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theologies are the context from which Latina theologi-
cal expressions arose. I then move to the shared themes 
among Latina theologians. I conclude with future trajec-
tories within Latina theological discourse.

Latina Feminism and Liberation Theologies
Latina feminist theology is a liberation theology 

with a multi-layered analysis of U.S. Latina existence. 
Latina feminist theology reflects on the divine emerging 
from the context of a marginalized people. Liberation 
theologies represent a group of theological movements 
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Latina theologians are a diverse group of scholars 
representing various Latin American nations and 

socio-political commitments. They draw from the cul-
tural sources of everyday Latina spirituality as a starting 
point and central feature of their work. Latina theology 
represents a group of women working together to give 
voice to their communities. Not all Latina theologians 
represent a feminist interpretation of Latina experiences, 
though many are influenced by feminist scholarship 
within theology. Some embrace an emphasis on Latino/a 
culture without employing feminist theory or categories. 
Others, like me, see feminism as key to our work in 
Latina theology. 

This essay offers an overview of central themes and 
issues shared by Latina theologians. There is great di-
versity among the various voices that constitute Latina 
theology, yet some shared features have emerged 
throughout the body of our scholarship. Because of 
the interdisciplinary nature of Latina theology, Latina 
scholars of religion who are not necessarily theologians 
will be cited throughout this article. They are dialogue 
partners who inform our theological work. More 
importantly, Latina theologians argue that a more inter-
disciplinary approach to the study of religion is essential 
if one is to truly engage the complexity and richness of 
theological expressions. 

I begin with an overview of the currents that inform 
Latina feminist theology. While not all Latina theo-
logians embrace a feminist hermeneutic, liberation 
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that exploded onto the academic and pastoral scene in 
the 1960s. They placed the non-person, the oppressed, 
marginalized masses, at the centre and starting point 
of theological reflection. Often they are described as 
approaching Christianity “from the underside of his-
tory,” highlighting the silenced voices in historical and 
contemporary churches. Liberation theologians also 
highlight the ways in which Christianity has been used 
as a tool of oppression and how this distorts the authen-
tic Christian message of liberation. The two best known 
of these movements, and the ones that are the most 
influential on Latina theology, are Latin American and 
feminist theologies. 

Latina feminist theologians often work on related 
topics, but they are not a homogeneous, self-proclaimed 
group of scholars. Their commonalities include feminist 
critical analysis, contextual accent, and a liberationist 
emphasis in their work. Informed by these analyses, 
these theologians destabilize androcentric and hierar-
chical theologies, offering an emancipatory vision that 
promotes the full humanity of all. Within Latina feminist 
theology, some call themselves Latina feminists, while 
others embrace the term mujerista. Mujerista theology 
is a voice within Latina feminist liberation theology that 
privileges the voices and grassroots struggles of Latinas. 
It is primarily articulated by Ada María Isasi-Díaz. 
Mujerista theology emphasizes a multi-faceted analysis 
of Latinas’ lives and contexts, including how gender, 
race, ethnicity, and class shape Latina identity in the 
United States. Its methodology is marked by its use of 
ethnography and the inclusion of grassroots Latina voic-
es within academic theology and pastoral movements, 
affirming their intellectual contributions. Latina feminist 
theologians embrace the term “feminism” as a manner 
of situating themselves within the history of feminism 
both in the United States and in Latin America. This is 
done through connections with grassroots movements, 
but more significantly through the intellectual history of 
academic feminism among Latinas. Many of the Latina 
authors cited below quote heavily from Latina feminist 
theory and literature, drawing from non-traditional theo-
logical sources in order to articulate the epistemological 
and contextual framework of Latina theology.

Mary
A hallmark of Latino/a theology as a whole, and 

Latina theology in particular, is an emphasis on concrete 
Marian devotions. Jeanette Rodríguez’s scholarship 
emphasizes Our Lady of Guadalupe as a source of 

empowerment for Mexican-American women and the 
importance of oral tradition and cultural memory for 
Latina spirituality. The work of Nancy Pineda-Madrid 
has also highlighted the prominence of Guadalupe; in 
my own scholarship, the Cuban-American devotion to 
Our Lady of Charity has played a central role in express-
ing the everyday faith of Cuban-Americans.1 Marian 
devotion is one of the strongest components of Roman 
Catholic Latina devotions. 

Though Latina theologians highlight the significance 
of Mary, they are well aware of the ambiguity that sur-
rounds the centrality of Mary for Latino/a Catholicism. 
As Pineda-Madrid reminds us, Marianismo can be used 
to subordinate women. Mary becomes an unrealistic 
and ideal role model for women, a standard against 
which they will always fall short. In addition, Marian 
obedience is emphasized as a manner of cultivating 
submissiveness in Latinas. Marianismo encourages 
women to follow this construction of Marian identity. 
This can breed resentment among women, for as Pineda-
Madrid highlights, “The idealization of this portrayal of 
Mary has led to a widening rift between women’s lives 
and faith, and to an increasingly dulled sense of God’s 
presence in our lives.”2 The pervasiveness of Mary in 
Latina culture in many ways has superseded its Roman 
Catholic context and becomes part of the broader culture 
as a whole. You do not have to be Roman Catholic to be 
impacted by Marianismo. For Latina Protestants, Mary 
becomes a tenuous figure. The ambiguity of Mary for 
Latina Protestants is highlighted by the work of Nora 
Lozano, who calls for Mexican-American Protestant 
women to stop ignoring Guadalupe as a Catholic sym-
bol and embrace her cultural value within Mexican and 
Mexican-American culture.3

Indigenous and African Religions:  
The Mestizaje and Mulatez of Latina Spirituality

In highlighting the spiritual practices of Latinas, 
many Latina scholars of religion also turn to Indigenous 
and African practices as a component of Latina spiri-
tuality. As Lara Medina emphasizes, this is a path for 
many Chicanas who feel alienated from Christianity. 
“Accepting their estrangement from Christianity, many 
Chicanas return to an Indígena- (indigenous-) inspired 
spirituality.”4 For many, these alternative spiritual 
practices occur in conjunction with Christianity. This 
hybridity is a component of Latina religious life that 
many theologians emphasize. The complexity of Latina 
religious experiences is often contextualized in terms 
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of mestizaje, mulatez, and nepantla. Nepantla is the 
Nahuatl (Aztec) word for “land in the middle.” It is a 
place where the Christian and the non-Christian coincide 
and coexist in harmony. Jeanette Rodríguez’s work in 
this area emphasizes the Aztec tradition of flor y canto 
(flower and song). “According to this worldview, the 
deepest recesses of being human can only be expressed 
in the metaphor of poetry and beauty. While it recog-
nizes the significance of reason and logic, this particular 
worldview takes seriously the affect, the intuitive, and 
the aesthetic.”5 This aesthetic epistemology, at the junc-
ture of Spanish, Indigenous, and African cultures, is a 
fundamental theme within Latina theology.

Mestizaje/mulatez and difference are clear themes 
in the mujerista theology of Isasi-Díaz. Underlying her 
writings is what she describes as “a fluid social ontol-
ogy, which is based on the hybridity and diversity that 
are key realities/understandings we need to deal with in 
this twenty-first century.”6 Mestizaje/mulatez refers to 
the Latino/a condition as racially and culturally mixed 
people attempting to negotiate their identity within the 
dominant culture of the United States. This category 
functions ethically in her corpus as a condemnation of 
racism and ethnic prejudice. A fundamental aspect of 
Isasi-Díaz’s emphasis on difference is a reconceptual-
ization of this notion as relational. As she thoughtfully 
points out, difference is traditionally understood as ex-
clusionary, as that which divides. Instead, Isasi-Díaz 
constructs difference in terms of relationships, showing 
that differences are relative. At the core of all three of 
these categories is the insight that the traditional, op-
positional, and static categories of identity that have 
been imposed on Latino/as do not speak to their lived 
realities. For Isasi-Díaz, theoretical concepts must ring 
true in people’s daily lives or they are of little value. For 
Latina theologians, mestizaje/mulatez also speaks to the 
hybridity of Latina religious practices, which are often 
grounded in Christianity yet draw from Indigenous and 
African religious traditions.

Latina History
Latino/a ecclesial history as a whole is an area that 

demands more serious scholarly attention. At the core 
of this absence is the need to make Latino/as historical 
subjects. In her own work, Machado offers a corrective, 
bringing the stories and histories of Roman Catholic and 
Protestant Latinas front and centre in her scholarship. 
However, Latina theologians know very well that to 
retrieve Latina theological history, alternative method-

ologies and sources must be embraced in order to reveal 
their historical agency.

María Pilar Aquino, for example, offers a clear 
hermeneutics of suspicion and retrieval that highlights 
both the historical marginalization of Latino/as and 
methodological gestures for recovering their voices. 
The “un-covery” and consequent “recovery” of the sup-
pressed traditions of Latina Americans is the emphasis. 
In this piece, the paradigm of oppression is found in the 
Spanish Conquest of the Americas. 

The great European invasions did not discover 
but rather covered whole peoples, religions, and 
cultures and explicitly tried to take away from the 
natives the sources of their own historical memory 
and their own power. … we seek to un-cover the 
truth and bring to light our collective will to 
choose a different path.7

This is a subversive principle, challenging tradi-
tional interpretations of the Conquest. A feature of this 
recovery, found in the writings of various liberation 
theologians, is its emphasis on the aesthetic as an avenue 
for exploring such historical voices.

Gloria Loya’s work articulates a Hispanic feminist 
approach that investigates vital expressions of Hispanic 
faith and culture as a theological resource. Loya offers 
three sources that inform her Hispanic feminist method-
ology. Narration, specifically the voice of community 
leader Dolores Huerta, is a first font. Her second source 
is more analytical: an examination of two Mexican leg-
endary female figures, the image of Malintzín and Our 
Lady of Guadalupe. A third resource is the writings of 
17th-century thinker Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. Loya’s 
work highlights various important themes within Latina 
spirituality. Malintzín is the legendary concubine of 
Hernan Cortés, the great conqueror of the Aztec empire. 
Malintzín, as Cortés’ indigenous translator and eventual 
lover, is seen by the Mexican people as the great be-
trayer of her people. On the other extreme is Our Lady 
of Guadalupe, the most revered symbol of womanhood 
in Mexican culture. Loya notes that Latinas are often 
judged by these two extremes: the ideal virgin or the 
betrayer whore. This creates a limited construction of 
Latinas’ sexuality and identity. You are either a pure, 
good girl who rejects her sexuality as evil, or a bad girl 
who allows her lusts and passions to define her life. 
Finally, in highlighting the work of poet, dramatist, and 
theologian Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Loya emphasizes 
the intellectual contribution Latin American women 
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make. This is vital for us, for our intellectual foremothers 
are often written out of the canons of academic his-
tory. My own research retrieved Sor Juana as a Latin 
American Church Mother and a central figure within 
historical theology.8 

Latina theologians not only use historical sources 
to retrieve Latina historical contributions, but are also 
contributing to the construction of Latina theological 
history. This is seen in the use of, for example, literature 
and ethnography as a vital theological methodology and 
resource. The writings of Latina authors are central in 
the work of Teresa Delgado, who explores the contribu-
tions of Puerto Rican women writers to Latina theology. 
Delgado’s article is grounded in the thesis that “I believe 
these Puerto Rican women writers are prophets for 
the Puerto Rican people, specifically, and for Latino/as 
in general. As such, their stories provide us with a 
critical source for the development of Latina feminist 
theology, in particular, and for U.S. Latino/a theology in 
general.”9 These authors, Delgado contends, present an 
understanding of what it means to be human through the 
use of narrative and story. Through the imagination, lit-
erature offers a vision of the future that is transformative 
of the status quo. An authentic Puerto Rican theology 
must emerge from the connections between culture and 
ritual.10 Delgado’s selection of these four authors is 
based on the understanding and challenge they pose 
to contemporary Puerto Rican culture and religiosity. 
Delgado is not the only Latina scholar working on the 
intersection of Latina religious experience and literature. 
Though not a theologian, Laura Pérez’s work examines 
the visual, performative, and literary work of Latinas as 
an expression of Latina folk religion.11 Within the work 
of Chicana artists in particular, Pérez finds a rejection of 
the reduction to the lived everyday religion of Latinas as 
mere superstition. 

Perhaps no one has done a more substantial contri-
bution to the documentation of contemporary Latina 
religious history, particularly in the Roman Catholic set-
ting, than Lara Medina and her work on the Hermanas. 
Las Hermanas was organized in 1971 by a group of 50 
women religious (primarily Chicana) gathered together 
to discuss the best way to address the needs of Hispanic 
Catholics. This movement centred on social justice 
and was informed by the Chicano movement. These 
women were influential in the 1970s and 80s in terms of 
determining Roman Catholic ministry to the Hispanic 
community in the United States. They then turned their 
attention more explicitly to the issues and struggles of 

grassroots Latinas. Their legacy is felt in parishes even 
today, though their activism has decreased in recent 
decades. 

Since its inception, Latina theological scholarship 
has incorporated ethnography as a fundamental method-
ological component of their scholarship. This is seen in 
the first text published that addressed Latina Catholicism, 
Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Yolanda Tarrango’s Hispanic 
Women: Prophetic Voice in the Church.12 This text 
explicitly used ethnography as a tool for allowing grass-
roots Latinas to be the subjects and authors of Latina 
theological scholarship. Isasi-Díaz has followed this 
trajectory in her scholarship, as has Jeanette Rodríguez’s 
above-cited work on Our Lady of Guadalupe and her 
later work on cuentos. Similarly, Teresa Torres has 
used ethnography in her research on the Guadalupanas, 
a non-clerical society that promotes devotion to Our 
Lady of Guadalupe. Studies of organizations such as 
the Guadalupanas highlight the importance of studying 
non-traditional institutions in order to construct Latina 
ecclesial history. As Torres argues, “The Guadalupana 
society is a place for women to exercise leadership roles 
within the largely hierarchical and male dominated 
ecclesiology of the Roman Catholic Church.”13 The use 
of ethnography highlights not only institutional histo-
ries, but also the concrete daily struggles of Latinas. This 
is seen in Daisy Machado’s passionate analysis on the 
unnamed woman of Judges 19 through the experience 
of Elena, an unnamed illegal immigrant who had been 
tortured in her homeland and was seeking asylum in the 
United States.14

Lo Cotidiano
The primacy of lo cotidiano (daily life) has been a key 

feature of Latina theologies. Since their earliest work, 
both María Pilar Aquino and Ada María Isasi-Díaz have 
emphasized the daily life of Latinas as the starting point 
for their theologies. The theoretical implications of this 
analytic category, however, are a fairly recent develop-
ment. As noted by Ada María Isasi-Díaz, it is easier to 
describe lo cotidiano than define it. “Lo cotidiano con-
stitutes the immediate space of our lives, the first horizon 
in which we have our experiences, experiences that in 
turn are constitutive elements of reality.” Daily life is 
not only material, but also cultural. It is something that 
is conscious, not merely repeated mechanically.15 It does 
not refer exclusively to the private or domestic sphere. 
Epistemologically, it is linked to what is known as “com-
mon sense.” Due to its material and epistemological 
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value, for Isasi-Díaz lo cotidiano exemplifies the unity 
of action and reflection. For María Pilar Aquino, daily 
life is the foundation of the structural. “Daily relation-
ships become the basis and image of all social relations. 
This is why analysts stress that daily life permeates the 
public as well as the private spheres.”16 Lo cotidiano 
is thus the foundation of social systems. One cannot 
distinguish one from the other, for it is our everyday 
relationships that serve as the model for systemic social 
structures.

The category of lo cotidiano is not without conten-
tion. As noted by Aquino, “Although daily life has been 
a space controlled by dominant ideologies and religions, 
twentieth-century currents of liberation thought under-
estimated lo cotidiano’s critical weight, the analytic 
magnitude of daily living, and its counter-hegemonic 
political value.”17 Daily life was seen as secondary to 
global, structural phenomena. While daily life continues 
to exist as part of reality, its liberationist potential has 
not been grasped. This in turn leads to a polarization 
of the public and the private, where life is not seen as 
an organic whole. In a similar vein, Isasi-Díaz par-
tially blames the failures of liberationist movements to 
transform structures of oppression on the neglect of lo 
cotidiano. In order to rectify, Isasi-Díaz holds, we must 
listen to the voices of grassroots people to inform our 
reconceptualizations of structural change. This struc-
tural change must then in turn be grounded in daily 
life. Structural change must impact daily life or it will 
ultimately fail. The category of lo cotidiano expands the 
topics of theoretical reflection, including in particular 
those excluded by androcentric theories. For Latino/a 
theologians, Aquino writes, “The theological signifi-
cance of daily life as a source and locus of U.S. Latino/a 
theology is grounded in the fact that it is here where 
the real life of real people unfolds, and where God’s 
revelation occurs.”18 Daily life is the site of humanity’s 
encounter with the divine and thus God’s salvific pres-
ence. In Latino/a theologies, this emphasis on concrete 
life also appears in the centrality of popular religion 
within this theology. For it is the everyday rituals that 
transcend the boundaries of public and private that em-
body the holistic nature of daily life. 

Lo cotidiano is a central characteristic of Ada María 
Isasi-Díaz’s mujerista theology. Since its inception, 
mujerista theology has emphasized the concrete lived 
experiences of Latinas as the starting point for theology. 
For Isasi-Díaz, this is the site of struggle, resistance, and 
transformation. It is the space of popular religion, in-

habited by the saints and virgenes of Latino/a devotions. 
The category of lo cotidiano is not only descriptive, but 
also hermeneutic and epistemological. This emphasis 
on lo cotidiano, for Isasi-Díaz, protects mujerista theol-
ogy from essentialist claims. The centrality of daily life 
is not, however, uncritical; only that which contributes 
to the liberation of Latinas is salvific. It also does not 
reduce theology to pure relativism. The liberative prin-
ciple remains the norm within her theology. However, 
daily life reminds us of the partial and fragmentary na-
ture of all our knowledge. The daily lives of oppressed 
peoples bring forth the epistemic vantage point of the 
oppressed, one that contrasts starkly with that of the 
privileged. Daily life ruptures the model of detached ra-
tional theology in order to take into account the fullness 
of human experience. It thus transforms the very nature 
and form of theological expression.

Future Directions
As Latina theologians continue their scholarship 

and more Latinas enter into the academy, they will face 
several trajectories and challenges in their future work. 
The first is the shift from an overwhelmingly Catholic 
setting to one that is more ecumenical. Protestant Latina 
theologians are becoming more and more prominent 
voices in the theological arena. Mayra Rivera’s work 
presents not only a new horizon in terms of this, but 
more significantly in her incorporation of post-colonial 
writings within the discourse of Latina theology. As 
Nancy Pineda thoughtfully describes, Rivera is “well-
versed in post-colonial theory, ‘radical orthodoxy’ and 
liberation theologies, and developed the first sustained 
constructive work on the doctrine of God by any Latina 
theologian. In her first monograph, she offers a reformu-
lation of divine transcendence in which relationality and 
intimacy play a preeminent role.”19 Rivera’s research 
focuses on the Latino/a contribution to the doctrine of 
God, and the function of power in the construction of 
that doctrine. Her work offers a much-needed correc-
tive within Latino/a theology as a whole, which has 
overwhelmingly emphasized theological method, theo-
logical anthropology, and Christology.

Both Elizabeth Conde-Frazier and Arlene Sánchez 
Walsh centre their theological scholarship on 
Pentecostals and evangelicals. Conde-Frazier reminds 
us of the significance of theological education for creat-
ing a missiological approach that speaks to the context 
and culture where the church is located.20 Situating her 
work in Southern California, Sánchez Walsh examines 
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the questions of identity among Mexican-Americans 
in light of their Pentecostalism. Their work, coupled 
with Rivera’s, expands the denominational scope of 
Latina theological contributions. While Protestant 
Latina historian Daisy Machado and theologian Loida 
Martell-Ortero have been writing for some time now, 
until recently Protestant Latina theologians have not 
received a critical voice, especially within the discipline 
of theology. This is in part due to their numbers. Martell-
Ortero articulates a theology evangélica, whose sources 
are found in the faith and practices of Protestant Latina 
women. She thus rejects the blind categorization of all 
Latinas’ voices as “feminist.” 21 Protestant Latinas also 
push Roman Catholic Latina theologians to examine the 
growth of Protestantism, particularly Pentecostalism, 
within our communities. 

A second area of study is the intersection of Latina 
spirituality and popular culture. Perhaps the most con-
crete example is the Quinceañera, which is the name 
of both a rite of passage and the young woman who 
undergoes it. In many Latin American countries, and 
consequently also in the U.S. among Latino/as, there has 
been a tradition of celebrating a young woman’s 15th 
birthday with a ritual and party. The ritual has tradition-
ally been a Roman Catholic mass said in her honour. The 
party that follows is a celebration for family and friends. 
As noted by Latina theologian Theresa L. Torres, the 
Quinceañera is one part debutante ball, one part reli-
gious and cultural ritual.22 However, today the party 
has eclipsed the mass; what was once a religious-based 
rite of passage has become a money-making industry. 
Quinceañeras now have extravagant parties where the 
religious element is often just a prayer said by a priest 
before dinner. Families spend thousands of dollars for 
these festivities, and it has become a major commercial 
industry. 

While the Quinceañera has been dramatically co-
opted by U.S. consumerist culture, I, like Torres, find it 
continues to be an important bearer of Latin American 
and Latino/a cultures. Focusing her research on Mexican 
American women, Torres argues that “A Quinceañera 
can be one way for families and youth to develop a sense 
of ethnic identity in the midst of hegemonic discourse 
that pushes them away from their Mexican and Mexican 
American identity.”23 The power of ritual is fundamental 
for the transmission of cultural identity, and here the 
Quinceañera is no exception. The Quinceañera is but 
one of many examples where the intersection of religion 
and popular culture provide a rich wellspring of resourc-

es for Latina theologians. Ana María Pineda’s research 
on street murals also brings together the intersection of 
theology and popular culture.24

Latina theologians have historically been very open 
to dialogue and collaboration with other women of 
colour in the theological academy. Continued partner-
ships between Latina theologians and other women 
of colour, as well as Euro-American feminists, are a 
third future trajectory. As Daisy Machado thoughtfully 
emphasizes, Latinas and other women of colour must 
build alliances, for in their collaborations a space of re-
sistance is created. However, in order to have authentic 
collaborations we must truly understand each other’s 
communities. “We must not allow our not knowing to be 
an excuse for not coming together to seek the well-being 
of all members of our communities.”25 These dialogues 
must be authentic, not just a coming together due to a 
shared marginalization.

I would like to conclude with a descriptive statement 
by Nancy Pineda-Madrid. “Still in nascent forms, Latina 
Roman Catholic feminist theologies do not necessarily 
fit clearly into clear subgroups. Even so, within this 
broader category, two theological commitments have 
begun to emerge. First, a number of Latina theologians 
self-identify as ‘feminist,’ … A second group primarily 
identifies their work as pastoral.”26 While focusing on 
Roman Catholic Latina theology, this statement applies 
to Latina theology as a whole. There are clearly those 
among us who focus on gender analysis and feminism; 
then there are those who do not. Those who do not cat-
egorize their work as feminist most often centre their 
scholarship on pastoral concerns. Each of these areas is 
fundamental to Latina theology. My hope is that in the 
future we can collaborate to bring the two more explic-
itly into dialogue. 

Michelle A. Gonzalez (Michelle Gonzalez Maldonado) is Assistant 
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and teaching interests include Latino/a, Latin American, and feminist the-
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A New Theology for the Churches
By Paul E. Capetz
United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities

At a recent gathering of “The Workgroup in 
Constructive Theology” that has been meeting in 

Nashville for the past 10 years, I noted a certain paral-
lelism between developments in the Roman Catholic 
Church and the mainline Protestant churches in the 
United States. Roger Haight is also a member of this 
group; as many know, he has been censured by the 
Vatican. Reflecting on his situation and what it reveals 
about the Roman Church led to the following analysis of 
a roughly analogous condition shared by that church and 
other mainline denominations. 

Such a broad cultural and theological diagnosis can 
be only suggested in a brief essay. I appeal more to per-
ception and recognition than to extensive documented 
evidence to make the case. Such documentary evidence 
in the long run cannot measure the implicit motives that 
shape the culture of church leaders and members. As 
impressionistic as it is, however, this open discussion is 
meant to raise questions about the current direction in 
which our churches are moving. 

The reflection unfolds in three parts. The first speaks 
about the cultural ethos of the Catholic Church, enter-
ing through the door of the case of Haight but moving 
to a broader analysis of leadership and direction of a 
world church, not without implications for American 
Catholicism. The second part looks at Protestant 
churches of the mainline in the United States, beginning 
with the analogous case of Douglas F. Ottati. It looks 
for similarities between these different churches. On 
the basis of a common set of problems shared by these 
churches, the third part proposes some principles for a 
theological idiom needed to address them. 

The Roman Catholic Church
This analysis of the Roman Catholic Church begins 

with a commentary on the case of Roger Haight because 
he is a member of our ecumenical Workgroup and joins 
our conversations. It offers a way of extrapolating from 
a particular concrete example, even though there are a 
host of other theologians in the last two decades who 
could be referenced. 

The Case of Roger Haight 
The factual data of the case are these: in 1999, Haight 

published an extensive Christology entitled Jesus 
Symbol of God.1 Before the year was out, an investiga-
tion of it began in Rome; Haight was made aware of this 
in early 2000. He was told that while the investigation 
progressed he could not teach at Weston Jesuit School 
of Theology where he was then located; this effectively 
blocked his teaching in any Catholic university. The in-
vestigation lasted more than five years and consisted of 
the Vatican sending him objections to certain passages 
that did not correspond with Catholic teaching. These 
points are contained in an appendix in later printings of 
the text. He in turn defended his positions in exchanges 
with the Vatican. 

There were two rounds of these; each time, his 
responses were found unsatisfactory without further 
commentary. On reflection, given the text of Jesus 
Symbol of God, his defense could not satisfy the Vatican 
if it was insisting on a repetition of ancient theological 
language, since his project was to interpret this language 
for a current intellectual context. In March 2005, the 
investigation came to a precipitous conclusion because 
Pope John Paul II was dying. Haight was declared not 
to be a Catholic theologian and was forbidden to teach 
Catholic theology, which effectively meant never teach-
ing in a Catholic institution until he used the prescribed 
language. 

In 2004, however, Haight had gone to Union 
Theological Seminary in New York. Pressure was main-
tained for him to correct his theological views. The 
most recent measure, which was decreed in the spring 
of 2008, says that he can no longer teach anywhere or 
publish, but he was allowed to honour his contract at 
Union for the academic year 2008–2009. Later he was 
told that he may publish in the area of spirituality. He has 
thus returned to Union as a Scholar in Residence, a non-
teaching position, which allows him use of the library 
and facilities to continue research on the spirituality of 
Ignatius of Loyola. 
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The Situation of the Roman Catholic Church 
From the perspective of an outsider, one must con-

fess that the measures taken against Haight seem utterly 
incomprehensible. Especially in the developed Western 
world, it raises in a sharp way the question of what is 
going on in the Catholic Church that its leadership can 
be so out of touch with the freedoms recognized in the 
very Western culture that has been so marked by it. I 
want to address this and try to come up with some kind 
of answer that does not excuse the Church’s action, but 
at least makes it in some way intelligible in a historical 
perspective. 

The Roman Catholic Church has always been inter-
ested in correct doctrine; it takes theology seriously. It 
is also a large institution held together by a fairly tight 
institutional structure in which authority is firmly cen-
tralized. The pope has authority over every member and 
is the potential overseer of every bishop. Authority ema-
nates from the centre, especially since Vatican I (1870). 
There are checks and balances, but they are few, largely 
passive, and slow. 

Between the 1890s and the First World War there was 
a movement of liberal theology, called “modernism” in 
the Catholic Church, that acknowledged science, critical 
history, and modern philosophy and sought to influence 
the medieval synthesis in place. This approach was 
completely shut down by papal decree in 1907 and a 
repressive system of “spies” who reported any progres-
sive thinking. During the first half of the 20th century, 
progressive theology was minimal, largely historical, 
and did not find its way into the classrooms. 

As a result, when the Western world took off again 
after the Second World War, and when, after decolonial-
ization, the so-called third world became self-conscious 
and vocal, and when after the formation of the World 
Council of Churches the ecumenical movement flour-
ished, the Catholic Church seemed utterly behind the 
times. The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) was 
intended to bring the Roman Catholic Church up to date 
and allow some fresh air into stagnant rooms and of-
fices. Vatican II was an event, not just in its documents, 
but also in its being acted out through open debates on 
policy and doctrine, and with the assistance of Protestant 
observers and worldwide press coverage. When the 
windows were finally thrown open, more than fresh air 
blew in. Because of the vacuum created by 50 years of 
theological repression, modernity was sucked in like a 
hurricane and blew lots of old paper off the desks! 

The time immediately following Vatican II seemed 
to Protestants like years of experimentation and change, 
not least in liturgy and theology. Between 1965 and 
1975 in the United States, the medieval synthesis in 
theology disappeared and there was no system to take 
its place. Accounts of Vatican II indicate that two 
forces and groups were at work, roughly referred to as 
progressive and traditionalist. For those with tradition-
alist sympathies, the years after Vatican II seemed to be 
chaos. For Protestants, they were refreshing and filled 
with promise. 

But John Paul II, elected pope in 1978, was a tradi-
tionalist from Poland where a conservative Catholicism 
protected the Polish soul against Soviet Marxist atheism. 
Along with his pre-Vatican II views, he also possessed a 
large, talented, and extroverted personality. It took him 
time, but he stopped the progress of Vatican II and held 
its spirit in abeyance. His reign in many ways continues 
in the person of Joseph Ratzinger, who now rules as 
Benedict XVI. 

Neither of these popes has been able to say that 
Vatican II was a mistake; their own theology forbids 
that. But their goal has been and continues to be control 
by the centre of all disorderly impulses on the various 
perimeters of the Church. This, in the traditionalist view, 
provides the only way to hold such a large organization 
together. Since the mid-20th century, the growth of cul-
tural and national consciousness around the world has 
transformed our common history. All cultures want an 
inculturated Christianity, just as Western and Eastern 
European Christians have theirs. But in the wake of this 
self-conscious movement toward contextualization, how 
is the Church to be held together? The Anglicans would 
probably respond: not easily. One must be clear that in-
culturation of Christianity into new cultures, languages, 
and sets of ideals and values will entail real differences. 

In this light, therefore, the key to understanding the 
repression of theology and theologians is not primarily 
a matter of truth and error, as we might spontaneously 
assume. It looks more like a question of control, of hold-
ing this massive church together, by using the tool at its 
disposal: a single teaching authority. In this scenario, the 
disciplining of any single theologian becomes a message 
to all the rest. 

In a new book on the Catholic Church, Paul Lakeland, 
also a member of the “Workgroup,” outlines many chal-
lenges it presently faces.2 It is difficult for a Protestant 
theologian to read about these problems and not con-
clude that this church is on the brink of some major 
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changes. These tensions have reached a point where 
failure to meet them will continue to weaken its witness, 
whereas addressing them satisfactorily could create a 
new credibility of its message. Some of the major issues 
Lakeland outlines are these: 

In Europe, a thoroughgoing secularization has caused 
dramatic changes in the churches. It appears from their 
behaviour that Americans are beginning to emulate 
them. The earlier description of the Catholic Church 
in its expanse across nations and cultures should not 
be allowed to hide the fact that the American Catholic 
Church is moving in a European direction. For example, 
the Pew survey found that “Catholicism has lost more 
people to other religions or to no religion at all than any 
other single religious group.”3 These losses, however, 
have been offset by immigration, so that the percentage 
of the population that calls itself Catholic remains fairly 
constant at just short of 25 percent. The survey found 
that almost one in three Americans was born or raised 
within Catholicism and that the percentage that remains 
Catholic is 23.9 percent.4 There are well over 20 million 
former Catholics in the United States. The patterns of at-
tendance at Sunday worship have also changed. No one 
would suspect from the statistics that weekly attendance 
at church was obligatory. 

The number of priests has fallen and continues to 
decline precipitously, and with the decline in ordained 
clergy tens of thousands of lay ministers currently work 
in the parishes. But this growth of lay responsibility 
for the Church is accompanied by increasing frustra-
tion with the Church’s failure to provide institutional 
vehicles for the laity to express their responsibility with 
some measure of authority. 

The Catholic Church is readily described as a sexist 
institution. The rhetoric of concern for women’s issues 
cannot ring true when women are denied without any 
cogent theological reasons a position within the ranks of 
ordained ministry. 

The authority of the Church, as reflected in the public 
views of the bishops, whether as a body or individually, 
has lost a good deal of its credibility in the wake of the 
sexual abuse crisis. But even prior to the breaking of 
that scandal, the opinion of the majority of Catholics on 
many everyday moral issues simply flies in the face of 
public Catholic teaching, in some cases overwhelming-
ly. Many outsiders look at the corps of Catholic bishops 
and have the impression that they just don’t get it: they 
continue to hold forth as though nothing had changed. 

Thinking members of the Catholic Church are be-
ginning to sense a narrowmindedness in the way their 
Church distances itself from other churches in mat-
ters of mutual recognition. When the churches by and 
large recognize each other’s baptism, why is it that the 
Catholic Church does not recognize the ministry of other 
churches and the authenticity of their Eucharist? 

These same Catholics do not know what to make of 
their Church’s absolute claims of superiority in the face 
of vital religious traditions that have a long history of 
nurturing the faith of their members in a transcendent 
reality. 

When one looks at the behaviour of the Catholic 
Church in the context of a liberal and pluralistic democ-
racy such as the United States, its public stances often 
appear sectarian and even arrogant. There is a role for 
sectarian communities, but this has never been the style 
of the Catholic Church, which strives to be inclusive 
and, since Vatican II, respectful of other religious tradi-
tions in public affairs. 

These challenges may well be the reason why many 
Catholics are not rebelling but simply drifting away 
from a public and enthusiastic personal commitment to 
the Church. They are not gaining the voice they thought 
Vatican II had given them and, having no voice, they ei-
ther seek other churches or lose interest altogether. That 
is one side of the coin. The other side is the possibility 
that if the leadership of the Catholic Church were able to 
recognize the acute character of these issues and begin 
to redress them, it could be the beginning of a vital new 
period for the Catholic Church. 

The Protestant Churches of the Mainline
Using a broad comparative method to generalize still 

further on the present situation, I ask whether some-
thing parallel to this is going on in the North American 
mainline Protestant churches. The Pew report indicates 
a steady decline in membership among these churches; 
this situation has elicited a reassertion of more rigid 
denominational identities within them. This includes a 
backing away from ecumenism, social engagement, and 
interreligious dialogue, and a more conservative and 
self-preserving way of proceeding in defense against the 
cultural threats to ecclesial life. This can be illustrated in 
the case of Douglas F. Ottati. 

The Case of Douglas F. Ottati 
Douglas F. Ottati was for 30 years a professor of 

theology at Union Theological Seminary in Virginia. In 
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1989, Ottati published a book entitled Jesus Christ and 
Christian Vision, which unleashed a storm of contro-
versy within the seminary’s faculty and its constituency 
at large.5 At issue was the claim that Ottati’s Christology 
is “heretical,” i.e., a deviation from historic orthodoxy as 
definitively formulated at Nicaea and Chalcedon. Union 
Seminary was clearly undergoing a crisis of identity that 
was bound up with the fact that in 1983, the two main 
Presbyterian denominations officially reunited after the 
split occasioned by slavery and the Civil War. Union had 
hitherto occupied a commanding position in the southern 
denomination, analogous to that of Princeton Seminary 
in the northern denomination. This meant that Union 
was losing its exclusive base in the South to become a 
national seminary for a national denomination. Also, the 
newly formed Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) was in the 
throes of controversy over the question of the ordina-
tion of gay and lesbian candidates for the ministry. Two 
years after Ottati’s book was published, I was hired to 
replace John Leith, who had been considered by many 
at Union to have been the “standard bearer” of orthodox 
Reformed or Presbyterian theology. But within a year I 
was forced to leave a position I dearly loved (especially 
since it included the opportunity to team-teach with 
Ottati, who is a truly outstanding classroom teacher) 
because it was made clear to me by the administration 
that I would lose my job if it could be proven that I was 
in fact a gay man, as had been alleged by those opposed 
to my appointment.6 But the controversy over Ottati’s 
Christology did not erupt until after I had left Union. 

In 1995, as criticisms circulated on campus and in the 
seminary’s constituency, a special meeting of the fac-
ulty was called to discuss Ottati’s book. New Testament 
scholar Jack Dean Kingsbury took the occasion to raise 
a number of questions about Ottati’s Christology, and to 
say that it was emblematic of a theological drift within 
the faculty toward liberalism and away from orthodoxy. 
One issue was biblical authority. Ottati was accused by 
Kingsbury of denying the divine inspiration of the Bible. 
When Ottati pointed out that Presbyterians affirm the 
Bible to be “the unique and authoritative witness to the 
Word of God” (a statement found in one of the Church’s 
official confessional statements from 1968) rather than 
the Word of God itself, Kingsbury called this a “weasel 
phrase.” Here Kingsbury showed himself to be largely 
ignorant of Presbyterian and Reformed confessions. 
The very distinction rejected by Kingsbury between the 
Bible as “witness” and the “Word of God” (Jesus Christ) 
not only has deep roots in the Reformation heritage, 

but was central to Karl Barth’s dogmatic work where it 
functioned to preserve the freedom of historical-critical 
biblical scholarship while upholding the Bible’s central 
place in the life of the Church’s preaching.7 Related to 
this question was that of the authority of the creeds and 
confessions of the Church. Ottati defended the “con-
tinuity” of his Christology with the basic theological 
intentions of both Nicaea and Chalcedon without com-
mitting himself to a mere repetition of their language and 
conceptual framework. For him, this continuity is evi-
dent in his concern to stress the centrality of Jesus Christ 
as the decisive revelatory event in which is disclosed 
both God-in-relation-to-humanity and humanity-in-
relation-to-God. Other more specifically doctrinal issues 
concerned the historical character of Jesus’ resurrection, 
the meaning of the atonement, and the question of Jesus’ 
own sinlessness. What is surely puzzling about this 
controversy is that, while Ottati’s book recasts the basic 
terms of Christology, at points it is rather “conservative” 
(in the best sense of the word) in its theological orienta-
tion. The dominant theological influences upon Ottati’s 
Christology are those acknowledged authorities of the 
very tradition he was accused of having left behind: 
Augustine, Calvin, Edwards, H. Richard Niebuhr, and 
others. While it is rightly concerned with the question 
of the contemporary intelligibility of biblical and credal 
formulations and with the consequent need for finding 
new formulations for today, no fair-minded reader can 
put down this book believing that Ottati has recklessly 
and heedlessly overthrown the tradition in which he 
claims to stand. Nonetheless, Kingsbury—to cite his 
own words—claimed that Ottati’s book was clear evi-
dence of his general contention that “Union Seminary 
was turning its back on its own Reformed tradition and 
severing its ties with its Southern Presbyterian constitu-
ency.”8 

The controversy over Ottati’s book moved from the 
faculty to the seminary’s Board of Trustees and to the 
pages of The Presbyterian Layman. Clearly, the identity 
of the institution was perceived to be at stake in the 
question of the acceptability of Ottati’s book. Clarifying 
these larger issues from his perspective, Ottati posed 
two questions. The first was whether “free-standing, 
denominational seminaries actually support serious and 
creative work in constructive theology and theologi-
cal ethics?” The second was: “Is there a place without 
apology in church-related theological education for 
reflections that take received traditions seriously but 
that are also willing to make revisions in order to en-
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gage current circumstances?”9 This last point actually 
reflects the authentic Reformed understanding of how 
creeds and confessions are to be respected: as guides to 
the interpretation of scripture, but not as infallible and 
final statements of the gospel. Indeed, the constitution 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) explicitly says that 
“the church, in obedience to Jesus Christ, is open to the 
reform of its standards of doctrine.”10 The whole point 
of theological scholarship in the Reformed tradition 
consists in the attempt to discern how best to revise the 
tradition handed down to us from the past for the sake of 
the gospel, as even John Calvin declared: “Our constant 
endeavor, day and night, is not just to transmit the tradi-
tion faithfully, but also to put it in the form we think will 
prove best.”11   

Tensions came to the boiling point when, in 1996, 
Kingsbury was suspended from teaching after students 
had filed complaints alleging that, instead of proceeding 
with the stated subject-matter of the course as outlined 
in the syllabus, Kingsbury was using his podium to 
denounce Ottati. Within a week, the suspension was 
rescinded, but the whole series of events had obviously 
created a tense and poisonous atmosphere on the semi-
nary’s campus. The controversy was heated up again 
when feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Reuther 
was invited to deliver the prestigious Sprunt Lectures 
at Union. Leith, speaking for many in the constituency, 
opposed the invitation extended to her: “I was dismayed 
that the faculty and administration, with the concurrence 
of the Board of Trustees, invited Rosemary Ruether to 
give the honored Sprunt Lectures, a person whose recent 
writings have denied every basic Christian doctrine from 
creation to redemption.”12 Since Ottati had been on the 
committee that nominated Ruether for the lectureship, 
his name was again invoked as a virtual symbol of what 
was wrong with the theological direction of Union. 
Ottati defended the decision to invite Reuther by say-
ing, “One of the great things about Christian theology 
is that it involves a conversation with a great cloud of 
witnesses … and that sometimes means that people are 
invited to participate in that conversation with whom not 
everyone agrees.”13 Ultimately, the Board of Trustees 
refused to fire Ottati or to take sides in the debate, which 
was a victory for Ottati and the moderates in the semi-
nary. Eventually, after 30 years of teaching at Union, 
Ottati, who remains a favourite target of some elements 
in the Church to the present day, accepted an invitation 
to be Distinguished Professor of Reformed Theology 
and Ethics at Davidson College. Even so, the whole 

episode indicates just how sorry is the state of mainline 
Protestant theological education and the place of theo-
logical inquiry in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
That someone of Ottati’s intellectual calibre and creative 
genius has been lost to seminary teaching is a tragedy. 

When I taught a few years ago as a Visiting Professor 
at Macalester College, my undergraduate students at this 
historically Presbyterian college were for the most part 
convinced that Christians are loveless, ignorant, bigoted 
people. Ottati’s work with undergraduates at Davidson 
(also a Presbyterian college) will be to try to impress 
on his students that there really is something of value 
worth preserving in the Reformed theological tradition 
of Christianity. The erstwhile heretic now finds him-
self as an apologist. Can—or should—he convince the 
“cultured despisers of religion” on today’s liberal arts 
campuses that commitment to the Church’s ministry and 
its theological traditions does not require a sacrificium 
intellectus? And what is the relationship between an 
ethos that would permit an attack on a loyal theologian 
like Ottati, the public face of the Church, and its contem-
porary demographics? 

The Situation of the Protestant Churches: 
Decline of Membership 

The Pew Forum’s overall assessment of American 
Protestantism remarks on the great diversity that subsists 
under the name “Protestant” and then works with a tri-
partite division into three groups: Evangelical, Mainline, 
and Historically Black traditions. The churches that 
are designated “mainline” are in the order of the size 
of their percentage of the whole American population: 
Methodists (6.2), Lutherans (4.6), Presbyterians (2.7), 
Anglicans/Episcopalians (1.5), and Congregationalists 
(0.8).14 

 Overall, Protestant Christianity is described as 
fragmented and declining relative to its claim on the 
people of the United States. At present it represents a 
bare majority of 51.3 percent of the population. “The 
proportion of the population that is Protestant has de-
clined markedly in recent decades while the proportion 
of the population that is not affiliated with any particular 
religion has increased significantly.”15 But that decline is 
not evenly distributed among the churches, for evangeli-
cal Protestantism is on the rise. While the proportion of 
Protestants belonging to the large evangelical denomi-
nations has increased, “the proportion of the population 
identifying with the large mainline Protestant denomina-
tions has declined significantly in recent decades.”16 The 

Ecumenist SPRING 2010.indd   12 05/05/10   16:26:39



The Ecumenist, Vol. 47, No. 2  Spring 2010 / 13

burden of the decline, therefore, is borne by the mainline 
churches. “In the early 1990s … the proportion of adults 
identifying as Protestant began a steady decline.”17 

Mainline churches differ from evangelical churches 
in many ways, not least in terms of theology. In contrast 
to evangelical churches, those in the mainline Protestant 
tradition can be considered more liberal, open, or pro-
gressive in their beliefs. They have a less exclusionary 
view of salvation, and their practices include a stronger 
emphasis on social reform.18 A fuller differentiation 
could also be made in terms of worship styles and other 
social and cultural factors. But the problem is fairly clear 
and it raises the question of whether the theology and 
beliefs of liberal Protestants are losing their religious 
power. Progressive religious beliefs do not seem to be 
able to sustain a Christian spirituality. 

A New Theological Language
Can constructive theology in Catholic and Protestant 

churches address this situation? How would they go 
about doing so? These issues are not going to be re-
solved by theology alone. But without a theological 
viewpoint and vision and, based on this theology, a new 
language in which to address the issues, leaders of the 
churches will be left without the expertise they implicit-
ly need. What follows are a set of guidelines and talking 
points for theological language that are almost taken for 
granted by constructive theologians but have not gained 
enough influence to affect how the churches address the 
American faithful. 

A Searching Theology. The public theology of the 
churches almost always appears to be too sure of itself. It 
lacks the constant questioning attitude of most ordinary 
Christians. To many it does not seem authentic. The idea 
of a “searching theology” counters what might appear 
as theological arrogance. The phrase describes what 
theology has to be today if it is to match the conscious-
ness of those Christians who are educated enough to 
be interested in theology at all. A searching theology is 
one that recognizes the transcendence of the object of 
theology, ultimate reality, and its incomprehensible and 
mysterious character. Because the horizon of infinite re-
ality always recedes from our theological advances, and 
because other faiths may have religious truths that are 
not found in the Christian tradition, theology should al-
ways exhibit an attitude of people seeking to learn. Such 
a theology would also have a narrative style because it is 
always being done by members of a community with a 
story that transpired in a particular time and place and to 

which it is faithful. Such a narrative, searching theology 
would always be concerned with active ethical response 
because all knowing is for living. It is from this engage-
ment with the world that the Church learns new things. 

A distinction between faith and beliefs. Our churches 
should not confuse the encompassing response of faith 
with a particular set of beliefs and surely not with a 
particular theology. The Church’s constant faith in 
Jesus Christ has a history of various beliefs that wax 
and wane. In no church or congregation do all the mem-
bers construe or affirm the basic doctrines in exactly 
the same way. Faith is a deep response of commitment 
and trust that can remain constant across differences of 
beliefs, doctrinal formulas, traditions, denominations, 
and theological elaborations. This distinction is an 
absolutely fundamental condition for the possibility of 
critical theology having an impact on the Church as a 
body of believers. Without this distinction, theology 
causes only division and thus inaction. Recognizing this 
difference has pastoral relevance in breaking the con-
fusion between doubt and loss of faith, or a change in 
beliefs and a loss of faith, or a confusion of a particular 
theologian’s writing with his or her faith commitment. 
The World Council of Churches clearly said that “intel-
lectual formulations of faith are not to be identified with 
faith itself.”19 

Theology, doctrines, and beliefs lead us into mystery. 
There is always a tendency to take church doctrines 
and stated beliefs as though they simply described 
transcendent reality the way ordinary language denotes 
the objects of our everyday experience. The searching 
character of theology represents a humility before the 
transcendent and unfathomable character of the sphere 
of God. But if standard Christian doctrines do not rep-
resent knowledge in an ordinary sense of knowledge of 
this world, what do they do? One classic way of stating 
this idea says that theological language opens up con-
sciousness to the transcendent Word of God: it invites 
human consciousness into the sphere of God and God’s 
Word. Or it is doxological: it stands before the mystery 
of God, not in a spirit of knowledge or of having figured 
out God and the world, but in awe, lament, gratitude, and 
praise. As Karl Barth insisted, doctrines invite us into 
deeper understanding of the transcendent Word of God. 
The deeper they transport us there, the more humble we 
must be. 

A recognition of a scale of truths. The idea that all the 
teachings of a tradition do not have the same intrinsic 
value relative to revelation is shared by the Protestant 
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churches of the World Council of Churches and Catholic 
Church at Vatican II. On this basis the Faith and Order 
Commission consistently looks for those convictions at 
the centre of the great tradition that most of the churches 
maintain as a basis of unity. This is a reclamation of 
an earlier liberal trend that sought the “essence” of 
Christian faith. If this is not understood in a reductionist 
way, but precisely as a full common centre that in no 
way excludes differences among particular traditions, it 
can be reclaimed as a fruitful idea. The commitment to 
God in the one Lord Jesus Christ holds us together, not 
theology. If that is truly experienced, the discipline of 
theology becomes liberated within the canons of intel-
ligibility, free critical discussion, and appeal to a wide 
audience. 

A recognition of denominational pluralism as posi-
tive and constructive. Pluralism refers to differences 
within a common sphere or matrix of understanding. It 
seems to characterize the natural social condition of hu-
man existence. If this could be appreciated in a positive 
constructive way, it would shift theological discourse 
from debate to conversation, and generally stimulate a 
non-competitive view of the denominations and possibly 
the religions. For example, the quest for a truly relevant 
liberal or progressive theology that transforms church 
and society should not be formulated against conserva-
tive churches but in conversation with them. Surely this 
begs the question of how this can be done, but it provides 
a place to begin. It also provides a set of values in which 
we can be confident. If sectarianism divides Christian 
against Christian, it cannot be of the Holy Spirit. 

Perspectives on religious pluralism. In a context in 
which the religions are now co-existing in the major 
cities of the world, Christian theologians have to think 
more generally as Christian theologians rather than as 
denominational theologians. We also have to know that 
what we say is being overheard by the other religions. 
Prior to participating explicitly in interfaith conversa-
tions, our actual intra-faith situation must begin to make 
a difference in the way we think and preach the Christian 
faith itself. In other words, by contrast with other reli-
gions, it becomes readily apparent that all Christians 
share the same faith. We must publicly acknowledge that 
unity of faith. This axiom flows spontaneously from the 
other considerations about ecumenical theology, the rec-
ognition of levels of truths, and pluralism as the natural 
human condition. 

Conclusion
Much more could be said about the theology that is 

demanded of our churches across the denominations by 
our present situation. Progressive Christianity is in de-
cline; simply restating old truths in the languages of past 
societies and cultures more distinctly and more loudly 
will not increase intelligibility or communication. We 
must address our people in a language they can under-
stand. These principles are offered as the beginning of a 
conversation addressing the problem from a theological 
perspective. 
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The Cross in the Crucible of Sacrifice:  
An Indian Theological Imagination
By Joseph Prabhakar Dayam
United Theological College, Bangalore, India

In the historical development of its meaning and sig-
nificance, the cross has come to be predominantly 

understood in the light of the ritual practices of the 
Jewish community. While in the biblical world the 
book of Hebrews uses the sacrificial system of Judaism 
as a metaphor to understand the death of Christ, other 
interpretations, ranging from the patristic theories of 
atonement to some of the contemporary interpretations 
of the cross, use a language that is borrowed from the 
ritual world to explain the death of Jesus. In Indian 
Christian Theology, Krishna Mohan Banerjea uses the 
idea of the primordial sacrifice of Purusa or Prajāpati to 
explain the death of Christ. For Banerjea, “the sacrifice 
of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” is 
the cornerstone of the Christian faith. Therefore, the 
Vedic vision or the ideal of the self-sacrifice of Prajāpati 
could find its correlation in the person of Christ. This 
identification of Prajāpati is not just a coincidental 
textual occurrence but is singularly fulfilled in Jesus and 
his atoning sacrifice.1 Vengal Chakkarai, another Indian 
Christian theologian, explains the death of Christ as yaj-
na.2 The sacrificial system of the cultural world in which 
the theologies were articulated functioned as a crucible 
in shaping these theologies of the cross. Though the no-
tion of Yajna (Vedic sacrifice) provided the crucible for 
forging an Indian interpretation of the cross, this notion 
of Yajna, which is a ritual recollection and representa-
tion of the Purusa hymn of the Rg Veda, legitimizes the 
caste system from which the Dalit communities, who are 
rendered out-caste by the Indian caste system, are seek-
ing emancipation. This poses crucial challenges to the 
interpretation of the cross in the Indian context. In such 
a context, in this article I seek to explore the meaning 
of the popular notion of sacrifice in India with a view to 
retrieving its potential in envisioning an inclusive human 
community. I will suggest that the idea of Bali, which 
is a “people’s” and not a Vedic priestly understanding 
of sacrifice, provides a more conducive foundation for 
envisioning an inclusive community and would serve 
as a more helpful metaphor in imagining a theology of 
the cross that promotes such communities. At the level 
of symbols, while the Vedic idea of Yajna dismembers 

the Indian body politic, Bali, a popular ritual practice, 
re-members the body politic.

The Subaltern Context
In studying the notion of sacrifice in popular 

Hinduism, I take into account the subaltern theory of 
religion as one of my informing principles. Although 
Vedic principles sometimes inform, influence, and de-
termine the popular practice of Hindu religion, one can 
often notice the deviance from and defiance of the Vedic 
principles in the popular practice of Hinduism. Partha 
Chatterjee observes, “it is widely recognized among 
the social anthropologists of India that the religious 
beliefs and practices of the subordinate caste groups are 
quite often based on principles that are contradictory to 
those of the Brahminical religion.”3 C.J. Fuller under-
stands popular Hinduism as “referring to the beliefs and 
practices that constitute the living, ‘practical’ religion 
of ordinary Hindus.”4 Although textual Hinduism has 
some bearing on popular Hinduism, “themes central 
to the scriptures are not always central in the ordinary 
people’s belief and practices.”5 As a social and cultural 
construct, popular Hinduism is “created and recreated 
in and by a collective ordering of experience.”6 In his 
attempt to analyze the relationship between these two, 
Partha Chatterjee, taking a cue from Gramsci’s under-
standing of subaltern consciousness as “contradictory 
consisting of two opposed elements—one autonomous 
and the other borrowed,” suggests that the history of 
religion constituted these two opposed elements.7 While 
one attempts to articulate a universal code for the whole 
society as such, the other, as a struggle by the subalterns, 
resists the dominance of the code. This article is fore-
grounded on the latter premise.

Bali
Bali is a popular word for sacrifice. While the per-

formance of Yajna, the Vedic sacrifice, has become a 
relatively rare event, a goat or a chicken being taken in 
a procession for bali to the temple of a village deity is 
a frequent sight in an Indian village. These village dei-
ties usually are the local deities who belong to the Dalit 
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or the Sudra communities. While Brahminic Hinduism 
has become less violent, taking on new forms yet retain-
ing the centrality of the sacrifice in its cosmology and 
ritual practice, the animal sacrifice in popular Hinduism 
is a continued common practice. The usual sacrificial 
offerings, most often male, are buffaloes, goats, pigs, 
and fowl, with the greatest of these being the buffalo. 
While the smaller animals are offered for both the male 
and female deities, the male buffalo is reserved for 
the Goddess. The usual method of killing is decapita-
tion with a sword or knife.8 These sacrifices involve a 
striking display of blood. The mode of execution is by 
chopping the head with one or two strokes of the knife 
or sword followed by sprinkling of the blood. 

Bali is usually performed on behalf of an individual, 
a family, or a village. The motives for offering the first 
two kinds are usually thanksgiving or appeasement in-
volving a chicken or a goat. It is a personal or a familial 
need that prompts the performance of these offerings. 
These could be offered at any time of the year, although 
family thanksgiving is generally offered at the annual 
feast of the Goddess. If it is a simple offering of the 
male chicken by an individual, the “offerer” of the Bali 
cuts the chicken at its neck with a knife and sprinkles 
the blood at the shrine. Some people employ a Madiga,9 
who either cuts the neck of the chicken with a knife or 
bites the neck with his teeth, to sacrifice the chicken on 
their behalf. Sometimes the Madiga drinks some of the 
blood as he offers the sacrifice, and then sprinkles the 
rest at the shrine. 

When a goat is offered to the deity by a family, the 
household, including men, women, and children, bring 
the male goat to the shrine. The goat is given a bath 
and turmeric powder is smeared on its head. The fam-
ily members pay their respects to the goat. A Madiga 
person, who cuts the goat’s head with one stroke outside 
the shrine, is usually engaged to offer the sacrifice. Then 
the severed head is taken into the shrine by the head of 
the family and the blood sprinkled before the image of 
the deity. The legs of the goat are cut at the knee; one is 
placed in the mouth of the Goddess and another placed 
before her. Following this, the animal is skinned and 
cut. Its skin, liver, heart, and a choice portion of the 
animal are given to the Madiga, who stands outside 
the temple. The shrines where such sacrifices are made 
are usually located outside the village. The goat is later 
cooked and eaten by the family on the premises of the 
temple. Sacrifice to the Goddess is an occasion for the 
exercise of ritual power for the Madiga. For instance, in 

Bangarapet, a small town in Kolar district of the South 
Indian state of Karnataka, I noticed a Madiga refusing 
to take the skin and meat of the sacrificed animal at the 
temple and demanding that they be brought to his house. 
Such an insistence is unthinkable on normal occasions. 

The Buffalo Sacrifice
In many parts of Andhra Pradesh, villages host the 

buffalo sacrifice, on behalf of the village, to seek the 
Goddess’s favour for rains. In former days, when dis-
eases such as chicken pox were considered the result of 
the Goddess’s displeasure with the village, these sacri-
fices were performed to appease her. However, recently, 
with increased medical awareness of chicken pox, these 
sacrifices are aimed at asking the Goddess to intervene 
in issues the people have no control over, yet that have 
a significant impact on their lives. Since these villages 
continue to rely on agriculture, and are dependent on 
rains to sustain their economy, they offer this sacrifice to 
the Goddess so that she will send rains. 

At Velpuru, a village in Guntur district, Andhra 
Pradesh, this sacrifice is performed once every three to 
four years. When life gets tougher in the villages due 
to failure of crops, or when the rains fail, the village 
elders of different caste communities meet together 
and decide on having the sacrifice offered to the local 
deity, Poleramma. The name “Poleramma” is a deriva-
tive of the word Polimera, which means “boundary.” 
She makes the periphery of the village her abode and 
watches over the village from there. Her cult is rather 
simple, with no regular worship happening. 

Elaborate preparations are involved in organizing the 
sacrifice. Bindalollu, Kommulollu, and Dekkalollu (dif-
ferent Madiga sub-castes) are invited to the village to 
recite stories of the Goddess. Money is collected from 
the farmers to buy the he-buffalo on behalf of the vil-
lage. Apart from this, some farmers give buffaloes and 
he-goats. From them they dedicate one to Poleramma 
and let it loose in the village. Once it is dedicated to the 
Goddess, it is not tied again. It can go anywhere and 
graze. The villagers look after it with respect and love. 
The villagers also let their buffaloes have intercourse 
with the dedicated buffalo. When time for the next 
sacrifice is due in the village, this buffalo is offered and 
another is let loose in its place. The sacrificial perfor-
mances last from three days to one week, depending on 
the number of buffaloes brought. 

On the first day, a Chakali (washer man) takes an 
earthen pot around the village to all the houses as a 
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Madiga person accompanies him with his drum. Each 
family sets aside some cooked rice and buttermilk to 
put in the pot. In the evening, Madigas, Malas, Chakali, 
Kummari, (potters) and the Mangali (barbers) commu-
nities eat this food with great joy.10

On the second day, the villagers prepare different 
kinds of eatables and offer them to the Goddess. They 
make rice pudding with jaggery and coconut and offer 
it to the Goddess. They offer three fistfuls of pudding 
to the Goddess; the rest is given to the Madigas, Malas, 
Chakali, and Mangali. He-goats garlanded with neem 
leaves and with turmeric powder smeared over their 
heads are taken in procession as the Madigas play the 
drum. Before the goats are sacrificed, a Mala person 
smears the turmeric powder on the head of the goat 
and gives them some water to drink. A Madiga person 
slaughters the goats with assistance from a Kummari 
and Chakali. These sacrifices are carried out till the 
evening. The meat is shared by these communities that 
perform the sacrificial ritual. 

On the third day (if it is the final day of the events), 
decorated prabhalu (carts decorated with coloured papers 
holding decorated poles, which represent the Goddess) 
are brought to the shrine along with the procession as the 
Madigas play the drum. Before the procession begins, 
the women of the village go to the shrine, perform their 
puja (worship) and leave. The procession begins at the 
house of the village head at 7 p.m. and reaches the shrine 
at about 10 p.m. It winds through all the main roads of 
the village; the villagers pay their respects to the prab-
halu. Once the procession reaches the shrine, Bindlollu 
and Kommulollu narrate the story of the Goddess. The 
cart is taken around the shrine three times. Then they 
offer a he-goat first. As the Kammari (blacksmith) and 
the Kummari hold the goat, the Chakali slaughters it 
with one stroke. He then takes the blood in an earthen 
bowl and places it at the mouth of the Goddess. About 
four to five goats are offered. The meat is shared by the 
following communities: Golla (shepherd), Kummari 
(potter), Chakali (barber), Kammari (blacksmith), Mala 
and Madiga (Dalit communities). 

At about 11 p.m., the big buffalo sacrifice begins. The 
day before the buffalo sacrifice, the implements used for 
the sacrifice are ritually prepared. They use a big sword, 
which is about 1 metre long and weighs ten kilograms, 
and an axe. These are kept in a small hut meant only to 
house these two items. It is believed that it is not good 
for anyone to keep these items in their house. They are 
taken out only on the day of the sacrifice and cleaned 

and sharpened by a Madiga, who performs the sacrifice. 
Before they are taken out, a coconut is broken as a mark 
of respect to these implements. The sword is a relic 
that reminds the Madigas and the Sudra communities, 
particularly the Yadavas (shepherd community), of their 
historic association.11 The sword and the axe are taken 
along with the buffalo in a procession. The Chakali 
holds a fire torch. The Kummari carries on his head the 
earthen pot in which they collect the blood during the 
sacrifice. As the procession reaches the shrine, the buf-
falo is led around the shrine. A Mala person garlands 
it with neem leaves, smears turmeric powder on it, and 
offers his respects to it. All the community members pay 
their respects to it by raising their joined palms. The buf-
falo is brought to the fore of the shrine. The village head 
asks the Madiga, “Will you slaughter it?” and Madiga 
responds, “If the entire village says yes, I will.” Then 
the village head asks him, “How many strokes do you 
need?” The Madiga replies, “Three strokes.” The vil-
lage head tells him to do it in two and nods his head. As 
the Madiga person gets ready to slaughter, the villagers 
move far from the site. Four persons from the Mala and 
Madiga communities hold the four legs tightly. Two per-
sons pull the horns with ropes tied to them. The Madiga, 
who is under the influence of alcohol, raises his sword 
high and slaughters the buffalo, usually in one stroke or 
sometimes two. If the slaughter is not carried out within 
the agreed number of strokes, it is believed that the 
sacrifice is ineffective and the Madiga responsible for 
the slaughter could be punished. The Madiga takes it as 
an opportunity to exhibit his valour.12 The blood of the 
sacrificed animal is collected in an earthen bowl. Later, 
rice is mixed with it. The head of the sacrificed animal 
is placed before the Goddess and a foreleg placed in her 
mouth. Some blood is smeared on the Goddess. A Mala 
takes the intestines of the sacrificed goat and hangs 
it around his neck like a garland. All the villagers go 
on a procession around the village as the Kommulollu 
carry the pot containing the blood and the rice, which is 
thrown into the air all through the village. The villagers 
shout “Poli, Poli!” This is meant to chase the evil sprits 
away. A few Malas throw limes into the air and cut them 
as they fall. As they go on, they beat the air with sticks. 
All of these actions are meant to scare away the evil 
sprits. The villagers go around the village, then return 
to the shrine and break the pot in which they carried 
the blood mixed with rice. The Madigas take the buf-
falo and the whole Madiga community shares the meat. 
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The heart of the buffalo is taken home by the one who 
slaughtered it.13

This detailed account of the sacrifice to the de-
ity contains several themes that the village community 
embraces about the sacrifice. These themes include the 
symbolic reordering of the body politic; privileging the 
polluted, the prohibited, and the inauspicious; driving 
away the forces of evil through the spilling of blood; and 
extending hospitality to the excluded. 

Sacrifice as an Occasion for a Symbolic 
Reordering of the Body Politic

G.A. Deleury argues that the village feast is the occa-
sion during which the 

villager experiences the universal and immutable 
character of the caste system and feels that this 
system as governing the village is but a particular 
application of a cosmic law according to which 
the whole world, vegetable, animal, human and 
divine is structured. He knows, not only that cer-
tain species of animals are ranked as pariah (some 
dogs) or Brahmin (some kites), but that the gods 
themselves are organized in caste hierarchy which 
the ritual of the feast expresses.14

Although it is possible that many of the village feasts 
manifest the caste hierarchy, what Deluery misses is the 
inclusion of the excluded in the sacrificial rituals of the 
village religions. The roles that people play in the perfor-
mance of the sacrifice are caste specific. In its political 
order, the village head still has his say. Each player in 
the act performs his or her role as divinely ordained. 
However, in the ritual order of the performance of the 
sacrifice, the order is reversed, though temporarily. 

The elaborate performance of the sacrifice brings 
in different actors. The entire village is involved in 
the rituals: the Madigas (an “impure untouchable” 
community whose traditional duties include clear-
ing the dead carcasses from the village, leather work, 
and scavenging); the Malas (an “impure untouchable” 
community of agricultural labourers and weavers); the 
Chakali (the washer men community, who are “lower” 
or Asudsudras—impure Sudras —“impure” by virtue of 
coming into contact with the polluted things while wash-
ing); the Kummari (the potters, Asudsudras, polluted by 
getting into contact with the soil); the Gowdas (toddy 
tappers, Asudsudras); the Reddys (the land-owning 
community, who though they are Sudras claim higher 
ritual purity in recent times); and the Brahmans. While 

the dominant communities remain passive participants, 
it is the Dalits and the Sudras who actively partake in 
the rituals. The “lowest” of all, the Madiga, leads the 
ceremonies accompanied by the Malas, the Chakali, 
the Kummari, and the Gowda. The sacrifices to the 
Goddess, at least during the performance of the rituals, 
reverse the hierarchy and let the “lowest” take the lead. 
In contrast to yajna, there is no yajamana (which liter-
ally means master, the patron of the sacrifice) in Bali. 
The entire village contributes for the ceremonies. While 
in Yajna it is the “pure” twice-born Brahman who has 
the right to perform the sacrifice, in Bali it is the “pol-
luted,” the Madiga and the Chakali, who function as 
the priests. Yajna is a public act performed privately, in 
the sense that it is usually performed by an individual 
yajamana for the well-being of the state in and through 
his reign. Its performance is a symbolic legitimation of 
the temporal and spiritual authority as divinely bestowed 
to the Kshatriya and the Brahmin. Bali is a collective 
public event that is decided, planned, and participated 
in by all the communities of the village for the sake of 
the village. It recognizes the power of the higher divine 
order that determines the course of their everyday life. 
Yajna clearly is a symbolic reinforcement of the political 
power of the king, whereas in Bali, what is envisaged is 
the reversal of the collective misfortune of the village. 
The whole village is brought as one body under the di-
vine to be favoured by the Goddess. 

This striking contrast suggests that the Bali contends 
with, although temporarily, the caste hierarchy and “re-
members” the village, which in the ordinary (“profane”) 
course of life is “dismembered.” Sacrifice as transcen-
dence from the profane and entry into the sacred [in the 
case of sacrifice to the Goddess] is therefore participa-
tion in the sacred inclusive vision for all communities. 

 Sacrifice as Privileging the Polluted,  
the Prohibited and the Inauspicious 

In the performance of the sacrifice to the Goddess, 
those who are denied temple entry and access to the 
study of the sacred texts take centrestage in the sacri-
ficial rituals and mediate between the divine and the 
human. The claims of the Dvija communities (Brahmin 
and the Kshatriya) to divine–human mediation (while 
the Brahmin mediates in the ritual realm, the Kshatriya 
mediates in the political realm) are contested in the sac-
rifice to the Goddess. 

In Yajna it is believed that the king and the priest, 
through the sacrifice, are imbued with elements of divin-
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ity. In Bali, it is the Dalit and Sudra communities who 
mediate between the divine and the human. 

In the offering of Bali, it is insisted and sometimes 
preferred that the sacrificial animal or bird has to be 
black in colour. In the villages of Andhra Pradesh, black 
is usually associated with inauspiciousness. In the per-
formance of the sacrifice, the inauspicious is brought to 
the Goddess as her preferred offering. In the Vedic sac-
rifices, the sacrificed are usually white in colour: white 
horse, milk, coconut kernel, etc.

Sacrifice as Occasioning Hospitality  
and Inclusion

In various performances of Bali, eating is inevitable. 
From the simple thanksgiving sacrifices to the big buf-
falo sacrifice, eating and sharing food are an important 
part of the ritual. In some cases it is restricted, but in 
other cases it transcends the caste-dictated norm of 
non-commensality and opens up the “table” fellowship 
to the stranger. At Gangamma Jathara in Vorvakallu vil-
lage in Guntur district, strangers are invited to share the 
sacrificial meal with the family. Without this sharing of 
food, the sacrifice is incomplete. This practice of invit-
ing strangers resonates with the experience the Goddess 
had with the community. When she was looking for a 
shelter, the community offered her shelter, while every 
other village turned down her request. It is through the 
practice of sacrifice that the Yadava community and the 
Madiga community rekindle reminiscences of their his-
toric friendship. The sacrificial sword is a reminder of 
this interrelatedness. 

Sacrifice as an Expression of the Goddess’s 
Identification with the Dalits

In the buffalo sacrifice, though the sacrifice is of-
fered to the Goddess, the sacrificial animal’s physical 
recipients are the Dalits. The meat is eaten by the Dalit 
community. According to Huber and Mauss, in the 
performance of the sacrifice the victim, by entering the 
sacrificial realm, gains sacred quality and channels the 
benefits of the sacrifice, the sacred power. In Bali, the 
Goddess invites the Dalits into the sacred realm by shar-
ing with them that which is offered to her. She invites 
them to eat the sacrificial meal on her behalf.

If buffalo sacrifice could be seen as an appeasement, 
it can be taken to mean that the village communities 
have offended the Goddess and that the Goddess satis-
fies her wrath by making the village offer the sacrificial 
meal to the Dalits, the offended and the sinned against of 

the village. It can be seen as the Goddess’s identification 
with the Dalits!

Sacrificial Blood as Affecting Victory  
over the Forces of Evil

In the buffalo sacrifice, the blood is mixed with rice 
and carried through the boundaries of the village and 
thrown into the air to chase evil spirits away from the 
village. Poleramma is the Goddess of the boundaries; by 
locating herself on the boundaries, she watches over the 
village and keeps the village from danger. In the buffalo 
sacrifice, the blood of the buffalo serves a similar func-
tion of keeping the evil forces away from the village. 
Within the Sudra and Dalit religion, blood is shed in 
order to keep evil away. In some parts of the Telangana 
area of Andhra Pradesh, if someone dies on a Tuesday 
it is believed that he or she will turn into an evil spirit. 
To avoid such danger, a black chicken is sacrificed and 
the blood is smeared on the dead body and buried. This 
will ensure the safe passage of the dead one to his or her 
natural eternal abode. 

The Cross Occasioning the “Re-membering” 
of the Body Politic

The popular notion of sacrifice embodied in the 
practice of Bali suggests that its vision includes the 
re-membering of the Indian body politic. By bringing 
the excluded into the ritual practice as its main actors, 
it reverses the social order. As a collective ritual of 
the village, it brings together all the communities and 
symbolically re-members them, though tentatively, as 
one community. In this remembering, the identities of 
each community are retained and the re-membering 
happens as seeking the well-being of all communities. 
This re-membering is initiated and orchestrated by those 
who are traditionally excluded from the presence of the 
divine. Contrary to the understanding of sacrifice as an 
appeasement wherein the divine is placed on the other 
side of the human seeking to have her thirst quenched, 
in the buffalo sacrifice, the divine comes onto the side 
of the community through the participation of the ex-
cluded. The offering of blood is not only directed to the 
Goddess, but also to the Dalit community. The body of 
the buffalo goes to the Dalit community to have a feast. 
The Dalit community receives the body on behalf of the 
Goddess. In the process, the prohibited, the polluted and 
the inauspicious are privileged in offering hospitality to 
the divine by the caste communities. If the Goddess is 
understood to be angry with the village, she is angered 
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along with the Dalit community for the way the village 
offended the Dalits through their exclusion. The remedy 
lies in the inclusion of the Dalits. It is in the reconcilia-
tion of these communities that the Goddess is satisfied. 
The Goddess is satisfied when the dominant turn to the 
oppressed for forgiveness and include them in their body 
politic to be their mediators to the Goddess. 

In the New Testament understanding of the cross of 
Christ, the cross is understood to have occasioned the 
breaking of barriers between the human communities: 
between the male and female, the Greeks and the Jews, 
and between the circumcised and the uncircumcised. 
This reconciliation is effected by calling those who 
crucify to repentance by raising a voice on behalf of the 
crucified. The message of the early Christian faith com-
munity was this: You killed Jesus, but God raised him 
from the dead. In this proclamation, the early Christian 
community declared God’s vindication of the crucified 
people and called the crucifiers to follow the lead of the 
crucified people for their own salvation. The invitation 
to partake in the body of Christ is thus a declaration 
of the emergence of a new community wherein all are 
made to be equal. 

The Cross as Symbolizing Divine 
Identification with the Suffering Communities

In the ritual sacrifice, the Goddess takes the side of 
the Dalits and invites them to partake with her in her 
divinity by accepting the sacrificial animal on her be-
half. The sacrificed animal thus brings the Dalits and the 
Divine into union. By partaking of the sacrificed buf-
falo, Dalits enter into the life of the divine. The Goddess 
identifies herself with the Dalit community in the ritual 
sacrifice and the ritual sacrifice is the celebration of this 
divine identification with the excluded.

The cross of Christ within the New Testament tradi-
tion and in some of the contemporary reimaginations 
of the cross is understood to be divine identification 
with the suffering humanity. This identification as a 
theme embodies other themes, such as solidarity and 
recapitulation.15 In the cross of Christ, God, by offering 
God’s Son, expresses God’s identification with the suf-
fering communities. As the second person in the Trinity, 
Christ the Son of God expresses his identification with 
the suffering humanity. As the collective human person, 
he takes into the life of God the suffering of human 
communities. As the divine is brought to the oppressed 
human communities, the suffering human communities 
are taken into the life of God. In this two-way passage, 

God identifies with the sufferers and sufferers are taken 
into the Triune life of God. This makes possible the 
imagination of God as the Dalit. In the event of the 
Father experiencing the death of the Son and the Son 
experiencing the abandonment by the Father, the hu-
man experience of pain, suffering, and death are taken 
into the very life of God. God, who is manifested in the 
incarnation of the Son, is the God crucified and God 
interred: the one who is pierced, broken, torn asunder, 
killed, and buried, the Dalit. If in the cross of Christ 
God has identified and expressed God’s solidarity with 
the extremities of human predicament and pain, I sug-
gest that it is theologically legitimate to engage in such 
imagination. If incarnation is a revolution in the life of 
God and the life of the human, this would involve what 
in Martin Luther’s language is called Communicatio 
idiomatum: the exchange of attributes. As God imputes 
God’s righteousness on humankind, God takes into 
Godself the infirmities of humankind. In the incarnation 
of God in Christ, not only God came to us but humanity 
also is taken into the life of God. In this passage of the 
human into the life of God, God takes into Godself hu-
man brokenness, pain, and pathos. Therefore one could 
imagine God as the Dalit. 
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Mohan Banerjea, “The Aryan Witness: Introduction” in Kaj Baago, 
Pioneers of Indigenous Christianity (Bangalore: CISRS, 1969). 

2 For Chakkarai’s treatment of the cross, see V. Chakkarai, The Cross 
and Indian Thought (Madras: Christian Literature Society for India, 1932).
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Nellore, and he was engaged in a war. His brothers could not come to help 
him, so he sent for Berunaydu, a Madiga king, who at once fitted out an 
expedition and came to his relief. All the earth trembled when this doughty 
king set forth. The Gods saw him, and knowing that he was certain to con-
quer, determined to prevent his progress. They placed a great log across the 
road, such a log as no one had ever seen before, and one that it was impos-
sible to scale. Berunaydu came to the obstacle and said, ‘If I can cross this 
log it will be a great honor to me in the eyes of Katam Razu, but if, I cannot, 
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I must return in disgrace.’ Saying this, he drew his sword, and in one stroke 
cut the log in two. His army passed through and went on to victory.” This 
sword appears to be connected with the one used in beheading the buffalo 
sacrifice. Its power is explained a follows. In a previous age, Vishnu, seeing 
that in the kali Yugamu men would need such help, called his goldsmith, 
Viswa Brahma, and giving him a lump of gold told him to make four useful 
articles with it. This sword was one of the articles. It is to be noticed that the 
sword was given into the hands of a Madiga. See Wilber Theodore Elmore, 
Dravidian Gods in Modern Hinduism, 110, n.1. 

12  Dominant caste communities could use this as an opportunity to 
harm the sacrificer if they have problems with him. Once, a Madiga pedda 
[elder] who performs the sacrifice had a relationship with a Kamma village 
head’s wife. The Kamma community plotted to punish him. So they insisted 
that he should cut the head of the buffalo in one stroke. They thought he 
would fail and they could take advantage of it and settle scores. But it was 
said: the Madiga having known their plot killed the buffalo in one stroke. 

13  This account of the sacrifice was documented during my field study 
at Velpur. 

14  G.A. Deleury, “The Religion of the Hindu Village,” in Religious 
Hinduism: A Presentation and Appraisal, ed. J. Neuner (Allahabad: St. 
Paul’s Society, 1968), 105. 

15  Brad Jersak, “Nonviolent Identification and the Victory of Christ,” 
in ed. Brad Jersak and Michael Hardin, Stricken by God?: Nonviolent 
Identification and the Victory of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007), 32.
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Baum on Ramadan
By Francis T. Hannafey, S.J.
Fairfield University, Connecticut

Gregory Baum. The Theology of Tariq Ramadan: A Catholic Perspective.  
Toronto and Montreal: Novalis, 2009, 178 pp.

Baum, professor emeritus at McGill University and 
founding editor of The Ecumenist, has written a 

thorough and engaging introduction to major themes of 
Tariq Ramadan’s thought. The work of Ramadan, who 
is recognized by many as one of the most influential 
Muslim theologians in the world today, has been widely 
discussed in Europe, Canada, and the United States. 
Clearly written and carefully presented, the book directs 
particular attention to Ramadan’s thought on key sub-
jects concerning Islam’s past and present experience of 
life in society. Baum draws often on two of Ramadan’s 
perhaps best-known works, To Be a European Muslim 
(1999) and Western Muslims and the Future of Islam 
(2004). Baum observes that Ramadan sees himself as 
taking part in the Islamic renewal movement that be-
gan at the end of the 19th century (152). In particular, 
Ramadan locates his own work in the Islamic renewal 
movement he calls Salafi reformism (55). Baum propos-
es that important similarities exist between the ways in 
which Ramadan’s thought and Catholic theology “wres-
tle with the challenges of modernity” (149). He suggests 
that both practise a critical openness to modernity while 
resisting some proposals made by liberal theologians of 
their own tradition (149).

A major concern of the book is to explore how 
Muslims have lived and can continue to live faithfully 
in complex, diverse, and pluralistic societies. Baum ob-
serves that Ramadan encourages European Muslims to 
enter into “critical conversation with society as a whole” 
(119). Baum suggests that the rich history and ongoing 
lived experience of Catholic social tradition can inform 
in practical ways the at times difficult experiences Islam 
has encountered in its relation to contemporary social 
life (e.g., in France). A leading Catholic social thinker 
for decades, Baum brings much experience and his-
torical perspective as he examines possible intersections 
between Catholic social thought and Islam’s life in the 
contemporary world. 

Among the many strengths of the book is a clear 
presentation of major themes of Catholic social thought 

(e.g., human dignity, rights, support for democratic poli-
tics). The reader will also find an excellent introduction 
to many central beliefs, practices, and historical devel-
opments in Islam. Chapter 4 on “Sharia: The Muslim 
Way of Life” is an especially fine introduction to Islamic 
law and practice. Here Baum considers central sources 
of the Sharia (e.g., Quran, Sunna) and carefully explores 
questions related to Sharia interpretation. In this discus-
sion, Baum examines universal principles and areas 
where the capacity exists to adapt to changing circum-
stances. Through the lens of Ramadan’s thought, Baum 
explores how Islam has and can experience renewal and 
creative adaptation within different historical contexts 
(101). Baum observes that Ramadan has great respect 
for the legal tradition of early Islam, which “revealed the 
flexibility of Islam and made it speak to many different 
cultures” (143). Baum proposes that Ramadan’s inter-
pretive thought reveals room within Islam for a critical 
openness to modernity—a stance shared with Catholic 
thought and historical development in the Christian tra-
dition. Further, Baum proposes that some of the internal 
debates within Christianity and Islam have structural 
similarities (142). 

Baum’s reading of Ramadan is sympathetic yet at 
times critical. The book sensitively addresses contro-
versies such as the “hostile propaganda” (51) against 
Ramadan in France based on his intellectual solidarity 
with his grandfather, Hassan al-Banna, the founder of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Baum notes that Ramadan 
“has no association whatever with that organization” 
(51). Baum also briefly addresses the controversy in the 
U.S. following Ramadan’s invitation by the University 
of Notre Dame for a professorship. He was eventually 
denied a work permit by the federal government, and 
some suggested at the time that the reasons may have 
involved what Baum describes as unclear and unsub-
stantiated alleged accusations of anti-Semitism (159). 
The work visa ban has very recently been lifted by the 
U.S. government.
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Baum’s study is a timely, thorough, and careful 
introduction to Ramadan’s thought. The book will be 
welcomed by readers within the Islamic and Christian 
traditions and can bring needed understanding to ecu-
menical dialogue. Baum gives us a careful presentation 
and analysis of Ramadan’s thought on some of the most 
important and complex issues concerning the practices 
of Islam in modern times. The book is accessible to the 
non-expert and is highly readable (even when address-
ing complex topics); it serves as a good place to start 
to learn more about Ramadan’s work and about Islam 
itself. Some readers may raise questions about historical 
discussions that can at times seem broad and general, 

which may be unavoidable in a such a study. In places, 
there is perhaps unnecessary repetition of themes and 
arguments. Baum concludes the book by urging that 
now is the time for Christians and Muslims to dialogue 
with secular thinkers who are interested in protecting the 
dignity of the human person in society (169). Baum’s 
most informative study is a fine place to begin in tak-
ing up this important challenge. The book will likely 
motivate serious readers to explore Ramadan’s own 
writings directly—a most positive outcome as Muslims 
and Christians seek greater understanding of each other 
and of their respective religious traditions. 
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