive attitudes that have historically dominated the 
policies and practices of Christian institutions in Latin 
America.

The Religion of the Poor 
The early phase of liberation theology was critical 

of popular religion. Deep Rivers, a novel by José Maria 
Arguedas,4 documents well how the rich and powerful 
manipulated the religion of the poor to render them 
passive, patiently submissive to their fate. The point 
he made was an echo of Marx’s theory that religion is 
the opium of the people. In the 1970s, Arguedas and 
Gutierrez mutually influenced one another. 

However, other currents quickly intervened, particu-
larly the work of Diego Irarrázaval, a Chilean theologian 
who spent many years in the highlands of Peru. His early 
study of the religion of the poor in Chimbote set the 
stage for a reconsideration of the liberating dimension 
of popular religion in Latin America, both Christian and 
non-Christian. Beyond manipulation by an oppressor, 
says Irarrázaval, lies a religious experience that resisted 
all efforts to destroy the identity of the Andean people. 
He recalls that José Carlos Mariátegui, founder of the 
Communist party in Peru and one of the major social 
analysts of Latin America in the 1930s, recognized 
cultural and religious sources for transformation present 
among the indigenous population. His reading of popu-
lar culture followed the approach of Antonio Gramsci. 

Irarrázaval’s method was guided by his background in 
sociology. Most other Latin American authors studying 
popular religion have approached the terrain from an an-
thropological perspective. For several decades, tensions 
existed between these two approaches. In more recent 
times, Irarrázaval’s work has gained a wide acceptance 
in Latin American circles. He was president of EATWOT 
when the current publication project was developed. The 
distinction between an analysis of popular religion as 
lived from within, and the attempts to manipulate it from 
without to prevent rebellion against oppression, remains 
an issue that deserves critical attention. It is alas true 
that the phenomenon of “the internalization” of oppres-
sion, studied by Pablo Freire, is not absent from popular 
indigenous culture in Latin America.

While the Christian churches came to Latin America 
with the objective of converting the population to 
Christianity, historian Armando Lampe questions the 

success of this venture. He suggests that the ancient 
religious traditions of Latin America may in fact have 
managed to survive by incorporating the main features 
of this “new” (for them) religion within their traditional 
religious culture. Still, Diego Irarrázaval, while agreeing 
somewhat with this point of view, has, in many of his pub-
lications, defended the authenticity of the Christianity 
adopted by the poor in Latin America. Several of the 
authors see no contradiction between Christianity and 
the other traditions practised in Latin America; in fact, 
some, as Christians, have been received into communi-
ties practising other traditions. Their experience is one 
of the special interests of the book. 

Indigenous Religious Traditions 
While most interreligious literature today deals with 

world religions, there is a growing interest in coming to 
terms with indigenous traditions. In fact, the advance 
in this field is greater than in other areas of interreli-
gious dialogue. Several Christian churches in Canada 
(Catholic, Anglican, and United) have incorporated ele-
ments of indigenous symbols and ritual into their public 
worship where there is a significant presence of indigen-
ous peoples. One of the reasons given for this openness 
is that these traditions are spiritualities rather than 
religions. Yet there are theologians, including Canada’s 
Achiel Peelman,5 who argue that indigenous traditions 
in North America should be considered religions. José 
Comblin, represented in this book, prefers to see both 
indigenous traditions and Christianity in its historical 
origin as fitting into the category of spirituality. Studying 
the past from a different perspective, Diego Irarrázaval, 
a specialist in inculturation, points to several theologi-
cal threads in Mayan and Andean religious traditions 
that provide opportunities for fruitful interreligious 
dialogue. 

The authors of this book do not mention that Thomas 
Aquinas offered a positive interpretation of natural 
religion.6 He looked upon religion as a dimension of 
the virtue of justice: he held that human intelligence 
persuades people that their own existence and the world 
as a whole are not produced by them, but are the work 
of God, and that consequently justice demands of them 
to be grateful and glorify the Author of the universe. 
Thomas clearly distinguished natural religion from su-
perstition and idolatry. Even today, some philosophers 
hold that a movement towards God is intrinsic to human 
nature. Such a philosophy encourages a benign interpre-
tation of the religion of indigenous people, based not on 
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written texts but on the accumulation of experience and 
common sense. Thomas’s treatment of natural religion 
does not raise the question of whether it is sustained 
by divine grace. Subsequent Catholic theologians have 
contrasted natural religion with the supernatural religion 
based on biblical revelation.

It is my impression that the authors of the book do not 
mention the idea of natural religion because they object 
to the contrast between the natural and the supernatural. 
They argue instead that divine revelation has taken place 
in non-Christian religions and that, for this reason, these 
religions offer and guide a life pleasing to God to their 
members. José María Vigil defends this bold theology, 
which is at odds with contemporary church teaching, in 
more than one essay. His theology provides the spiritual 
outlook that characterizes the entire project summarized 
in the present book. 

Many Paths to God
By “inclusivist,” José María Vigil means a position 

similar to that taken by John Hicks7 and Paul Knitter8 
in the United States: namely, that all the major reli-
gious traditions of the world should be regarded as 
autonomously valid paths to God. “Inclusivist,” in the 
vocabulary of the authors represented in this volume, 
is to be distinguished from “exclusivist.” In this sense, 
an exclusive position is one that denies validity to any 
religion other than Christianity as a path to God. The 
inclusivist position defended here, especially by Vigil, 
affirms that, in principle, all religions are valid paths to 
God, and then proposes to dialogue about their relative 
value. Vigil critiques the position, often called inclusiv-
ist, of theologians such as Karl Rahner who hold that 
the redemptive power of other religions is the work of 
the Cosmic Christ. In that view, salvation is achieved 
by non-Christian believers in reliance on the grace of 
Christ, even though they are totally unaware of this: 
they are Christians without knowing it. Since the Second 
Vatican Council, this position represents the mainstream 
of Catholic theology. 

Vigil argues that such an embrace of non-Christian 
religions is a “kiss of betrayal.” In his view, the ancient 
Logos Christology revived by Rahner robs the non-
Christian religions of their originality. This theology 
embraces the individual moved by God’s Spirit while 
rejecting the religion that has inspired and guided that 
individual. Vigil insists that each religion should be 
regarded as an independent path to encounter God and 
salvation – one that has been devised by divine provi-

dence in the history of each culture and historical period. 
This is a radical step since it may lead to a rethinking of 
classical Christology. At the same time, Vigil holds that 
the religions of the world are meant to struggle jointly 
for the liberation of the human family from oppression 
and fear, and thus to become reconciled among them-
selves – a destiny of unity that sounds like an echo of 
the biblical promises. 

The major obstacle to Vigil’s theology are the biblical 
passages referring to Christ as the redeemer of the world 
and the universal mission entrusted to his disciples. This 
is, in fact, a major theme throughout the New Testament. 
Vigil argues that the early Christians affirmed their 
faith against first-century Judaism and against the 
various cults in the Roman Empire infiltrated by the 
idolatrous worship of the emperor. They knew nothing 
of Hinduism and Buddhism and nothing of the religion 
of the Amerindians. For Vigil, this means that when the 
early Christians spoke of Christ redeeming the world or 
the mission to convert all nations, they did not realize 
that by far the greater part of humanity lay beyond the 
horizon available to them. Hence the need to rethink the 
message of the Gospel. 

The authors of the present volume recognize the bib-
lical passages that contradict their inclusivist theology 
of religions, yet they do not explore these passages in 
depth. Vigil does examine the weight of the dogmatic 
definitions of the four major ecumenical councils: he 
concludes that they also need to be placed in their his-
torical context and, like all texts, be submitted to critical 
analysis. The authors of this book are aware that their 
theology differs from the official teaching of the Catholic 
and Protestant churches. Yet they believe that the option 
for the poor and despised in Latin America demands a 
new approach to the popular religions on that continent. 
They want their book to be the starting point for a de-
bate carried out in the worldwide Christian community. 
It is unfortunate that the book, published in Europe, is 
not easily available in North America. Along the Many 
Paths of God deserves international attention, especially 
by Christians committed to liberation theology.

The book’s enthusiastic appreciation of religious 
traditions and popular piety is not shared by the 
European and North American public. The spread of 
fundamentalism in all religious traditions has made 
many people afraid of religion. They worry that reli-
gion creates boundaries, encourages legalism, divides 
populations, produces contempt for outsiders, is hostile 
to pluralism, and allows itself to be used by political 
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regimes to bless their aggressive policies. The openness 
to religious pluralism of the present is shared in North 
America only in academic circles. Many Christians feel 
a closer bond to the Enlightenment than to the woolly 
world of religions. 

Richard Renshaw, a Holy Cross priest living in Montréal, is a former mis-
sionary in Latin America. He is presently associated with several Catholic 
justice and peace organizations in Canada and the Global South.

1  José María Vigil, Luiza Tomita, and Marcelo Barros, eds., Along 
the Many Paths of God (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2008), Interreligious Studies 
Series 1, available in the United States from Transaction Publishers and in 
the United Kingdom through Global Book Marketing.

2  The original series was published in Spanish by Abya-Yala in 
Ecuador. Some of the English translations not published in this collection 
may eventually be found in the RELAT section of koinoniasevices.org. 

3  In addition to reflections contributed by the three editors themselves, 
the book contains essays by Diego Irarrázaval (Chile), Armando Lampe 
(Aruba), José Comblin and Faustino Teixeira (Brazil), and others.

4  José María Arguedas, Deep Rivers (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 
1978).

5  Achiel Peelman, Christ Is an Amerindian (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock Publishers, 2006).

6  Summa theologica II-II, q. 81, articles 1 and 2. 
7  John Hicks, Faith and Knowledge, second ed. (London: Macmillan, 

1967); also An Interpretation of Religion (London: Yale University Press, 
2004).

8  Paul Knitter, No Other Name? A Critical Survey of Christian 
Attitudes Toward World Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Press, 1985). See 
also Paul Knitter and John Hick, eds., The Myth of Christian Uniqueness: 
Toward a Pluralistic Theology of Religions (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock 
Publishers, 2005). Knitter is in fact very close to the Latin American group; 
he contributed articles to the original volumes in Spanish and Portuguese.

Henri Nouwen 
A Book of Hours
ROBERT WALDRON, EDITOR

A beautiful new compilation based on the writings of Henri 
Nouwen, one of the greatest spiritual teachers of our time.

Robert Waldron is published regularly in literary and religious 
journals and is a frequent lecturer and retreat director. He is 
also the author of Thomas Merton: Master of Attention (Novalis).

160 pp PB 6” x 9” 978-2-89646-086-1 $19.95

 Available at your local bookstore or call 1- 800 -387-7164 to order

NEW

Ecuminist_Ad_Inside.indd   1 1/29/09   1:25:38 PM

Ecumenist WINTER 09.indd   10 03/02/09   13:34:59



The Ecumenist, Vol. 46, No. 1  Winter 2009 / 11

Religion and Development
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

This article intends to show that over the last decade, 
development research has become interested in reli-

gion. Liberal and Marxist development theories look upon 
religion as an impediment to the economic development 
of the poor countries of the global South. This attitude is 
in keeping with the conclusion of Max Weber’s study of 
the world religions and their economic ethics. According 
to Weber, only Protestant “this-worldly asceticism” has 
produced a religiously motivated commitment to work 
and the transformation of society. Other religious tradi-
tions have been obstacles to economic development. 
Weber’s research has been questioned, but this is not the 
point of the present article. 

I assign great importance to the thesis of the American 
sociologist Robert Bellah, proposed in 1965, on the ba-
sis of extensive research on religious developments on 
the Asian continent.1 According to Bellah, world reli-
gions challenged by modernity tend to opt for one of two 
alternatives: they either resist modernity and turn to neo-
traditionalism, or they reread their sacred texts, reform 
their traditions, and produce a creative, faith-based re-
sponse to modernity. Over the last decades, faith-based 
social movements promoting this-worldly asceticism 
that supports economic development have emerged in 
the world religions. I shall describe some of them in 
this article. What have also multiplied in recent decades 
are fundamentalist currents in the world religions. It is 
therefore not surprising that development research deal-
ing with the global South has come to pay attention to 
religion and investigate the various social movements to 
which it gives rise.

Religion: An Impediment to Development
Liberal theorists held that poor countries must be 

helped by foreign capital investment so that they can 
develop economically and produce their own wealth. 
These theorists said that the economic process that had 
made the developed countries rich could and should be 
exported to the underdeveloped world. A learned and 
sophisticated version of liberal development theory 
was Walt Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth, 
published in 1960, a book that became the guide of 
Western states, especially the US, in their effort to 

promote the economic development of what was then 
called the Third World.2 The necessary contribution of 
the local population, according to Rostow and other 
liberal theorists, was an achievement-oriented culture 
that would prompt people to give their best energies to 
the productive process. The liberal theorists held that 
the existing religiously based cultures were an obstacle 
to development: what the poor countries needed was a 
secular culture of self-interest. 

Marxist theorists argued among themselves regarding 
the economic development of the Third World. Some 
of them – I am thinking of André Gunder Frank3 and 
Immanuel Wallerstein4 – recognized that the dire pover-
ty of these countries was a recent phenomenon brought 
about by the invasion of the capitalist market and the 
exploitation and marginalization of people produced by 
it. Still, Marxists interpret poverty in purely economic 
terms: they offer solutions for it that are materialistic 
in the Marxist sense. They all suppose that people’s 
religious culture belongs to the superstructure that legiti-
mates the existing inequalities. 

Even Latin American liberation theology, influenced 
by Marxist thought, interpreted the poverty of the people 
in purely economic terms, and often regarded popular 
piety as an obstacle to liberation. Liberation theology 
promoted a religious faith, in line with classical Hebrew 
prophecy and the Gospel of Jesus, that opposes social 
injustice, yearns for an alternative society, and generates 
energy to prepare its coming. In the discourse of libera-
tion theology, the term “development” acquired a purely 
pejorative meaning: it referred to Washington’s liberal 
development policy recommending investment of north-
ern capital to boost the Latin American economy. 

Karl Polanyi’s Respect for Culture
If the Latin American liberation theologians had 

known the work of Karl Polanyi, they would have rec-
ognized that the new poverty created by the invasion of 
the free market economy had two dimensions. The new 
poverty was economic because the capitalist market 
destroyed the subsistence economy on which people 
had depended for generations. Yet the new poverty was 
also cultural, inasmuch as the market economy under-
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mined the institutions that promote social solidarity 
and traditional values. Removed from their villages and 
stripped of their culture, the poor, now isolated, lose 
their identity and orientation, and even become com-
petitors against one another in the struggle for survival. 
The remedy for this poverty, according to Polanyi, is 
not simply economic development: also necessary is 
the embedding or the re-embedding of economic activ-
ity in people’s common culture, thus strengthening the 
bond of solidarity. According to Polanyi, support for 
economic development in the global South must respect 
the regional cultures.

In the debates among Third World theologians in 
the 1980s, African Christians criticized Latin American 
liberation theology because it interpreted oppression in 
purely economic terms. While they were not acquainted 
with Karl Polanyi’s thought, the African theologians 
recognized, by analyzing their own experience, that the 
culture promoted by the market was threatening their 
dignity. They argued that the capitalist invasion of Africa 
produced “anthropological oppression”;5 people were 
increasingly forced to become strangers to themselves 
and to redefine their identity against their will.

A great deal of development work is done by non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) whose status is 
recognized by the United Nations. Many of the inter-
national NGOs assist development projects initiated by 
communities in the global South. The help they offer 
differs from the economic development sponsored by 
northern governments, which provides massive capital 
investment and assigns decision-making power to the 
North. Many international NGOs foster local initiatives 
and co-operate with local workers on the ground. Still, 
in many cases, these organizations foster the discipline, 
rationality, and efficiency characteristic of development 
projects in the North, an ethos that alienates the local 
population and reduces the chances of success.

I have listened to men and women from the Third 
World – at the Ottawa-based International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC) and at the Montreal-based 
Rights and Democracy – who regarded the development 
culture promoted by international NGOs as a foreign im-
position. They were particularly uncomfortable with the 
secular assumptions of the NGOs that reflect the domi-
nant culture of the North, ignoring any transcendent 
spiritual order beyond and implicit in the visible world. 
The secularism embraced by the professional elites of 
the North appears to them as a colonial ideology, allow-
ing the elites to look down upon the Asian and African 

cultures, all of which have a spontaneous relationship to 
an invisible order. 

Religious international NGOs that promote com-
munity development and the social economy in the 
global South are more respectful of the faith of the local 
population. 

Max Weber on the World Religions 
That religion is an obstacle to development was the 

famous thesis of Max Weber: according to him, the 
one significant exception was what he called ascetic 
Protestantism. While Weber overlooked the creativity 
of the world religions, he provided categories for re-
searching the relationship of religion to work that have 
retained their usefulness. He distinguished between the 
mystical and the ascetical dimension of religion: the 
former urging surrender to and participation in divinity, 
and the latter urging disciplined action obedient to the 
divine will. Ascetical religion, according to Weber, can 
be otherworldly or this-worldly. The former imposes 
a discipline to purify the soul, and the latter prompts 
dedicated action in the world. Only this-worldly ascetic 
religion urges people to put their best energies into eco-
nomic activity.

Weber did his extensive work in the sociology of reli-
gion to answer a question that greatly preoccupied him. 
Why, he asked, has modernity emerged only in the West? 
Why has only the Occident applied rational principles to 
the production of wealth and produced an ever-evolving 
techno-scientific civilization? Weber’s famous thesis 
was that a new rational approach to money-making 
and other dimensions of social development spread so 
rapidly in certain parts of Europe because it was sus-
tained by the ethos of ascetic Protestantism. Calvinist 
Christianity, Weber argued, rejected mystical piety and 
otherworldly asceticism practised in the Catholic tradi-
tion and funnelled all religious energy to activities in the 
world, eventually including the capitalist production of 
wealth. Weber believed that he had demonstrated a cer-
tain affinity between the Protestant ethic and the spirit 
of capitalism.6 Reactions to Weber’s thesis, positive and 
critical, constitute a vast literature.7 

To confirm his thesis, Weber undertook a mas-
sive study of the world religions.8 He summarized his 
research in a famous essay in which he offers brief de-
scriptions of the historical evolution of Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Taoism, and concludes that none of these 
religions produce “a motivation toward a rational system 
for the methodological control of life.” 9 Weber argues 
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that certain Asian cultures possessed the rational and ma-
terial presuppositions for the creation of modernity, yet 
because their religious traditions did not provide them 
with a this-worldly asceticism, they did not produce a 
rationally progressive civilization. Western modernity 
emerged thanks to the genius of Protestantism. Weber 
recognized that the Protestant work ethic has become a 
cultural dimension of modernity: it is now mediated to 
subsequent generations by secular institutions with no 
reference to religion. Yet he did not think that this ethic 
could be exported to the people of Asia and Africa.“At 
the present time, these people import economic rational-
ism as the most important product of the Occident, yet 
their capitalist development is impeded by the presence 
among them of rigid traditions, such as existed among 
us in the Middle Ages, not by any lack of ability or will. 
The impediment for the development of capitalism must 
be sought primarily in the domain of religion.”10

Weber’s analytical presentation of the Asian religions 
has been criticized. He was, moreover, unaware that the 
world religions continue to be creative cultural fields 
capable of reacting in novel ways to the challenges of 
history. 

Religion in Support of Development
Since Weber’s death in 1923, people in the West have 

made the surprising discovery that the Asian religions 
are able to generate social movements aimed at trans-
forming the conditions of society. Mahatma Gandhi, the 
Hindu sage, resisted British colonialism in India and or-
ganized a social movement committed to non-violence 
that sought to liberate the Indian people from their colo-
nial status. Without abandoning the mystical tradition of 
Hinduism, Gandhi put into practice and communicated 
to his followers a this-worldly asceticism, a faith-based 
commitment to reconstruct the social order. In our own 
day, the present Dalai Lama, a contemplative Buddhist 
monk, organizes a resistance movement against Tibet’s 
forced integration into China and travels across the 
world to gain political support for his cause. We are 
also witnesses of conservative religious movements that 
resist the spread of Western culture and cling in a rigid 
way to the practices of the past. We are puzzled by the 
spread of fundamentalist currents in Islam, Hinduism, 
and Buddhism that want to initiate cultural, social, and 
political changes, in some cases even with the use of 
violence. Weber’s idea that the Asian religions generate 
no religious energy for principled action in society – i.e. 
no this-worldly asceticism – must be revised. 

The American sociologist Robert Bellah has done 
extensive studies of the relation between religion and 
development. In the 1950s, he asked himself whether 
the rapid modernization of Japan, unique among the 
East Asian countries, was made possible through an 
antecedent religious tradition promoting this-worldly 
asceticism. In his Tokugawa Religion: The Values 
of Pre-industrial Japan, published in 1957,11 Bellah 
showed there actually existed in pre-modern Japan, in 
the so-called Tokugawa period, religious currents that 
emphasized dedication to work guided by rationality 
and efficiency. Bellah argued that the modernization of 
Japan spread so rapidly because it was supported by an 
equivalent of the Protestant ethic.

Of wider significance is the hypothesis articulated 
by Bellah in Religion and Progress in Southern Asia, 
a book he edited in the 1960s.12 In a final chapter, he 
proposes the idea that traditional religions challenged by 
Western modernity tend to respond to the new context in 
one of two ways: either they foster a reform movement 
or they opt for a new traditionalism.13 The reform move-
ment, Bellah writes, seeks inspiration from the founder 
or the founding events of the inherited religion, frees it-
self from many subsequent developments, and responds 
to the challenge of modernity in an original manner. By 
contrast, the new traditionalism defends past practices in 
a rigid way and regards all change as a betrayal. 

Bellah’s hypothesis has turned out to be very fruitful. 
In recent decades, we actually find in the world religions 
renewal movements that promote social engagement 
and foster peace and justice; we also find in all religions 
fundamentalist currents that cling to an imagined past, 
regard themselves as the unique bearer of truth, and 
refuse to dialogue with other members of their own 
religious tradition.

 What interests me in this article are the religious 
social movements that support economic development 
or democratic political pluralism or both. Since these 
movements started in the second part of the 20th century, 
the research regarding them is at an early stage. 

An important contribution is made by the book 
Engaged Buddhism, a collection of articles each dealing 
with a faith-based social movement within Buddhism that 
promotes social and economic development and advo-
cates universal solidarity.14 These movements are begun 
by religiously motivated leaders who react in a creative 
way to the challenge of Western modernity. They reject 
Western economic, political, and cultural imperialism, 
but respect Western science and the Western articula-
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tion of human rights. In fact, these movements believe 
that the above rights have an affinity with the authentic 
values of their own religious tradition. The leaders of 
these movements have much respect for liberation theol-
ogy in Christianity; several of them also mention their 
admiration for Thomas Merton, the Catholic monk who 
innovated the Catholic mystical tradition by supporting 
the civil rights struggle and the peace movement in the 
US in the 1960s.

In an extensive introductory chapter, the editor of 
Engaged Buddhism quotes an author who evaluated 
the Buddhist social movements in sociological terms, 
employing a terminology made famous by Max Weber. 
What characterizes these movements, he writes, are 

1. the emergence of a leader who provides a char-
ter for change, a model for emulation and becomes 
the symbol of a new order, 2. role shifts, specifi-
cally this-worldly asceticism directed to political 
and social goals and 3. a rationalisation of the 
religious life involving the discrediting of folk 
religious elements … and an emphasis on mental 
and moral development through education and 
moral living.15 

Here religion supports development. The authors of 
this volume explain to the Western reader that these 
leaders do not instrumentalize religion for a secular 
cause; they do not entertain a utilitarian understanding 
of religion; rather, they are sincere believers with great 
trust in the resourcefulness of their tradition and its ca-
pacity to empower people to assume responsibility for 
their lives.

Religious social movements supporting development 
exist also in other world religions. Christian movements 
promoting political liberation or economic development 
or both are well known to us. To illustrate that such 
movements exist in other religions, I shall give three 
examples: one drawn from Islam, one from Hinduism, 
and one from Buddhism. 

The Gülen Movement16

Fethullah Gülen is a Turkish Muslim, an educator 
and a mystic, a scholar trained in the Islamic sciences 
who advocates, in the name of the Quran, respect for 
religious pluralism and commitment to democratic 
freedoms. Following the teaching of the Quran, he looks 
upon religious pluralism as part of God’s providence. 
Gülen has visited the Orthodox Patriarch in Istanbul, 
the Chief Rabbi in Jerusalem, and Pope John Paul II in 

Rome. A man of prayer and scholarship, Gülen is the 
founder of a social movement in Turkey that has several 
million participants. He offers his reading of the Quran 
in many books and articles; his speeches are recorded, 
made available on tapes, and widely used in Turkey and 
the Turkish-speaking republics of Central Asia. Gülen 
wants Turkey to be a democratic society, open to the free 
public debate among its citizens, respectful of religious 
and ethnic minorities, and sustained by the Islamic faith 
of the great majority. Gülen envisages a Turkish moder-
nity that differs from the secular modernity of the West.

Gülen’s religion fosters science, education, and work 
in the service of society. His followers have created 
hundreds of schools in Turkey and in many other coun-
tries where young men and women receive a modern 
education in a community shaped by the social vision 
and moral values of Islam. The Gülen movement insists 
that faith and science are not in conflict: they actu-
ally complement one another. Gülen argues that radical 
Muslims are wrong when they reject Western science on 
principle. He holds that faith in the Creator should impel 
Muslims to engage in the scientific study of the created 
world, and in doing so to marvel at God’s unreachable 
wisdom. 

The Gülen schools teach young people to understand 
their work, be it manual or intellectual, as a service 
to the community. Since Turkish society is in need of 
economic development, the Gülen schools emphasize 
the practical sciences, such as engineering, econom-
ics, and business administration. Gülen believes that 
Islam summons the Turks to be industrious, to become 
economically inventive, and, as citizens, to assume 
responsibility for their society. Without neglecting the 
mystical dimension of Islam – Turkish Islam, it should 
be remembered, is marked by a strong Sufi tradition – 
Gülen advocates a this-worldly asceticism guided by 
reason. Addressing himself to a nation that has not yet 
discovered its economic creativity, Gülen emphasizes 
imaginative entrepreneurship and productive business 
practices within the limits of ethical principles.

Gülen is not a socialist: he does not urge the poor to 
struggle for the reconstruction of society. He remains 
aloof from political parties. He wants people to make 
Turkish society more just and more humane by trans-
forming it from below through economic development 
and active citizenship. His movement has empowered a 
new class of believing, educated, and industrious people 
who now demand to be heard by the Turkish military 
and political elites. 
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According to the piety of the Gülen movement, the 
motivation for work is not the enhancement of one’s own 
economic status; its aim is rather to build up the com-
munity. Work is an expression of generosity and love of 
neighbour, and therefore strengthens the bond that cre-
ates community. Using the terminology of Karl Polanyi, 
one can say that Gülen wants economic activity to be 
embedded in the common culture and thus strengthen 
social solidarity. 

The Swadhyaya Movement17

Shastri Athavale, a Hindu sage who died in 2003, 
was deeply impressed by the ancient teaching that 
God dwells in the hearts of all people. The divine pres-
ence, he believed, gives people self-confidence and 
releases their power. Looking at the Indian subcontinent, 
Athavale sorrowed over the millions upon millions of 
people living in utter poverty, despised by society, and 
unable to help themselves. If these people recognized 
God’s presence in their hearts, he thought, they would 
become aware of their great dignity and discover their 
creative powers. In the 1950s, Athavale started a move-
ment called Swadhyaya, or self-discovery. He trained a 
group of young Hindu intellectuals to take the message 
of God’s presence in the soul to the poor villages in 
the country and the fishing villages on the shores. Vast 
numbers of destitute low-caste people and untouchables 
received this message, and it changed their lives. 

Athavale, affectionately called Dada by his followers, 
believed that a spiritual link existed between faith and 
work. Recognizing God’s presence in their lives and the 
dignity that gave them, people would want to be grateful 
to God and express their gratitude by working. Working 
is here a form of worship. By working, Dada argued, 
people become brahmas, or priests. He boldly turned 
upside down the Hindu caste system: the highest level is 
now occupied by people who discover God’s presence 
in the human heart and give thanks for this presence by 
working with others to improve the conditions of their 
lives.

Dada taught the people how to transform their vil-
lages gradually. Individuals were asked to volunteer, 
giving one or two days a week to work with others and 
together cultivate a small tract of land. Their work would 
be a rite of thanksgiving that made them into priests. 
The agricultural goods they produced would be sold; the 
money would belong to God. Nobody had a claim on it; 
it is called “impersonal property.” With this money the 
village would do three things: help people in great need, 

buy a larger terrain to be cultivated, and purchase better 
equipment for the daily labour. 

After seven or eight years, the villages were trans-
formed. People left behind their self-contempt, their 
anger, frustration, and violence; they saw themselves as 
worshippers serving God and discovered their capac-
ity to be generous and to love their neighbour. They 
continued to give one or two days a week to common 
enterprises as a gesture of gratitude, and with the money 
that belonged to God and no one else, they improved 
living conditions for the entire village.

In a book on the Swadhyaya movement published in 
1996, we are told that this spiritual approach has been 
adopted by nearly one hundred thousand villages and 
has reached about 20 million people in India.18 The spirit 
of Swadhyaya has also touched many people in cities, 
including intellectuals, who discover God in their lives 
as a social force. At the Congress of World Religions 
after 9/11, held in Montreal in 2006, a lecture on 
Swadhyaya was given by Dada’s daughter, Shreenivas 
Talwalkar, known as Didi. The audience included sev-
eral hundred Indians, followers of the movement, who 
live in Canada.

Without betraying the mystical dimension of 
Hinduism, Swadhyaya fosters a this-worldly asceticism 
guided by reason. Using Karl Polanyi’s terminology, we 
can say that the movement embeds economic activity in 
society. Here, religion supports development.

The Sarvodaya Movement19

A.T. Ariyaratne (b. 1931) is the founder of the 
Sarvodaya Movement in Sri Lanka. This movement has 
produced the revitalization and reconstruction of the 
impoverished villages on that island, and fosters rec-
onciliation between the Sinhalese majority and Tamil 
minority. With other engaged Buddhists, Ariyaratne re-
members that the Buddha, sorrowing over the suffering 
in the world, postponed his entry into nirvana to offer 
enlightenment to the people and liberate them from their 
suffering. Ariyaratne reinterprets the essential Buddhist 
message: striving for total selflessness or the void is here 
not a monastic exercise, but an effort to forget oneself 
totally in serving others and rescuing them from suf-
fering. He reads Buddhism as an egalitarian message: 
he has criticized the Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka who 
foster a purely ritual piety, regard themselves as superior 
to lay people, and refuse to extend their solidarity to 
Hindu Tamils. 
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Ariyaratne has mobilized Buddhist believers to 
volunteer in the work camps he set up in impoverished 
villages. He also relies on the villagers who, summoned 
by their faith, co-operate in the labour of reconstruction. 
This joint effort welcomes Tamils and members of other 
minorities. Funds received from foundations in the West 
help Ariyaratne to build schools, hospitals, and cultural 
centres in the villages. Over the years, the Sarvodaya 
Movement transformed the countryside of Sri Lanka. 
According to a recent account, 

Sarvodaya is Sri Lanka’s largest and most broadly 
embedded people’s organization, with a network 
covering 15,000 villages, 345 divisional units, 
34 district offices, 10 specialist Development 
Education Institutes; over 100,000 youth mobi-
lized for peace building … and a major welfare 
service organization serving over 1000 orphaned 
and destitute children, underage mothers, and 
elders.20

Sarvodaya is not a secular movement. With other en-
gaged Buddhists, Ariyaratne insists that in the authentic 
Buddhist tradition, all perceived dualities are transcend-
ed and the spiritual and material are simply different 
dimensions of one and the same reality. The dedica-
tion to working together in community – this-worldly 
asceticism, in Weber’s terminology – is sustained by a 
passionate spiritual desire to follow the Buddha, striving 
for enlightenment and moving towards the void of radi-
cal selflessness.

The Development Theorists’ New Interest  
in Religion

Robert Bellah’s 1965 thesis has been verified by a 
great number of subsequent religious developments: 
on the one hand, the multiplication of fundamentalist 
currents, and on the other, the emergence of religious 
movements in the service of justice and peace. It is 
thus not surprising that development research has be-
gun to pay attention to religion. To support economic 
development in the countries of the global South, it is 
important to know, for each region under consideration, 
what religious trends imprison people in the past and 
what religious trends foster commitment to improve the 
community’s well-being. NGOs entering a country to 
promote social and economic development now want to 
be well-informed about the various religious currents in 
the region so that they can recognize the religious orga-

nizations that deserve support and who may be looked 
upon as allies. 

To demonstrate the new interest of development 
theory in religion, I will not offer a complete bibliogra-
phy of the books, articles and research reports that have 
been published since the year 2000. I will simply men-
tion Jeffrey Haynes’ book Religion and Development21 
and three new research institutions: 1) the Religion 
and Economy Program at the Center for the Study of 
Religion and Culture located at Vanderbilt University, 
USA;22 2) the Religion and Development Research 
Program at Birmingham University in the UK, financed 
by the UK Department for International Development;23 
and 3) the Kanniscentrum on Religion and Development 
in Holland.24 

I have had occasion to study the religion and de-
velopment project initiated by the World Bank in the 
1990s.25 The World Bank’s concern at that time was the 
issue of “the governance” in Asian and African coun-
tries threatened by political instability. Governance, 
in the vocabulary of the World Bank, refers to various 
historical factors that promote economic development, 
political stability, and social peace in society. These 
factors include the government and the market, yet they 
also include the institutions of civil society as well as 
cultural and religious trends. James Wolfensohn, then 
president of the World Bank, initiated dialogue with 
religious leaders across the world to find out whether 
religion can help to stabilize society and promote eco-
nomic development. Here is a paragraph from a speech 
he gave at the Ethics and Spiritual Values Conference in 
1995 at the World Bank in Washington, DC. 

Development is not just a matter of looking at 
increases in gross domestic product per capita. In 
Africa I saw successful development in villages 
where people were pulling themselves out of deep 
poverty. Development is visible in people who, 
within the structures of their familial and tribal 
system, possess a sense of grandeur, a sense of op-
timism. … These people, living on next to nothing, 
feel a sense of progress that is more than econom-
ic. It encompasses recognition of roots and their 
spiritual and cultural values …. The World Bank’s 
central mission is to meld economic assistance 
with spiritual, ethical and moral development.26

Together with George Carey, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, James Wolfensohn organized the World 
Faith and Development Conference in 1998 at Lambeth 
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Palace in London. To prepare this dialogue, representa-
tives of the world religions were asked to submit briefs 
presenting their faith-based understanding of economic 
development. Though this rich documentation was never 
published, I had the opportunity to read these briefs and 
marvel at the totally unplanned agreement among them. 
They all presented economic development as an ethical 
undertaking, a community-building collective activity, a 
joint engagement to feed, house, and clothe the people. 
Their perspective on the economy was pre-modern: they 
wanted economic development to be “embedded” in the 
social activities that constitute society. The economic 
ethics of the world religions is at odds with the neo-lib-
eral economic program imposed by the World Bank on 
the countries of the global South. Still, when the World 
Bank wanted to assist community development in poor 
regions, religious representatives were ready to enter 
into dialogue with this powerful financial institution. 

James Wolfensohn wished to continue the dialogue 
with the world religions. He did not hint that the World 
Bank would review its neo-liberal policies, but he was 
willing to found and finance a permanent secretariat, 
the World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD), to 
facilitate dialogue on poverty and development between 
people from different continents and international devel-
opment institutions.27 The WFDD secretariat, staffed by 
persons from various parts of the world, has sponsored 
research projects and financed development projects in 
the global South. The secretariat has also been invited to 
make a contribution to the World Development Report 
published every year by the World Bank. A rich website 
presents accounts of these various undertakings.28 

I have made a brief mention of the WFDD project 
sponsored by the World Bank to confirm the thesis of the 
present article, namely that over the last 10 or 15 years, 
development research has significantly changed: it has 
taken a critical interest in the relation between religion 
and economics.

Gregory Baum is professor emeritus of McGill University and founding 
editor of The Ecumenist. This paper was presented at the Karl Polanyi 
Congress held on December 8-11, 2008, in Montréal.
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The Limits of Multiculturalism 
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

The cultural pluralism of Canada is very complex. 
The region we call Canada today was first popu-

lated by the Aboriginal nations, called “les sauvages” 
or “Indians” by the European invaders – first the French 
and then the British. The Aboriginals were, for the most 
part, conquered, deprived of their land, and confined 
to reservations. Yet they survived, and against all odds 
are presently experiencing a cultural rebirth. Four hun-
dred years ago, the French invaded the land they called 
Canada, founded the town of Québec, and created settle-
ments along the St. Lawrence River and in other parts of 
the continent. About 150 years later, the French colony, 
conquered militarily, was ceded by France to the British 
Crown. A few years later, during and after the American 
Revolution, refugees loyal to Britain streamed into 
Canada and laid the foundation of an English-speaking 
society. In 1867, as we all know, the country we call 
Canada today was created as a confederation of several 
North American British colonies, one of them largely 
French speaking. This eventful history has produced 
Canada’s complex cultural pluralism: the Aboriginal 
peoples, English-speaking Canada and French-speaking 
Québec.

Multiculturalism 
The picture has changed with the arrival of immi-

grants and their families. For a long time, Canadian 
immigration policy was both racist and assimilationist. 
It was only in 1967 that the laws of immigration intro-
duced the so-called point system and allowed the entry 
of people no matter what their racial origin. In 1971, the 
government adopted for the first time the policy of mul-
ticulturalism. According to the Canadian Constitution 
of 1982, Canada is a bilingual and multicultural society. 
This evolution was a creative response to the presence 
of immigrants who arrived in Canada in great numbers 
after the Second World War – first from Europe and then 
from Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa.

Multiculturalism is a big word, but what does it actu-
ally mean? Multiculturalism promotes the well-being of 
many immigrant communities and their offspring, yet 
the word multiculturalism has a problematic effect: it 
disguises the extent to which these communities are in 

fact integrated into Canadian society. It is this integra-
tion that I wish to explore in this article. 

Multiculturalism is, first of all, a message of the 
government announcing that “You are all welcome!” 
You come from different parts, speak different lan-
guages, observe different customs, may have different 
skin colour, and bring your religion and cultural values. 
Multiculturalism means the government is glad that you 
are here. Why, you may ask, is the government so glad 
that you are here? The answer is very simple: Without 
immigrants, Canada would disappear. The low birthrate 
of Canadians does not assure the survival of Canadian 
society.

Some federal government statements claim that 
henceforth, there shall be no privileged culture in 
Canada: all cultures deserve the same respect. Yet, 
despite this official rhetoric, there exists in Canada an 
inherited culture or “host culture” that has prominence 
and that receives the incoming cultures introduced by 
the immigrant communities. Multiculturalism envisages 
that the arriving cultures interact with the host culture, 
that they all change in this process, and thereby create a 
renewed Canada. 

Because certain texts from the federal government say 
that multiculturalism means that all cultures in Canada 
deserve the same respect, the government of Québec has 
not accepted the federal policy. Québec clearly distin-
guishes between the host culture of the French-speaking 
society (a tiny minority in North America, thus needing 
protection) and the incoming cultures brought by immi-
grant communities. The Québec government welcomes 
these cultures, encourages their interaction with the host 
culture, and fosters mutual understanding. In Québec, 
this policy is called l’interculturel.

Cultures Are Dynamic Realities 
The first point I wish to make is that cultures are not 

static realties; they evolve, they are open-ended, and 
their future is not determined. 

As an example, I wish to take a look at the dominant 
Canadian culture. When I arrived in Canada in 1942, the 
country was in many ways still a colony of Britain. When 
Britain declared war on Germany in 1939, the Canadian 
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Parliament immediately supported the military struggle 
of the mother country. In movie theatres, “God Save 
the King” was played after each film, and the audience 
rose in respectful silence. To a large extent, university 
textbooks were imported from Great Britain, and a high 
percentage of the professors spoke with a British ac-
cent, English or Scottish. At that time, Canadians saw 
the British heritage as a superior culture that allowed 
them to look down on people of non-British origin. No 
one thought of this attitude as racism or chauvinism. 
To assign a lower rank to people of non-British origin 
– French Canadians, Jews, immigrants from southern 
and eastern Europe, and especially Asians and Africans 
– was respectable: the practice was part of the dominant 
culture and there was no need to disguise it. Critical 
voices were few. McGill University has a numerus 
clausus: it admitted only a limited number of Jewish 
students. I remember especially the hostility towards 
French Canadians, in part because they were different 
in language, religion, and culture, and in part because, 
during the war, many of them in Québec refused to fight 
for the British Empire. 

This sense of superiority and contempt for outsid-
ers should not surprise us: these are phenomena shared 
by all empires, be they French, Spanish, Portuguese, 
Russian, Chinese, or Japanese. The humanist ideal of 
equality proclaimed by the Enlightenment affected 
European cultures very slowly, and it was only after 
the Second World War and the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights that the leaders of Western societies sub-
jected their culture to a systematic critique and tried to 
integrate the idea of human equality into their laws. 

Let me add immediately that the Canada of the 1940s 
had many attractive characteristics, some of which have 
since been lost. Canadians were faithful churchgoers; 
they were polite, reserved, honest, and helpful. People 
respected authority. They did not lock their homes when 
they went out. On the streets, newspapers were kept in 
an open box: you simply helped yourself and dropped 
the money into the slot. Canada was still largely a 
values-based society; most people patiently accepted 
class divisions as their fate. They had, as yet, none of the 
American drive for economic success. There also existed 
a socialist movement, the Co-operative Commonwealth 
Federation (CCF), based on British socialist ideas, and 
the communist party.

The 1960s marked an important change in Canadian 
society. Seeing itself more and more as an indepen-
dent country and rejecting the symbols of colonial 

dependence, Canada adopted a flag of its own and a 
national anthem. It gradually recognized its sense of 
cultural superiority as reprehensible racism. Out of re-
spect for French Canada, it defined itself as a bilingual 
country, and eventually changed its immigration laws 
and welcomed immigrants from all parts of the world. 
Progressive Canadians promoted a liberal philosophy 
of universal respect, and wrestled against prejudice and 
discrimination. In the 1980 Charter of Rights, Canada 
committed itself to a new self-understanding, to an 
openness to plurality, to respect for all cultural tradi-
tions. 

While this evolution took place at the highest level 
among politicians and lawyers, it did not affect all 
Canadians. As we all know, the older outlook has sur-
vived among a good number of people: there is still 
prejudice and discrimination based on ethnic and re-
ligious difference. There is a tension built into every 
culture between an attachment to an older phase and 
an aspiration to move creatively into the future. It is 
therefore possible to speak about Canadian culture in 
paradoxical terms: both racism and wrestling against 
racism are part of Canadian culture. 

This brief description leaves out the political strug-
gles that have led to this cultural evolution. The point I 
wished to make is that a culture is a dynamic, historical 
reality marked by contradictions and internal struggles – 
and what it will be in the future is still undetermined.

The culture of Québec has evolved in a very differ-
ent history. In the past, Quebecers were dominated by 
an Anglo economic elite, locked into a lower standard 
of living, and obliged as labourers to work in English. 
In the Quiet Revolution of the early 1960s, Quebecers 
protested against their colonial status, assumed respon-
sibility for their own society, embraced modernity and 
human rights, rejected the Catholic culture that had 
reconciled them to a subdued state, and affirmed them-
selves as a talented people. Inevitably, their society is 
also marked by contradictions and internal struggles, yet 
these are different from those of Anglo Canada.

The Dimensions of Culture 
We have taken a quick look at the evolution of 

Canadian culture towards respect for ethnic, religious, 
and cultural pluralism. There are, of course, other as-
pects of Canadian culture. I wish to mention some of 
them, and then ask how new Canadians (like me) react 
to them. My aim is to gain a better understanding of 
multiculturalism and to discover its limits.
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1) There is in Canada the political culture of British par-
liamentary democracy with its notion of citizenship 
and its respect for civil liberties. 

2) There is the economic culture of Canada, defined 
by capitalism and by social democratic institutions, 
such as the public healthcare system, unemployment 
insurance, old age security, and the Canada Pension 
Plan. Over the last two or three decades, capitalism 
has changed significantly. It has become neo-liberal, 
it seeks to deregulate the economy, it promotes a 
culture of consumerism, it undermines social demo-
cratic institutions, and it weakens the traditions of 
social solidarity. The unregulated market system 
wants each person to look out for himself or herself. 

3) There is what I wish to call the dominant linguis-
tic culture of Canada. The English language or the 
French language in Québec is not simply an instru-
ment of communication that allows all members 
of society to enter into conversation. English (and 
French, in Québec) is the bearer of a culture associ-
ated with great literature; it is the medium that allows 
people to express what is important for them and 
defines their lives.

4) There is the educational culture of Canada defined 
by its school system. The ministry of education of 
each province articulates the philosophy that guides 
the teaching in the schools. 

5) There is the religious culture of Canada. In the past, 
Canadians were a church-going people. They thought 
of Canada as a Christian country that respected the 
freedom of religious minorities. Beginning in the 
1960s, Canadian society has become more secular. 

6) Finally, I wish to mention the family culture of 
Canada. This culture has changed dramatically over 
the last 50 years, from conformity, to a fixed pattern, 
to tolerance of great diversity. 

The Responses of New Canadians
How do immigrants arriving with their own cultures 

react to the various aspects of the dominant Canadian 
culture? It is of course impossible to make rapid gen-
eralizations regarding these responses. They depend on 
many factors: on the country of origin of the immigrants, 
their social location in these countries, the length of time 
they have been in Canada, and the personal choice each 
of them is free to make. Still, in order to make the idea 
of multiculturalism more concrete, it is useful to raise 
this question. Since I have shown above that the domi-
nant Canadian culture is a dynamic reality and hence 

essentially unfinished, I am now interested in how new 
Canadians help to shape its future. 

1. It is my impression that Canadians of immigrant 
origin respond positively to Canada’s political culture. 
They like the idea of citizenship. Even if they have 
come from countries that have no democratic tradition, 
they recognize the advantage of civil liberties. They cre-
ate their own organizations not only to provide aid for 
their own members, but also to elect spokespersons who 
represent them, speak to society as a whole and, if need 
be, address the government. They tend to be deeply of-
fended by racial prejudice and discrimination because 
these violate their rights as guaranteed by the Canadian 
Charter. New Canadians know that prejudice and dis-
crimination existed in their country of origin, yet they 
believe quite correctly that in Canada such attitudes and 
practices contradict the Canadian values written into law. 
By complaining, wrestling against discrimination, and 
going to court over such practices, they are exemplary 
Canadians, taking Canadian law seriously and wanting 
Canada to live up to its obligations. New Canadians join 
the public debate by writing letters to newspaper editors 
and communicating on radio and television: they often 
join political parties and occasionally become elected 
representatives. Because of the resistance of society, the 
public involvement of immigrants and their offspring is 
not as extensive as it could and should be. Still, it is my 
impression that new Canadians want to be integrated 
into Canada’s political culture. Their attitude is quite 
different from that of Aboriginal peoples, who have their 
own political culture, different from that of Canada, and 
are fully entitled to promote and defend difference. 

2. What is the reaction of new Canadians to Canada’s 
economic culture? Most of them, I think, want to par-
ticipate in the country’s economic culture: they want 
to work hard and improve their economic condition. 
Like mainstream Canadians, they want to be upwardly 
mobile. Their great complaint is that it is often hard to 
find employment; that in a competitive economic system 
they are often at a disadvantage; that they are exploited 
by their employer; or that the education they received 
in their country of origin is not recognized. It is truly a 
scandal that in Canadian cities, medical doctors trained 
abroad must make a living as cab drivers.

Since the present form of capitalism has created a 
culture of consumerism and promotes a personal self-
perception in purely material terms, it is likely that new 
Canadians who arrive with a more sane philosophy of 
life will nonetheless be affected by the contemporary 
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trend. Yet they may well help all of us to resist the cul-
ture of “each one for himself or herself.”

New Canadians appreciate the institutions of the 
welfare state, such as the public healthcare system. Yet 
many of them are not aware of the social struggle that 
has produced these social achievements, nor do they 
always realize how endangered these achievements are 
in the present phase of neo-liberal capitalism. If they had 
this information, they would support political parties 
or movements committed to protecting and perfecting 
institutions of public welfare. 

Some Muslim immigrants are unwilling to accept the 
capitalist system we have inherited. Because their reli-
gion forbids them to accept interest on money loaned, 
they do not want to use our banks. Instead, they create 
their own financial institutions in which they become 
co-owners, share the risk, and profit or lose with the 
rest of the members. Still, these Muslims do not re-
ject the Canadian cultural ambition to improve their 
economic status and achieve a middle-class lifestyle. 
Even Muslims who are highly critical of Western cul-
ture appreciate computers, e-mail, and cellular phones; 
their attitude is quite different from that of Old Order 
Mennonites and Hutterites who rejected modernity, the 
middle-class lifestyle, and the new technology. 

While the majority of new Canadians, I argue, want to 
participate in Canada’s economic culture, some of them 
– one hopes – may have socialist convictions and remain 
unreconciled to capitalism. The present economic crisis 
reveals how dangerous it is to allow the economy to be 
controlled by the laws of the market. 

3. How do Canadians of immigrant origin react to 
Canada’s dominant linguistic culture? In Canada, apart 
from Québec, new Canadians accept English as the 
public language. If they are recent immigrants, they 
wish they could speak it better or even lose their accent; 
they all want their children to be educated in English. 
When they speak their mother tongue in the family and 
with friends, they tend to put in English words and use 
constructions derived from English usage. To preserve 
one’s mother tongue is a worthy effort; many Canadians 
of immigrant origin create institutions to teach this 
language to their children. Yet when they discuss pub-
lic issues such as taxes, mortgages, rent control, and 
school fees, living as they do in Canada, they speak 
English. Gradually, the mother tongue becomes a fam-
ily language used at home – it ceases to be the rich and 
vital language that it was and still is in the land of their 
origin. For many immigrants, the decline of their mother 

tongue is a painful experience; for some, it is a wound 
that never heals. Some immigrants continue to write in 
their mother tongue and edit newspapers in it for their 
community, but for the majority, the decline is inevi-
table. The literature they and their children produce – the 
novels, the plays, the poetry – are written in English and 
make an enormous contribution to Canada’s linguistic 
culture. 

A word about the different situation in Québec. Even 
though French is the official language of the province, 
a large percentage of immigrants, some say about 60 
percent, prefer to become English speakers. Being fluent 
in English makes it easier for them to find jobs in other 
parts of North America, and to remain in touch with 
members of their family living on this continent. They 
are obliged by law to send their children to francophone 
schools, yet since it is possible to live in the western part 
of Montréal in English, they often make this their public 
language and are willing to live as outsiders. Canada, of 
course, has many immigrants from francophone parts of 
the world: they come to Québec precisely because they 
can work there in their mother tongue. 

4. Canadian educational institutions, in particular the 
school system, have the support of most new Canadians. 
They encourage their children to become good students, 
to study and acquire the certificates needed for their 
future work. For some of the children, the schools also 
raise problems. In modern society, it is taken for granted 
that young people spend many years in education, learn-
ing to participate in the complex technological society 
that we have become. The will to spend all these years in 
schools is sustained by the dominant Canadian culture. 
Yet in some countries, the culture mediated by parents 
and the community does not supply young people with 
this kind of will. It is no disgrace to belong to a culture 
that does not regard a formal education as a universal 
obligation. Jesus may not have known how to read and 
write. Yet young people arriving in Canada from cultures 
that do not support years and years of sitting patiently in 
schools are likely to find schooling in Canada a heavy 
burden. I don’t know enough about education to have 
ideas of how these young people can be helped. I found 
interesting the debate in Toronto about the possibility of 
schools for black children who have had difficulties in 
regular schools. Young people of immigrant background 
may be held back in schools for other reasons: their par-
ents may not be able to help them with homework, or, 
if both mother and father are working, the children may 
lead unprotected lives. Of course, some young people of 
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immigrant background have inherited a culture in which 
learning is very important. Not surprisingly, these young 
people do extremely well in Canadian schools.

Many new Canadians prefer faith-based schools for 
their children. I shall refer to this topic further on. 

I now turn to the reactions of new Canadians to the is-
sues raised in points 5 and 6: family values and religious 
practice. It is my impression that most people hearing 
the word “multiculturalism” have these issues in mind. 
They are hardly aware that people of recent immigrant 
origin tend to be well integrated into the political, eco-
nomic, linguistic, and educational culture of Canada. It 
is their family values and religious practices that often 
attract people’s attention.

5. Religion tends to be of great importance to 
Canadians of immigrant origin, especially if they are 
recent arrivals. As I mentioned above, Canada, once a 
country of regular churchgoers, has experienced a pro-
cess of secularization. Fewer Canadians go to church, 
and the public presence of Christianity has been greatly 
reduced. By contrast, for communities of immigrant 
background, religion often fulfills several important 
functions. It helps them to define their identity in their 
new circumstances; it assures a certain continuity in 
their lives, despite the departure from their place of ori-
gin; and it strengthens the sense of solidarity within the 
immigrant community. Identity, continuity, and solidar-
ity are powerful cultural factors.

The religions of new Canadians are often highly vis-
ible; they find expression in symbols of various kinds, 
including special clothing. The freedom to manifest 
their religion in public is guaranteed by the Charter of 
Rights. This freedom is judged to be excessive by some 
Canadian observers, especially by people with no reli-
gious faith. This is especially true in Québec, where the 
great majority were Catholic at one time, and were often 
controlled by a narrow version of Catholicism. Since the 
Quiet Revolution, great numbers have turned their backs 
on religion. Many of them are annoyed by the religious 
fervour and religious symbols displayed by immigrants. 
This is pure prejudice. Freedom of religion is assured by 
the Québec Charter of Rights. 

Real questions emerge, however, when the religious 
practices of some demand changes in Canadian insti-
tutions. Examinations at universities are not held at 
Christmas and Easter; should the high holidays of the 
other religions not also be respected? Should hospitals, 
schools, and other institutions that provide food for their 
clients offer kosher meals for observant Jews and halal 

meals for observant Muslims? Should schools and other 
public institutions provide a space where Muslims can 
say their prayers? My personal opinion is that one should 
respond to these challenges with great generosity.

There are, however, limits to freedom of religion. One 
may not break the law of the land in the name of reli-
gion. For example, certain Christian sects regard blood 
transfusion as forbidden by God: the law allows them to 
refuse this medical assistance for themselves, but they 
may not refuse blood transfusion for their child if doc-
tors deem it necessary for the child’s survival. People in 
Canada may not practise female excision or polygamy, 
even if they say that they wish to do so for religious 
reasons. There are more harmless questions where gov-
ernments must make decisions as well. Can the wearing 
of protective helmets in certain trades be obligatory, 
even for men who, for religious reasons, wear a turban? 
Questions of this kind lead to considerable public dis-
cussion. In Québec, the provincial government set up 
a special commission to study these issues and make 
recommendations on how to resolve them.

Should religious schools be publicly funded? This 
issue continues to foster much debate in Ontario. Since 
there are publicly funded Catholic schools – assured 
by a certain reading of the British North America Act 
– equality before the law recommends that the same 
privilege be extended to other religious groups. Yet such 
an enterprise would not only be very expensive, it might 
also become an obstacle to the social cohesion of soci-
ety, in the service of which common schools are of great 
importance. These are important questions. 

6. I finally turn to the reaction of new Canadians to 
Canada’s family culture. I mentioned above that since 
the 1960s, a cultural evolution has taken place in Canada 
that has changed family values, making children more in-
dependent of their parents, wives equal partners of their 
husbands, and divorce a more frequent phenomenon. 
The equality of men and women is now written into the 
law. The sexual mores of Canadians have also evolved, 
in part because men and women regard themselves as 
equal partners, in part because of the availability of birth 
control, and in part because people of homosexual orien-
tation have received the respect of society. 

For many Canadians of immigrant background, espe-
cially recent arrivals, present Canadian family values are 
shocking. These immigrants are of course perfectly free 
to resist these values and remain faithful to their cultural 
tradition. Yet preserving their tradition may not always 
be easy since their children, growing up in this country, 
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tend to be influenced by the dominant values, become 
less obedient to their parents, and demand greater per-
sonal freedom. In many families, developments of this 
kind produce painful experiences.

Family culture also includes the foods people prepare 
at home and other customs practised in the family. These 
tend to be greatly appreciated in their new country. 
Today, restaurants in all parts of Canada serve meals 
that immigrants brought with them; in many towns and 
cities, the feasts, costumes, and customs of these new 
Canadians are celebrated for the benefit of all citizens.

Related to these aspects of culture is one controver-
sial issue. The women’s movement in Canada and other 
Western societies has struggled to have the equality of 
man and women recognized by law. This equality has 
become a Canadian ideal, even if it has not been realized 
on all levels of society. Many mainstream Canadians are 
troubled by the fact that the customs brought by some 
new Canadians assign a subordinate place to women, 
force them to obey the father or the husband, make them 
the servants in the family, and oppose their education. 
Yet some of these new Canadians argue that these cus-
toms are part of their religion, and that their treatment 
of women is thus protected by the Canadian Charter. 
Which of these human rights has priority? The freedom 
of religion or the equality of men and women? This is an 
issue that deserves respectful debate. 

Conclusion
We have taken a brief look at the reactions of 

new Canadians to various dimensions of mainstream 
Canadian culture. We have found that, on the whole, 
they embrace the political and economic culture of 
Canada: their principal complaint is that prejudice and 
discrimination prevent them from fully participating in 
the political and economic life of the country. Protesting 
against racism and other forms of social exclusion 
makes them exemplary Canadians, for they demand that 
Canada live up to its Charter of Rights. In Canada (in 
contrast to Québec), new Canadians embrace the domi-
nant language. They cherish their mother tongue and try 

to keep it alive, but their children assimilate English, in-
herit the English literary tradition, and, when they write 
and publish themselves, they do so in English. Even the 
reaction of new Canadians to Canada’s educational cul-
ture is, to a large extent, positive. I conclude, therefore, 
that in the spheres of politics, economics, language, and 
education, new Canadians do not emphasize their differ-
ence: they integrate into the mainstream, protesting only 
against the prejudice and discrimination that push them 
to the margins. It is the contention of this article that the 
word “multiculturalism” disguises the extent to which 
Canadians of immigrant background embrace their 
new society and participate in the mainstream. They 
are truly citizens who are co-responsible, with all other 
Canadians, for the well-being of society and the collec-
tive effort to promote social justice and stand for peace. 

Resistance to mainstream society exists in the areas 
defined by religious culture and family values. In these 
areas, many new Canadians prefer to follow their own 
ways and customs, a preference to which they are fully 
entitled by Canada’s multicultural policy. Their alterna-
tive practice gives them visibility in society. Referring 
to the freedom granted to these alternative practices as 
“multiculturalism” makes people forget that religion and 
family values are simply dimensions of culture; they do 
not constitute a culture as a whole. That is why the word 
“multiculturalism” is somewhat misleading. It seems to 
suggest that there exist many fully constituted cultures 
in Canada. Yet we have seen that new Canadians have 
no intention whatsoever of importing their entire culture 
into Canada; they actually become participants in the 
political, economic, linguistic, and educational culture 
of their new society. It is only in the area of religion and 
family relations that they want to preserve their inherited 
culture; for them, these are important symbols of their 
personal and communal identity. Through their fidelity, 
the whole of Canada is profoundly enriched. 

Gregory Baum is professor emeritus of McGill University and founding 
editor of The Ecumenist. This article is an edited version of a lecture given 
on May 14, 2008, at St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, Ontario.
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