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Theological Contributions of Gregory Baum

On November 7, 2009, the Theology 
and Religious Reflection Section 

of the American Academy of Religion 
held a special panel on the work of 
Gregory Baum. This was the second 
time that the AAR had met outside of the 
United States, so organizers were keen 
to highlight the work of Canadian—
and especially Québec—scholars and 
themes. Given Baum’s status as one of 
Canada’s pre-eminent theologians who 
has made Québec his home, a panel en-
titled “Theological Contributions in the 
Work of Gregory Baum” was organized 
in the “Focus on Religion in Québec” 
series. The Ecumenist is pleased to pub-
lish the four papers given at the panel. 
While some of these papers are “finished 
products” that have been reviewed, oth-
ers appear as they were presented; this 
explains their more colloquial tone.

—David Seljak, editor
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The Solidarity Catholicism of Gregory Baum 
By Christine Jamieson
Concordia University, Montréal, Québec

The goal of this short paper is to explore an aspect of 
the solidarity Catholicism in the work of Canadian 

theologian Gregory Baum. In his book Amazing Church 
(2005), Baum states that the book “takes for granted that 
the official Church is a teaching as well as a learning 
Church.”1 He asserts openness in the Roman Catholic 
Church that allows for change and development. He 
demonstrates this point by exploring the evolution in 
the Church pertaining to five theological and ethical 
issues. Baum argues: “as the Church enters modern 
culture marked by a new ethical horizon it is willing to 
reread its Scriptures and traditional teaching to respond 
critically and creatively to the new historical situation.”2 
What strikes me about this bold and even courageous 
statement is that it reflects something that one can see is 
operative in Baum himself as one follows the trajectory 
of his thought since the late 1950s. Baum’s theology is 
‘on the move’; it reveals an openness that allows en-
counters with others to affect his thinking, his theology, 
and his stance before the world. 

The reason I titled this paper the “solidarity 
Catholicism” rather than the “Catholic solidarity” of 
Gregory Baum is that, in my view, the underlying ex-
perience that has shaped his work is that of solidarity 
with others, in particular with those who experience 
injustice. Baum’s is not Catholic solidarity but soli-
darity Catholicism. There is an important difference. 
His experience of solidarity—which I believe is the 
core personal concern that shaped the trajectory of his 
theology—is the foundation upon which all else builds. 
What is important about this solidarity is that it is not a 
fixed or abstract concept. Rather, it is an experience of 
relationship with others—in particular, with others who 
are treated unjustly, who are marginalized by forces of 
oppression and by the disinterestedness of wealth and 
power. At the same time, it is a solidarity that is connect-
ed to Baum’s Catholicism. While secondary, this point is 
not unimportant. It is precisely Baum’s relationship with 
the Catholic Church, as that relationship itself evolves, 
that gives him the horizon against which he directs his 
concern for solidarity. In other words, the Church pro-
vides Baum with the necessary tension that dialectic 

needs in order to create something truthful and authentic 
out of the limitations of historical situatedness. 

In Amazing Church, Baum uses the French term le 
catholicisme solidaire to describe the phenomenon that 
emerged in the Church’s official teaching, especially 
since the Second Vatican Council. He cites the first lines 
of Gaudium et Spes, the Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World, to explain this term.

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties 
of the people of this age, especially those who are 
poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys 
and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers 
of Christ.3

Solidarity finds its roots in the French word solidarité, 
“mutual responsibility,” itself drawn from solidaire, 
“interdependent, complete, entire,” from solide. In the 
Oxford Dictionary, the foremost definition of solidarity 
is this:

The fact or quality, on the part of communities, etc., 
of being perfectly united or at one in some respect, 
esp. in interests, sympathies, or aspirations; spec. 
with reference to the aspirations or actions of 
trade-union members.4

There is a sense of collective responsibility or of be-
ing collectively responsible. This understanding instills 
a trust in each other, a willingness to run the same risk. 
However, some marginalized groups are critical of 
“solidarity.” They see it as a modality of power, another 
means of bringing people together under the rubric of an 
“identity” that, of necessity, excludes and marginalizes 
others. They see solidarity movements, in all their various 
forms, like political movements, caught up in the same 
“logic of power” they seek to undermine. These critics 
prefer to wander in the wasteland of non-identity rather 
than form a repressive group. Yet, this is a misguided 
criticism based on a limited understanding of solidarity; 
it certainly has no understanding of the manner in which 
solidarity is expressed and lived out in Baum’s theology 
and in his concrete involvement in various “movements” 
over the span of his theological career.

Baum’s description of the changes in his theology 
and in his theological method reveals someone who rec-
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ognizes the importance of being open to the impact of 
others. In the early 1970s, he described himself as part 
of a newer generation of theologians who consciously 
sought to avoid becoming entrenched in one theological 
method or foundation. He says:

Under the pressure of new experiences, [Catholic 
theologians of my generation] set out to find 
new approaches to theological reflection, and we 
kept on moving ever since, opening ourselves to 
various lines of thought and methods of inquiry, 
keeping our thinking tentative and provisional … 
[We] had to change our minds many times. We 
kept on modifying our style. It seemed to us that in 
a Church in transition, the style of theology must 
remain provisional.5

This open and provisional character of Baum’s theol-
ogy provides a clue to the solidarity that he promotes. If 
one considers the three major movements he describes 
in his essay titled “Personal Experience and Styles of 
Thought,” written in the early 1970s, one clearly sees 
changes in his theology. Initially attracted to dialogue 
because of his involvement in the ecumenical move-
ment, he used dialogue as a tool to engage in “open 
conversations with many new partners, religious and 
secular.”6 These encounters convinced him that theol-
ogy requires one to “transcend the boundaries of one’s 
own limited world.”7 Yet, Baum’s discovery of the anti-
Jewish undercurrent in both Christian preaching and 
in the New Testament shattered his naive reliance on 
the openness of dialogue. He discovered personal and 
social bias operative in the Church. He also recognized 
that the bias was mostly unconscious. He writes: “What 
my studies of Christian anti-Semitism taught me was 
that the dreadful things people do to one another are 
hidden from them.”8 He came to see that dialogue was 
limited. Something more was needed to break through 
unconscious ideologies. His theology shifted from one 
that promotes dialogue to one that promotes conversion 
through conflict and tension, a hermeneutic of suspicion 
in face of the ambiguous reality of religion, which not 
only promotes development beyond the status quo but 
also contains ideological elements. 

The deep questioning that engaged Baum during this 
time brought him to have reservations about remain-
ing a Christian. However, the work of Karl Rahner and 
Maurice Blondel facilitated Baum’s gaining a new per-
spective on Christian faith and again demanded a total 
rethinking of every aspect of his theology. As he states:

[Blondel and Rahner] had brought out as no 
Catholic theologian before them that theology 
and anthropology were inseparably intertwined. 
Thanks to the new theological perspective I was 
able to interpret the Gospel as a divinely revealed 
humanism and look at theology as humanist in 
orientation.9

Baum embraced an “open humanism” that “un-
derstands man in terms of an unpredictable creativity 
operative in her history.” He came to realize that theol-
ogy “not only studies the divine gifts in the Church, it 
also studies the gift-dimension of the whole of human 
life.”10

These experiences that I relate from Baum’s reflection 
on the impact personal experience had on his theology 
bring out the central point I want to make about the 
solidarity Catholicism in Baum’s theology. It is a point 
that is clearly expressed in his 1987 Massey Lectures, 
Compassion and Solidarity: The Church for Others. 
Here he again cites the first line from the Preface of 
Gaudium et Spes as the litmus test of solidarity, because 
in this statement the Church identifies itself as a “church 
for others.” The statement also communicates the pro-
found change that the Second Vatican Council brought 
to the Church. Its orientation is more outward moving. 
The task of solidarity, or its responsibility,

is to bear the burden with other people, to struggle 
with others for greater justice, and to strengthen 
the bonds that unite people, despite differences in 
religion, culture, and racial origin, and in doing so 
to become conformed to its Master who came to 
serve, not to be served.11

What Baum brings out in his Massey Lectures is that 
it is through solidarity with others that God is with us. 
This truth was initially manifested in openness to the 
modern world, in openness to world religions, and in 
support of religious liberty and human rights. Later, 
a more subversive impact of the Gospel, brought to 
consciousness through the plight of Latin American 
Catholics, initiated a call to solidarity that requires see-
ing the world from the perspective of the poor and the 
powerless. Solidarity is more than openness; it is also 
siding with the poor and oppressed, with those who 
suffer injustices. It is recognizing that solidarity is not 
a static concept. Rather, it must also always be thought 
anew in the concrete context of this moment in history.

What I want to suggest is that solidarity as it is 
expressed and lived out in Gregory Baum’s theology 
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reminds us that theology and service to the world are 
inseparable. Solidarity emerges from an ethical concern 
for the other—the other human person and the other 
human community. It seems to me that solidarity, as it 
is expressed in Baum’s grounded and contextual theo-
logical reflection, means being called or summoned to 
responsibility. That is why the critique against “solidar-
ity,” highlighted above, as that term is understood in 
Baum’s theology, is unfounded. One is called to soli-
darity with the other; it is “in this radical responsibility 
that I discover my true humanity.”12 Without solidarity, 
as both openness and as siding with the poor and op-
pressed, theological concepts will remain empty and 
mere formalism. The God expressed in the theology of 
Rahner and Blondel is more a verb than a noun. It is a 
God who acts in history and whom we discover through 
our own actions in history, in acts of solidarity. There is 
an intricate relationship between solidarity with others 
and our experience of and relationship with God. In that 
experience, in the call to responsibility, one encounters 
the other and encounters God. 

Since God is not extrinsic to human life, since 
God is not an object of the mind, since the divine 
is present in man as presupposition, as orientation, 
as vitality, as call, as horizon it makes sense again 
to stress the unknowability of this divine mystery 
… . What we know about God, thanks to the divine 
self-revelation in Jesus, is God’s redemptive pres-
ence in human life.13

God’s redemptive presence in human life is found 
in solidarity, in our openness to the other and in our 
willingness to allow the other to reveal to us his or her 
concern, his or her poverty and oppression, and to be 
changed by this encounter.

It seems to me that Gregory Baum has lived his 
theology with an intense and passionate solidarity with 
and for others. Throughout the years and the concrete 
historical events and moments he encountered, this 
solidarity has been lived out. It lived in his involvement 
in the ecumenical movement, in his engagement in the 

Christian–Jewish dialogue, in his recognition of his need 
for sociological tools to inform his theology, in the deep 
encounters and healings that came from involvement 
with the Toronto psychotherapeutic movement called 
Therafields, in his move to Montréal and his solidarity 
with the francophone community, and in his most re-
cent effort to encounter Muslims in Montréal. As Salah 
Basalamah states in his Preface to Baum’s most recent 
book, on the theology of Tariq Ramadan, “this solid 
octogenarian has used every opportunity offered him to 
be open to others.”14

Like his theology, Gregory Baum’s notion of soli-
darity is “on the move.” What has not changed is his 
commitment to listen to and allow the other to enlarge 
his world. 

Christine Jamieson is Associate Professor in the Department of 
Theological Studies at Concordia University in Montréal, Québec. She 
is currently writing a book that explores the meaning of being human in 
relation to cognitive impairment. 
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The Hegemony of English and the Intersection of Critical, 
Feminist, and Postcolonial Theology
By Denise Couture
Université de Montréal, Montréal, Québec

As a French Québécois professor of religion who 
speaks to you in English, language is a significant 

issue for me. I will make my first point about language 
by telling a story, an anecdote. It is something that hap-
pened in 2007 at the second World Forum on Theology 
and Liberation (WFTL) in Nairobi, Kenya, a forum 
which took place a few days before the World Social 
Forum (WSF). English, Spanish, Portuguese, and 
French are the four official languages of the WFTL. 
In Nairobi, a translation service was available for the 
plenary sessions. The Spanish-speaking president of the 
forum opened the meeting in English, with a few words 
in Swahili, as a courtesy to the Kenyan hosts. He invited 
the first speaker, a famous theologian of liberation from 
South America, whose mother tongue and language of 
work is Spanish, to speak. Although the theologian had 
written his text in Spanish, the organizers asked him 
to deliver it in English in order to facilitate communi-
cation. The speaker proved himself to be not only an 
eminent world theologian but also a polite person, and 
so he spontaneously translated his talk from Spanish to 
English. The audience had a hard time understanding 
him, and many had to get headphones at the last minute 
to listen to the translation, thereby missing the first part 
of the paper. 

After this first shock regarding the hegemony of the 
English language, the next speakers all agreed to speak 
in English, whatever their country of origin, apparently 
solving the problem. This situation lasted for two days. 
I almost forgot about the issue until the organizers asked 
me and another francophone Québécois professor to 
speak in English for the workshops and plenary ses-
sion we had organized—even though they had accepted 
our papers in French. We both refused. I recall that 
everybody tried to persuade us to change our minds. 
Friends mentioned that few people would participate in 
our workshops if we gave them in French. Our students 
were clearly upset and expressed disappointment in our 
decision; they saw us as backward nationalists at a time 
when Québec should be opening itself to the world. 
Some international colleagues talked more generally 
about the fact that doing Québécois theology in English 

would increase its influence. Finally, by the end of the 
day, the organizers not only asked us to speak in English, 
they required it. After all these discussions, we decided 
to resist; the next day we would deliver our presentations 
in French.

I tell this anecdote to illustrate French Québécois 
“radicalism” about language. Radicalism means going 
to the root of an issue. If, as French Québécois, we lose 
our language, we lose our roots; we lose who we are. I 
will come back to the contradictory effects of protecting 
the identity of a “we.” But first, I want to tell the end of 
the story. 

The same day, after 11 p.m., two members of the 
organizing committee knocked at the door of my room, 
waking me up to tell me that the committee had decided 
to allow my colleague and me to speak in French if we 
wanted. They had discussed the issue and had chosen to 
support the diversity of languages at the forum. We did 
not need the committee’s permission, but it is interest-
ing to note the often forgotten but nevertheless invasive 
power of the English language. More surprising was the 
fact that these were theologians of liberation with much 
experience in struggling against diverse forms of domi-
nation, but they had forgotten the supremacy of English. 
Its power is such that they had forgotten the simple fact 
that they had hired professional translators for this fo-
rum in order to make room for four different languages. 

Our friends who had predicted that our French-
language workshops would attract a small number of 
people were right. The next day, only a few people at-
tended our workshops. This was not a problem for us 
because from our perspective, one of the main struggles 
against hegemony centres on the language issue. We 
were not only talking about but also acting out a contex-
tual theology in a perspective of liberation (the World 
Forum had chosen “contextual theology in a perspective 
of liberation” as the name for its method). Later that 
same day, when we gave our presentation in French in 
the plenary session, English-speaking people got out 
of their chairs, lined up, and asked for headphones for 
the first time in three days. It was a joyful moment for 
everybody, including the English-speaking participants. 
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For the first time, they had surrendered their unacknowl-
edged positions of privilege. 

Strategically, we decided to give our second and short 
presentation in the plenary session not in French but in 
English. We explained that speaking in French for us 
was not a question of principle or a question of feeling 
good or feeling at ease. It was a life-giving action that 
aimed to destabilize the unacknowledged hegemony of 
English as well as to promote a celebration of diversity. 
For the last two days of the conference, people spoke in 
the language of their choice. The President even gave his 
final address in Spanish. This was a joyful moment. 

The current context
The theme of this American Academy of Religion 

(AAR) meeting in Montréal is the globalization of re-
ligion in North America. It calls for the emergence of 
a new diversity regarding multiple aspects of Religious 
Studies. Could this one day include the diversity of 
language? I dream of the day when institutions like the 
AAR will be multilingual. (Let’s just add that, from the 
Québec point of view, the AAR should in fact be called 
the USAR.) What I am talking about here—activism 
aimed at the protection of French Québécois identity—
is a good opportunity for analyzing what has become a 
requirement, among others, for doing contextual theol-
ogy in a perspective of liberation. This requirement 
consists in acknowledging the intersection of different 
struggles. The claim by members of a group to speak 
publicly in their own language may have the effect of 
turning the group inward and closing itself in on its own 
interests, but it may also promote a process of exposing 
and challenging linguistic and cultural hegemony. This 
latter function highlights the intersection of a number of 
struggles.

I situate my own position as feminist and postcolonial. 
Today, honouring Gregory Baum’s critical theology, my 
paper is about intersecting different struggles as a way of 
analysis. This subject is appropriate to the complexity of 
issues of emancipation in the context of Québec. On the 
one hand, Québécois nationalism is not without links to 
the struggle against systemic poverty and subordination. 
On the other hand, the protection of French Québécois 
identity raises the issues of the negation of Aboriginal 
peoples in Québec and the poverty of many immigrants. 
Emancipation in terms of French Québécois identity oc-
cupies a paradoxical postcolonial position.

From this position, I want to suggest an image about 
this time in which we live—a time of action, a time of 

transformation—and make remarks about the function 
of intersecting struggles in this particular age. From 
there, I will come back to the context of Québec and to 
the relationships between different positions on French 
Québec identity, those of Aboriginal peoples, allo-
phones, francophones, and anglophones. 

An “in-between” time
We live in a time of transformation, of liberation. In 

this time, we are in motion; we are moving. To describe 
this time of becoming, I suggest the image of “being 
in motion in-between,” an image detailed by the four 
following themes: 1. time, 2. bodies and systemic appro-
priation, 3. the self, and 4. the local and the global.

1. Time. Rosi Braidotti, a feminist European philoso-
pher, argues that we live in an in-between time: that 
is to say, in a time between what we do not want 
anymore and what we do not know yet.1 What we do 
not want anymore are the multiple systemic domina-
tions, along with their constructions of the Other as 
the other of the system, a category that includes the 
earth, the voiceless poor, and the emerging “other” 
who is being integrated into our world only as a 
“consumer.” We want to live in a time in which we 
try, through a variety of actions, to transform these 
systems of domination, but we do not yet know what 
the product of this transformation looks like. We do 
not know the state of a liberated subject. We live in 
an in-between time.

2. Bodies and systemic appropriation. From Judith 
Butler, one learns—among other things—about the 
active connection between the individual bodily 
subjects and the systems of appropriation, that is, 
the negation of others by assuming their qualities for 
oneself. It is related to the social subordination of 
these others. These systems produce the subjective 
bodies while the subjective bodies “perform” these 
systems. If, in this view, there is no place outside 
these systems of appropriation and subordination, the 
bodily subjects can perform them in creative ways in 
order to disturb their logic and to make visible their 
unjust character. This means that in this in-between 
time, creative movements are happening in between 
bodies and systemic appropriations.

3. The self. In his book Changer le monde,2 Chico Whi-
taker, a cofounder of the World Social Forum, speaks 
of an effort that is not always easy to do. It consists in 
“accepting that others consider more important what 
I consider secondary, and struggling beside them, 
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trying to relate to them.”3 This means participating in 
the continuous process of—using Whitaker’s term—
learning to unlearn because we no longer accept the 
systems of dominations that define us, and because 
it is the way to make connections between different 
struggles. A goal of her book Postcolonial Imagina-
tion and Feminist Theology, Kwok Pui-lan says, is 
to unlearn “the whole colonial syndrome.”4 Kwok 
Pui-lan writes, “I am interested in exploring the steps 
necessary for a postcolonial intellectual to dislodge 
herself from habitual ways of thinking.”5 We are in 
a time of unlearning, an in-between time marked by 
creative movements in between bodies and systems, 
as well as in between selves, the subjective bodies, 
who are learning to unlearn.

4. The local and the global. Gayatri Spivak proposes 
the concept of planetarity to name a stance or an 
action that makes the link between the local and the 
global.6 It relates local struggles against injustice to 
the worldwide postcolonial web of unjust interrela-
tions. Planetarity is not an easy concept. To carry it 
out, one needs to invent it each time. It involves the 
three preceding themes: living in an in-between time 
preparing justice, in a learning-to-unlearn time, and 
in a time when multiple creative movements occur 
between bodies and systems. The concept of plan-
etarity promotes making links between any particular 
struggle for justice and the unjust international rela-
tions that define globalized society. 

Thus we live in a time of transformation, of move-
ment, of motion in between these different aspects: 
times, bodies and systems, selves, as well as the local 
and the global. In this time of change, the intersection 
of different struggles of liberation has the function of 
defining the direction in which we move. It gives us an 
orientation towards promoting justice.

Paradoxical positions in Québec
Thus, Québécois activism to protect a French identity 

has a paradoxical character of a postcolonial position 
situated in between multiple forces. We can place it 
in the midst of four geopolitical locations: Aboriginal, 
Diaspora, French-speaking, and Anglophones. 

I will begin with Aboriginal peoples. In Québec there 
is a deep-rooted “sanctioned ignorance” (to use Gayatri 
Spivak’s term) about the condition of life, and probably 
about the very existence, of First Nations peoples. If we 
isolate them as a group in Canada, they are ranked 68th 
in the United Nations Human Development Index, com-

pared to the rank of eighth for Canada. Eighty percent 
of First Nations peoples have a personal annual income 
below $30,000, and one in four First Nations children 
lives in poverty, compared to one in six Canadian chil-
dren overall. In 2007, Richard Desjardins, a well-known 
Québec activist in the areas of ecology and economics, 
produced a film entitled The invisible people (Le peuple 
invisible), about the Aboriginal people of the northeast, 
the Algonquians. He begins the narration of the film as 
follows: “All my life, I only saw them from a distance 
without getting close to them. They did not get close to 
me either. Two parallel worlds. At one point, I realized 
that I knew nothing about them. In fact, that nobody 
knows anything about them.” This is an accurate de-
scription of the situation in Québec. 

It is interesting to note that for a few years, a new 
interest arose in Québec for studying Aboriginal spiri-
tualities (what we call “les spiritualités autochtones”). 
This desire does not exactly respond to the sanctioned 
ignorance. This new interest follows some of the di-
rections of a provincial program for elementary and 
secondary schools on the subject of religious cultures, 
a new province-wide, non-confessional program. It re-
quires educators to give a substantial place to Aboriginal 
spiritualities that “marked the Heritage of Quebec.” 
The truth is that the Indian Act, with its compulsory 
residential schools, had the explicit aim of eliminating 
Aboriginal identity or, as was infamously said, “to kill 
the Indian in the child.” The truth is that this project did 
not completely succeed, so that there are still Indians. 
Some Aboriginal peoples are in a process of recovering 
their traditions, while at the same time assisting other 
Québécois to create discourses about their spiritualities 
in order to teach them to the white children. 

I talked about four geopolitical locations in Québec: 
Aboriginal peoples, diaspora, French-speaking, and 
anglophones. At this moment, within the actual prob-
lematic of globalization, the second position—Diaspora, 
or the immigrants—seems to be the one that gets more 
attention in the discipline of Religious Studies. At this 
meeting, we will hear many papers on Québec issues, 
including the religion of immigrants and the (multi- or 
intercultural) relationships between immigrants and the 
host culture—especially the French Québécois group 
and the problems surrounding these relationships. Let 
us note that many of these analyses on Diaspora and 
the French-speaking Québécois are produced by anglo-
phones as specialists from outside the situation. 

Papers about the two other groups, Anglophones and 
Aboriginal peoples, are noticeably missing. One could 
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think that there is nothing to say about the standpoint 
of Anglophones as it relates to the three other positions. 
The story, the anecdote, I told at the beginning of this 
paper shows that Anglophones may occupy an invisible 
position of domination that corresponds to the invisible 
English-language hegemony.

The situation is at the opposite end of the spectrum 
concerning Aboriginal peoples. At the Université de 
Montréal’s Centre de théologie et d’éthique contex-
tuelles québécoises (CETECQ), we recently realized 
that the Aboriginal issue is simply missing in theology 
and in religious studies in Québec. We are only begin-
ning a project on the conditions of solidarity between 
Christians and Aboriginal peoples. This explains why 
we did not succeed in proposing a panel with Aboriginal 
peoples in the “Focus on Religion in Québec” section for 

this AAR meeting. There is a void. I want to finish my 
paper simply with the enunciation of this void.

Denise Couture is Professeure titulaire at the �aculté de théologie et sci�Professeure titulaire at the �aculté de théologie et sci�
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Becoming Religiously Unmusical:  
Gregory Baum on the Secularization of Québec
By Jean Richard
Université Laval, Québec, Québec

In this panel on the work and thought of Gregory 
Baum, I will limit myself to a discussion of Baum’s 

interpretation of the rapid secularization of Québec, the 
so-called Quiet Revolution. Baum has the privilege of 
being both an outsider and insider in Québec. When he 
moved to Montréal in 1986, he had undergone his so-
ciological turn as a theologian, with his two-year leave 
at the New School of Social Research in New York, 
and he had published his beautiful book Religion and 
Alienation, which revolves entirely around the problem 
of secularization in modern times.1 A few years after his 
arrival in Québec, Baum published “Catholicism and 
Secularization in Quebec,”2 which is of special interest 
for us since it seeks to clarify what happened to religion 
in Québec at the time of the Quiet Revolution. The 
problem may be stated as follows: on the one hand, a 
very rapid and radical secularization occurred in Québec 
during the 1960s, with the features of a real social and 
cultural revolution; on the other hand, such a revolution 
happened quietly, without significant resistance from the 
Roman Catholic Church, which was thus stripped of its 
social power.

The religious situation of the old Québec
Baum’s brief account of the religious situation of the 

old Québec is accurate. Before the 1960s, the Catholic 
Church was “the spiritual and cultural force that defined 
… the social reality of French Canada.” That was not 
to the detriment of French Canadian national identity. 
On the contrary, Baum writes, “Catholicism was the 
religious cement that enabled French Canadians to 
resist assimilation and decline. They remained a vital 
people.”3

The presence and influence of the Church was felt 
everywhere: “The church was responsible for the edu-
cational system from primary school to university, for 
hospitals and other health services and for assistance 
to the poor and destitute.”4 This was not all negative. 
Baum acknowledges that “for the French-speaking 
Canadian elite—doctors, lawyers and owners of small 
manufacturing and commercial enterprises—the church 
had devised a classical education of high quality.”5 Let 

us note indeed that this very elite trained by the Church 
was to be the agent of the Quiet Revolution.

In such a situation, the Church was also the soul and 
inspiration of the nation. It favoured and promoted the 
rural way of life, the ideal of an agricultural society 
characterized by cohesive communities.6 Of course, it 
did not prevent Quebecers moving into cities. However, 
“the church dealt with this population shift by creating 
a multitude of new parishes in the cities: thanks to the 
dedication of large numbers of priests and religious, the 
city population was able to be integrated into a stable 
and cohesive parish life as if they had never left the 
country.”7

The entry into modernity
Secularization is understood commonly as the entry 

into modernity, which entails the shift from a religious 
to a secular society. Baum introduces here an impor-
tant distinction between the industrial and political 
modernization. Of course, Québec moved into indus-
trial modernization well before the 1960s, in fact, at 
the very beginning of the nineteenth century. However, 
this induced no schism, no separation from the Church, 
as happens usually in Catholic countries, with radical 
conflicts between modern liberals and Catholic conser-
vatives. Baum writes: “During the period from the turn 
of the century to the end of the fifties, Quebec remained 
thoroughly Catholic.”8 This is explained by the example 
of Poland and Ireland, two societies subjugated by em-
pire: “To protect the unity and survival of their society 
they were willing to fit their social struggle into the 
overall Catholic framework.”9

Industrial modernization certainly induced a kind 
of revolution in the people’s daily way of life. But this 
was not yet a political revolution, since the political 
structures of society remained untouched. Political 
modernization involves just such a revolution towards 
democracy. This happened to Québec in the ’60s, which 
initiated a new political era, beginning on June 1960 
with the victory of the Liberal Party over the very con-
servative government of Maurice Duplessis. One can 
speak then of a real political revolution, which occurred 
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as a rapid secularization of the main social institutions. 
Baum writes: “The church lost its institutional power 
in the field of education, health care and public wel-
fare.”10 All those institutional instances of social power 
were assumed by the state: “Yet this entry into political 
modernization was not accompanied by cultural schism. 
Catholic and secular forces did not line up in mutual 
hostility and divide the population as has happened in so 
many Catholic societies.”11

The Quiet Revolution
This was called the “Quiet Revolution.” It was a “rev-

olution” indeed, in comparison with the former religious 
situation of Québec. Yet it was a “quiet” revolution, since 
it happened without a clash, without any strong protest 
from the Church against the government and without any 
political anticlericalism from the government. As Baum 
observes, “There were and still are many Quebecers 
who are angry with the church and repudiated it as an 
obstacle to personal freedom and collective creativity … 
But anticlericalism has never become public policy. No 
party or candidate seeking election for public office, low 
or high, would ever make an anti-ecclesiastical remark 
in the hope of gaining wider support.”12

More positively, we may say that the Church itself 
collaborated with the state in view of the new social 
order. Gregory Baum gives here a few examples. For 
instance, “the Dominican Order, strongly influenced 
by progressive theologians, exercised a wide pastoral 
ministry favourable to the new Quebec.”13 Similarly, 
Cardinal Léger, Archbishop of Montréal, “stood for 
the critical adaptation of Catholicism to the needs of 
contemporary men and women and came to believe that 
‘service’ was the word best able to express the church’s 
mission in the modern world.”14 The more telling ex-
ample would surely be “Quebec’s famous 1966 Parent 
commission, which was established [by the government] 
to examine the problems of the educational system in a 
society experiencing a rapid process of modernization 
and social change.”15 One should add that this com-
mission was chaired by Mgr Alphonse-Marie Parent, a 
faithful servant of the society as well as of the Church.

How do we explain this surprising process of the 
Quiet Revolution? Gregory Baum here points to the 
coincidence of two distinct, albeit parallel, movements 
in the early ’60s: “the secular, political movement for a 
new, self-reliant, democratic Quebec and the Catholic 
renewal movement sparked by Vatican Council II.”16 
While the Church was opening itself to modernity at 

Vatican II, Québec was experiencing a political thrust 
towards modernization. Thus, Baum may conclude “that 
the rapid secularization of this Catholic society has been 
characterized not by cultural schism but by compromise 
and pluralism. The reason for this remarkable develop-
ment was that in the early ’60s the affinity between 
two movements, one secular and one religious, allowed 
Catholic men and women faithful to their heritage to join 
the Quiet Revolution and to co-operate with their fellow 
citizens in the creation of a new society.”17

The loss of religious consciousness
I fully agree with Gregory Baum’s analysis and 

conclusion. I would like, however, to go a bit further in 
the same direction, in order to account for an important 
feature that remains unexplained hitherto: that is, the 
dramatic drop of church attendance in Québec since the 
Quiet Revolution, a trend noted but left unexamined by 
Baum.18 My thesis here is that such a withdrawal from 
the Church would not be motivated mainly by aggres-
siveness towards or opposition to the Church; it would 
be the result of a gradual loss of religious consciousness. 
I would refer here to the sociological principle recalled 
by Gregory Baum, stating that “society (the institutions 
in which we live) affects our consciousness (the way 
we perceive reality and think about it).”19 So, the loss of 
religious consciousness would result from the loss of the 
religious structures of society. We, in Québec, experi-
enced such a loss in the ’60s, which represented the loss 
of a communal society.

To see how this process functioned, we must further 
investigate the notion of secularization by looking at 
Paul Tillich as a model of the transition from religious 
heteronomy to modern autonomy. 

The main question, then, concerns the nature of the 
heteronomy that affected the people of old Québec. 
Spontaneously, one would be inclined to say that 
Quebecers suffered from the domination of the Church 
over the whole society. The Church here would be iden-
tified with the clergy. This is indeed the view of D.Y. 
Béchard in the Harvard Divinity Bulletin. Actually, 
Béchard does not relate his own but his father’s alienat-
ing experience, and he tries to understand his father’s 
tragic destiny. That man was born and raised in a land, 
Gaspésie, which was run by the clergy: “My father hated 
Québec. He’d broken contact with his family before I 
was born in 1974.”20 Béchard writes later: “My father 
was the person I have known who most powerfully 
expressed his hatred of religion, unable to speak of the 
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village curé without rage, without at least once refer-
ring to him as the fucking priest.”21 Finally, we get the 
same story again towards the end of the article: “When 
he spoke of Québec, he did so with distaste, telling me 
that it was poor and violent, that priests ran everything, 
though he sometimes admitted that it was no longer the 
same.”22

In contrast to this viewpoint, I would like to relate 
my own experience. I was raised in the 1930s and 1940s 
right here on the island of Montréal, more precisely in 
what was formerly a suburb of Montréal, namely Ville 
LaSalle. In any case, our home was not the city as such, 
but the parish. The schools were parochial schools, 
where girls were taught by the sisters and boys by the 
brothers. Of course, the whole parish was headed by 
the priests, a pastor with two assistants. It looked much 
like a great monastery, where everybody was leading a 
kind of religiously inspired communal life. At that time, 
however, we did not feel oppressed by the clergy, any 
more than children feel oppressed by their parents in a 
normal family. As a matter of fact, the parish was like an 
extension of the family. It was the extended family and, 
at the same time, the Sitz im Leben of the family.

 This is the kind of communal society that was lost 
with the Quiet Revolution. At that time, we experienced 
the transition from “community” (Gemeinschaft) to 
“society” (Gesellschaft), according to the terminology 
of German sociologist Ferdinand Toennies. In Religion 
and Alienation, Gregory Baum has a whole chapter on 
Toennies. Baum summarizes Toennies’ distinction as 
follows: 

Toennies understood Gemeinschaft in terms 
derived from family life; it is natural, inherited, 
received. It precedes deliberation and choice. One 
is born in the community and accepted it as part 
of the order of nature. Gemeinschaft is the human 
community where people grow up and live in reli-
ance on one another, where they are more aware of 
their common bond than of their own individual-
ity. They experience the ‘we,’ the common identity 
more strongly than their own ‘I,’ their personal 
identity.23 

Over against the Gemeinschaft stands the Gesellschaft. 
Baum writes: 

Toennies understands Gesellschaft in terms de-
rived from free associations. Here the individuals 
precede the group. Here persons, after delibera-
tion and free choice, have determined to form a 

society, have decided what laws should rule their 
interaction and what function the society is to ful-
fill. Gesellschaft is not natural but artificial. It is a 
rational construction. Here each member is aware 
of his own individuality and group-consciousness 
is relatively weak.24

One may wonder, then, why people should leave 
the security of the Gemeinschaft to enter the wild 
Gesellschaft. The reason is quite clear: it is for the sake 
of emancipation, of freedom, of autonomy. Similarly, 
children come of age and leave the comfort of their fam-
ily to live their own life. Gemeinschaft has a shadow. It 
bears alienation, insofar as it is constructed as an organic 
whole. In such a whole, the single parts cannot exist by 
themselves, separated from the whole. This comes to be 
felt as alienation, as a more subtle kind of heteronomy. 
Then, it is not a part of the whole (for instance, the cler-
gy) that oppresses another one (the lay people). Rather, 
the whole itself is felt as oppressive insofar as it keeps 
all the parts in its womb.

Religiously unmusical
Let us come back now to the Quiet Revolution 

and notice the coincidence of two phenomena: the 
transition from community (Gemeinschaft) to society 
(Gesellschaft) and the fading away of religion. I con-
tend that this is not pure coincidence; rather, the two 
phenomena are closely related. As stated earlier, social 
structures affect our consciousness. We may suppose, 
then, that there is a special affinity between a certain 
kind of social structure and the religious consciousness. 
That would be the case of Gemeinschaft, the communal 
kind of society, with regard to religion. The loss of a 
strong communal bond would entail the gradual loss of 
religious consciousness. This we can understand if we 
remember that symbols are the language of religion, and 
that most religious symbols are derived from the com-
munal kind of society.

Symbols are the language of religion.25 This means 
that the religious reality, the divine, cannot be conveyed 
and perceived otherwise than through religious symbols. 
Now, many people today are closed to the meaning of re-
ligious symbols. The whole symbolic system of religion 
has become, for them, meaningless. Speaking of artistic 
symbols, Paul Tillich says that “every symbol opens 
up a level of reality for which non-symbolic speaking 
is inadequate.” Then he adds: “But in order to do this, 
something else must be opened – namely, levels of the 
soul, levels of our interior reality … There are people 
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who are not opened up by music, or who are not opened 
up by poetry, or more of them … who are not opened 
at all by visual arts.”26 The same could be said about 
religious symbols. They are people who are not opened 
up by religion, that is, by the symbolic language, by the 
symbols of religion. They remain closed to such a lan-
guage. Religion tells them nothing.

Max Weber has expressed that spiritual situation in a 
very nice way, saying that he was “religiously unmusi-
cal.”27 In his foreword to Georg Simmel’s Essays on 
Religion, Phillip Hammond writes that “Simmel, by 
contrast, was religiously very musical.” Hammond goes 
on to say, “This figure of speech is extraordinarily ap-
propriate here not only because Simmel frequently uses 
musical allusions in his analysis of religion but also be-
cause Simmel’s notion of religion – what he calls piety 
or religiousness – is one of sensitivity to or capacity for 
religion.”28 The same metaphor would be most appropri-
ate, I think, to describe the attitude of many Quebecers 
towards religion: they are religiously unmusical. This is 
the last step on the road to secularization, a step beyond 
hatred of religion, the step of religious indifference. And 
that would be another way to understand why the secular 
revolution of the 1960s in Québec was a quiet one: not 
only because Vatican II opened up for many the true 
meaning of religious symbols, but also because for many 
others religion has lost all significance. This is what I 
call the loss of religious consciousness.

How can we explain this lack of sensitivity towards 
religious symbols? No doubt, one reason is the domina-
tion of rational scientific and technological language in 
our modern world. Thus the non-scientific language of 
religion is devalued. For instance, the scientific theory of 
evolution has, for many, replaced the symbolic language 
of creation.

However, there might be another reason, closely 
related to the sociological substratum of most religious 
symbols. Most of them, indeed, are derived from the 
communal kind of society, typical of the old aristocratic 
regime. God is invoked as our Father, Christ as our Lord, 
and the Church is considered the body of Christ or the 
flock of the Good Shepherd. Thus we may understand 
how people immersed in the modern, rational, and 
democratic society may have lost all sensitivity to reli-
gious symbols.

So, with his sociological approach to religion, Baum 
makes us aware of another important aspect of the 
problem of religion in the modern world. The question 

is not only the metaphysical one: how do we reconcile 
transcendence with immanence? There is also an impor-
tant sociological aspect to the question of religion today: 
how do we reconcile the old communal form of society 
with the modern associative one? We may conclude that 
for Baum, as for Tillich, the answer would be that a com-
munal bond of love must remain the basis of any human 
society, but modern, rational, and democratic society 
must provide us with the critical standards of justice by 
which to judge all such human relations.
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Gregory Baum, Evil, and the Sociological Imagination
By David Seljak
St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario

In this paper, I wish to outline the central importance of 
evil in Gregory Baum’s critical theology—although 

evil is not always called by its proper name. While us-
ing the term evil presents many dangers, I argue that it 
is impossible to understand fully the source, nature, and 
direction of Baum’s critical theology should one choose 
to avoid this term. Baum begins with a theological read-
ing of sociology, but one soon discovers that for Baum, 
the encounter with evil is the beginning of both theology 
and sociology. Guided by his Augustinian imagination, 
Baum has been influenced both by the theology of liber-
ation, with its preferential option for the poor, as well as 
by critical theory. Consequently, he takes as his starting 
point the encounter with injustice and dehumanization 
that is inevitably present in every society and age. So 
fundamental is the category of evil for Baum that he 
argues that “the good” is available to us only through a 
series of conversions. We need to awaken to the mostly 
unconscious harm inherent in our social structures and 
culture and turn away from it in solidarity with those 
they victimize and marginalize.

In defense of “evil”
In describing the particular harm done to individuals 

and groups in various societies and ages, Baum does not 
always use the term “evil.” More often, he describes evil 
in terms of negation, alienation, dehumanization, exploi-
tation, and oppression. These are the result, he argues, 
of “social sin,” “death-dealing forces,” “dehumanizing 
trends,” or “structures of sin.” At other times, he is blunt: 
Christians need to identify and oppose evil. 

Academics today don’t like to discuss evil; it seems 
irredeemably naive to use the term. From there, it is a 
short step to ignoring the phenomenon of evil altogether. 
In her book Evil in Modern Thought, Susan Neiman 
argues that contemporary philosophers need to over-
come their queasiness and address the question of evil 
squarely. In fact, she demonstrates that—despite the 
contemporary reluctance to talk about evil—the found-
ing figures of modern philosophy were more concerned 
with the question of evil than the question of being. The 
primary philosophical question has not been “Why is 
there something rather than nothing?”—as is usually 

taught in undergraduate philosophy classes—but “Why 
is there evil instead of good?”1 In a parallel argument, 
I am suggesting that evil has been the starting point of 
Baum’s critical theology more frequently than any other 
topic; his theological inquiry begins by wrestling with 
the question of the roots of unnecessary (or superflu-
ous) suffering2 rather than questions about the existence 
of God. This starting point, as we shall see further on, 
is based on certain assumptions about goodness, but 
overt discussion of goodness tends to come out later in 
Baum’s critical theology.

Richard J. Bernstein agrees with Neiman’s asser-
tions that philosophers need to talk about evil, but he 
understands their reluctance to do so. Evil, he states, was 
originally a theological term; secular scholars no longer 
find it useful. Moreover, too often discussions of evil 
have degenerated into dualistic arguments that set one’s 
own views above those of one’s demonized opponents. 
For example, after 9/11, politicians, such as George W. 
Bush, frequently adopted the discourse of evil, Bernstein 
writes, “to obscure complex issues, to block genuine 
thinking and to stifle public discussion and debate.”3 
Baum shares this cautious attitude towards the uncritical 
use of the term “evil”. He writes, “Critical Christians 
deplore that the American government calls upon God 
to legitimate its war against the evil forces in the world 
.… To invoke the name of God to divide the human 
family into the good and the evil is an ideology at odds 
with Christian faith.”4 Like Bernstein, Neiman insists 
that, despite these dangers, scholars need to confront 
evil. She writes, “Surrendering the word evil to those 
who perceive only its simplest forms leaves us fewer 
resources with which to approach the complex ones.”5 

In other words, refusing to discuss evil has two nega-
tive consequences. First, it cuts academics off from their 
communities where the term still has unparalleled rhe-
torical power. “Evil” evokes a response that terms such 
as “social injustice” and “structural violence” cannot. 
Second, refusing to discuss evil hollows out and narrows 
down our facility for thinking about it. When scholars 
finally do confront social injustice and violence, they 
find that they lack the concepts and vocabulary to do an 
adequate job. The lead-up to the Iraq war during the fall 
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of 2002 and winter of 2003 should serve as an illustra-
tion of how these two consequences work together in a 
vicious circle. Just because academics abandoned the 
term “evil,” politicians, pundits, and preachers did not. 
The public discourse on social injustice and peace de-
generated into stereotypes and dualisms while scholars 
sat on the sidelines wondering why no one was listen-
ing to them. Worse, many scholars, operating out of 
simplistic conceptualizations of evil, simply reinforced 
the prejudices of the day and the policies of the Bush 
administration.6 Such marginalization of scholars is 
particularly worrisome for theologians who tradition-
ally had a close, almost organic, relationship with their 
communities. Unlike many contemporary theologians, 
philosophers, and social scientists, Baum has not aban-
doned the concept of evil, largely because he remains 
rooted in the Catholic (and especially Augustinian) 
tradition, where the term is an unavoidable part of the 
community’s vocabulary, and because he wants to main-
tain his role as a public intellectual who supports social 
justice movements in the Church and society.7 However, 
this does not mean that he operates with a naive or sim-
plistic conceptualization of evil.

What is evil?
Baum defines evil as anything that violates human 

dignity, rooted as it is in the imago dei, the fact that we 
are created in the image and likeness of God. However, 
because he defines humans as essentially relational or 
social creatures, rooted in communities, Baum argues 
that evil always harms the common good, which is the 
basis of community and the individuals that comprise 
them.8 He bases his definition of human dignity on a 
critical reading of the Enlightenment human rights tradi-
tion, which he sees as a novum in human history.9 Evil 
harms our subjectivity and hence our dignity—and since 
individuals are relational or social beings, any practice 
that harms society harms individuals. Evil is at once 
“personal-and-social.”

Baum does not see evil as transhistorical, that is, 
existing outside of its particular historical and social 
forms—except that he speaks of it as an inevitable fea-
ture of every human society and age. While we can and 
must work towards the elimination of every instance of 
social sin, only the end of times will bring about the end 
of evil. For Baum, evil arises out of human fallenness 
or original sin, a concept that Baum defines sociologi-
cally as much as theologically: i.e. we are all born into 
societies built on unjust structures and “blessed” by 

ideological distortions. Thus, we inevitably become 
distorted, not just in our attitudes, beliefs, and practices 
but in the very exercise of our moral and intellectual 
capacities.10 

As a result, confronting evil is necessarily the be-
ginning of (good) theology as well as the beginning 
of (good) sociology. It is most fruitful to read Baum’s 
critical theology as a lifelong struggle against evil, be-
ginning with his work on anti-Semitism and continuing 
today with his critique of the globalization of the rapa-
cious free-market system. Looking at Baum this way has 
four advantages: 

1. it connects his critical theology to the Christian tradi-
tion and community, which is especially important 
since Baum sees himself as a community-centred 
scholar who wishes to locate himself in the history 
of Christian orthodoxy and to support church groups 
oriented to social justice; 

2. it highlights the role of Baum’s protest against evil 
as the first moment of critical theology as well as the 
first moment of critical social science; 

3. talking about social injustice in terms of evil empha-
sizes its “transcendent” (i.e. perennial) nature; and 

4. finally, it brings into relief his understanding of good-
ness and redemption since Baum argues that the good 
is available to us only through conversion, i.e. turning 
away from evil. Hence, for Baum, evil has become 
inextricably tied to his theology of sin and redemp-
tion. 

Social sin 
Influenced by the political theology of Johann Baptist 

Metz and others, Baum is highly critical of the overly 
privatized and legalistic definition of sin in the Christian 
tradition.11 His awakening to the sociological imagina-
tion inspired him to retrieve the “personal-and-social” 
dimension of the Christian gospel and to rethink at the 
profoundest level all the major theological categories, 
especially those of sin and redemption. In contrast to 
the dominant assumption in Western philosophy since 
the Enlightenment—as well as the classical Christian 
tradition—Baum argues that much of the evil in the 
world today arises not from malicious intention or hu-
man moral weakness. Much harm arises from the social 
structures and institutions that we have created and the 
culture that inspires, justifies, and protects those social 
arrangements. Social sin, he argues, is best understood 
as consisting of four levels:
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1. injustices and dehumanizing trends built into various 
institutions;

2. cultural and religious symbols that legitimate unjust 
institutions;

3. false consciousness created by these institutions and 
ideologies;

4. collective decisions generated by the false conscious-
ness.12

Consequently, those who do harm are most often not 
aware of the evil in which they participate. They experi-
ence no guilt in the ordinary sense of the word. Often, 
in fact, they believe they are pursuing the good. In these 
cases, blindness, and not malicious intent, leads them to 
harm others and the common good.13

The blindness associated with social sin is inevitable 
as we all are born into a distorted environment and are 
socialized into a partially falsified consciousness. We 
are unavoidably alienated from our God-given human 
nature. Ray Morrow points out that Baum’s critique 
of modernity and his appropriation of the classical so-
ciological tradition centres on the topic of alienation. 
To understand the nature of this alienation, Baum built 
on the work of Hegel, Marx, Toennies, Weber, and 
de Tocqueville, as well as on the ideology critique of 
Mannheim, Bloch, and Ricoeur. Later, Baum added the 
contributions of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory 
and Karl Polanyi.14 Especially important was Baum’s em-
phasis on ideology critique in dialogue with theology. 

In sum, Baum argues that, because each projet de 
société15 is guided by cultural bias and an ideology that 
represents the perspective of only one portion of society 
and not the totality, we are inevitably born into unjust 
structures that our culture and ideology convince us are 
good, natural, or necessary.16 Alienation, therefore, is an 
unavoidable feature of human life. The good is available 
to us, he argues, “only through many conversions – only 
as we resist the easy inclination of our wounded nature 
and follow the challenging transcendent summons ad-
dressed to us in life.”17

Baum’s assumption regarding the inescapability of 
evil comes out most clearly in his original interpreta-
tion of the preferential option for the poor. Like some 
liberation theologians, he defines “the poor” in social 
and cultural—as well as economic and political—terms. 
More originally, he draws parallels between the pref-
erential option for the poor and the Frankfurt School’s 
concept of the “end of innocent critique,” the idea that 
we must eschew any illusion that evil exists only in the 

system we are criticizing and that our own vision of the 
future is without flaw or distortion. So, for example, 
Baum distinguished the preferential option for the poor 
from the Marxist option for the proletariat. Marxist 
theory usually posits a single kind of suffering, a single 
source of suffering, and hence a single agent of revolu-
tion. Moreover, for many Marxists, the revolution would 
resolve all of the contradictions in history, leading to a 
utopian society. In contrast, Baum argues that adopting 
the preferential option for the victims encourages us 
to be more open-minded regarding the identity of the 
victims of history and the nature of their suffering. This 
approach also echoes the Frankfurt School’s concept of 
the end of innocent critique, since the preferential option 
for the poor teaches us that every society introduces new 
injustices as well as new forms of dehumanization and 
exploitation.18 The dynamic is inevitable, according to 
Baum, because we cannot have a society that will not 
generate victims. In fact, the belief that we can do so 
will certainly lead us to absolutize the existing social 
structures and to engage in ever greater acts of evil. Our 
commitment, then, is perpetually to the victims and not 
to any system or ideology that would claim to overcome 
these injustices permanently. Only the establishment of 
God’s kingdom of peace will end the contradictions of 
history and eliminate victimhood. 

It is important to be clear: Baum rejects the notion that 
alienation is always the same and that it is “anthropolog-
ically necessary” or part of “the human condition”—an 
idea shared by some Romantics, social scientists such as 
Peter Berger, and many existentialists, some of whom 
have strongly influenced modern theology.19 Still, Baum 
insists that this partially false consciousness is ubiqui-
tous, rooted as it is in the “unconscious, non-voluntary, 
quasi-automatic dimension of social sin.”20 The encoun-
ter with evil is inevitable because of our immersion and 
participation in unjust social structures and not because 
of the human condition.

Furthermore, while the encounter with evil is a univer-
sal human experience, Baum does not posit the existence 
of an evil essence outside of human history. Moreover, 
while he believes that social sin is inevitable in each 
society and in each age, he does not subscribe to soci-
ologism or determinism of any kind. Humans are free to 
define their existence, to choose good over evil—even 
in the most dehumanizing conditions. Yet this freedom 
is not absolute. Especially today, Baum reminds us, one 
must not be naive about the power of modern “mega-
institutions” in distorting our perception of reality—and 
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especially their ability to render their victims invisible. 
These enormous institutions reduce the space for exer-
cising human agency.21 Still, we are free: free to respond 
to the evil we will inevitably encounter. 

Evil as beginning of theology
Following the insights of the theology of liberation, 

Baum has argued that the first step in any theology must 
be a commitment to the victims. In his discussion of the 
preferential option for the poor, he makes clear that a 
theology that does not take the side of the victims will 
inevitably end up blessing or disguising the status quo. 
Theology is preceded by an existential experience of evil 
that inspires compassion, shock, outrage, and, finally, 
one hopes, commitment. Even before one can make a 
commitment to the victims of any social order, one must 
have an experience of evil; otherwise, one would not 
recognize the victims as victims. Baum writes: 

in order to understand the social evil in which we 
live and from which we yearn to be delivered, 
theology must engage in dialogue with sociologi-
cal science. If the Churches want to spell out the 
meaning of the Gospel for today’s world and offer 
relevant social teaching, they have to turn to a so-
ciology of evil.22

For Baum, adopting the sociological imagination is 
not simply a matter of academic preference for theolo-
gians. The modern world has introduced novel, complex, 
and sometimes subtle forms of evil, and Christians must 
become sociologically sophisticated in order to under-
stand the historical context in which they operate (and 
this for reasons that are properly theological, according 
to Baum).23 Without some degree of conscientization, 
theologians will allow ideological distortion to twist 
their theology so that it serves the needs of the powerful 
in society. Baum’s goal is to preserve the integrity of 
the theological enterprise itself in the new conditions of 
modernity.

Evil as beginning of sociology
Morrow notes that not every sociological theory is 

suited to Baum’s project of defending theology. Morrow 
argues that Baum has developed a critical theory rooted 
in “what sociologists considered under the heading of 
alienation/domination” to analyze “the social effects 
of theological notions and institutions.” This analysis 
applies a critical sociology of knowledge to theological 
thought and highlights its ambiguity, that is, “both its 
alienating and life-giving” nature.24 In his work, Baum 

reflects extensively on the nature of sociological analy-
sis. He is especially critical of the dominant positivistic 
mood of sociological inquiry in universities. Positivism, 
he argues, casts human reality in reduced dimensions, 
promotes determinism by limiting human agency, en-
courages moral passivity among scholars, and hides the 
scholar’s identification with the dominant values of his 
or her society.25 He contrasts the dominant perspective 
in university departments of Sociology with that of the 
founders of the discipline, specifically de Tocqueville, 
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, who, he argues, adopted 
a critical humanism. Just as the encounter with evil was 
the beginning of (good) theology, so, too, was it the 
beginning of (good) sociology. Of the founders of the 
sociological tradition, Baum writes:

They were humanists. When I insist that they 
were critical humanists, I claim that they were not 
content with human life as they found it in modern 
society; they suspected that dehumanizing forces 
were at work in society; they created sociological 
science to analyze these destructive forces and to 
examine whether there were trends in society that 
promise to remake human life and permit people 
to reach their full human potential. What we find in 
the founding thinkers of sociology is a humanism 
painfully aware of the threats to human well-being 
in liberal industrial society.26

Baum argues that Christians should pay attention to 
secular social scientists who ask questions out of their 
encounter with evil and who wish to emancipate people 
from it. These social scientists also 

pay attention first to the victims, they wish to read 
society through its contradictions, they entertain 
a conflictual perception of the social order, they 
begin their analysis of society by asking for the 
causes of the present suffering.27 

In other words, the sociologists worth paying attention 
to are those who begin their analysis by asking for the 
causes of the evil they see around them.

 While sociology can show the origins of much 
suffering in the modern world, it cannot uncover a 
single essence or source of suffering. Wealthy women 
and homosexuals, for example, could not be said to suf-
fer the same economic exploitation that workers suffer 
in developing countries, but could still be marginalized 
by the sexism and homophobia of other citizens. Baum 
does not limit himself to one thinker or school, but he 
does find the perspective of conflict sociology to be the 
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most useful because it begins with the assumption that 
the dominant social order gives power to one group 
over another, that one group benefits at the expense of 
another, and that the contradictions in the very structures 
of society distort people’s perception of reality. In other 
words, its starting point is the encounter with evil. Thus, 
it is most useful to critical theology.28 Among the many 
schools within the conflict theory perspective, Baum 
finds special resonance with the Frankfurt School of 
Critical Theory. 

Goodness and life
While evil occupies an essential role in his criti-

cal theology, readers of Baum’s work—as well as his 
personal friends—are often surprised by his relentless 
cheerfulness. Baum does not despair. His response to 
evil is rooted in assumptions and beliefs about goodness, 
that is, in faith. In his Ethics and Community, Enrique 
Dussel demonstrates that the experience of evil depends 
on a definition of goodness. Without an understanding 
and experience of the good, one cannot understand evil, 
since it is the violation, negation, or privation of the good. 
The God of Life, Dussel argues, creates human beings 
for community; in other words, people are born to love 
one another, to affirm each other in a person-to-person, 
subject-to-subject, I-Thou relationship. This face-to-
face, loving relationship between autonomous equals, 
Dussel argues, is good because it serves life, which is the 
will of the Creator. For Dussel, evil and death violate and 
negate this I-thou relationship and destroy community. 
Evil actions turn the subject into an object, an instrument 
of the will of the sinner; they negate the subjectivity, 
the divinely ordained status of co-creator-with-God of 
the human person. In the extreme, these evil actions 
destroy both the victim and the victimizer as well as 
the community; they inevitably lead to death.29 Baum 
shares Dussel’s schema. We cannot know evil without 
previously knowing goodness, for evil is the negation, 
the violation, and the privation of the good.

For Baum, goodness and life are available to us in 
three moments. The first is the original moment, the 
moment of creation. With creation, God brings good-
ness into the world. It is for this reason that Baum can 
see goodness and life in the world’s many religions and 
cultures. Contrary to other interpretations of original 
sin, Baum affirms that people have access to reason and 
goodness, even to divine grace, without knowing Jesus.30 
Ubi caritas et amor, ibi deus est. Baum writes: “… God, 
fully active, with all divine potentialities actualized, is 

creatively present in every passage from potentiality to 
act, including people’s entry into their full humanity.”31 

The second moment comes in the face of evil, when 
people enter into their full humanity by resisting evil 
and struggling for peace, justice, and life. Baum rejects 
a traditional theodicy that would see evil as part of God’s 
plan, the secret and indiscernible working of a Divine 
Providence. In the face of evil, God (and hence goodness 
and life) is present to us, Baum writes, 

as the divine summons empowering people to re-
sist injustice and act collectively to reconstruct the 
social order. God’s providence manifests itself in 
people’s social passion that transforms them into 
critics and activists creating social movements in 
support of love, justice and peace.32

Commenting on the mystical element of the passion 
for social justice, Baum writes: 

the good we do is God’s free gift to us. In this 
Christian perspective, action equals passion. 
While we see, we are being enlightened; while we 
act, we are being carried forward; while we love, 
we are being saved from selfishness; and while 
we embrace all people in solidarity, we are being 
freed inwardly to cross one boundary after another. 
Every step towards greater humanization is due to 
the expansion of new and gracious life in us. We 
are alive by a power that transcends us.33

God is available to us when we commit ourselves to the 
victims of society.

 Finally, Baum’s confidence in the final victory of 
goodness and life over evil and death is rooted in God’s 
promise of victory over evil announced in the resurrec-
tion of Christ Jesus. The resurrection is a sign that God 
does not abandon those who denounce the “alienating 
practices of the religious and political authorities” and 
who are martyred. “In raising his Son from among the 
dead,” Baum writes, “God rehabilitated all the victims 
of human history.” God’s promise of victory at the end 
of time, Baum writes, teaches us not to despair. God 
overcomes evil “in part” now; at the end of time God’s 
victory will be complete.34 

 Given that evil is the violation, negation, and 
privation of the good, it should come as no surprise 
that this discussion of Baum’s conceptualization of evil 
should lead to his assumptions about goodness and life. 
For Baum, God is the author of goodness and life and 
so God’s world is a source of grace. However, Baum’s 
Augustinian imagination moves him to take seriously 
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the fallenness of humanity. Every society is based on a 
vision that is partial, distorted by self-interest, and open 
to violence and injustice. Consequently, every society 
will be marked by social structures, institutions and 
practices that violate the human dignity of some of its 
members and harm the common good. Moreover, as  
products of society, each of us is in some way distorted. 
We are socialized to think that our social structures 
and culture—even those dehumanizing elements in 
them—are natural, necessary, and good. This distortion 
touches even our ability to reason and think morally; we 
are blind to the evil we do. Based on this sociological 
insight, Baum’s critical theology encourages us to think 
differently about evil and sin as well as goodness and 
redemption. We are saved from sin and death, Baum 
argues, but only through a series of conversions to good-
ness and life. Such conversions are possible only when 
we face evil squarely and call it by its proper name.

David Seljak is Associate Professor of Religious Studies at St. Jerome’s 
University at the University of Waterloo. He is the editor of The 
Ecumenist. 
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In Silence, Love, and Death: Saying “Yes” to God 
in the Theology of Karl Rahner, Shannon Craigo-

Snell, Assistant Professor of Religious Studies at Yale 
University, explores Karl Rahner’s understanding of 
silence, love, and death as acts through which people 
say “yes” to God, opening themselves to God’s pres-
ence and to other human beings. She begins by asking 
how one should read Rahner amid postmodern empha-
ses on difference. She notes that Rahner was a modern 
theologian who attempted to relate Christian faith and 
Church teaching to the lives of middle-class people in 
secularized North Atlantic societies (29). Rahner’s un-
derstanding of humanity as oriented ultimately towards 
a horizon of infinite mystery lying beyond all particular 
realms of knowledge lays the basis for this attempt. In 
their response to this mystery, people say yes or no to 
God. Silence, love, and death are ways and moments in 
which this happens. 

Silence is not a topic Rahner addressed directly, but 
a theme appearing throughout his writings (39). Rahner 
thinks of silence almost in spatial terms, as a way of 
making room for others. Experiencing the silent mys-
tery of God can lead one out of one’s self. In turn, one’s 
own silence becomes a waiting on God, an openness 
to the divine mystery. Silence emerges here as a form 
of creative self-withdrawal for the sake of the other, 
a way of letting others be present without reducing 
them to what is familiar or the same (50). In Rahner’s 
thought, silence and speech lie in a relationship parallel 
to mystery and knowledge (74–76). Silence gives rise to 
speech, which in turn gives way to a deepened silence 
as the finite knower moves into a deeper communion 
with the infinite mystery of God.  In saying yes to God 
through attending to God’s silence and remaining silent 
before God, people say yes to themselves and become 
more fully human. Silence is also a way of making space 
for other people, a space in which a similar movement 
into deeper communion that preserves the differences 
between people can occur.

Turning to love, Craigo-Snell lifts up two insights 
central to Rahner’s theology. “First, any act of love is 

an implicit affirmation of faith in God. Second, it is in 
the act of loving that we know God most fully” (79). 
For Rahner, people “who love are choosing to shape 
their lives around an affirmation of meaning,” ultimately 
around an at least implicit faith in a loving God (80). 
Craigo-Snell carefully explores Rahner’s notion of how 
love of God and love of neighbour mutually condition 
and include each other. For Rahner, love has a cruci-
form nature. It is costly and takes place amid doubts 
and uncertainties. The resurrection of Jesus validates 
love in spite of this. Faith in the unconditionality and 
absoluteness of God’s love in Jesus Christ enables one 
to extravagantly love others. Craigo-Snell notes that 
Rahner’s exhortation to Christians in a later work “to 
open themselves up to the mysterious other” (93) in love 
is not balanced by concrete norms to guide this project. 
She argues that given “the drastic harms human beings 
inflict upon one another, such boundaries are terribly im-
portant” (93). She finds guidelines for these in Rahner’s 
notion that love includes respect for the otherness and 
mystery of the beloved. This rules out enacting or acqui-
escing to abuse (94). Her discussion of Rahner’s notion 
of love as openness to the other leads into an extended 
discussion of his notion of anonymous Christianity. 
Noting some criticisms of it, she argues that while it 
may need revision in new contexts, in its time and place 
it was intended to express God’s love for all and it did 
foster a greater openness in Christianity to non-Christian 
religions (110). She concludes with a discussion of the 
relation of Rahner’s theology to liberation theologies.

For Rahner, death is another act in which one says 
yes or no to God. Facing one’s mortality requires decid-
ing how one will live. Accepting one’s life and death as 
meaningful in spite of their ambiguity is ultimately an 
expression of trust in God (126). The death and resur-
rection of Jesus enables one, in dying, to surrender one’s 
life to God. For Rahner, people become fully human 
through opening themselves to God and others through 
silence, love, and trust in God (153).

Craigo-Snell then turns to assess Rahner’s thought 
in light of postmodern concerns about what Western 
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modernity has forgotten and repressed. She notes that 
Rahner does explicate “human existence as if it were 
always and everywhere the same” (179), but reading 
Rahner as an essentialist neglects “the many ways in 
which he acknowledges the effects of social construction 
on the self” (183). While Rahner does make universal-
izing claims about what it is to be human, Craigo-Snell 
portrays him as a complex thinker who cannot simply 
be dismissed as ‘modern,’ fundamentally because of his 
central emphasis on humanity and creation as existing 
in history before the irreducible mystery of God (204–
205). Rahner’s critical engagement with modernity 
makes him a productive conversation partner for theolo-
gians engaged with postmodernity (209). Craigo-Snell’s 
concluding “Coda” demonstrates this point. 

Reading Rahner’s often highly technical writing 
has been described as akin to cracking a code. This 
beautifully written and insightful book makes Rahner’s 

thought accessible without reducing its complexity 
and shows aspects of Rahner’s continuing relevance. 
Rahner sometimes neglected deplorable aspects of 
reality. Silence can be a way of saying no to others as 
well as a way of creating space for them. The deaths of 
many martyrs in the 20th century were a yes to God in 
inhuman circumstances. They were also brutal murders 
committed by state-sanctioned death squads during 
reigns of terror intended to subjugate the poor. Some 
postmodern theologians dwell upon this ambiguity more 
than Rahner did. Yet Craigo-Snell convincingly demon-
strates how Rahner remains an important conversation 
partner for them. 

This book deserves a wide audience. It will be useful 
for academics, clergy, and educated lay people, as well 
as for anyone trying to understand how God is present in 
daily life. Every seminary library should have a copy.
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