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After 20 Years: Reflections on 1989’s Ambivalent Legacy
By Scott Kline
St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo

“Maybe it’s the East Germans in their Trabants. But I 
don’t know for sure.” Throughout my week in Cologne, 
my friends and I watched news reports of the steady flow 
of East Germans making their way down to Hungary, 
through Hungary’s recently opened western borders, 
into Austria, and then up to West Germany. My friends 

In early October 1989, I was driving from Munich to 
Cologne to visit friends and to experience the Rhine 

for the first time. Along the way, I was hoping to make 
a short detour to the city of Marburg to see the site of 
the Marburg Colloquy, held in 1529 to solve a dispute 
between Martin Luther and Ulrich Zwingli over the 
presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper. I had written an 
essay on the Colloquy for a senior theology course that 
spring. Since it was my first time in Europe and because 
I had been studying historical theology, I was keen to 
take in as much theological nostalgia as possible. 

But it was not the cathedrals or the castles that caught 
my attention on my first day in West Germany. Rather, it 
was the little cars on the Autobahn that were overloaded 
with suitcases and trunks. A few even had mattresses 
strapped to their roofs. Spewing noxious black soot from 
their tailpipes, these cars were struggling to maintain 
50 kilometres per hour. This was hardly the German 
Autobahn I imagined: one full of German sports cars 
racing along with no concern for speed limits. In some 
stretches, where little convoys of these overburdened 
cars had formed, my mind went to pictures of the Great 
Depression and passages from John Steinbeck’s The 
Grapes of Wrath. 

Once I arrived in Cologne, my first question to my 
German friends was “What’s with those little go-karts 
crammed full of stuff? Is there a big flea market taking 
place somewhere?” They were puzzled by my question. 
After a few minutes, though, one of them surmised, 
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and I sensed that something historic was taking place, 
but we had little idea what it could be. 

By mid-October 1989, with Erich Honecker’s res-
ignation as leader of the German Democratic Republic 
and the declaration of a Hungarian Republic, it was 
astonishingly clear that the Warsaw Pact countries were 
in the midst of a radical political reformation. I recall 
sitting in a park in Salzburg, Austria, thinking that it 
would be only a matter of time before Moscow cracked 
down in a way similar to the Tiananmen Square mas-
sacre in Beijing just a few months earlier. Thankfully, 
I was wrong. Just a few days after I returned home to 
Missouri, on the night of November 9, 1989, I wept, 
for reasons I still do not understand, as I watched East 
Germans moving freely between East and West Berlin 
and, later that evening, young people dismantling the 
Berlin Wall. The Iron Curtain appeared to be coming 
down with little violence.

The end of the Cold War raised hopes in many circles 
that a world without the Soviet Union would lead to 
the spread of democracy, religious freedom, and the 
recognition of human rights. Michael Novak, Charles 
Krauthammer, Patrick Buchanan, and other right-wing 
pundits in the United States were quick to argue that the 
political and socio-economic changes associated with 
the revolutions of 1989 were already well underway 
in Latin America. Indeed, by November 1989, Marxist 
Communism had been largely overcome by American-
backed military dictators, such as the Chilean Augusto 
Pinochet and the Guatemalan Efraín Ríos Montt, who 
were friendly to American business interests and sup-
portive of U.S. military influence. To many right-wing 
commentators, the success of U.S. foreign policy toward 
Latin America under Ronald Reagan and the collapse of 
the Soviet Union constituted a “victory of Western capi-
talism” and created the conditions for a restructuring of 
global politics and economics. 

The End of History, the Clash of 
Civilizations, and the New World Order

Francis Fukuyama, in his now famous 1989 essay 
“The End of History?” published in the international 
affairs journal The National Interest, posited that the 
collapse of the Soviet Union meant the disintegration of 
the dialectical tension between the USSR and the U.S. 
According to Fukuyama, there was no political body 
that could rival the U.S. and thus no dialectical counter 
to U.S. hegemony. With this dialectic gone, “history” 
now had no contradictions and no driving force—we had 
finally reached our ultimate ideological goal and the end 
of history. Fukuyama writes: 

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of 
the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period 
of post-war history, but the end of history as such: 
that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evo-
lution and the universalization of Western liberal 
democracy as the final form of human govern-
ment.1

In his subsequent book, The End of History and the 
Last Man, published in 1992, Fukuyama elaborated with 
more certainty that the events of 1989 marked not only a 
victory for Western liberal democracy, but, in fact, “the 
present form of social and political organization [i.e., 
Western liberal democracy] is completely satisfying to 
human beings in their most essential characteristics.”2

Of course, Fukuyama was wrong. By early 1991, the 
U.S. had already found a new enemy in Iraq. The “new 
world order” promised by George Bush, which was sup-
posed to bring about more security and wealth based 
on American-style liberal democracy and free trade, 
never approached its utopian goals. Instead, the political 
vacuum created by the geopolitical restructuring left a 
wake of victims and new enemies, many of which were 
sparked by ethno-religious tensions in the Balkans and 
Rwanda and the declaration of the “war on terrorism” 
in 2001.

Samuel Huntington countered Fukuyama in a 
1993 Foreign Affairs article entitled “The Clash of 
Civilizations?” Huntington later expanded his thesis in 
his book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking 
of World Order, published in 1996. Huntington’s basic 
thesis was that cultural and religious identities would 
be the primary source of conflict in the post–Cold War 
world. He believed that while the age of ideology had 
ended with the collapse of the Soviet Union, the world 
had only reverted to a normal state of affairs character-
ized by cultural conflict. As a result, the primary axes 
of conflict in the future would be along cultural and 
religious lines. Given the state of international relations 
in the mid-1990s, Huntington concluded that, for the 
foreseeable future, major global conflicts would be be-
tween Muslims and Christians and would be carried out 
by both state and non-state actors.

For some, including many right-wing political 
commentators, the events of 9/11 seemed to validate 
Huntington’s thesis—the Christian West would be 
involved in a protracted war against Islamist terror or-
ganizations and states that harboured Islamist terrorists. 
But as Gregory Baum has argued, first in The Ecumenist 
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in 2002 and later in the second edition of his book 
Religion and Alienation (2007), Huntington’s thesis 
failed to account for the many inter-religious organiza-
tions, including the World Conference of Religions for 
Peace, that have been working together based on com-
mon values.3 For critical theologians and scholars, this 
inter-religious work is vital not because it will lead to a 
liberal utopia, but because it exposes the dialectical, or 
“ambivalent,” nature of the sacred and religion: religion 
has the capacity to cultivate both violence and peace, as 
well as injustice and justice.4 

*
To critical theologians and scholars who write in 

The Ecumenist, the legacy of the 1989 revolutions 
remains ambivalent. On the one hand, the collapse of 
the Soviet Union undeniably led to greater freedom for 
Eastern Europeans. Today, free elections are the norm 
in Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and many 
other former Warsaw Pact countries, including many 
former Soviet republics. And while Ostalgie (nostalgia 
for East Germany) and “Soviet chic” may have spawned 
a cottage industry catering to young consumers, few 
desire a return to a pre-1989 life. On the other hand, the 
end of the Cold War led to widespread unemployment, 
rising tensions over immigrant cultural assimilation, 

growing fears over ecological degradation, and con-
science-shocking outbreaks of religion-fueled violence.  

This issue of the Ecumenist recalls a number of 
themes that have emerged over the past 20 years: (1) 
a rejection of Francis Fukuyama’s “the end of history” 
argument and Samuel P. Huntington’s “clash of civiliza-
tions” thesis; (2) the embrace of the “Church for Others,” 
which was inspired by the East German theology of 
critical solidarity; (3) the commitment to understand the 
culture and theology of Muslims in order to engage in 
a mutually respectful dialogue; and (4) the examination 
of Catholic responses to the implementation of a global 
economic order rooted in neo-liberal economic theory. 
Indeed, each of these articles challenges us to read the 
“signs of the times” and to respond to them with the 
prophetic call for justice and solidarity.

1  Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?” The National Interest 16 
(Summer 1989): 4.

2  Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: 
Avon Books, 1993), 136.

3  Gregory Baum, “The Clash of Civilizations or Their Reconciliation?” 
The Ecumenist (Spring 2002): 12-17; and Religion and Alienation, 2nd ed. 
(Ottawa: Novalis, 2007), 233.

4  R. Scott Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 1999).
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Beyond the End of History

By Lee Cormie
Professor of Theology, University of St. Michael’s College

“Theology, not only in the North, but also in 
seminaries and divinity schools of Third World 
countries, is ahistorical.”—Sergio Torres

In 1989, Francis Fukuyama, formerly an analyst with 
the Rand Corporation and then deputy director of the 

U.S. State Department’s policy planning staff, announced 
the “end of history” (Fukuyama 1989). Symbolized by 
the tearing down of the Berlin Wall, this was a celebra-
tion of the “unabashed victory of economic and political 
liberalism” over its opponents, the historic left of so-
cialist and Marxist movements and governments, the 
USSR above all, and also the new left movements that 
had irrupted in the 1960s and 1970s. In a similar spirit, 
others, such as Michael Novak, Chief Ambassador 
of the U.S. Delegation to the United Nations Human 
Rights Commission in the Reagan administration and 
resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, 
announced the “death” of Latin American liberation 
theology. According to Novak, these liberation theolo-
gians, in their radically mistaken view, had attempted 
“to translate Christianity into Marxist categories” and 
had rejected capitalism in favour of socialism (Novak 
1986:66; Novak 1990).

The air of triumph quickly faded, though, with the 
resurgence of progressive social movements through 
the 1990s, culminating in the dramatic emergence of 
the anti-globalization—or, more accurately, the alter-
globalization movements in Seattle in 1999 and the 
emergence of “the other superpower” of global civil 
society. By the dawn of the new millennium, rapidly 
proliferating social movements were heralding the hope 
that “another world is possible” and bidding farewell to 
“the end of the end of history.”

But this is not only a story of the rise and fall of 
ideologies, for the changes sweeping the world are far 
more than economic and political. Human knowledge 
and capacities to act are expanding by orders of magni-
tude in every direction: through information explosions 
and knowledge revolutions; through new technologies 
of production, communications and transportation; and 
through new modes and scales of social organization 

(e.g., social movements as new centres of human agen-
cy). These developments are fundamentally disrupting 
old orders in every domain, shifting the contours of 
individual lives and social relations, and transforming 
humanity’s relationship to (the rest of) nature. They are 
plunging the world into the throes of a great historical 
transition that is altering the course of human history 
and of the evolution of life on earth, and opening new 
horizons of possible futures, both new heavens and new 
hells.

These developments are only dimly reflected in the 
celebrations of the “end of history” and the related 
discourses of “modernization” and “development” or 
“globalization,” and these developments are only begin-
ning to emerge in the discourses of liberation, social 
justice, and ecological sustainability. Here I wish to 
contribute to these dialogues by sketching develop-
ments in scholarly discussions on three fronts that are 
transforming religious, cultural, and political horizons 
and frameworks, shedding new light on history, and 
propelling theology into the centre of debates about the 
future.

Epistemological Earthquakes
Many discussions of history, especially those that 

take place in the global North, proceed as if they were 
miraculously insulated from the debates about “knowl-
edge” itself. These insulated approaches to history are 
“unhistorical” in two senses: (1) they ignore the extent to 
which the world is changing and relegating familiar cat-
egories and frameworks out of date, and (2) they ignore 
the widespread and long-standing debates about episte-
mologies and theoretical frameworks swirling across all 
the disciplines. As the title of Immanuel Wallerstein’s 
1999 book, The End of the World As We Know It, sug-
gests, both the world and the ways we have known it are 
ending. 

The 20th century was marked by vast expansions of 
the multifaceted processes of knowledge production—
schools and universities, libraries, scholarly associations, 
conferences, publishers, journals, newsletters, corpo-
rate research departments, government departments, 
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new technologies of data gathering and processing. 
These developments are vastly expanding the pools of 
“knowledge” and accelerating exponentially the self-
reinforcing processes of knowledge production, and in 
the process “changing the nature of scientific inquiry 
and its application to the great challenges facing man-
kind.” (Committee on Issues in the Transborder Flow of 
Scientific Data and Commission on Physical Sciences 
1997:16).  

In this context, “new” voices of the historically 
marginalized—such as Third World peoples, the poor, 
women, people of colour, indigenous peoples, lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgendered, queer (LGBTQ) people, 
and all those speaking on behalf of the Earth—have 
been central in vastly expanding dialogue and debate, 
enlarging the realm of experience and the traditions 
for interpreting it. Inevitably, along with the profound 
changes sweeping the world, these developments have 
disrupted existing modes of knowledge in the natural 
and social sciences (including history), and in the hu-
manities and theology, too (partially and confusingly 
reflected in the discourses of “postmodernism”).  

In particular, from a variety of directions, they have 
exposed the “Eurocentric” character of the assump-
tions and frameworks concerning nature (“creation” in 
theological terms), human nature, human destiny and 
the course of history, that marked the foundations and 
cultures of all the modern sciences, social sciences, and 
humanities, and the organization into disciplines and de-
partments of modern universities, which, though under 
assault from within and without, remain dominant. They 
have repeatedly confirmed that there is no simple, linear 
path of progress in knowledge. They have shed light on 
the expanding, not shrinking, realms of absences (result-
ing from the repression of other traditions and modes of 
knowing), losses (resulting from the death of many com-
munities and traditions, especially indigenous peoples), 
distorted priorities and waste, the deliberately mass-
produced ignorance of corporate media and government 
propaganda and public relations departments. The devel-
opment of knowledge remains so profoundly—perhaps 
increasingly—distorted by power and wealth. Clearly, 
the discourses of the modern sciences and humanities 
are centrally involved in expanding the gaps, such as the 
growing technological and digital divides between rich 
and poor. They are deeply implicated in producing the 
other major problems confronting humanity and other 
species; they have failed humanity. Deepening aware-
ness of these contradictions and limits suggests another 

original sin: an epistemological sin like the first one, the 
“sin of modernism” (Deloria, 2002, 163).

At the same time, there has been growing awareness 
among scholars of the expanding realms of the unknown 
accompanying every breakthrough, as new questions 
become possible, and of the persistent, perhaps also 
expanding, realms of mystery, questions beyond current 
capacities even to imagine answering “scientifically,” 
like those concerning the significance of humanity in the 
long-range evolution of life on earth, or the significance 
of life for the universe, or the structures and dynamics of 
the pluriverse of multiple universes.   

These developments are central in the growing 
awareness of the limits of divisions among scholarly dis-
ciplines, theoretical frameworks, and methods (McEvoy 
2007), and in the development of new generations of 
theoretical frameworks incorporating complexity, emer-
gence, and uncertainty: 

Complex socio-ecological systems share a number 
of fundamental properties that require changes in 
scientific methods, criteria of truth and quality, and 
conceptual frameworks. These properties include 
non-linearity, plurality of perspectives, emergence 
of properties, self-organization, multiplicity of 
scales, and irreducible uncertainty. (Gallopín, 
Funtowicz, O’Connor, et al. 2001) 

Numerous initiatives are underway for new inter-
disciplinary / multidisciplinary / transdisciplinary / 
postdisciplinary / postscientific paradigms in the natural 
and social sciences (Wallerstein 1991; Wallerstein, et 
al. 1996), including history, and the humanities, in-
cluding religious studies and theology, evident in the 
proliferation of liberation and contextual theologies, 
ecotheologies, and interfaith theologies. 

These developments are accompanied by radical 
expansion of epistemological horizons with growing 
appreciation of irreducible epistemological, theoreti-
cal, and methodological diversity (Santos 2004:122), 
and of the centrality of cognitive or epistemic justice 
to any hope for greater insight (“truth”) (Santos 2007). 
And they are promoting experiments in new epistemolo-
gies, philosophies and ethics of science (Gallopín, et 
al. 2001), and in reinventing schools (Chan-Tiberghien 
2004) and universities (Weiler 2004) around the world.  

It is increasingly clear that no struggles are more im-
portant for the future of humanity—and countless other 
species—than the struggles over knowledge. 
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World Historical Transitions
In recuperating the voices, traditions, and discourses 

of so many other peoples, expanding dialogues of 
equality and mutually respectful “translation” (Ribeiro 
2004) are vastly expanding horizons of reality. They 
are (re)discovering many other pasts, and turning “‘the’ 
past into a plurality of worlds” (Schäfer 1993). In the 
process, they are radically undermining linear notions 
of history as progress (Nandy 1995; Panikkar 1995), 
reaffirming the openness of history, and shedding new 
light on the dynamics of civilizational development 
and collapse, “the ends of the world as we know them” 
(Diamond, J. 2005). Efforts at post-Eurocentric histo-
ries, acknowledging that there can be no single history, 
nevertheless converge in identifying key historical tran-
sitions in the past.

In this light, Homo sapiens, like all species, may 
be considered an “experiment of Nature” (McMichael 
1993:33). This experiment is unique in combining 
genetic adaptation and cultural adaptation–learning, 
technological innovation, social creativity in forging 
modes of collective identity and social relation, and 
discourses fostering cumulative learning beyond small 
groups and across time. In other words, “with the ap-
pearance of Homo sapiens, biological evolution, in a 
certain sense, transcended itself” (Ceruti and Pievani 
2005:291), introducing new actors (tribes, clans, 
families, kingdoms, civilizations and empires, world 
systems), new dynamics, and “new rules of historical 
change” marking “a significant turning point in the his-
tory of our planet” (Christian 2005:144). 

Homo sapiens first emerged in Africa 150,000 to 
200,000 years ago (in places co-existing with other 
hominid species with similar capacities for adaptation 
until 15,000 years ago [Wong 2005]). In the tangled 
webs of subsequent human history, four major transi-
tions stand out.

First, about 35,000 to 40,000 years ago, some devel-
opment, probably capacities for symbolic expression 
and consciousness, triggered an explosion of cultural 
and technological creativity, which replaced the previ-
ous pattern of intermittent cultural and technological 
innovation with a new pattern of constant and expanding 
innovation (Tattersall 2003: 26). 

Second, between 11,500 and 4,000 years ago, the 
transition to agriculture occurred in at least three differ-
ent regions, facilitating more sedentary modes of social 
life and providing an expanded social base for more 
sustained interaction and creativity. With these develop-

ments, “the runaway process of making history sets in” 
(Cook 2003: 21).

Third, shortly after, the first cities emerged (southern 
Mesopotamia [3200 BCE[, Egypt [3100 BCE], northern 
India and China [1000 BCE] and Mesoamerica [1000 
BCE]), and then city states and empires, marking a 
quantum leap “from personal relations to impersonal 
power, and from power over things to power over 
people” (Christian 2005: 248). These capacities reached 
a new scale in the time of Jesus with the emergence 
of a single Roman religious-military-political empire 
(Buzan and Little 2000: 399).

And fourth, the current, or “modern,” transition 
began around 1500 CE, or symbolically in 1492, with 
the European voyages of discovery and conquest, de-
feats and incorporation of other civilizations, lands, 
and peoples in increasingly global webs of interaction, 
variously identified with the Enlightenment, modernity, 
capitalism, along with the Enlightenment, emergence 
of the modern sciences, industrialization, imperialism, 
nation states and modern capitalist world system, and 
multiple modernizations in other parts of the world. In 
no sense were these simply reducible to responses to 
Western projects of colonization and modernization, but 
incorporations of Western influences in non-Western 
civilizational dynamics and projects.  

In the “modern” period, history is increasingly 
marked by “advances and retreats, action, resistance, 
and confrontation, forward movements and jumps 
backward” (Beaud 2004: 8) on ever-broader, ultimately 
planetary scales. This modern period is marked by 
repeated crises, none greater than the series of crises 
linking the First World War,  the financial crises of the 
1920s and the Great Depression (which itself “brought 
capitalism to the edge of extinction” [Thurow 1996: 5]), 
and the Second World War, which, together with the 
First World War, Hobsbawm refers to as “the long world 
war of 1914–45” (1995: 55). 

Remarkably quickly, though, U.S. elites and their 
allies launched the first truly global project, the new 
post-war project of “modernization” and “development” 
simultaneously promoting “development” around the 
world and, with a colossal expansion of military forces 
and interventions profoundly distorting development 
priorities and possibilities, aid, “containing” alternative 
projects, especially socialism, interpreted as both “back-
ward” and demonic. With massive reconstruction efforts 
in Europe and Japan, another major war was averted, 
new technologies were transforming everyday life, and 
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leading scholars and public officials announced that 
economic growth was the key to delivering never-ending 
progress to all. So successful was this agenda in the U.S. 
that in the early 1960s, and in a way that anticipated 
Fukuyama’s later declaration of “the end of history,” 
leading scholars and politicians triumphantly announced 
“the end of ideology” (Bell 1962; Waxman 1968), which 
meant the end of fundamental disagreements about the 
course of history, our vision of human destiny, or policy 
instruments for quickly achieving it.

The Triumph of Neoliberalism 
The irruptions of new voices and movements in the 

1960s and 1970s must be seen in this context–-that is, 
as rebellions. Amidst great changes and the promise 
of great progress, people rallied together and rebelled 
against the post-war “system,” against the project for 
global order in all its dimensions, against the then-
existing alternative projects of really-existing forms 
of socialism in the USSR and China, and against ide-
ologies and modes of organizing in mainstream labour 
unions. Left parties; Third World liberation movements; 
feminist, civil rights, and black power movements; in-
digenous, feminist, ecology, and LGTBQ movements, to 
name just a few, irrupted, sometimes in conflict, some-
times complementing each other, in cascading waves of 
transformation. Still largely unstudied by scholars in the 
social sciences and theology, none of these movements 
fully accomplished all the goals articulated by their early 
architects. But individually, each achieved many small 
successes. Collectively, they have transformed the con-
tours of debate and struggle on every important issue.

Not surprisingly, liberal and conservative elites in the 
U.S. and elsewhere interpreted these movements as “a 
general challenge to existing systems of authority, pub-
lic and private,” an “excess of democracy” (Huntington 
1975: 74). These elites mobilized vast resources to 
clarify their positions, to find common ground, and 
to reframe the terms of public debate. They sought to 
enshrine economics as the single most authoritative, 
‘scientific’ discourse, allegedly providing neutral, ob-
jective, universally relevant interpretations of what is 
happening in the world. They decreed that “private prop-
erty,” “free markets,” ”competition,” and ”globalization” 
are natural, inevitable, and good. 

Baptized in the agendas of the Thatcher and Reagan 
administrations after 1979, this project has been much 
more than “economic.” Rather, it has been “global.” It is 
a project that aims to transform society, including family 

life, culture, politics, economy, and religion, as well as 
the whole world. It is a project that seeks to create and 
maintain nothing less than a “new world order,” in the 
words of George H.W. Bush.  

The examples of the global reach of this project 
are too numerous to cite. However, I would like to 
note some central religious features of this project as 
it emerged and developed in the U.S. In opposition to 
critics’ charges of the amorality (i.e., the absence of 
values) or immorality (i.e., wrong values, such as in-
dividualism and narrow self-interest, lack of concern 
for the common good, the environment, or peace), key 
spokespeople insisted that their agenda was explicitly 
religious and moral, that “democratic capitalism” was 
founded on Judeo-Christian principles, and that this 
agenda was naturally good in both economic and re-
ligious / ethical terms—was, indeed, God-given. As 
Michael Novak proclaimed, “no society in the long 
history of the Jewish and Christian people owes more 
than our own to the inspiration of Jewish, Christian, and 
humanistic traditions” (Novak 1982: 21). The architects 
of this counter-revolution declared that, in the words 
of President Reagan, the “real crisis we face today is a 
spiritual one; at root, it is a test of moral will and faith”; 
he insisted that the “renewal of America” involves “a 
great spiritual awakening in America, a renewal of tra-
ditional values that have been the bedrock of America’s 
goodness and greatness” (Reagan 1983). 

Moreover, their agenda involved targeting religious 
opponents, in particular left Christians and liberation 
theologies. It involved forging and mobilizing cadres 
of zealous fundamentalist Christians to capture the 
Republican Party, to mobilize key factions of voters to 
swing elections and to sweep their candidates to power 
(Diamond 1989). 

In these terms, economic doctrines of the “free 
market” and “free trade” functioned not as empirical 
science, whose propositions were tested against experi-
ence in dialogue open to all scholars and experts, but as 
“market fundamentalism” involving blind faith in idols, 
deafening its adherents to the cries of its victims, and 
blinding them to the suicidal consequences of their own 
actions. (There is no space here to document recent de-
velopments in recognizing more generally the ways the 
functioning of corporations, markets, and international 
financial institutions have had cultural and religious 
dimensions, or how religious categories, frameworks, 
and actors have participated in shaping the earlier post–
Second World War projects.)
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So, the project of neoliberal globalization radically 
expanded and reframed the horizons of debate to include 
not only economics and politics, but also religious, 
cultural, and ethical matters, reinterpretations of past 
history and new horizons for the future. In their most 
ambitious expressions, the visionaries of this project 
vastly expanded the boundaries of human agency and of 
hope for the future to include the elimination of scarcity 
and want, the transcendence of ignorance and human 
limitations, and great leaps forward in the evolution of 
life on earth, even in the cosmos, including an improved 
new transhuman or posthuman species (Dyson, Gilder, 
Keyworth, et al. 1996; Kurzweil 1999; Gingrich 2002). 
By the early 1990s, after the tearing down of the Berlin 
Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, they an-
nounced that a consensus prevailed—the “Washington 
consensus” (Williamson 1994), or, as it was pro-
moted in Ontario, “common sense” (The Progressive 
Conservative Party of Ontario 1994). This consensus 
marked, as Fukuyama proclaimed, the “end of history.”

Certainly, the tearing down of the Berlin Wall and 
breakup of the USSR did result in significant changes 
in these countries, more generally for the peoples of 
Eastern and Central Europe and central Asia, and in 
global geopolitics. But for the liberation, social justice, 
and eco-justice movements that irrupted in the 1960s, 
and continued to proliferate over subsequent decades, 
1989 was neither a disappointment nor a shock, because 
they had long been deeply critical of really-existing 
socialisms, and because, since the launching of the 
neoliberal / neoconservative counter-revolution, with its 
goal of “killing hope” (Blum 1995) for any alternatives, 
they had already suffered many backlashes and defeats.

Reopening the Great Religions / 
Philosophical Questions

We are familiar with the latest chapter in this modern 
story, marked by accelerating and intensifying informa-
tion explosions and knowledge revolutions, and multiple, 
unevenly processes of “globalization” expanding cul-
tural and religious, political and economic links around 
the world (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, et al. 1999). It is 
increasingly clear that with the intensification of global 
civilization a new threshold is being crossed, with deep-
ening planetary significance (Christian 2005: 335). But, 
as the 1990s unfolded, it also became increasingly clear 
that this latest and most ambitious civilizational project 
was failing even its own terms (Weisbrot, Baker and 
Rosnik 2005; Chang 2008), widening the gaps between 

rich and poor, massively contributing to cascading envi-
ronmental crises, and intensifying turmoil and conflict. 
These failures only multiplied with the recent unilateral 
reassertion of U.S. empire, which was interpreted by 
many as a sign of weakness rather than strength (Bello 
2003; Schell 2006). Against this background, the finan-
cial meltdown is only the latest expression of deepening 
and cascading crises, of a “world turned upside down” 
(Bulard 2008), and of the blind faith in “the gods that 
failed” (Elliott and Atkinson 2008). 

In this context, the resurgence of “religion” has been 
inevitable, for the reasons suggested above. Faith com-
munities are also wrestling with the changes sweeping 
the world. New voices and movements have been ir-
rupting with them, too. The crises of positivist science 
have opened new space for other discourses. Most 
fundamentally, these developments have reopened the 
most fundamental religious and philosophical questions 
concerning the contours of creation/nature, human na-
ture, the course of history, human destiny, and the future 
of life, which demand concrete answers not only from 
scholars and prophets, but from people, communities, 
and institutions everywhere.

*
The feeling is growing that the whole world is caught 

up in historic processes of crisis, literally “decreation” 
(McKibben 1999), and re-creation. Another world is not 
only possible, it is inevitable. At one pole are glittering 
promises of unending progress and human fulfillment, 
even transcendence of the human condition in a new 
transhuman or posthuman future. And at the other pole 
are growing choruses pointing to climate cataclysms, 
civilizational crisis, a drastically shrinking human 
population, perhaps even human extinction along with 
the extinctions of thousands of other species in a “great 
dying,” the sixth wave of mass extinctions in the history 
of life on earth (“The Great Dying” 2002). 

Of course, religious traditions do not in any simple 
sense contain “answers” to questions in a world where 
the contours of reality and possibility are changing so 
profoundly. As at other turning points in history, all tra-
ditions of knowledge, hope, and faith are challenged to 
radical conversions and renewal. But, within these tradi-
tions are many diverse strands, including many creative 
expressions of “critical and open traditionalism that uses 
the historic past to create a bright future” (Inayatullah 
2005), and wisdom rooted in earlier experiences of 
confronting historical transitions and wrestling with the 
possibilities of hope beyond the end of history. 
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Think Globally, Act Locally: The Conciliar Process  
for Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation as Precursor  
of the Peaceful Revolution in the GDR1

By Stephen Brown
Managing Editor of Ecumenical News International, Geneva

One of the striking features of the events and demon-
strations of autumn 1989 in the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR) was the place occupied by churches as 
centres of protests and the role played by pastors and 
church activists in the newly founded political parties 
and citizens’ movements. Throughout the transition 
from “actually existing socialism” to becoming part of 
a constitutional democracy, pastors, theologians, church 
workers, and activists continued to play a prominent 
role. In the decades leading up to the events of 1989, the 
churches in the GDR had been the only institutions not 
integrated into the “democratic centralism” of the ruling 
Socialist Unity Party (SED). This relative independence 
allowed the churches to provide a “critical space” for 
the development of Basisgruppen (grassroots groups), 
which were organized around peace, environmental, and 
human rights issues. In co-operation with the churches, 
these Basisgruppen had the ability to articulate dis-
sent against the strictures of SED policies. It was these 
groups that provided the nucleus of activists for many of 
the citizens’ movements and new political parties found-
ed in the GDR in 1989. And it was the demands of these 
Basisgruppen that initially established programs and set 
the agenda of these new movements and parties. 

In many respects, this development should be sur-
prising. Neither the Lutheranism nor the Prussian state 
Protestantism that historically dominated the territories 
that made up the GDR maintained a strong tradition 
of challenging authority. One of the figures in GDR 
Protestantism who played a key role in the shift toward 
a new perspective was Heino Falcke, born in 1929 and a 
student of Karl Barth. From 1973 until his retirement 21 
years later, Falcke was Provost (Dean) of Erfurt.2 Falcke 
first came to wide attention in 1972 with an address to 
the synod of the Federation of Protestant Churches in the 
GDR, a grouping of eight regional Protestant churches 
established in 1969 as an entity separate from the previ-
ously all-German Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland 
(EKD). Only with the founding of the Federation of 
Protestant Churches was there an organizational subject 

constituted that was able to interact with the state and 
society of the GDR. Falcke’s address to the Dresden 
synod in 1972, entitled “Christ Liberates—Therefore, 
the Church for Others,” was intended as a contribution 
to spell out a role for the Protestant church in the GDR.3 
In his address, Falcke spoke of the “liberating Christ,” 
whose “solidarity with the suffering, [and] his promise 
of freedom … compels us to take part in the socialist 
protest against the misery of humanity and to join in the 
task to change inhuman situations, so as to bring about 
greater justice and freedom.”

Falcke was not only referring to global injustices 
in this speech, but he was also pointing to a “lack of 
freedom and injustice” in the socialist society of the 
GDR. Falcke declared, “Precisely because we do not 
have to demand of socialism that it provide the realm of 
freedom … we will tirelessly remind our society of our 
committed hope for a socialism that can be changed for 
the better.”4 Falcke went further in making his case for 
greater freedom of discussion in the GDR: 

For the sake of responsible participation, it is 
important for our society to extend the arenas in 
which open discussion is possible … Would not 
the (Communist) Party gain authority in its lead-
ing role if this authority were more recognizable 
as the sponsor of freedom and as an aid to self 
responsibility? … Surely it is essential for the 
future of socialism that it strive for and promote 
such responsibility? 

In this situation, it was, Falcke concluded, the 
church’s task to offer “a space for critical debate, a place 
for free speech, an openness to radical questioning and a 
readiness to learn without fear.”5

A decade later, Falcke would be a main instigator of 
a proposal from the delegates of the German Democratic 
Republic to the 1983 assembly in Vancouver of the 
World Council of Churches (WCC). The proposal was 
that the WCC consider convening “a universal church 
council for peace, of the sort that Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
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considered necessary fifty years ago in the face of the 
threat of the Second World War.”6 This proposal was, in 
effect, a call for Umkehr (repentance and conversion) in 
the face of the “still continuing arms race as well as in 
the destructive exploitation of nature and in the prevail-
ing injustice of the world.”7 

This proposal by the GDR delegates was a key staging 
post to the call issued at the end of the Vancouver assem-
bly to “engage member churches in a conciliar process 
of mutual commitment (covenant) to justice, peace and 
the integrity of all creation” and for “the churches at 
all levels—congregations, dioceses/synods, networks 
of Christian groups and base communities—together 
with the WCC, [to] enter into a covenant in a conciliar 
process … to confess Christ, the life of the world, as the 
Lord over the idols of our times.”8 In Europe, this call 
for a Conciliar Process led to the European Ecumenical 
Assembly “Peace with Justice,” held in Basel in May 
1989, and, globally, to the World Convocation on 
Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation in Seoul in 
March 1990. In the GDR, not least through the efforts of 
Falcke, the Conciliar Process reached its high point with 
the Ecumenical Assembly of Christians and Churches 
in the GDR for Justice, Peace and the Preservation of 
Creation.9 Meeting in three sessions between February 
1988 and April 1989, for the first and only time in the 
history of the GDR, Protestant regional churches and 
the Catholic, Orthodox, and Free Churches took part in 
a major gathering devoted to social and political issues. 
Members of the Ecumenical assembly came not only 
from within established church structures but also from 
the Basisgruppeni, who were active in peace, environ-
mental, human rights, and solidarity issues. The linkage 
of “justice, peace and the preservation of creation” in 
the Conciliar Process gave a sense of coherence to the 
disparate demands of these groups and provided an oppor-
tunity, legitimized by the church, to apply the discourse of 
justice to GDR society itself. 

The final session of the assembly in April 1989 resulted 
in unprecedented demands for the reform of the GDR, 
including the separation of the state and the ruling SED 
party, secret ballots for elections, freedom for art and 
culture, and the right to form independent associations.10 
For Werner Jarowinsky, the SED secretary responsible 
for church affairs, the demands being drawn up by the 
Ecumenical Assembly represented “a complete program 
for the installation of a sort of opposition movement.”11 
Indeed, the assembly prefigured the emergence of the 
citizens’ movements and new political parties in autumn 

1989, in which many of those active in the Ecumenical 
Assembly took prominent roles, and for the political 
demands of which the texts of the Ecumenical Assembly 
provided a template. 

As we reflect back on the headline-grabbing events of 
1989, I want to highlight three aspects of the Conciliar 
Process in the GDR that have perhaps received less atten-
tion than they deserve: (1) the role of the Basisgruppen 
in the GDR immediately after the Vancouver assembly, 
(2) the role of the Ecumenical Assembly in transform-
ing disaffection into dissent, and (3) the continuity that 
exists from the speech by Heino Falcke in Dresden in 
1972 to his involvement in the Ecumenical Assembly 
and beyond. 

Basisgruppen in the GDR. 
One of the distinctive features of the GDR in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s was the emergence of what 
came to be called Basisgruppen. These were informal 
groups and networks; many, if not most, had a link to 
a parish or another church institution. While concerned 
with global issues such as peace or the environment, the 
growth of these groups was also linked to problems or 
deficits within GDR society itself.12 At the beginning 
of the 1980s, no overarching organization had brought 
these Basisgruppen together. The ruling SED govern-
ment had enacted policies to prevent emergence of any 
such organization for fear that it could mobilize groups 
against the State. After 1983, as medium-range nuclear 
weapons began to be deployed in Europe, and many 
of those involved in peace groups began to shift their 
attention to other issues, the Conciliar Process helped 
promote a collective identity, a “global redefinition of 
the issues at stake,” linking Basisgruppen “by ties of 
solidarity and ideal communion with protagonists of 
other analogous mobilizations.”13 Through its assertion 
that the threats to justice, peace, and the environment 
were interconnected, the Conciliar Process created a 
basis for building solidarity and community between 
protagonists in the various Basisgruppen. For example, 
by the beginning of 1985, and just 18 months after the 
Vancouver assembly, the Wittenberg pastor and peace 
activist Friedrich Schorlemmer wrote the following in a 
paper about the Basisgruppen: “Networking [between] 
the groups can help prevent fragmentation and it can 
promote joint action on occasions. In the long term, such 
Christian groups can become part of the ecumenical pro-
cess of covenanting for peace, justice and preservation 
of creation.”14  
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We can clearly see the “global redefinition of the is-
sues at stake” in the network Frieden konkret. Founded in 
1983, Frieden konkret was initially intended as a means 
to network peace activists and peace groups. However, 
the ruling SED party and the State Security Ministry—
the “Stasi”—thought, with good reason, that Frieden 
konkret was an attempt to give organizational form to 
an independent peace movement in the GDR. Two years 
later, and in part inspired by the Conciliar Process, the 
network expanded to include environmental and Third 
World groups. It was largely through Frieden konkret 
that the demands of the Basisgruppen would flow into 
the Ecumenical Assembly of 1988 and 1989. One of the 
leaders of this move was Markus Meckel, then a pastor 
and peace activist in Mecklenburg who in 1989 was one 
of the co-founders of the Social Democratic Party in the 
GDR; he would be foreign minister in the freely elected 
GDR government in 1990. Meckel himself has noted,

There were intensive efforts in the churches in this 
so-called Conciliar Process from the mid-1980s, 
i.e., since the WCC assembly of 1983, to make the 
questions of justice, peace and the North-South 
relations as well as the preservation of creation, an 
issue for work within the church: What from the 
standpoint of Christian faith must we do together? 
This was a great opportunity for the groups to take 
the churches as an institution at their word and be 
able to arrive at clear, substantive statements. I 
think that the most critical texts that were not only 
written by individuals but agreed by an organiza-
tion were the texts of the Ecumenical Assembly in 
April 1989.15

The Ecumenical Assembly 
The Ecumenical Assembly played a central role in 

transforming disaffection in the GDR into a more pur-
poseful dissent. A working consensus in the Conciliar 
Process in the GDR and in the organization of the 
assembly was that the themes of justice, peace, and 
creation should be applied to GDR society itself. In 
advance of the first session of the assembly in February 
1988, the preparatory commission issued a call, which 
was originally drafted by Heino Falcke, requesting “all 
Christians and congregations and groups that are espe-
cially involved in these issues” to consider “where in 
our society the problems and tasks of justice, of peace 
and of the preservation of creation can be found, what 
our faith says about such issues, and what we could and 
should do together.” 

By the time of the first session of the Ecumenical 
Assembly, which opened in Dresden in February 1988, 
the assembly secretariat had received about 10,000 sub-
missions, of which about two thirds were classified before 
the assembly opened: 2,772 were related to questions of 
justice, 2,491 were on issues related to peace, and 1,459 
were on “creation.” In all three categories, a majority 
of the submissions were focused on the situation in the 
GDR. In this way, the Conciliar Process articulated and 
tapped into a significant reservoir of disaffection that 
existed in the 1980s in the GDR. The political scientist 
Sabrina Petra Ramet has described this understanding of 
disaffection as “discontent with the system itself without 
necessarily entailing a belief in one’s ability to change 
the system.” Disaffection should not be confused with 
dissatisfaction, which is “discontent with the way in 
which certain parts of the system operate or with certain 
policies of the regime … without necessarily calling into 
question the legitimacy or optimality of the system.” Nor 
should it be confused with dissent, which is “discontent 
with the system, charged by belief in one’s ability to ef-
fect change, however gradual or slight, and implying an 
external standard by which the system’s performance is 
evaluated.” Disaffection, states Ramet, “is the seedbed 
from which dissent sprouts,” while “dissent, as potent as 
it is, becomes consequential for the future of the given 
system only when it can tap into people’s dissatisfaction 
and help transform it into disaffection.”16  

The submissions to the assembly about peace and the 
environment drew upon well-established repertoires of 
protest and disaffection that had developed within the 
churches in the 1980s, such as opposition to military ser-
vice and to the militarization of education, and concern 
about the widespread environmental degradation of the 
GDR. The question of justice, however, was a much more 
diffuse issue, but, at the same time, was potentially even 
more destabilizing. These submissions included issues 
such as discrimination in education and employment; 
the place of the elderly and people with disabilities; the 
treatment of minorities, such as homosexuals, alcohol-
ics, and released prisoners; universal human rights; the 
rule of law; access to information; the ability to engage 
in autonomous action (Mündigkeit), travel and emigra-
tion; Abgrenzung (shutting the GDR off from West 
Germany); “new thinking” and perestroika; the growing 
lack of government responsibility for the everyday lives 
of East Germans; the declining belief in the work ethic; 
and the call for the “abolition of the use of weapons at 
state borders.” 
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The Ecumenical Assembly articulated the “problems, 
tensions and dilemmas” of society as a whole, mobiliz-
ing not only Basisgruppen but also wider circles of the 
church. Axel Noack, for example, has noted, “One of the 
particular achievements of the ‘Ecumenical Assembly 
for Peace, Justice and the Preservation of Creation’ 
that has certainly not been recognized enough is that 
it built a bridge between the concerns of the groups 
and the parishes.”17 The Conciliar Process showed that 
demands by the Basisgruppen for fundamental changes 
within the GDR represented a much wider reservoir of 
dissatisfaction and disaffection. Through the three ses-
sions of the assembly, this disaffection was transformed 
into a critical mass of dissent. The results of this process 
were established in the twelve texts agreed upon at the 
final session in April 1989. In effect, this work of the 
Ecumenical Assembly set down an external standard by 
which the performance of the system could be judged. 
The Ecumenical Assembly thereby marked the transfor-
mation of disaffection within the structures of the church 
into explicit dissent, with demands for fundamental 
political change.

Heino Falcke
There is a continuity from Heino Falcke’s address in 

Dresden in 1972 to the final session of the Ecumenical 
Assembly in the same city seventeen years later. Many of 
the assertions contained in Falcke’s 1972 address could 
have been reiterated in 1989 as a program for change in 
the GDR, with the Ecumenical Assembly itself perhaps 
demonstrating the “critical space” for which Falcke had 
called in his 1972 speech in Dresden. In that address, 
Falcke outlined a vision in which the church could be 
“an example of an institution and fellowship in which 
responsible participation and open and free discussion 
of different opinions can take place … That would be 
a contribution of the utmost importance to creating re-
sponsible partnership in society.”18 This was theme that 
Heino Falcke returned to again and again in his speeches 
and writings in the decade that followed. Through his 
involvement in the WCC’s program for a “just, partici-
patory and sustainable society,” Falcke posed this issue 
in connection with the dangers of the “scientific techni-
cal revolution,” where the lack of a “critical space” was 
a major deficit in socialist societies. In the early 1970s 
there was neither majority support within the church 
for Falcke’s perspective, nor the means by which it 
could be implemented. However, with the growth of 
Basisgruppen in the GDR at the end of the 1970s, a new 

actor emerged. This changed the balance of forces with-
in the Protestant churches, and gave a structural basis for 
the perspective being proposed by Falcke, and one that 
underlay the Conciliar Process in the GDR. 

A second element of continuity is the call to Umkehr 
(repentance and conversion). In Dresden, in 1972, 
Falcke spoke of the Christ who “frees us to the love, 
which transcends borders in solidarity with the suffer-
ing.” In Vancouver, in 1983, the proposal of the GDR 
delegates began with the statement that became the as-
sembly theme—“‘Jesus Christ – the Life of the World’ 
is a summons to us to repent of our bondage to the pow-
ers of death and to turn to the life which Jesus Christ 
gives us,” in the face of the global threats with which 
humanity was confronted. This would be a continu-
ally repeated demand by Falcke, becoming a Leitbegriff  
(guiding concept) for the Conciliar Process in the GDR. 
In 1988, shortly after the first session of the Ecumenical 
Assembly, Heino Falcke explained what was meant by 
the term Umkehr:

… the world faces the challenge of repentance and 
conversion, in all areas … Schematically, I would 
say that both capitalism and actually existing 
socialism are at an end if we are to face the chal-
lenges of an ecologically responsible economy 
that promotes justice. … We are living in a time 
of change [Wendezeit] … we are living at the end 
of modern civilization [Neuzeit], we are facing 
the challenge of repentance and conversion that 
touches both our personal existence and the struc-
tures of our world.19

This call for Umkehr would shape the first of the final 
texts of the Ecumenical Assembly, the “Theological 
Foundation,” entitled “‘Umkehr’ to justice, peace and the 
preservation of creation.” Here, the central theme was the 
need for Umkehr to three “preferential options”: “for the 
poor, for non-violence and for the protection and support 
of life.” The demands of the Ecumenical Assembly were 
focused not only on changes in the GDR, but also on the 
need for a fundamental shift in perspective at the global 
level. Falcke comments, “The internal GDR problems 
were placed in a global perspective, and the “actually 
existing” socialism was challenged to reconstruct itself 
to be able to make a contribution to overcome the crisis 
of survival.”20

This leads to my final point, and back to the title of 
this article—the interdependency between “global think-
ing” and “local acting.” In his 1972 address in Dresden, 
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Falcke stated that the “historical dynamic of the gospel 
… makes us ready to learn and directs us to the task of 
exploring our situation …. Only when we really take our 
social existence seriously will we experience the liberat-
ing power of the Word.” Two years earlier, in a paper 
circulated in duplicated form, Falcke wrote that 

Christian commitment … must be both universal 
and specific at the same time. Universal: This 
commitment must be directed to the threats to the 
existence of the world as a whole and which nec-
essarily must have priority. Specific: Commitment 
to deal with these issues must take place in one’s 
own social and political context …. Commitment 
to the suffering, the weak and the oppressed is just 
as indivisible as commitment to peace. The person 
who wants to be involved in commitment for the 
weak and oppressed in the third world must also 
be concerned about the weak and the oppressed in 
their own society.21

This perspective was the foundation of the Conciliar 
Process in the GDR. It was this Leitidee (guiding idea) 
of “Global Thinking” and “Local Acting” that gave the 
Conciliar Process in the GDR its almost literally “revo-
lutionary” dynamic, where the global issues of justice, 
peace, and creation functioned as catalysts for a debate 
about the reality of the situation in the GDR. 

The church as an example of a “critical space,” the 
call for Umkehr in the face of the global threats to sur-
vival, and the need for this global thinking to be reflected 
in local acting—this was the perspective that was at the 
core of the Conciliar Process in the GDR, and it pro-
vided a basis for the “peaceful revolution.”

Two years after the “peaceful revolution,” Heino 
Falcke wrote of the demand for Umkehr: “In no way 
did the political changes of 1989 and 1990 lead to this 
Umkehr. Only through the option of non-violence was 
the Ecumenical Assembly able to shape the revolution-
ary events. Rather, solidarity with the poor and with the 
suffering environment was displaced through a prefer-
ential option for the social market economy.”22 Twenty 
years after the Ecumenical Assembly, the twelve final 
texts maintain an astounding actuality. But perhaps we 
now we need to reverse the “Global thinking, local act-
ing” perspective. Perhaps our respective local situations 
now demand global action.
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Torture by the Book: On the Bible and  
“Enhanced Interrogation Techniques”1

By Erin Runions
Pomona College, Claremont, California 

If we want to hold the highest authorities account-
able for the U.S.’s recent turn to torture, perhaps we 

should start with the Bible. According to legal scholars 
quoted in a New York Magazine article by Jeffrey Rosen, 
prosecution of those ultimately responsible would turn 
on whether the authors of the torture memos and their 
bosses in the Bush administration believed that “en-
hanced interrogation techniques” such as water boarding 
contravened the federal anti-torture statute—whether 
they knew their advice or orders were wrong.2 It might 
be worth considering what larger set of beliefs might in-
form the cognitive machinations of the Bush era Justice 
Department. What other doctrines or narratives create 
conditions of moral ambiguity for decision makers? I 
name the Bible as an ethos-shaping culprit. 

I am not talking about the teachings of a particular 
passage, a literal one-to-one correspondence of chapter 
and verse that tells us whether we can or cannot sub-
jugate detainees to unearthly pain and psychological 
distress—enough people are reading federal and interna-
tional law this way. I am talking about a mythologizing 
and allegorizing approach to scripture that is the founda-
tion for an ethical habitat in which torture becomes both 
permissible and necessary. It may not be a conscious 
thing, but left unchallenged, this constantly reproducing 
version of the Bible leaves our ethical systems compro-
mised. 

One symptom of this underground biblical influence 
was the fact that the Bible itself was used in the attempt 
to break detainees in Abu Ghraib. Attention to the details 
of this overlooked fact point to this scriptural syndrome. 
No cries of sacrilege went up over the use of Boney M’s 
“Rivers of Babylon” in the interrogation process,3 even 
though the lyrics are taken directly from Psalm 137.4 
Haj Ali Shalal5—the man whose experiences6 match 
the now iconic photo of the hooded man on a box—
reported being subjected to high-volume repetitions of 
the song, but the many other outrages of Abu Ghraib 
overshadowed this tactic. Nor was this the only music 
used in the interrogation process. The so-called “torture 
playlist”7 also included the Barney (the purple dinosaur) 

theme song, songs with “America” in their titles (in-
cluding Neil Diamond’s “Coming to America”), songs 
with “Babylon” in their titles (including David Gray’s 
“Babylon”), and various hard rock tunes (including se-
lections from Rage Against the Machine and Metallica). 
Nonetheless, the inclusion of “Rivers of Babylon” in the 
playlist and its repetition in the Abu Ghraib torture ses-
sions reveal much about the belief system that enabled 
other atrocities.

Chosen no doubt for its reference to captivity in 
Babylon, and perhaps also for its quickly maddening 
disco beat and repetitive tune, we might wonder to what 
degree Shalal’s interrogators thought through the song’s 
cultural, mythical, and allegorical reverberations. Most 
of the song repeats and slightly modifies the first four 
verses of Psalm 137, a psalm that expresses agony over 
the Babylonian exile of the Judean elite in 597 and 586 
BCE. A refrain is thrown in from Psalm 19, asking that 
the song be acceptable to God. 

Did U.S. soldiers think through the implications of 
playing this particular incarnation of this biblical text 
as a form of psychological stress? In what theological 
world might they have thought their actions acceptable 
in God’s sight? Even if the most minimal planning was 
operative, the thick strata of irony and ambiguity sur-
rounding this musical selection beg for excavation. 

At the very least, the decision to play “Rivers of 
Babylon” at Abu Ghraib indicates that an allegorical-
mythical figure of Babylon was grafted onto Iraq in 
some way. Aided by a long apocalyptic tradition and 
biblical historiography, the story of Babylon conquering 
ancient Israel (Judah), destroying the temple, and exiling 
God’s people is read as one moment within an ancient 
mythical and spiritual struggle that continues into the 
present. Babylon becomes a transhistorical symbol 
of tyranny, evil, and godlessness, emphasized by the 
figure of the Whore of Babylon in Revelation 17. Such 
evil must be fought by any means necessary, or so the 
logic goes. Ancient history telling is turned into cosmic 
myth and then allegorized onto literal situations. In this 
case, Babylon is geographically affixed to Iraq, which 

Ecumenist FALL 09.indd   16 28/10/09   08:44:38



The Ecumenist, Vol. 46, No. 4  Fall 2009 / 17

ironically is where Babylon is actually located; ancient 
Israel becomes the U.S. At the same time, the allegori-
cal method of reading makes Babylon flexible (it is not 
always Iraq), a convenient signifier for anything that the 
U.S. needs to fight. 

Yet sometimes a strange cross-identification occurs, 
whereby the U.S. identifies with Babylon. Babylon 
becomes, at times, a symbol of what the U.S. loves and 
hates about itself. One need only think of the ways in 
which apocalyptic prophecy writers call the U.S. the 
whore of Babylon or, more secularly, the associations 
of Babylon with Hollywood. Babylon is desired and 
prohibited, accessible and inaccessible.8 A similarly 
uncertain identification with Babylon appears in the 
choice to use “Rivers of Babylon” as an interrogation 
technique. 

Let me illustrate the ambiguity of the Babylon 
symbol by running through the various interpretive im-
plications. For instance, to whom do the song’s captives 
refer—weeping by the rivers of Babylon and refusing to 
sing in a foreign land? U.S. military members in Iraq? 
The detained Iraqis? In neither instance does an allegory 
to the given situation quite work as expected. The first 
reading would suggest that those occupying Iraq were 
somehow captive, which they were not (though some 
reports have indicated that soldiers felt trapped, mean-
ingless and unsupported9). The latter reading would 
somehow put U.S. soldiers in the position of the ancient 
Babylonian captors, which, given the usual associations 
with Babylon, the soldiers might reject. 

Then again, in this particular musical version of bibli-
cal text, Babylon is coded a little differently. Boney M’s 
hit cover (1978) of the Melodians’ original tune (1972) 
still uses Babylon as a symbol for tyranny, but not aligned 
with Iraq or the Muslim world. With its reggae beat and 
Jamaican origin, the song takes up Rastafarianism’s 
critique of Babylon as the colonial systems that enslave 
Africans. The songwriters and arrangers sing for free-
dom (in fact, they refuse the silence advocated by the 
original biblical text, which says, “we hung our harps” 
and “how can we sing?” vv. 2, 4). Boney M’s music 
video reverses scenes of slavery, depicting boats filled 
with free black folk propelling themselves toward their 
own destiny.

Did those who chose the interrogation playlists take 
into account this alternate reading of Babylon? Was 
cruel irony intended in playing a song about freedom 
to prisoners? Or in playing a song about freedom from 
evil Babylon to geographic “Babylonians”? What does 

it mean when a country that likes to think of itself as 
beyond slavery and other civil rights injustices plays 
a song about freedom to people they are torturing? It 
seems difficult to avoid making the connection between 
the Rastafarian Babylon and the U.S. in Iraq. 

Perhaps the ending of Psalm 137 provides an inter-
pretive key for sorting out the tangle of meanings and 
allegorical identifications that the use of “Rivers of 
Babylon” at Abu Ghraib produces. Though the song 
quotes only the first few verses of the Psalm, that cita-
tion also calls to mind the psalm’s troubling final lines 
for anyone versed in scripture: “O Daughter of Babylon, 
doomed to destruction, happy is he who repays you for 
what you have done to us—he who seizes your infants 
and dashes them against the rocks.” The psalmist dreams 
of a violent role reversal, in a way that might telegraph a 
repeating pattern of cross-identification across the ages, 
so that U.S. soldiers can feel like captives and captors 
at the same time. Were U.S. soldiers using the song as 
a cynical reminder of the reversal of fortune, whereby 
the Babylonians eventually meet the same fate as the 
Judeans, who were “doomed to destruction”? Did this 
biblical text in any way, even unconsciously, justify 
the heinous, often sexualized, abuse of men, women, 
and teenagers at Abu Ghraib, as reported by General 
Taguba,10 who conducted an inquiry on military miscon-
duct in 2004 at the behest of Donald Rumsfeld? Revenge 
has the unfortunate trait of making what would other-
wise be considered woefully wrong seem righteous. 

The double identification that a portable bibli-
cal allegory makes possible—with Israel and with 
Babylon—allows for interrogators and policy makers to 
be righteous and unrighteous at the same time. Cruel im-
perial policies become permissible and necessary in the 
context of seeking freedom from innocent “captivity.” 
The empire can laud the “rule of law” while waiving the 
law’s relevance in its own embattled situation. Indeed, its 
officials can believe that they are not breaking the law, 
because they are righteous. They are righteous because 
the Bible tells them so. Mythical-allegorical revenge al-
lows them to make literal the ancient texts that they cite 
and to take on the very traits they abhor. An allegorical 
mode of biblical interpretation can facilitate empire by 
producing contradictory feelings about its value. 

The problem of interpretation comes to the fore. 
The psalmist’s call for revenge can be taken in any way 
literally in Iraq only if a) Babylon were understood to 
be a political or spiritual entity that can still be held 
accountable for its military exploits nearly 2,700 years 

Ecumenist FALL 09.indd   17 28/10/09   08:44:38



18 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 46, No. 4  Fall 2009

ago, and b) the U.S. understands itself to be allied with 
the exiled Israelites. In a culture that seeks meaning and 
justification through grand narratives of good and evil, it 
becomes easy to attach these narratives allegorically to 
a range of peoples, practices, and places.  

To give but one example, a number of biblical schol-
ars have tried to understand the violent ending of Psalm 
137 as an understandable response to acute oppression, 
often citing the Holocaust as a scenario through which 
one could possibly understand the psalmist’s rage. These 
biblical scholars are acting in the best of faith, honestly 
trying to make sense of a difficult passage. The problem 
is that when Babylon (and subsequently Iraq) is identi-
fied with Nazi Germany, the ancient empire is further 
mythologized as somehow spiritually associated with 
one of the terrible evils of the modern era. Once put into 
uncritical hands, these associations and connotations 
justify military strategies that would not otherwise be 
permitted. Imitation of the ending of Psalm 137 be-
comes thinkable.

These are the dangerous pitfalls of a problematic, if 
widely accepted, allegorical mode of biblical interpre-
tation, also exemplified by the Pentagon’s use of the 
Bible11 to motivate the Iraq war. It is easy for contradic-
tory truths to materialize when ancient texts are used to 
represent cosmic truths of good and evil, which are then 
applied to shifting contemporary geopolitical ambitions. 
Even if the soldiers were not biblically literate, these 
verses are part of the fabric of text and interpretation that 
has formed a cultural attitude toward Babylon, which, 
as their particular musical choice for interrogation tech-
nique shows, has been somewhat vaguely particularized 
to Iraq, the U.S. occupation, and the war on terror. 

But why make so much of this one incident now, so 
many years after Abu Ghraib has closed? Because tor-
ture is still under discussion, and the way we think about 
the Bible, as I have been arguing, can influence national 
consciousness and attitudes toward what happens in war. 
U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder has opened an inves-
tigation into CIA interrogation, despite pressure from 
former CIA heads12 (but with support from other veteran 
intelligence agents13). This step is an important one on 
the road to accountability and ethics. Those even higher 
up must be held accountable, but so, in all fairness, must 
those who read the Bible. Rather than look skyward and 
ask how the U.S. could have sunk so low, hoping that 
it’s all behind us now, we might rather ask how the Bible 

comes to be used as torture, and what responsibility we 
have in that scenario. We might worry about the way we 
allegorize good and evil, the portability of allegories, 
and the harm they do when literalized.  
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God in the Dark World:  
Benedict XVI’s Encyclical Caritas in veritate
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

Benedict XVI`s encyclical Caritas in veritate is a 
rich but complex document. It celebrates the 40th 

anniversary of Paul VI’s social encyclical Populorum 
progressio, on integral human development. Benedict 
XVI’s intention was to recall the social analysis and 
proposals made in Populorum progressio; describe the 
social, economic, and cultural problems that have arisen 
since; and then present his own proposals of what could 
and should be done to promote integral human develop-
ment today. Yet in writing his text, the Pope is struck by 
ideas of great pastoral value that deserve to be recorded, 
although they interrupt the original outline. Even if 
Caritas in veritate were written in a popular style and 
internally coherent, many potential readers would likely 
avoid it because, at 106 pages in the official Vatican 
edition, it is long and laborious reading. Yet for readers 
like me, with a special interest in social theology and 
Catholic social teaching, Caritas in veritate is a fascinat-
ing document.

Augustinian Theology 
Several paragraphs of the encyclical are purely 

theological, and in fact Augustinian. This Augustinian 
theology will delight readers who, like me, locate them-
selves in the tradition of St. Augustine. However, secular 
readers, men and women of goodwill, to whom the 
encyclical is also addressed will find these paragraphs 
incomprehensible. 

The first Augustinian thesis is that reason produces 
true knowledge only if it is based on love. Even today, the 
effort to know what is going on in the world and design 
solutions for the problems that cause human suffering 
must be based on the love of humanity. “Knowledge, 
Benedict writes, is never purely a work of the intel-
lect” (30). He laments the radical separation of love and 
knowledge in much of modern thought. Mainstream 
scholars in philosophy, history, social science, and the 
natural sciences claim to be objective and value-neutral 
in their work. Left-wing thinkers, by contrast, recognize 
that only reason guided by an emancipatory commitment 
will produce knowledge capable of rescuing people from 
the conditions that damage their lives.

The second Augustinian thesis is that human achieve-
ments, including love and knowledge, are gifts of 
God, freely bestowed. Augustine defended this thesis 
based on several biblical texts against the philosopher 
Pelagius, who had great trust in human willpower. 
Augustine’s thesis was later confirmed by several church 
councils. One implication of this teaching is that the 
struggle for social justice, human rights, and ecological 
care is not, as some onlookers might think, a Promethean 
project of self-redemption; it is, on the contrary, a social 
movement carried and nourished by divine grace. To be 
deeply troubled by the injustices inflicted upon others 
and prompted to act on their behalf is gift freely given, 
something that intelligence and willpower by them-
selves cannot produce.

Populorum progressio 
Paul VI’s Populorum progressio was groundbreak-

ing because it recognized that the issue of social justice 
had to be raised in global terms. Many modern philoso-
phers—including the late John Rawls—have considered 
what social justice means in a particular society without 
seeing that this society is related, as exploiter or as ex-
ploited, to the global social reality. Paul VI knew that the 
gospel imperative of love and justice demands integral 
human development for the whole of humanity. He was 
critical of the model of development conceived in purely 
economic terms because it increased the dependency of 
societies in the developing world, undermined regional 
culture and religion, and produced a small, rich elite 
that was indifferent to the spread of poverty among the 
people. Paul VI did not ask the wealthy North to ex-
tend charity to people of the South. Such paternalistic 
gestures, he thought, would only increase the sense of 
powerlessness among the poor. The Pope wanted the 
North to help people in the South to devise and set up 
their own social and economic projects, thus discover-
ing their own creativity and gaining confidence in their 
own cultural resources. The Pope urged Catholics to 
promote human development in the poor nations of 
the South, cooperating in this work with committed 
non-Catholics, be they secular or religious. Populorum 
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progressio, I might add, inspired the Canadian bishops 
to found Development and Peace, an organization that 
aims to promote human development in the South and 
raise Canadians’ awareness about the causes of injustice 
and inequality in the world.

The present crisis 
Benedict XVI now asks what has happened in the 

world since the publication of Populorum progressio 40 
years ago. He replies that there has been much economic 
growth, and a number of poor countries have become 
richer. What has utterly failed, according to Benedict, 
is the redistribution of the newly created wealth. Since 
the days of Paul VI, the great change that has taken 
place is the enormous spread of economic globalization. 
After the collapse of Soviet-bloc communism in 1989, 
John Paul II hoped that the creation of a more humane 
economic system would follow—not only in the former 
communist countries, but in Western societies as well. 
Yet this did not happen. What took place instead was an 
unchallenged globalization of the neo-liberal capitalism. 
This is the reason, Benedict holds, that the problems 
Paul VI recognized in society have gotten worse. 

Toward the end of his pontificate, John Paul II had 
denounced “neo-liberalism” both as an economic theory 
and hegemonic culture. Benedict XVI does not use the 
term “neo-liberal,” nor does he employ the word “capi-
talism” very often. He seems to fear that these words 
reify the ever-changing economic processes and lead 
to inflexible ideologies. Benedict prefers to describe in 
concrete terms what is taking place in society.

In Caritas in veritate, Benedict tells the dark story of 
the increasing damage done to people, their societies, 
and their natural environment. There is no end to hu-
man suffering. Benedict records the impact of hunger, 
scarcity of water, destitution, endemic diseases, mas-
sive migrations, the violation of human rights, and the 
exclusion from education and citizenship. Among “the 
negative consequences of growth,” Benedict pays spe-
cial attention to the emerging ecological crisis. 

Since the State has been weakened, Benedict ob-
serves, it now lacks the power to protect people from 
exploitation and exclusion, nor is it able to protect the 
natural environment. The power has moved to giant 
transnational corporations and international financial 
institutions. Trade agreements have also put limits on 
the sovereignty of the State. Still, the present economic 
crisis shows that people continue to regard the State as 
protector of the common good. Benedict sadly remarks 

that over the years, many good projects that supported 
human development have produced highly problem-
atic results. While struggles for decolonization have 
been successful, the newly founded nations now often 
suffer from dictatorship, corruption, and neo-colonial 
dependency. While non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) have done great work in supporting the self-
development of poor people, many of these groups have 
acquired the habit of spending so much money on their 
own bureaucracy that only a small part of the collected 
funds supports local projects. 

The most dehumanizing force in today’s society is 
that the logic of technocracy, the domination of instru-
mental reason, has become the all-pervasive ideology, 
creating the deceptive trust that techno-science will be 
able to solve the problems of society. The ethical dimen-
sion of social life is here completely bracketed. Nor does 
spirituality receive any recognition. Benedict denounces 
the shocking impact of technocratic thinking on the 
exploration of biology, leading to gene manipulation, 
possibly designing a superior human being.

Four issues, Benedict suggests, urge non-believers 
to admit the limits of their secular world view and open 
themselves to divine transcendence: the birth of a baby, 
the death of a person, the need to save human resources 
for future generations, and the protection of the human 
nature from arbitrary manipulation. 

Benedict seems to ask himself whether anti-spiritual 
and anti-solidarity forces generated by human sinfulness 
are moving the present civilization towards self-de-
struction. Augustine asked himself this question as the 
Roman Empire became increasingly ungovernable and 
the sack of Rome in 410 undermined the Romans’ 
confidence. According to Benedict, there exists today 
no single theory that can guide society towards greater 
sanity, and no single political movement that can over-
come the forces of destruction. “There are,” he says, “no 
universally valid solutions (47).

Civil society: the locus of hope 
Since the forces of destruction are active on every 

level of society, they must be confronted on all these lev-
els. No longer may we rely on the State or the Market as 
the principal agent capable of rescuing society. If there is 
new creativity, it will have to come from civil society—
that is, from the various organizations, institutions, 
labour unions, communities, networks, and movements 
generated by the people on the ground. Benedict encour-
ages people at all levels of society to renew and reform 
social practices in ethical terms.
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For Benedict XVI, civil society is the location of 
hope. Society cannot be well without human gifts and 
human generosity. Even the economy needs the input 
of solidarity to work well. The French sociologist Émile 
Durkheim argued at the end of the nineteenth century 
that the market itself can only work well if it is sustained 
by certain virtues: commercial contrasts presuppose 
trust, honesty, respect, and reciprocity. In the 1920s, 
the anthropologist Marcel Mauss published the famous 
book The Gift, which explored the hidden role of gratu-
ity and reciprocity in the life of society. These ideas 
subsequently inspired several social thinkers who were 
strongly opposed to utilitarianism; the ideas were re-
cently further developed in books by the Quebec social 
scientist Jacques Godbout. In 2008, Godbout was in-
vited to speak at a conference at the Vatican. In line with 
this anthropological trend, Benedict XVI proposes that 
an economy without ethics will fail economically and 
that every economic decision has human, non-economic 
consequences. One of his practical recommendations 
is the promotion of community development and com-
munity economic development, also known as the social 
economy. 

Through my association with the Karl Polanyi 
Institute in Montréal, I have become acquainted with 
the spread and the achievements of the social economy 
(in French, l’économie solidaire). Certain documents 
by the Canadian bishops have recommended the social 
economy, yet until now papal social teaching had not 
referred to it. Caritas in veritate (38, 39, 46) encourages 
the creation of alternative models of economic develop-
ment in the space between the State and the Market: that 
is, economic enterprises that rely on social solidarity, are 
democratically organized, and serve the wider commu-
nity to which they belong. Benedict thinks that the entire 
economy will become more civilized and democratic 
if it is made up by a plurality of economic enterprises, 
some publicly owned, some privately owned, some non 
profit, some community based, and some service ori-
ented. He writes, 

The exclusively binary model of Market-plus-State 
is corrosive of society, while economic forms based 
on solidarity, which find their natural home in civil 
society without being restricted to it, build up so-
ciety. The market of gratuitousness does not exist, 
and attitudes of gratuitousness cannot be estab-
lished by law. Yet both the market and politics need 
individuals who are open to reciprocal gifts. (39)

Since the great capitalist corporations can use their 
power to destroy smaller enterprises, Benedict mentions 
throughout the encyclical the need for State laws to 
regulate the flow of capital, break up monopolies, limit 
speculation, protect sane competition, and offer support 
for the social economy. For Benedict, the present is no 
time for revolution. What is needed for a profound re-
construction of society is “a new humanistic synthesis” 
(21), which does not exist at this time. The best people 
can and must do is to dedicate themselves to reform the 
social practices at work, in institutions, and in the public 
culture, including their personal “life-style” (51), free-
ing it from the obsessions of consumerism—this is an 
obligation placed on Christians who are faithful to the 
gospel.

The need for cooperation with others 
Besides Christianity, we read in the encyclical, “other 

religions and cultures teach brotherhood and peace and 
are therefore of enormous importance to integral hu-
man development” (55). Benedict offers two important 
reflections on the co-operation of Catholics with secular 
people and members of other religions. 

First, quoting from Gaudium et spes, he makes an ur-
gent plea for Catholics to co-operate with non-believers, 
“men and women of good will,” who, persuaded by rea-
son, share the humanistic values implicit in the gospel. 
Working for justice, peace, and the protection of the 
environment, we co-operate with non-believers, even 
though they do not share our metaphysics, that is, our 
faith in divine transcendence as the basis of the true and 
the good. Yet in the present crisis, it is imperative that 
we work for the common good with people with whom 
we disagree on some essential issues (55). Yet I am con-
fused by this troubling sentence, written by Benedict 
and italicized in the official edition: “A humanism which 
excludes God is an inhuman humanism” (78). Does the 
Pope really want us to regard as inhuman that humanism 
of secular people with whom we co-operate in promot-
ing the same values? This sentence, written over 40 
years after Vatican Council II, seems like an echo of the 
old Catholic contempt for outsiders, people called in the 
old liturgy “schismatics, heretics, Jews and pagans.” 

Benedict offers a profound reflection on the neces-
sary co-operation between Christians and the followers 
of other religions (55). While the world religions are 
bearers of humanistic values, Benedict writes, “some 
religious attitudes … do not fully embrace the principle 
of love and truth and therefore end up retarding or even 
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obstructing authentic human development.” He gives 
several examples of such negative effects, among them 
a purely private understanding of religion, emptied of 
all social meaning, that “instead of bringing people 
together, alienates them from one another.” He also la-
ments the fundamentalist currents in religion. Writing 
these lines, the Pope may have thought only of these 
currents in other religions, yet they also exist in the 
Catholic Church. In the present crisis, more than ever, 
God summons believers to reflect rationally and respon-
sibly on their society and to commit themselves to love, 
justice, and peace. The present crisis thus has an impact 
on the Church’s self-understanding and the spirituality 
of its members. A corresponding summons is uttered 
in the other religions. Religion, Benedict argues, must 
be willing to be purified by reason to bring out its full 
transformative potential.

At the same time, reason must let itself be purified by 
religion. Religion reminds contemporary reason that the 
latter has shrunk: it has reduced itself to techno-scientific 
rationality, has abdicated its competence in ethical mat-
ters; and offers no wisdom about the meaning of human 
life. Secular thinkers who oppose this self-limitation of 
reason constitute a minority. 

God in the world
Benedict XVI tells us that without faith in God, so-

ciety is unable to promote integral human development. 
The deepest problem with today’s society is, therefore, 
its secular character, its materialistic culture, its indif-
ference to spirituality, its refusal to recognize the true 
God. Thus, the first and foremost step towards rescuing 
society from self-destruction is the conversion to God. 
Only then, sustained by faith and guided by spirituality, 
will people be able to repair the damaged society and 
create the social conditions that allow all human beings, 
wherever they are, to live in peace and justice and enter 
into integral human development. 

Is this a persuasive thesis? Benedict XVI does not 
deal with the historical difficulties raised by his propos-
al. Readers in North America will think immediately of 
President George W. Bush, an ardent Christian believer, 
who was convinced that his political policies were guid-
ed by Christian principles. But did he promote integral 
human development in the world? In the nineteenth and 
20th centuries, the Catholic countries of Western Europe 
and Latin America often defended regimes of privilege, 
restrained democratic movements, and opposed reli-

gious and political liberty in the name of the Christian 
faith. The study of history does not, in my opinion, en-
courage us to think that the public recognition of God’s 
sovereignty is the key factor that leads society to integral 
human development.

At the same time, according to the Augustinian tradi-
tion, the triune God is graciously present in people’s 
turn to justice, peace, and reconciliation. Since we have 
inherited humanity’s originating self-centredness, it is 
only thanks to unmerited divine grace that we can love 
our neighbour, pursue justice and peace, and reach for 
reconciliation. While Augustine did not often apply 
this theology to people outside the Church, subsequent 
theologians have done so. Even the liturgy recognized 
that ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est: where there is love, 
there is God. God is redemptively present in people’s 
conversion to truth and solidarity, wherever they may 
live, be they believers or non-believers. Benedict is quite 
right when he insists that without God there can be no 
integral human development, but he is not persuasive 
when he argues that this humanizing transformation 
takes place only in people and societies that publicly 
confess their faith in God. As I compare the writings 
of Benedict XVI and John Paul II, I find that Benedict, 
looking at the wicked world, focuses on the godless 
forces that destroy human life, while John Paul II, look-
ing at the same wicked world, focused instead on the 
many efforts of human beings in all parts of the globe to 
promote love, justice, and peace—efforts that were sus-
tained by the Holy Spirit. For John Paul II, all efforts to 
resist injustice and humanize society are signs of God’s 
presence in the world. Since, under the influence of a 
conservative current in the Church, this teaching is often 
forgotten, I wish to end with a quotation from John Paul 
II’s first encyclical, Redemptor hominis (1979): 

The Holy Spirit manifests himself in a special way 
in the Church and in her members. Yet his presence 
and activity are universal, limited neither by space 
nor time…. The Spirit is at the very source of the 
human person’s existential and religious question-
ing which is occasioned not only by contingent 
situations, but by the very structure of its being. 
The Spirit’s presence and activity affects not only 
individuals but also society and history, peoples, 
cultures and religions. Indeed, the Holy Spirit is 
at the origin of the noble ideals and undertakings 
which benefit humanity in its journey through his-
tory. (28)
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The Crucified Christ and Nationalism
By Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

Alan Davies, The Crucified Nation: A Motif in Modern Nationalism.  
Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2008, vii + 123 pp. 

In this thought-provoking book, Alan Davies, professor 
emeritus at Victoria College, University of Toronto, 

studies how poets, preachers, historians, and political 
commentators in Poland, France, Germany, Ireland, and 
Palestine have used the image of the crucified Christ to 
interpret the fate of their defeated or occupied nations. 
Davies is concerned with the modern phenomenon of 
nationalism, a sense of collective identity that always 
has a religious dimension and that can become invested 
with sacred significance (12, 108) when the image of the 
crucified Christ is used to interpret a nation’s sufferings. 
In his analysis, Davies gives fascinating and beautifully 
written summaries of how religion and nationalism have 
interacted with each other and with historical events 
over decades, even centuries. Of particular interest is his 
account of the two Intifadas in Palestine (100–104).

Davies is sympathetic to the sufferings of the nations 
and peoples he studies. “Poland,” he writes, “really was 
crucified” (114) from the late 1700s through a series of 
partitions and conquests until the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union in 1989. Those who described France, 
Germany, and Ireland during their decades of suffer-
ing and defeat as nations “on the cross” should not be 
judged too severely (114). He notes, regarding Palestine, 
that “the catastrophe of al-Nakba and the sorrows of the 
refugee camps lend credence to this representation, as 
does the Israeli occupation and the techniques of control 
employed by the occupying forces” (114). However, 
while the image of the crucified Christ expresses the 
injustice and depth of a nation’s suffering in a way that 
can mobilize people and passions, it invests the nation 
with an innocence and redemptive significance that is 
illusory and dangerous. No nation can bear the burden 
of being the Christ. Interpreting the suffering of a nation 
through this motif creates moral blindness to the sins 
committed in its name, which jeopardizes its future in 
the long run. 

As Davies recounts how the sufferings of nations 
have been interpreted in terms of Christ’s passion, and 
how this has sometimes perpetuated a cycle of violence, 
one begins to think that the mixing of religion and na-
tional politics can bring only disaster. However, Davies 

then comes to the Stuttgart Confession of Guilt by 
the German Protestant Church Council in 1945. Here, 
rather than continue a tradition of interpreting Germany 
as an elect nation and its fate in terms of Christ’s pas-
sion, these Christians found in Christ the motive and 
resources to instead make a confession of national guilt: 
“With great pain do we say: through us [Germans] end-
less suffering has been brought to many peoples and 
countries” (60). According to Davies, these “simple 
words swept away the treasured quasi-religious, quasi-
political belief in German special status, nourished and 
cultivated in German Protestantism since Fichte and 
Schleiermacher” (60). Religion in the form of Christian 
faith helped interpret national suffering constructively. 
Though the Stuttgart Confession was controversial and 
not embraced by all Germans, Davies rightly judges it 
to have been a “moment of glory” (60) in Germany’s 
modern history.

In the end, Davies’ book leaves the reader with a 
troubling dilemma. The sufferings of peoples such as 
the Palestinians require an interpretation that will rally 
support to end the violence and injustice they experience. 
However, as Davies notes, the motif of the crucified 
nation posits a moral dualism between the victimized na-
tion and its oppressors. Davies extends his conclusion to 
nationalism itself. Nationalism is always an ambiguous 
phenomenon that can foster moral dualisms that lead to 
conflict. When a nation becomes identified with Christ, 
this dualism becomes inevitable (112). A collective 
blindness to the nation’s own failings results, and a de-
sire for vengeance tends to be instilled (113–114). Yet 
the motif of the crucified nation is chosen for a reason. 
Poets and political commentators who invoke it are try-
ing to be heard amidst competing demands for justice in 
a world that frequently ignores the agony of others. The 
sufferings of nations such as Ireland and peoples such 
as the Palestinians are easily forgotten, their cries for 
justice drowned out by the appeals and concerns of more 
powerful nations. If the motif of the crucified nation is 
invariably toxic, what kinds of motifs can be used to offer 
more realistic interpretations of an oppressed nation’s fate 
that will rally support against the injustices it suffers?
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