
The Ecumenist, Vol. 47, No. 4  Fall 2010 / 1

The bishops’ plan was that the content of their mes-
sage, as well as the symbolic manner in which it was 
delivered, would encourage serious consideration of the 
issues they wanted to communicate.
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Muted and Maligned Voices:  
Public Justice and the Canadian Churches
By Joe Gunn
Executive Director, Citizens for Public Justice

October 17, 1996, is a day I will not soon forget. It 
was the fourth annual United Nations International 

Day for the Eradication of Poverty. That evening, 
Canadians turned on their nightly newscast to hear CBC 
anchor Peter Mansbridge begin with these words: “Good 
evening. A blistering attack on governments across the 
country today from Canada’s Roman Catholic bishops. 
The issue is poverty. The bishops accuse governments 
of using the most vulnerable people in society as human 
fodder in the battle against deficits. And the bishops 
weren’t the only ones speaking out ….”

I was just beginning my second year of service as the 
Co-director of Social Affairs at the Canadian Conference 
of Catholic Bishops. The bishops were holding their an-
nual Plenary gathering in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Before 
we began the meeting, however, the bishops of the 
Social Affairs Commission gathered with a roomful of 
local activists, including Pam Coates, President of the 
National Anti-Poverty Organization (NAPO). To the 
assembled media, the bishops released their pastoral 
letter entitled The Struggle Against Poverty: A Sign of 
Hope for Our World, at Hope Cottage, a church-run soup 
kitchen in the downtown core. People living in poverty 
got to speak, which meant that the bishops were not the 
only ones at the microphone. After the press conference, 
the media accompanied the men in black down the street 
to serve lunch and eat together at the soup kitchen. 
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The CBC newscast went on to say, “… in Canada, 
more than five million people are poor. More than a 
million of them are children. The Canadian Conference 
of Catholic Bishops issued a sharp attack against gov-
ernment policies it says hurt Canada’s poor, especially 
the children … The bishops quote a report from Church 
groups, which says, ‘In our society, if a parent denies a 
child food, clothing and social security, it is considered 
child abuse; but when our government denies 1,362,000 
children the same, it is simply balancing the budget.’” 
That statement caused quite a stir.

Given that there was little Halifax media coverage 
in French, the bishops went to Montréal a few weeks 
later and released their statement in a huge local soup 
kitchen, Chic Resto Pop. They echoed the criticism 
of the Québec bishops, who were worried about then-
Premier Lucien Bouchard’s announced intention to 
achieve a zero deficit. The bishops, on the other hand, 
called for zero poverty! Bouchard, of course, was inter-
ested in mimicking the 1995 budget of Finance Minister 
Paul Martin, which was designed, as we may recall, to 
end deficit spending “through hell or high water.” The 
bishops went on to do follow-up, hosting a joint confer-
ence of diocesan social justice workers and NAPO, and 
issuing yet another statement on poverty two years later, 
to update their listeners on the statistics and the bishops’ 
new concerns.

The 1996 pastoral letter was not the first or the 
best-known statement of the Catholic bishops. That 
designation goes to the 1983 New Year’s statement, 
Ethical Reflections on the Economic Crisis. That letter 
became really big news. It was a front-page story in most 
daily newspapers in Canada. Within the first week of 
publication, 19 editorials debated the statement (11 in 
favour, 6 opposed), 16 radio programs analyzed it, 
and 23 columnists wrote commentaries. The statement 
was covered in the New York Times, Washington Post, 
Los Angeles Times, Newsweek and Time. In those days 
before faxes and email, over 200,000 copies of the state-
ment were sold. The text was eventually translated into 
seven languages.

These statements have had a great impact on my life. 
My first full-time job at 21 years of age was to travel 
around the frozen Prairies to lead discussion groups on 
the Labour Day statements and other ecumenical letters 
from church leaders, sometimes driving while wrapped 
in a sleeping bag to keep warm in my old Dodge Dart. 
The good folks from places like Craik, Central Butte, 
Esterhazy, Estevan, and Gravelbourg would drive in for 

a couple of hours and then really get into those discus-
sions.

In 1996, when I was working with the bishops, not 
only did the Catholic press reprint the entire text of the 
CCCB message so people would know about it, but this 
pastoral letter was also the first statement to be made 
available to the public through the Internet on the CCCB 
home page.

Imagine my bewilderment a couple of years ago, 
when I went into the CCCB website and saw that the 
1996 letter had been removed. Someone had decided to 
take this important document down. If you go into the 
CCCB website today and search under “Documents,” 
you will find that letter once again. But you might 
be surprised to learn that the bishops’ Social Affairs 
Commission has issued only five statements on themes 
of social justice in the last five years. Only one document 
(a letter to the federal government about human traffick-
ing before the Vancouver Olympics) has appeared since 
March 2008. In comparison to the 1980s and 1990s, this 
seems to indicate a significant change in the public voice 
of this particular church. 

But the Catholic Church has not been totally silent. 
Ask any of your neighbours what issues the Catholic 
Church has public opinions on, and they are very likely 
to mention abortion and same-sex marriage, to be sure. 
But if you ask them if they have heard Christian church 
leaders speak out on the recent economic recession, and 
how it has increased poverty and hardship (and some 
church leaders have indeed spoken to this concern), 
many of your neighbours would likely not recall hearing 
these statements.

So what is happening? How are we to understand this 
change? Is it happening in all the Christian churches? Is 
there still a role for conscientious Christian leadership in 
public justice in Canadian society today? And if so, how 
might it best be done?

Public justice and the Canadian churches is not a new 
topic. The purpose of this article is to present a few ideas 
on why and how issues of public justice have become 
muted and maligned. To be clear, I do not want to moan 
about some supposed idyllic past that never really exist-
ed, a time when the churches and Christians were known 
for doing wonderful things that we can never hope to 
emulate today. Indeed, it would be much more useful to 
offer some hopeful possibilities for public dialogue and 
Christian political witness to become revitalized voices 
in an unjust world that yearns for spiritualities that might 
strengthen our most heartfelt efforts towards freedom, 
social change, and religious renewal.
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Should the churches and should Christians 
be engaged in the public sphere? 

Today, many persons outside the churches would say 
that we should not be active in the public sphere. Some 
suggest that with recent sex abuse scandals and other 
failings of church leadership, they should stay quiet. 
They have no right to speak, or be listened to when and 
if they do speak. In the United States, of course, there 
is the celebrated separation of church and state. But not 
in Canada. Here, the opening sentence of the Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms boldly states that Canada is 
founded upon principles that recognize “the supremacy 
of God.” In Section 2, the “fundamental freedoms 
of conscience, religion, thought, belief, opinion and 
expression” are guaranteed, and subject only to such 
reasonable limits prescribed by law as can be demon-
strably justified in a free and democratic society (Section 
1). Society rightly debates what these reasonable limits 
prescribed by law might be, and so we should debate the 
legal definition of marriage, the public funding of faith-
based schools, end-of-life issues, and all kinds of other 
topics. But truly, to ask a person of faith to leave their 
beliefs behind as soon as a political discussion begins is 
like asking a lung to refuse to breathe in air.

Citizens for Public Justice (CPJ), where I work, be-
lieves that “if religion is understood to be one’s ultimate 
commitment or life orientation, then it cannot be confined 
to private life, particular rituals or institutions.” After all, 
why argue for keeping Christianity or Islam out of pub-
lic life when other “religious value systems”—such as 
capitalism, liberalism, or humanism—are not restricted? 
CPJ sees merit in guarding freedom of religion while 
rejecting attempts to impose freedom from religion. The 
real issue is how people of faith can and should contrib-
ute to “a hopeful citizenship.”

Now, there is another question for doubters inside 
the religions. Is public justice work a legitimate activity 
for religious people, or a distraction? To make the point 
that authentic Christian holiness means getting involved 
to defend others, to work for justice, and to protect cre-
ation, I could spend the next few pages citing biblical 
verses from Old Testament prophets or Matthew 25, the 
Letter of James and a range of others. I could cite long 
lists of papal encyclicals for Catholics or neo-Calvinist 
writings for our Reformed friends, and Social Gospel 
speeches from prominent Canadians like Tommy 
Douglas. I could even quote ecumenical statements from 
Canadian church leaders’ letters over the past 40 years—
but I will spare you that kind of detail. Instead, I would 

like to offer two observations from Archbishop Oscar 
Romero (1917–1980) to make the same point:

The Church would betray its own love for God and 
its fidelity to the Gospel if it stopped being … a 
defender of the rights of the poor and a humanizer 
of every legitimate struggle to achieve a more just 
society … that prepares the way for the true reign 
of God in history.1

and

When the Church hears the cry of the oppressed, it 
cannot but denounce the social structures that give 
rise to and perpetuate the misery from which the 
cry arises.2

Archbishop Oscar Romero believed that not only 
must Christians get involved in public justice, but that 
the proper way to advance on this path to holiness is to 
address the causes of suffering of the poor and disad-
vantaged.

What is the status of faith-based work  
for social justice today?

In early 2010, I contacted the social ministry offices 
of Canada’s nine largest Christian churches and asked 
if they would answer a few questions about their so-
cial justice activities. Eight of the nine were more than 
pleased to do so; they quickly and thoroughly replied 
to my questionnaire. I received helpful replies from 
the Presbyterian Church in Canada, the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in Canada, the Anglican Church of 
Canada, the United Church of Canada, the Christian 
Reformed Church, Mennonite Central Committee, 
the Canadian Religious Conference, and the Canadian 
Council of Churches (CCC).

Among the nine churches and church groupings in 
the survey, over two-thirds had fewer staff resources 
today as compared to five years ago. Several organiza-
tions now use more short-term internships, especially 
involving students. Increasingly, volunteers are man-
dated to serve on various committees where staff once 
served. One respondent expressed disappointment that 
there were “few, if any” justice educational resources for 
church use in congregations, and that there is “no capac-
ity to draft briefs or make presentations to government 
committees.”

This response echoes my own experience at the 
CCCB. When I went to work there in 1994, there 
were four full-time positions at the Social Affairs 
Office. In 2005, my last year there, I was asked to, and 
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agreed to, take on Social Affairs, the Commission for 
Reconciliation with Aboriginal People, as well as the 
Commission for Evangelization. And we were three 
staff to do that work. Today, after several restructurings, 
there is no Social Affairs Office. A researcher who has a 
range of responsibilities acts as secretary to the bishops 
who serve on the Social Affairs Commission. Indeed, 
even the excellent 2008 pastoral letter on the environ-
ment was penned by a retired archbishop, rather than 
by staff. 

When asked what had happened to budgets for this 
work of social ministry over the past five years, five 
groups reported that they had suffered decreases (some 
of up to half their budget). Two had no increase. Two 
of the smaller churches had increases because of added 
staff. If one assumes that things get more expensive over 
time, you can come to the conclusion that seven of the 
nine groups have had to decrease resources over this 
five-year period due to lower spending in various social 
justice ministries.

When asked about future expectations, six of the 
eight churches that responded to this question expect 
decreased budgets in the short-term future, with the 
larger groups at reductions of 9-10%—levels that could 
mean losing staff. One church office decided to give 
staff a week off without pay as a cost-saving measure. 
The two groups adding staff expect stability over the 
next period.

Finally, I asked the most difficult question: “Do you 
feel that your church office has increased, decreased or 
enhanced effectiveness in social justice ministries over 
the past five years?” Seven respondents answered, with 
two expressing the view that they have or soon will 
increase their effectiveness. Three churches mentioned 
greatly decreased effectiveness. A few comments are 
worth quoting. One respondent felt his church had “in 
practice, essentially abandoned its work on social jus-
tice,” spending most of its time on internal issues and 
sexuality. This person added, “I suspect those who are 
passionate are working outside the formal church struc-
tures.”

Another revealing comment was that “With the 
sequential decimations of church office staff in all 
the important member churches of the CCC, there is 
nothing like the capacity there used to be to undertake 
substantial joint work compared to five years ago. We 
continue to rely on sister organizations for substantial 
policy work: Project Ploughshares, Citizens for Public 
Justice, KAIROS.” Another similar response ended with 

these words: “Unfortunately, those partners are also 
vulnerable.”

The Case of KAIROS
The situation of KAIROS made the national news 

in late 2009 and early 2010. What has not been well 
covered is that official Catholic support for ecumenical 
social justice work through KAIROS has been curiously 
muted. 

Although both Development and Peace (D&P) and 
the Catholic bishops serve on the KAIROS board, their 
financial commitment to the organization has dimin-
ished over the years. In fact, the bishops in 2004 cut 
their entire contribution of over $55,000 to KAIROS. 
Since then, they spend not a cent of their own money on 
KAIROS. Rather, they receive a negotiated amount from 
D&P and dutifully pass this on. When I wrote about this 
scheme in the Western Catholic Reporter,3 the General 
Secretary of the CCCB wrote a letter to the editor to “set 
the record straight.” While he did not take issue with 
any of my assertions, my former boss argued that the 
bishops were being very generous indeed by passing on 
the $100,000 they receive from D&P to the ecumenical 
endeavours of KAIROS, instead of keeping the money 
for the bishops’ own offices. I agree that $100,000 is 
generous, but it is also true that six years ago, when I 
worked at the CCCB, the donation to KAIROS totalled 
over $250,000. 

Not only financial support but also political sup-
port has been waning. In early December, a memo sent 
to all the bishops reported that “the CCCB executive 
committee unanimously agreed that the Conference of 
Bishops will not embark on a campaign to pressure the 
Government of Canada to reconsider its funding deci-
sion” concerning the cuts to KAIROS.

The executive gave two reasons for inaction: “The 
international program of KAIROS has always been sec-
ondary for the CCCB,” and “The CCCB is not convinced 
that such a campaign will result in success.” 

Contrast this response with that of South African 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who stated on December 
9, 2009, “The world needs more of KAIROS Canada. 
It would be an unparallelled setback for the poor, vul-
nerable and disenfranchised if the voice and work of 
KAIROS in the global South is muted.” 

The board of Citizens for Public Justice echoed this 
concern in its letter to the prime minister, stating,

CPJ is concerned that this decision may be 
another in the trend to discontinue funding of 
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groups who raise questions about current policies, 
thereby silencing some of the diverse voices that 
are essential for a healthy public debate about 
international issues of justice and stewardship of 
global resources … Along with a reconsideration 
of this decision, we suggest that your government 
clarify its position with regard to respect for the 
important, independent role of civil society orga-
nizations in the promotion of human rights and 
democracy, both globally and in Canada.

What happens when church leaders  
do speak out?

In early 2009, the Catholic bishop of St. Paul, 
Alberta, issued a brilliantly written pastoral letter on 
the development of the Alberta tarsands located in his 
diocese. Bishop Luc Bouchard described the Church’s 
social teaching on the environment by referencing eight 
“foundational Catholic theological principles support-
ing environmental ethics,” referred to over 40 pastoral 
letters on ecology from bishops around the globe, and 
quoted the Vatican’s Compendium of the Social Doctrine 
of the Church and statements of the Canadian bishops 
to make his argument. Then the bishop looked at the 
environmental and social costs of oil sands development 
in his diocese. In summary, he said, “I am forced to con-
clude that the integrity of creation in the Athabasca oil 
sands is clearly being sacrificed for economic gain. The 
proposed future development of the oil sands constitutes 
a serious moral problem … The present pace and scale 
of development in the Athabasca oil sands cannot be 
morally justified.” 

The response in the mainstream media was aston-
ishing. Some of the negative commentary that ensued 
lacked graciousness. From Calgary, someone wrote, “If 
God was so concerned about the environment, then why 
is He naturally leaking all of the oil out of the banks into 
the Athabasca River upstream of communities?” From 
Edmonton: “Tell the bishop to mind his own business, 
he should focus on trying to make the Church relevant 
again rather than trying to make government policy.” An 
opinion piece in the Vancouver Sun read, “Kindly tell 
Bishop Bouchard that I will stay out of his God business 
if he will stay out of my oil sands business.” Yet another 
reader opined that the bishop should worry about the 
pedophiles in the Church’s ranks instead of the oil sands. 
One wag wrote, “Yes, he is entitled to his opinion … 
point taken, now back to church, eh?” 

These types of responses show that not every com-
mentator had bothered to read the bishop’s careful letter. 
Nor do all Canadians understand the role of good reli-
gious practice in the social and political sphere. 

While the recent voices of the Christian churches in 
Canada have been muted and maligned when they have 
engaged in the public sphere, public dialogue and po-
litical advocacy are still constitutive elements of what it 
means to be a person of faith. They are avenues toward 
personal holiness and institutional renewal. But it seems 
clear that this work must now be done differently than 
in the past.

First, there is still a role to play in defending ecumeni-
cal social justice ministry in the churches. There is no 
reason to cede hard-won ground now occupied by orga-
nizations like KAIROS that represent almost 40 years of 
struggling to live the gospel faithfully in action. When I 
worked inside a national church office, I often yearned 
for the attention of those groups that made creative nui-
sances of themselves by challenging church structures. 
However, we cannot spend all our strength in attempting 
to maintain church structures for social ministry if these 
efforts make such demands upon our time and energy 
that we are not free to address the real social and eco-
logical challenges that history places before us.

Second, lay people must lead the way in defend-
ing ecumenical social justice ministry in the Canadian 
churches, and even start new movements, when and 
wherever necessary. We should get over any assump-
tion that the churches’ social witness has to be further 
clericalized in order to be valid. Churches now have 
people sitting in the pews who are as well educated and 
as saintly as those standing in the pulpits. Lay people 
of both sexes should be able to reclaim their social mis-
sion as well as their contribution to the churches’ more 
inclusive voice, if we really hope to move public justice 
forward.

Third, the way we have designed the process of pre-
paring and delivering church statements must change. 
One major reason for the churches’ social teachings be-
ing described as “our best-kept secret” is that the process 
of preparing and delivering them precisely and success-
fully does not involve the masses. Have you ever been 
asked your opinion on an issue, or been invited to help 
develop an opinion in dialogue, study, and debate with 
your church leadership? If we continue to fail to involve 
more people in these processes, we cannot expect them 
to accept any eventual stances as their own.
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Fourth, we need to walk the talk before we squawk. 
The example of the 1996 pastoral letter on poverty sug-
gests how a process was developed to draft a message 
with others and to deliver this text with the only people 
who could be the architects of their own liberation: peo-
ple with a lived experience of poverty. Otherwise, the 
message would have lacked authenticity and credibility.

Fifth, it is important to ensure that the spoken word 
of the churches is, as Archbishop Romero described, 
delivered to defend the poor and vulnerable. It is crucial, 
though at times difficult, to ensure that these words are 
not used to promote the churches’ own interests and 
reputations instead.

Sixth, any pronouncement must be delivered with 
appropriate humility. The census (back when there was 
a long-form census) tells us that Christianity is the af-
filiation of 77% of Canadians, but only 17% attended 
a place of worship in the previous week. As some say, 
“Canada is a nation of believers, but not belongers.” A 
Christendom view of the world is no longer prevalent. 
A whole new role, perhaps a smaller role, for organized 
Christian religions is emerging.

Perhaps the situation we find ourselves in offers pos-
sibilities for groups like CPJ and other lay associations 
to be more collaborative and helpful to those churches 

that wish to recover their voice on public justice issues. 
And perhaps we need to remind ourselves that large, 
unwieldy institutions do not always have the genetic 
makeup to be prophetic. The cutting edge seems to flour-
ish more easily on the margins, in smaller groupings that 
are more nimble, are more responsive, and enjoy fewer 
organizational constraints. Perhaps the Christian voice 
in public affairs today is best presented in new tones—
and will accept to be neither muted nor maligned.

Joe Gunn is Executive Director of Citizens for Public Justice in Ottawa, 
Ontario (www.cpj.ca). He worked for the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops for over ten years, where he helped develop policy 
and coordinated work in areas of social justice, missions, and Aboriginal 
peoples. He served as the founding vice-chair of KAIROS - Canadian 
Ecumenical Justice Initiatives, and has been active in the Canadian 
Council of Churches’ Commission for Justice and Peace as well as the 
churches’ ecumenical health care initiative.

This article is based on the 2010 Henry Somerville Lecture, delivered by 
Joe Gunn at St. Jerome’s University in March 2010. 
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Project Ploughshares’ Ecumenical Contribution  
to Peace and Security Policy in the Horn of Africa
By John Siebert
Executive Director, Project Ploughshares

“Seek peace and pursue it” 
(Psalm 34:14 and 1 Peter 3:11)

If, as Christians, we want to respond to the biblical 
injunction to pursue peace, it makes sense to go where 

the wars are. A natural destination is the Horn of Africa. 
Few regions in the world have been as troubled in recent 
years by incessant conflicts between and within states. 

The Canadian ecumenical coalition Project 
Ploughshares has been working over the past two de-
cades with partners in the Horn to address the roots of 
conflict and to control and reduce conventional arms 
that have flooded the area and fuel the fires of violence. 
This contribution to peace has taken the route of work-
ing with civil society organizations and governments 
to build their capacity to generate locally relevant poli-
cies and instruments for policy implementation. It is a 
contribution, perhaps more abstract in its approach than 
others, that is made with the long view of supporting 
Africans in finding solutions to their own problems—a 
rallying principle of the African Union.

Many Channels 
Ecumenical relations between Canada and Africa 

have taken many forms and followed various institution-
al channels. There are institutional relationships rooted 
in historical and ongoing missions to establish and nur-
ture local, national, and regional bodies of Christian 
faith that often, but not exclusively, reflect the Canadian 
or European traditions of their origin. Personal friend-
ships, scholarly exchanges, and shared participation 
by Africans and Canadians in regional and worldwide 
Christian gatherings also create primary bonds across an 
ocean. Other relationships embody the practical work of 
the body of Christ, or diakonia, that is given expression 
in the transfer of money, goods, and knowledge to meet 
immediate human needs and longer-term economic and 
social development goals. Solidarity marks the shared 
pursuit of human rights observance and support for the 
self-determination of peoples and nations and the evolu-
tion of inclusive political structures that match the best 
of participatory governance with African traditions. 

Canadian ecumenists from a variety of Christian 
traditions will be familiar with these and other paths on 
which Canadians and Africans have travelled together 
for deepened understanding and mutual assistance. In 
this mix is the contribution that Project Ploughshares 
has made to policy and research on peacebuilding and 
controlling and reducing small arms and light weapons. 

Ecumenical Social Justice Context
Ploughshares was founded in 1976 to advance poli-

cies and actions that prevent war and armed violence 
and build sustainable peace. It was born in the ecumeni-
cal ferment of the 1970s, when many of the uniquely 
Canadian ecumenical coalitions, both geographically 
and functionally themed, were being created. Most of 
these coalitions—Ten Days for World Development, 
the Inter-church Coalition for Human Rights in Latin 
America, Project North, and others that were known 
to insiders by an alphabet soup of acronyms, such as 
ICCR, TCCR, and ECEJ—were folded into the creation 
of KAIROS: Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives in 
2000. Ploughshares was not part of this amalgamation. 
Organizationally, it became an operating agency of the 
Canadian Council of Churches in 1977 rather than a 
stand-alone coalition like the others. Its Waterloo office 
location, rather than Toronto, and its largely self-gener-
ated fundraising, which reduced reliance on shrinking 
national church office contributions, have been factors in 
its ability to carry on work separately from KAIROS.

Ploughshares’ History is Connected to Africa
Ploughshares’ origins are tied to Africa. Co-founder 

and long-time Director Ernie Regehr and his wife, 
Nancy Regehr, Associate Director of Ploughshares 
since 1982, were volunteers with Mennonite Central 
Committee in southern Africa in the early 1970s. They 
were expelled from South Africa by apartheid-era au-
thorities. On their return to Canada, Ernie looked for 
ways to connect the contradictory contributions that 
Canada makes to overseas development with Canada’s 
sale and worldwide delivery of military exports. Murray 
Thomson, a Quaker and head of Canadian University 
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Service Overseas (CUSO) at the time, shared in the 
co-founding of Ploughshares. Encouragement and of-
fice space for staff were provided at Conrad Grebel 
University College, a Mennonite institution at the 
University of Waterloo, where Ploughshares was located 
from its start until 2002. (Since 2002, Ploughshares has 
been located at the Centre for International Governance 
Innovation in Waterloo.) Other churches and church 
bodies subsequently became part of the Ploughshares 
nine-church sponsoring board. 

Over the past 34 years, there have been variations 
in how Ploughshares has worked, and with whom, in 
relation to Africa, but certain themes have remained 
fundamentally unchanged. Indeed, one of the pleasures 
for me, a relatively new member of the Ploughshares 
staff, has been preparing an overview of Ploughshares’ 
Africa-related work, which has required me to delve into 
the past and recognize a thematic continuity. The July 
1977 issue of the (now) quarterly Ploughshares Monitor 
states: “Few issues portray as starkly the systematic 
underdevelopment of the Third World as does the rap-
idly escalating transfer of the paraphernalia of warfare 
from the rich to the poor. The world’s poor have become 
locked into the dangerous and wasteful arms races of the 
rich ….” Statistics and commentary on Canada’s role 
in military exports were included in that issue, and we 
continue this same research today. 

An article in the June 1986 Monitor traces the growth 
of militarism and conflict in Africa over 20 years. It in-
cludes the observation that in “the Northeastern Province 
of Kenya, an automatic weapon can be purchased for the 
price of a steer.” In 2008, Ken Epps, who has worked 
for Ploughshares since 1986, carried out field research 
among pastoralists in the North Rift Valley of Kenya. He 
documented that an AK-variant automatic rifle could be 
had for eight head of cattle. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Ploughshares was 
part of a multi-partner Waterloo-based dialogue, an-
chored at Conrad Grebel University College, with Horn 
of Africa diaspora in Canada who had social and political 
reach into their home countries and ethnic communities. 
The news at that time in the Horn was beyond grim. The 
Somali state had collapsed in 1991. Ethiopia and Eritrea 
were in the final death throes of Eritrea becoming a sepa-
rate state. Sudan was embroiled in a north-south civil 
war lasting between 1983 and 2005 that resulted in two 
million deaths and over four million displaced. Uganda 
was descending into the particularly gruesome recrimi-
nations against civilians from the Lord’s Resistance 

Army. Hosting refugees, intrigues, and proxy support 
for insurgents enveloped Kenya and Djibouti, even if 
they were spared the direct agonies of war. 

In the midst of all this were headlines and pop con-
certs drawing attention to drought and starvation in the 
Horn. The Horn of Africa Project conversations tried to 
reach behind the headlines to discern how war and polit-
ical unrest were part of the starvation dynamic. Diaspora 
conversation partners provided a window for participat-
ing Canadian agencies, including Ploughshares, into 
political tensions and potential peacebuilding avenues.

Relationships and Peace
One thing leads to another. A friendship started in 

the early 1990s between Ploughshares Director Ernie 
Regehr and former Kenyan diplomat Bethuel Kiplagat 
laid the groundwork for two decades of shared initia-
tives for peace in the Horn of Africa. Kiplagat and 
Regehr were on a World Council of Churches commit-
tee. Kiplagat had been a staff person with the All Africa 
Council of Churches early in his career. He later became 
a diplomat, rising to the position of Permanent Secretary 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation of Kenya before his retirement from 
government. He subsequently went on to facilitate 
peace talks in Uganda, Mozambique, and Ethiopia, 
chair the Africa Peer Review Mechanism of the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPED), and act 
as Kenya’s Special Envoy for Somalia, as well as being 
Chairman of the IGAD (Inter-Governmental Authority 
on Development) Facilitation Committee, and a resource 
person to the IGAD Peace Process for Sudan. Currently 
Kiplagat is the (controversial) head of the Kenyan Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission, which was organized 
after the 2007 post-election violence in Kenya.

Back to the Ploughshares connection. Kiplagat be-
came the Executive Director of Africa Peace Forum 
(APFO) in Nairobi that formed through the friendship 
with Regehr and others. At Ploughshares’ 30th anniver-
sary in 2006, Ambassador Kiplagat recalled the start of 
the relationship: “In 1993 a group under the umbrella 
of the All Africa Conference of Churches was just be-
ginning and we met with Ernie Regehr to discuss how 
Ploughshares could be of assistance to us. The first help 
that Ernie provided was to give us our name: Africa 
Peace Forum.”

The relationship grew, with APFO becoming an 
African mirror organization of Ploughshares, in the 
sense that it carries out research and policy formula-
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tion on disarmament and security matters. Together, 
APFO and Ploughshares have worked on reducing and 
controlling small arms in the Horn, tracked diplomatic 
engagement with the Somalia and Sudan peace pro-
cesses, and researched and organized cross-disciplinary 
round-table discussions for constructing a peace and se-
curity architecture for the seven countries of the Horn.

Much of this work has been intensely personal, but 
always with a view to expanding the institutional abil-
ity of local governments and civil society organizations 
to work for sustainable peace. The Nairobi Declaration 
on small arms and light weapons provides an example 
of where the Ploughshares and APFO worked together. 
As Kiplagat recounted at the 30th anniversary of 
Ploughshares, 

Later I had a telephone call that the Kenyan 
Ministry was setting up a working group to pre-
pare for a conference to write a declaration. Before 
the conference Ernie and a Norwegian expert were 
invited to Nairobi to meet with the Minister. They 
prepared the declaration. The Minister called a 
conference, and to outrageous surprise, nine or ten 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs came to Nairobi for a 
conference on small arms. After three days they all 
signed the document that Ernie and a Norwegian 
colleague and the Kenyans had prepared and that 
became the Nairobi Declaration.

In short, Canadians have a lot to do with the Nairobi 
Declaration and the Regional Centre on Small Arms and 
Light Weapons in the Great Lakes Region and the Horn 
of Africa (RECSA) that arose from the declaration.

IGAD (Intergovernmental Agency  
for Development)

The most recent cooperative project between APFO 
and Ploughshares focused on the need for African states 
in crisis to engage in public and constructive discus-
sion on sources of conflict and violence. Starting in 
2006, APFO headed a process of research and round-
table discussions, funded by Canada’s International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC), to support a 
human security approach to addressing the problems 
that give rise to and sustain armed conflict in the Horn. 
IGAD is the sub-regional inter-governmental body that 
brings the seven Horn of Africa countries to a common 
table. Ploughshares provided technical support in defin-
ing the project and securing funding, and participated in 
the various meetings held throughout the region over the 
three-year life of the project.

In some ways, this project was unrealistic, for it was 
totally outside the realm of Realpolitik: How do you put 
a peace and security architecture in place when IGAD 
member states are in varying degrees of active armed 
violence, either within their borders or with each other, 
or are on the verge of it, or are supporting proxies en-
gaged in it? 

The principles of peacebuilding were structured into 
the IGAD security architecture discussion. “Confidence-
building” measures were invoked as the default route in 
consolidating peace between opponents in long-term 
conflicts because trust is neither easily established nor 
consolidated. Constructive, non-formal intervention by 
civil society crucially facilitated the consideration of 
new or alternative options, building popular support for 
those options, and assisting where possible in their im-
plementation. A longer-term goal of democratizing the 
security debate in the Horn was advanced. Governments 
in states under siege naturally attempt to closely hold 
security issues. Having IGAD host the initial round table 
in Djibouti, with state representatives directly part of 
the round-table discussions, lessened fears and opened 
avenues.

It also created some interesting and heated exchanges 
as researchers presented their documentation on the fail-
ings in the sub-region with respect to good governance, 
respect for human rights, the role of women in ensuring 
peace and prosperity, the many refugees and internally 
displaced people (IDPs), managing natural and human 
resources, properly accountable police and military 
forces, and the role of non-state armed forces. All these 
shortcomings create structural sources of instability and 
human insecurity, leading to violent conflict. 

A human security framework for IGAD, according 
to APFO and Ploughshares, is consonant with IGAD’s 
own roots in a strategy to stave off devastating famine 
in the 1980s. Human security has been encapsulated in 
the phrase “freedom from want and freedom from fear,” 
but traditional hard-security considerations cannot be 
overlooked in a human security framework. Traditional 
security organs of the state are not eliminated; rather, the 
police, military, and intelligence services are reoriented 
to civilian, politically defined, and controlled ends.

Such a shift is no simple matter in the Horn of Africa, 
where the reiteration of acceptance of current borders 
has had salutary effects in preventing violent conflicts, 
but has also increased the pressure by marginalized 
tribal or ethnic groups to access the resources of the 
centre or to claim power or the creation of new states that 
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cut across colonially determined borders. These forces 
can be countered with a more participatory politics that 
allows for the use of national resources so that mar-
ginalized areas can participate in economic and social 
development.

The relevance of the human security approach came 
into the spotlight during the post-election violence 
in Kenya in December 2007. Kenya has traditionally 
been the source of diplomatic support for peace in the 
Horn. On this occasion, however, it was faced with no 
external military threat. The underlying tensions—land 
ownership, poverty and inequality, troubled demo-
cratic processes, tensions between tribal groups, the 
inappropriate exercise of police authority, human rights 
abuses, historical displacement of people—are the stuff 
of human security. The primary diplomatic, not mili-
tary, intervention in Kenya—that led Kenya back from 
the precipice—was by Africans, with the support of 
“friends.” 

The Evolving Role of Canada in Africa 
Along the partnership path between Ploughshares and 

APFO, Ploughshares has incorporated lessons learned 
about supporting human security into its approaches to 
Canadian officials and politicians. This work has been 
increasingly difficult since 2005, as Canadian foreign 
and defence policies shifted into heavy military engage-
ment in Afghanistan and a “failed and fragile state” 

analysis took precedence, emphasizing the security 
threats emanating from these “F&F” states to Canada 
rather than the contribution Canada could make to re-
solving violent conflicts in the region through various 
forms of practical aid and diplomatic assistance. The 
Canadian government views Africa through the lens of 
the war on terror, or as a source for Canadian commer-
cial resource extraction, or as a site for service delivery 
to combat threats to maternal health. The continuing 
instability in post–peace agreement Sudan continues 
to be a focus of official Canadian assistance as one of 
the stabilization and reconstruction targets, along with 
Afghanistan and Haiti, but Canada has increasingly tar-
geted official development assistance for Latin America 
and the Caribbean, to the detriment of Africa.

It is to be hoped that the contributions by Ploughshares 
to the pursuit of peace in the Horn, were they to cease, 
would continue in the work of APFO and related civil 
society organizations that are increasingly taking root in 
this troubled corner of Africa. Ultimately, it is Africans 
who hold the key to their own development and to the sus-
tainable peace that will allow development to flourish. 

John Siebert is Executive Director of Project Ploughshares in Waterloo, 
Ontario (www.ploughshares.ca). Project Ploughshares was established in 
1976 as an agency of The Canadian Council of Churches to give practical 
expression to the fulfillment of God’s call to bear witness to peace, recon-
ciliation, and non-violence and to contribute to the building of a national 
and international order that will serve the goals of peace with justice, 
freedom, and security for all. 
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Roman Catholic Non-Governmental Organizations  
at the United Nations
By Emeka Xris Obiezu, OSA
Order of St. Augustine’s NGO

Few Roman Catholics, theologians included, are 
aware of the ongoing relationship their Church has 

maintained with the United Nations since its incep-
tion. This article will serve as an introduction to the 
dynamics of this relationship, through a study of one 
major presence of the Church at the UN: the Roman 
Catholic non-governmental organizations (NGOs). The 
relationship represents a particular ecclesiology that, we 
shall demonstrate, is a significant result of the renewal 
launched at the Second Vatican Council, and a clear 
witness to the wisdom and pragmatism of this renewal. 
Although not the subject of this article, it is important 
to note that the Roman Catholic Church is officially 
represented at the UN by the Holy See Mission headed 
by the Permanent Observer. There is also the presence of 
Roman Catholics among UN staff and diplomats. 

 Catholic NGOs at the United Nations draw their 
inspiration and motivation from the rich and varied spiri-
tual traditions of the Roman Catholic Church. Whatever 
their particular spirituality, all reflect a common desire 
to respect the sanctity of human life and to promote the 
common good. Within the group of non-governmental 
organizations, religious and secular, Catholic NGOs 
represent an alternative presence that challenges the 
prevailing monopoly of science and capital. They seek 
to build a “civilization of love” and dialogue opposed 
to the prevalent “clash of civilizations.” In recent times, 
the designation “Catholic NGOs” has yielded to the 
more inclusive term “Roman Catholic Church–inspired 
NGOs,” better reflecting the current, diverse reality of 
this group. 

History of Catholic NGOs–UN relations
Members of Roman Catholic Church–inspired NGOs 

participated in the Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, DC, 
meeting (1944) and the San Francisco UN International 
Conference, but as members of their respective national 
delegations. Catherine Schaefer, a representative of the 
Catholic Association for International Peace (CAIP) and 
a member of the US delegation, was instrumental in the 
adoption of the UN Charter’s Article 71, which provided 
for the consultation of NGOs by the UN Economic 

and Social Council (ECOSOC). She also assisted new 
Catholic NGOs seeking UN admittance.1 

When the UN admitted its first NGO collabora-
tors in 1947, two Catholic NGOs, the International 
Union of Catholic Women’s Leagues (IUCWL) and 
the Catholic International Union for Social Service, 
were among them. Many more, including Pax Romana, 
the International Catholic Union of the Press, and the 
International Young Christian Workers, followed in 1949 
and 1951.2 Many more were added in the 1990s. It is dif-
ficult to ascertain the exact number of Catholic NGOs 
at the UN. However, according to recently published 
statistics from the Catholic-inspired NGOs Forum, there 
are around 61 Roman Catholic Church–inspired NGOs 
with varying status in ECOSOC, while 37 are accredited 
only with the UN Department of Public Information 
(DPI). Many with ECOSOC status also maintain a DPI 
relationship, a normal practice that is permitted by UN 
regulations.3 

Those NGOs with ECOSOC status enjoy full par-
ticipation in the ECOSOC by speaking directly to the 
commission and suggesting items for agenda.4 DPI 
status offers an NGO limited opportunity to support the 
work of the UN and to promote knowledge of its prin-
ciples and activities, in accordance with each NGO’s 
aims and scope of competence.5

Globalization, with its need for a farther reach of 
charity and a wider embrace in solidarity, is a major 
cause for the growing number of NGOs in the UN. For 
Catholic NGOs, the most significant reason for this 
growth is perhaps their increasing understanding of 
Vatican II, and their response to John Paul II’s call for 
all humanitarian agencies to engage in UN activities. 
During his 1979 visit to UN headquarters, the pope ad-
dressed NGO members: 

No organization, not even the United Nations or 
any of its agencies, can alone solve the global prob-
lems which are constantly brought to its attention, 
if its concerns are not shared by all the people. It 
is then the privileged task of the non-governmental 
organizations to help bring these concerns into 
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the communities and the homes of the people, 
and to bring back to the established agencies the 
priorities and aspirations of the people, so that all 
solutions and projects which are envisaged be truly 
geared to the needs of the human person.6

There is a subtle but significant difference between 
the earlier Catholic NGOs and the later arrivals at the 
UN. For the more recent groups, their major incentive 
was to collaborate with the UN’s mission of pursuing 
the common good. They are comfortable with simply 
promoting UN policies and at times influencing their for-
mulation. Their Catholic inspiration remains quietly in 
the background, providing spiritual motivation for their 
participation. Although they do not explicitly promote 
Catholic social doctrine, they have quietly introduced a 
new dimension into the Roman Catholic presence in the 
UN. Their modus operandi contrasts with that of some 
original groups, which maintained that a major reason 
for their presence was to “catholicize” the UN. They 
therefore aspired to see the UN operate on the principles 
of Pius XII’s 1939 “Peace Program.”7 

This contrast is also apparent in their different in-
terpretations of the theological principle of solidarity 
and its implications for the NGO/UN relationship. It 
seemed that the earlier group saw more clearly that the 
solidarity principle motivating their action demanded 
not merely their participation in the UN, but also a will-
ingness to challenge the UN’s systemic deficiencies. A 
key Augustinian dictum holds that, since every human 
institution is a combination of grace and sin, the role of a 
Christian participant includes a commitment to diminish 
the opportunities for sin and the lust for domination and 
to expand the space for the expression of love. Earlier 
NGOs took this precept seriously and were therefore 
more prophetic in relating to the internal dynamics of 
the UN. Their early recognition of the inconsistency 
between the UN’s ideals and its structure contributed 
to the UN Charter’s provision for the admission and 
full participation of non-governmental agencies within 
the mainstream of UN structures. Pioneers such as 
Catherine Schaeffer and Alma Zizzamia were quick to 
critique a solely government-constituted UN as incon-
sistent with the ideals expressed in the opening words 
of the preamble to the Charter: “We the people of the 
United Nations.” Also, their efforts in challenging the 
gender inequality ingrained in UN structures resulted in 
the inclusion of women in administrative roles in the UN 
Secretariat.8 The urgent task now arising from this dif-
ference in attitude between these two groups of Catholic 

NGOs is to discern the most effective way of returning 
to the tradition of the earlier group without losing the 
vitality and dedication provided by the newcomers. This 
work will require challenging the subtly triumphalistic 
attitude of the earlier group, which was shaped by the 
ecclesiology of its time.

Emergence of NGOS of  
Religious Congregations and Orders 

Among the later groups are those of religious congre-
gations and Orders of men and women. These groups 
considered a UN apostolate another effective and neces-
sary means of witness in response to the call in Perfectae 
caritatis9 for a renewal that draws on the spirit of their 
founders and the reading of the signs of the times. This call 
is mirrored in John Paul II’s 1996 address to religious: 

Taking up the Lord’s mission as her own, the 
Church proclaims the Gospel to every man and 
woman, committing herself to their integral salva-
tion. But with special attention, in a preferential 
option … consecrated persons will be able to de-
nounce the injustices committed against so many 
sons and daughters of God, and commit them-
selves to the promotion of justice in the society in 
which they work.10 

Many religious NGOs, taking seriously the renewal 
of their congregations, have, like the Augustinians, 
responded to this challenge: “We can never stray from 
the way in which the world is going, nor become mere 
spectators, since we experience in our own person the 
hopes and anxieties that belong to humanity.”11 

Religious congregations have an enduring tradition 
of concern for the poor, demonstrated by their commit-
ment to the immediate needs of the people they serve in 
various missions worldwide. Their participation in the 
UN is a bold step towards global solidarity in solving 
global issues. The first religious congregation to seek 
UN accreditation and subsequent ECOSOC status was 
the International Federation of the Little Brothers of the 
Poor in 1983. Today, there are over 30 NGOs of reli-
gious congregations with varying UN status—ECOSOC 
and DPI.

Since their admission to the UN, religious NGOs 
continue to outnumber the lay groups. One reason they 
flourish is that they have the finances and personnel 
needed to maintain an active UN office in New York. 
Physical presence in New York and other UN centres 
greatly increases the ability of an NGO to hear and be 
heard. This presence provides a healthy coordination  
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between local efforts and the global needs addressed by 
the UN, thereby ensuring that the voices on the periph-
ery are heard at the centre, where their concerns can be 
met and dealt with effectively. 

The international presence and broad experience 
of religious congregations contribute greatly to the 
localization and internationalization of NGO projects. 
Activities of these groups often place them at the grass-
roots, with communities of people whose welfare the 
UN is meant to serve. Such direct experience equips 
their voices with an urgency that influences the UN’s 
policy formation. 

Religious congregation NGOs have shown progress 
in collaboration within their own group. Some indi-
vidual congregations have entered into partnership with 
others to form an NGO or a coalition of NGOs at the 
international level. While UNANIMA presents a good 
example of the former, the Dominicans, Vivat, and 
Franciscan International, a combination of Franciscan 
sisters, brothers, and lay associates, represent the latter. 
There is also a formal network of all the religious con-
gregations and Orders, known as Religious at the UN 
(RUN), with 22 registered members.12 

NGOs of religious congregations have also strength-
ened their relationship with the UN by providing a 
practical spiritual integration of some UN observances. 
For instance, seven UN special days have been in-
serted into the liturgical calendar of the Order of St. 
Augustine: International Day for the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination (March 21), International Day of 
Families (May 15), World Environmental Day (June 5), 
International Day of Peace (September 21), World Food 
Day (October 16), United Nations Day (October 24), 
and Human Rights Day (December 10).13 

The one area where lay NGOs have an advantage 
over those of religious congregations is in dealing with 
institutionalism and inflexible bureaucratic structures. 
Lay NGOs, with their more flexible structures, may 
be more responsive in situations where religious have 
a time-consuming and multi-layered decision-making 
process. Whatever their unique strengths and inadequa-
cies, NGOs, especially those of religious congregations, 
have learned the benefits of collaboration with others, 
beginning with the laity. Some religious congregations 
have included their lay associates in the NGO’s UN 
apostolate. 

Activities of the Catholic NGOs at the UN 
At every level of their participation, Catholic NGOs 

contribute to the success of the UN in formulating and 

executing its policies. Like other NGOs, they play a 
threefold role in the UN: as lobbyists in policy mak-
ing, as executors of UN policies and initiatives, and as 
reliable sources of information about the real needs of 
the world. As advocates, they bring to the institution 
the experiences, voices, and expertise of their members 
and the people they serve. Through lobbying and inter-
ventions, they influence policy decisions and actions 
on key issues in our world today: family, education, 
development, youth, culture, HIV/AIDS, human rights, 
migration, employment, and peace.14 

The UN itself attests to how well they have fared in 
these areas. According to Isodla Oca, information of-
ficer of the Department of Public Information at the UN 
(DPI), “Catholic NGOs have been active advocates for 
the alleviation of poverty, access to primary education, 
empowerment of women and climate change.”15 Their 
success is due to their ability to negotiate a movement 
away from power politics toward joint spiritual and 
ethical alternatives. They do this by fostering such proj-
ects as a global ethic, an Earth charter, and the Values 
Caucus. They are among the few groups that provide the 
UN with direct contact with the victims of the world’s 
cruelty, whose first-hand experience lends credibility 
to the NGOs’ suggestions and gives a human face to 
conference deliberations. These otherwise unseen and 
unheard people’s physical presence speaks volumes and, 
more than any academic study, softens hardened hearts. 
Pax Christi, Pax Romana, and some other Catholic 
NGOs were part of the group that played a key role 
in the United Nations Commission on Human Rights 
resolution 1998/77 that officially recognized that “per-
sons [already] performing military service may develop 
conscientious objections”: that is, the refusal on ethical 
grounds to participate as a combatant in war, or in some 
cases, to take any role that would support a combatant 
organization or armed forces.16 

Caritas International’s publication Putting Life 
Before Debt, which called for the cancellation of the 
“unpayable debt” of poor nations at Jubilee 2000, 
provided the UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (DESA) with the resources for promotion of 
its program Financing for Development. Through its 
observer at the General Assembly Special Session on 
HIV/AIDS, Caritas was instrumental in lobbying gov-
ernments to increase their funding and commitment to 
provide universal access to prevention and treatment of 
the pandemic.17 
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Ecclesiological Significance of Catholic NGO 
Participation in the UN

From a Church perspective, the presence and activi-
ties of Catholic NGOs in the UN are very valuable. The 
relationship epitomizes the “radically different ecclesi-
ology” emerging from the Second Vatican Council “that 
reflects the Church’s call to mission in a post-Christen-
dom and postmodern context.”18 This ecclesiology offers 
a dynamic response to issues raised by contemporary 
global existence, issues that are at root theological as 
well as philosophical and socio-political, and that must 
be held together in a sometimes uneasy harmony. Even 
though UN policy does not require Church sponsorship 
for admission, these NGOs have maintained a healthy 
relationship with the Holy See UN Mission. Their pres-
ence and activities in the UN are manifestations of the 
Church’s commitment at Vatican II to solidarity with the 
human family in the pursuit of the common good. This 
solidarity places on these NGOs the complementary 
demand of responding to the elements of both grace 
and sin that are evident in the UN, as in every human 
institution. These NGOs actively support UN programs 
for the common good while standing fast against struc-
tural injustices within the UN system. Through their 
collaboration with fellow Christians and people of other 
faiths, they foster grassroots interfaith and ecumenical 
dialogue. That their success comes mainly through ef-
fective partnership building testifies to their rejection 
of any sectarian or ghetto ideology as an incongruous 
response to the socio-political dimensions of Christian 
life. The Church recognizes the work of these groups not 
only as an implementation, but also a source, of Catholic 
social teaching. John Paul II, in Centesimus Annus, af-
firms that “social Catholicism is found not just in social 
doctrine but ‘in her concrete commitment and material 
assistance in the struggle against marginalization and 
suffering.’”19 

These NGOs, especially those of religious congrega-
tions, see their UN relationship as contributing to an 
increase in awareness not only of their congregations’ 
call to enrich the world, but also to be open to receive en-
richment from the world. Their association with the UN 
has promoted a broader vision, collaboration between 
various circumscriptions of their own congregations, 
and a new energy for congregational renewal. This is 
why theologians refer to dynamics of this peculiar re-
lationship in the missiological terminology of “mutual 
evangelization” or “mission in reverse.” 

More than any other experience, this UN apostolate 
underscores the impact of the new ecclesiology on 
church-state relations, revealing consequent benefits 
and challenges as well as inherent difficulties. It high-
lights the potential of sincere collaboration among the 
different sectors of the Church, between hierarchy and 
laity, and between academic and practical theology. It 
allows us to experience the rich value of the connection 
between spirituality and justice, as well as faith and 
action, insofar as these relations are important sources 
of authentic social change. Most Church-inspired 
NGOs, especially those of religious congregations, have 
brought elements of their spirituality into otherwise 
secular activities. These NGOs do not consider their 
work mere philanthropy but a concrete expression of 
God’s love in self-sacrifice, service, and communion, 
nourished by a relationship of personal encounter with 
Christ. This relationship with Christ is the sole guarantor 
of service to others in a spirit of humility, “where love is 
freely given as an end in itself,”20 thus liberating it from 
egoistic tendencies that can infect philanthropy. As St. 
Augustine reminds us, “Pride lurks even in good works, 
seeking to destroy them.”21 

More than academic theologians, these NGOs and 
other Church agencies effectively demonstrate in prac-
tice an integral spirituality, a harmonious unification of 
those problematic dichotomies that plague the Church 
in the modern era: natural/supernatural, public/private, 
faith/reason, and body/soul. One impressive witness to 
this unification is the way some NGOs have incorporated 
certain UN observances within their liturgical celebra-
tions. By rejecting the dualistic separation of secular 
from sacred, they reintegrate within a holistic perspec-
tive the identity, liturgy, and mission of the Church.

Finally, the significant contribution of these Catholic 
NGOs toward alleviating human suffering can be aug-
mented by a concentration on an equally important but 
often neglected aspect of their UN relationship: that is, 
strong and vocal opposition to those elements of struc-
tural sin or injustice inherent in the organization. They 
must work at overcoming the immediate and remote 
causes of this negligence.

Roman Catholic Church–inspired NGOs continue to 
encounter several obstacles in their relationship with the 
UN, two of which are discussed here. Many Catholics, 
even members of religious congregations, fail to grasp 
the connection between private charity and the socio-
political dimensions of compassion. This failure leads to 
a pathology characterized by Richard McCormick SJ as 
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“socially dormant conscience,” manifesting symptoms 
such as ignorance, inadequacy, and apathy.22 Socially 
dormant conscience is an attitude based on a narrow 
concept of compassion. Catholics with this mindset con-
tent themselves with isolated acts of charity and view 
socio-political activities such as the UN apostolate as a 
distraction from personal charity. They are unaware that 
charity, as Benedict XVI defines it in Caritas in veritate, 
“is the principle not only of micro-relationships … but 
also of macro-relationships [social, economic and po-
litical ones].”23 Thus, charity that is inattentive to social 
realities is a contradiction. 

When NGOs abdicate their prophetic responsibility 
and remain silent before the perceived inadequacies in 
the UN system, they reinforce the simplistic notion 
held by some political theologians that the ultimate 
goal of Christian involvement in any social institution 
should be “gaining an entrée to the existing public de-
bates and being heard there, rather than challenging the 
system or espousing any utopian cause.”24 This posture 
implies that we become either a “Church, chartered by 
the Emperor,” or a “Church that has ceased to ask the 
right questions as it went about congratulating itself for 
transforming the world, not noticing that the world had 
tamed the Church.”25 If this relationship is part of mak-
ing the kingdom of God come on earth, as many NGOs 
claim, it must include recognizing and confronting the 
modern conflict between empire and communion that is 
so noticeable in the United Nations system. The UN is 
susceptible to imperial tendencies when its processes are 
ruled by accumulation, domination, and self-centredness 
rather than fellowship, service, and witness. 

Reasons why NGOs have not measured up in these 
areas include inadequate knowledge of Catholic social 
teaching and ignorance of the internal dynamics of the 
UN and NGOs, and the fact that many Catholic par-
ticipants are ill-equipped to undertake the critical social 
analysis that would enable them to engage in a valid 
critique. To feel compassion for the poor and oppressed 
is insufficient if compassion is not coupled with careful 
grounding in the relevant philosophical, economic, po-
litical, and social issues.

Emeka Xris Obiezu, OSA, Ph.D., is the Permanent Representative of 
the Order of St. Augustine’s NGO at the United Nations. He is the au-
thor of Politics of Compassion: Socio–political Dimensions of Christian 
Responses to Suffering (Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2008).
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The Ecumenist and Critical Theology in Canada: Reflections 
on Gregory Baum’s Critical Theology and Ethic of Solidarity
By Christine Jamieson
Concordia University, Montréal, Québec

The aim of this article is to consider the critical the-
ology of Gregory Baum within the context of The 

Ecumenist. In a certain sense, critical theology both gave 
rise to and rose out of The Ecumenist as that journal, 
through the vision of Baum, evolved from its original 
focus on the Second Vatican Council’s ecumenical 
renewal. Critical theology is a dynamic process where 
gospel values are combined with academic theory in un-
derstanding and assessing contemporary social issues. 
Thus, in writing about Baum’s critical theology, it is also 
necessary to consider his ethic of solidarity. Indeed, as 
we shall see, critical theology and an ethic of solidarity 
are intertwined in the thought of Gregory Baum. The 
Ecumenist began at a time of openness and hope in the 
Roman Catholic Church. In staying authentic to open-
ness and hope, The Ecumenist sought to be attentive to 
the “sign of the times” which, as events moved forward, 
took it in many unanticipated directions. The most 
decisive direction came about through Baum’s deep 
recognition of the “power of social processes” and his 
engagement with the work of sociologists, particularly 
Émile Durkheim and Max Weber. 

What is critical theology?  It is difficult to define 
something that is dynamic in nature. However, it is 
useful to consider different expressions and different 
components of critical theology. Critical theology is rad-
ically different from a theology that orients itself toward 
concepts and systems. Rather, critical theology orients 
itself toward concrete history, toward concrete subjects 
suffering in history. One example is the political theol-
ogy that emerged as a result of the Shoah or Holocaust. 
Catholic theologian Johann Baptist Metz’s political 
theology takes the Shoah as his point of reference for 
his theology. The goal, for Metz, is “to do no more 
theology that is formulated in a way that remains or 
could remain untouched by Auschwitz.”1 Feminist the-
ology is another example of critical theology. Feminist 
theologians uncover through historical-critical studies 
and hermeneutical-theological reflection that God in 
Scripture is expressed in human language and so shares 
culturally conditioned concepts and biases. Elizabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza demonstrates this approach amply 

in her book In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 
Reconstruction of Christian Origins.2 Liberation theol-
ogy, another example, was born in the context of the 
devastating poverty of Latin America. It is grounded 
in the religious experience of base communities that 
struggle for justice and dignity in conditions of margin-
alization.

However, the critical theology that is associated with 
Gregory Baum and the North American context is an ef-
fort to mediate between two worlds that have long been 
separated – the academic world and the world of social 
justice and its ethic of solidarity. Also, as noted above, 
there is an ecumenical connection to critical theology 
because, while Baum’s critical theology operates within 
the context of the Catholic Church, it connects with 
similar movements in Protestant and Anglican churches 
and, significantly, also in the midst of Jewish-Christian 
and Muslim-Christian dialogue. It is important to note 
that although a key aspect of critical theology is a 
hermeneutic of suspicion, its goal is to move beyond 
critique and suspicion to dialogue, healing, and truth – 
not as a fixed entity but as an ongoing process. So it is a 
theology that seeks to uncover ideology, bias, domina-
tion, and violence in moving toward ethical encounters 
that listen to and respect the other, particularly the other 
who is suffering, who is poor, and who is a victim of 
violence.

Gregory Baum’s critical theology is rooted in his 
“ongoing involvement in the Church” and in his “un-
interrupted dialogue with critical social science.” In his 
book Essays in Critical Theology, Baum states, “I use 
the term ‘critical theology’ to designate any theology 
that uses critical social theory to uncover and unfold 
the emancipatory meaning of the Christian Gospel.” 
Critical theology, for Baum, must “listen to the voices 
of the powerless who are largely excluded from public 
discourse.”3

In reviewing The Ecumenist over its 40-year span 
with Baum as the editor, one becomes aware of a de-
velopment that is the result of an open and questioning 
stance. Critical theology recognizes that human beings 
are always historically situated within a horizon of 
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values. All interpretation is situated within a horizon 
of knowing that necessarily shapes how we understand 
reality. It shapes the kinds of questions we ask and the 
things we care about. There is no value-free, “objective” 
reading of reality. Every reading is situated. Critical 
theology also recognizes that human constructs have a 
way of taking on a life of their own, independent of the 
people involved. The hope and light that radiated from 
Vatican II transmuted into despair and darkness when 
progressive Catholics were sideswiped by the “heaviness 
of the institution” that opposed the changes. As Gregory 
Baum puts it, “Despite the good will of the officers, the 
institution has largely resisted the new spirituality. The 
Church’s central bureaucracy was totally unable to open 
itself to the new spirit.”4 The Church as an institution is 
not immune to seeking to promote its own permanence, 
resisting changes that are perceived as threatening its 
continuance. The dynamic of human existence threatens 
an institution that seeks to protect itself from change.

Psychoanalyst and linguist Julia Kristeva, in the 
preface to her book In the Beginning Was Love: 
Psychoanalysis and Faith, states:

Every question, no matter how intellectual its 
content, reflects suffering. In our subject may lurk 
the suffering of religion as well as of rationalism, 
along with more strictly personal discomforts and 
anxieties. Let us try simply to be receptive to this 
suffering, and if possible to open our ears to mean-
ing of another kind.5

It strikes me that critical theology articulates ques-
tions that are questions of suffering. Yet questions 
presuppose an answer and they point us in a direction 
where we might find an answer. That is the nature of hu-
man living. Thus, while there are social processes that 
can lead to pathological social trends, there is also the 
possibility of social processes that can set in motion the 
healing of these pathologies. To quote Gregory Baum 
again,

Processes such as dialogue, cooperation and 
conflict have a profound influence on the people 
involved in them, helping them to see more clearly 
where they stand, making them critical in regard 
to themselves, initiating them into new forms of 
relationships, making them more conscious of the 
ministerial role of their institutions.6

It is interesting to juxtapose this statement with one 
made by Simone Weil in her book The Need for Roots: 
“Now, according to the nature of things, documents orig-

inate among the powerful ones, the conquerors. History, 
therefore, is nothing but a compilation of the deposi-
tions made by assassins with respect to their victims and 
themselves.”7 This is partly true. As both Gregory Baum 
and Simone Weil clearly understand, history is also a 
compilation of dialogue, cooperation, and conflict that 
have allowed for movement beyond systemic structures 
of evil toward the recreation of institutions that remain 
open to the dynamism which is human existence. 

This leads us to consider Gregory Baum’s ethic of 
solidarity. The underlying experience that shaped his 
work from the beginning is the experience of solidarity 
with others, in particular with those who experience in-
justice. Indeed, the foundation that shaped his theology 
and upon which his theology builds is solidarity. That is 
why I mentioned earlier the intricate connection between 
Baum’s critical theology and his ethic of solidarity. 
Solidarity, for Baum, is not a fixed or abstract concept. 
Rather, it is an experience of relationship with others—
in particular, the marginalized and oppressed others who 
are the victims of indifference and greed. It is a solidar-
ity that is situated both for Baum in his Catholic horizon 
and for those with whom he seeks solidarity—that is, 
the “separated” Christians, Jews, Muslims, women, the 
poor, the disenfranchised, and all who experience the 
suffering of their own question.

French philosopher Paul Ricoeur identifies two ap-
proaches to interpretation: one he calls a hermeneutic of 
suspicion and the other a hermeneutic of recovery. Both 
are important. A hermeneutic of suspicion is important 
in identifying gaps and underlying ideologies that might 
be operative in texts or events or societies. A hermeneu-
tic of recovery focuses on what still might be recovered 
from these contexts despite abuse, prejudice, and igno-
rance. It strikes me that critical theology as expressed 
in the work of Gregory Baum is both a hermeneutic of 
suspicion and a hermeneutic of recovery. In many ways, 
we live in a culture that easily slips into a hermeneutic 
of suspicion. Yet, what is so important is that suspicion 
is not the last word. It strikes me that Gregory Baum’s 
ethic of solidarity, expressed so eloquently in much of 
his writing but in particular in his 1987 Massey Lectures 
titled Compassion and Solidarity: A Church for Others,8 
is the hermeneutic of recovery that is needed to keep one 
from the despair of systemic structures of evil.

Christine Jamieson is Chair and Associate Professor in the Department 
of Theological Studies at Concordia University in Montréal, Québec. She 
is currently writing a book that explores the meaning of being human in 
relation to cognitive impairment.
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Remembering Jim Reimer
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

The death of A. James Reimer on August 28, 2010, 
has greatly saddened his friends and theological 

colleagues. We called him Jim. We looked upon him as 
a dedicated scholar committed to the Christian tradi-
tion and open to dialogue with thinkers who disagreed 
with him. I knew him well. We became acquainted 
when I was a professor of theology and he did his 
graduate work and wrote his Ph.D. dissertation at the 
University of St. Michael’s College. We have remained 
in touch ever since and became friends. 

Jim Reimer’s doctoral thesis dealt with the debate 
between two important theologians: Paul Tillich, who 
had opposed Nazi ideology and had fled to New York, 
and Emanuel Hirsch, historian of Protestant thought, 
who had become an ardent follower of Hitler. Jim’s 
research and analysis were so original that his thesis, 
after appearing as a book in Canada, was translated and 
published as a book in Germany. From Jim’s thesis I 
remember the remarkable sentence that Tillich had 
written to Hirsch:  “He who loves his country most 
wants it to be just.” In subsequent years, Jim became a 
specialist not only of Tillich’s thought but of the entire 
theological debate in Germany in the first part of the 
20th century.

One thing Jim learned from this German debate 
is that theology must take worldly issues seriously. 
Theologians may not close their eyes to what is hap-
pening in their society. To reflect from a Christian 
perspective on Canadian society, Jim turned to the 
thought of George Grant and began to dialogue with 
the social ethics of the Canadian churches. Eventually, 
he offered his independent theological reflections on 
social and political issues in Canada with a Mennonite 
emphasis on peace-making.

As a thinker in dialogue with theologians belonging 
to different denominations, Jim produced an ecumeni-
cal interpretation of the Mennonite tradition. Resisting 
the sectarian temptation to stand aloof from society 
and the major churches, he emphasized the common 
Christian faith and the ecumenical creeds of the early 
centuries. He did not look upon the Mennonite commit-
ment to non-violence and peace-making as something 
of an exclusive stance; he believed the Mennonite 
tradition was capable of making an important contribu-
tion to the Christian reflection on justice and peace in 
all the churches. Dialogue with Mennonites enriches 
all Christian traditions.

Jim was gifted with a strong intellectual curiosity. 
He joined the project of Rudolf Siebert, who organized 
a week-long theological colloquium in April of each 
year in Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, subsequently Croatia, 
giving a rare opportunity to thinkers from Eastern 
Europe and the West to exchange their ideas about 
religion and contemporary society. Jim edited a collec-
tion of the papers given at Dubrovnik and published it 
as a book. He also joined a project of Conrad Grebel 
College to engage in dialogue with religious thinkers 
in Iran, heirs of an intellectual tradition that is hardly 
known in the West. 

As a professor at Conrad Grebel University College, 
the Mennonite college on the campus of the University 
of Waterloo, and as a director and academic adviser of 
the Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre affiliated 
with the Toronto School of Theology, Jim was able to 
communicate his approach to many students, foster 
their research, and encourage them to have new ideas. 

He is now missed by a wide circle of friends and 
colleagues. We mourn with his wife, Margaret, and 
their children. 
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Finding Hope in Dark Times: The Ecumenist, 1991–2010
By Scott Kline
St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo

Nineteen ninety-one was a painful year for 
The Ecumenist. After 29 years of existence, 

The Ecumenist’ s publisher, Paulist Press, decided to 
cease publication. Hints of this decision first appeared 
in the Fall 1990 edition, with a short note to readers 
that, due to “economic considerations,” The Ecumenist 
would appear only three times a year instead of the tra-
ditional four. By Spring 1991, Paulist Press decided that 
The Ecumenist was no longer financially sustainable. 
The economic recession of 1990–1991 had exposed a 
fundamental weakness in the review’s capacity to gen-
erate revenue. Since its inception, The Ecumenist had 
maintained a policy of free distribution. Readers were 
asked—often in the subtlest of terms—to support the 
review in the form of donations. Indeed, even in the brief 
message to readers in Fall 1990 indicating a financial 
crisis, the (desperate) plea for increased donor support 
amounted to the following statement: “We are grateful 
for your continued support of The Ecumenist.”1 (For 
those of us who know Gregory Baum, we can imagine 
that he had to muster all of his courage just to ask for 
money even in these indirect terms!) This “soft sell” 
to readers was a sign of the fact that Paulist Press had 
more or less subsidized The Ecumenist from the outset. 
As Kevin Lynch, then publisher at Paulist Press, said in 
his statement to Ecumenist readers in Spring 1991, this 
free distribution policy allowed The Ecumenist to go 
“everywhere in the world.”2 But as a business model, 
this distribution policy was not workable. 

The economic downturn was not the only factor in 
the decision to cease publication. In the final issue that 
Paulist Press published, Gregory Baum opened with a 
short essay entitled “Good-Bye to The Ecumenist”3 that 
provided a devastating analysis of the socio-political 
context of the early 1990s and related it directly to the 
purpose of The Ecumenist. Baum wrote, “The end of The 
Ecumenist has also a symbolic meaning. A thirty-year 
period in the history of North American Christianity 
has come to an end.” For Baum, the 1960s were marked 
by cultural optimism in the Church. Vatican II and 
ecumenical agreements between Catholic and Protestant 
churches in North America gave Christians a sense of 
hope for the future. Christians found themselves in soli-

darity with liberation and anti-colonial struggles around 
the world. Christians embraced the civil rights struggles 
of Blacks and joined in marches demanding justice for 
women and other oppressed groups. In was in the 1960s 
that the churches began to see the connection between 
faith and justice, as well as the relationship between the 
gospel commandment to love one’s neighbour and the 
solidarity extended to the victims of society. “Over a pe-
riod of about twenty-five or thirty years,” Baum wrote, 
“we lived, prayed and struggled as if the conversion of 
society to greater justice was an historical possibility in 
our generation.”

Under a subheading entitled “A New Era,” Baum con-
tinued with a sobering and yet prophetic statement: 

This period, I believe, is over. The Gulf War was 
for me the publicly approved massacre that sealed 
in blood the new politico-economic orientation, 
begun over a decade ago, that sought to enhance 
the material well-being of a privileged minority 
and assign to the margin the rest of the globe’s 
population. At present, it seems to many analysts, 
there exists no realistic hope that society will 
change for the better: not in North America (the 
United States and Canada), not in the third world 
and not on the international level. 

Baum foresaw that the new era would be disastrous 
for developing countries shackled by structural adjust-
ment programs administered by the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund. These countries, largely 
in Latin America, would be beholden to their money 
masters in the North, who now had license to exploit 
a country’s natural and human resources. Baum noted 
with profound regret that the popular resistance move-
ments, which took shape in the 1970s and 1980s and had 
links with liberation movements in the churches, were 
all but dead. 

His vision for the countries of Eastern Europe was 
similarly bleak. In spite of the potential for the emer-
gence of a new movement for global solidarity, the 
revolutions of 1989, which brought an end to the Cold 
War, were quickly subsumed by capitalist empires that 
asserted absolute control over economic markets, natural 
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resources (especially oil), and the use of military force. 
Indeed, Baum held out no hope for a world in which 
the US would act as the global police, especially given 
that US policing had done little to stem the violence and 
alienation in urban ghettos across America. 

This new era, Baum concluded, is a time for mourn-
ing. The 1960s and the intervening 30 years were 
experienced as a kairos, a special time when God’s Spirit 
leads to social changes that enable greater justice within 
the human community. But that kairos is past. “We now 
live,” according Baum, “in the wilderness.” The collapse 
of liberation movements, the imposition of a global neo-
liberal economic regime, and the retrenchment of the 
churches back behind their lines are causes to mourn. 
But, as dark as the days ahead appeared to be, Baum 
chose not to retreat into despair, but rather to encour-
age the churches to maintain their networks, critique 
liberal capitalism, remain in solidarity with the poor and 
marginalized, wait on the Spirit, and fervently pray for 
“God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

The Reappearance of The Ecumenist
After a two-year hiatus, The Ecumenist reappeared 

in 1993, with Sheed & Ward as its publisher. But after 
only three years, and with Sheed & Ward undergoing 
corporate changes, The Ecumenist found itself once 
again without a publisher. With no traditional publisher 
lined up, Baum decided to publish the 1996 and 1997 
volumes online. There was no 1998 volume. Then, in 
1999, Novalis decided to publish The Ecumenist—this 
time with a $15 subscription rate. This arrangement, 
along with government money through the Publication 
Assistance Program (PAP), enabled Novalis to maintain 
its support of the review.  

Prominent in nearly every issue of The Ecumenist 
since its reappearance in 1993 is the broad narrative 
of finding hope in dark times. It is a narrative that has 
framed many of the recurring topics over the past 17 
years: (a) a critique of neo-liberal economics and global-
ization; (b) post-conflict reconciliation and forgiveness 
in places like the Balkans, South Africa, and Nicaragua; 
(c) the political and theological challenges presented by 
Israel, Zionism, Palestine, and Palestinian freedom; (d) 
a critique of American empire; (e) Canada and multicul-
turalism; (f) the War on Terror; (g) Islam and the West;  
(h) John Paul II; and (i) matters relating to Cardinal 
Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI. I would like 
to highlight just three examples. 

1. A Critique of American Empire 
In Winter 2002, Baum responded to the United 

States’ declaration of the War on Terror with an essay 
entitled “Peace in Dark Times.” Consistent with his 
dialectical understanding of history, which he learned 
while reading Walter Benjamin, Baum argued that the 
West had gained power and wealth through military 
force, the exploitation of cheap labour, and the ex-
propriation of natural resources. These dark deeds do 
not invalidate the humanistic values championed by 
the West, Baum asserted, but instead stand over the 
West as judges. In other words, the terrorist attacks on 
New York City and Washington, DC—the core of the 
American Empire—were events that demanded a criti-
cal assessment of America’s failures, its sins, even as 
America geared up to fight in the name of the values 
it purported to represent. For a historical lesson, Baum 
looked to the “barbarian” invasion of Rome in 410 CE 
and Augustine’s attempt, in The City of God, to make 
sense of life in a deteriorating Roman Empire. Baum’s 
conclusion was that, although Augustine recognized the 
sinister side of Roman civilization, he could still iden-
tify those who believed that God “was present in the 
formation of communities inspired by the love of God 
and neighbour, commitments at odds with the self-love 
that sustained the Empire.”4 To Baum’s way of think-
ing, the American Empire, like the Roman Empire, held 
little promise for those on the underside of history. But 
this pessimism toward Empire need not extinguish the 
movement of God that is active in the counter-cultural 
movements and communities committed to solidarity, 
justice, and peace … even in dark times.

2. Islam and the West
Prior to 2001, Islam was not a major topic in The 

Ecumenist. But with the 9/11 attacks, a definite focus 
on Islam began to emerge in short order. In the Spring 
2002 issue, Baum wrote an essay entitled “The Clash 
of Civilizations or Their Reconciliation.”5 Not only is 
this essay a devastating critique of Samuel Huntington’s 
“clash of civilizations” thesis, it is, I believe, the essay 
where readers of The Ecumenist begin to see Baum 
positioning himself and The Ecumenist for an extended 
engagement with Islam. Disturbed by North American 
prejudices toward Islam, Baum set out on what he 
has called “a great spiritual adventure.”6 Early on in 
his adventure, he discovered Muslim intellectuals and 
reformers, such as al-Afghani (d. 1877), Muhammed 
Abdou (d. 1905), Fethullah Gülen (b. 1941), and espe-
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cially Tariq Ramadan (b. 1962). Baum’s first work on 
Ramadan appeared in the Summer 2004 edition with 
the simple title “Western Islam According to Tariq 
Ramadan.”7 Besides trying to defend Ramadan against 
unfair criticism from certain French commentators, 
Baum found himself engaging a Muslim reformer who 
sounded much like the Catholic reformers of the Second 
Vatican Council. In Ramadan’s attempt to be critical of 
both Islam and modernity, Baum and the readers of The 
Ecumenist once again found hope. 

3. Cardinal Ratzinger – Pope Benedict XVI
The Ecumenist has a long tradition of engaging the 

works of the Vatican, but the texts of the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of Faith were not typically worthy of 
much response: that is, until Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 
took office in 1981. It was Cardinal Ratzinger who was 
often the Vatican’s voice on issues relating to birth con-
trol, homosexuality, and interreligious dialogue; and it 
was Ratzinger who suspended the liberation theologian 
Leonardo Boff for his book The Church Charism and 
Power (1986). In his Fall 2000 essay “The Theology 
of Cardinal Ratzinger: A Response to Dominus Iesus,” 
Baum argues that Ratzinger has outlined an under-
standing of the gospel that is rooted in fear: fear that 
Catholic theologians will relativize Christian truth, 
embrace perspectives from other religions, and reject 
the Catholic Church as the one true Church. Baum 
concludes that, unlike the openness of conciliar theol-
ogy, Ratzinger’s theology “is inspired by fear, [and] it 
has a fault-finding and scolding tone that has made this 
document [Dominus Iesus] singularly unattractive.”8 
Baum’s concern with Ratzinger’s theology continues in 
“The Cardinal and the Pope (I),” an article of Baum’s 
that was published in The Ecumenist in Summer 2005, 
just after Ratzinger became Pope Benedict XVI. But in 
this essay, Baum expresses the hope that Ratzinger will 
set aside his fear-filled theology and begin to speak in 
a pastoral voice similar to the one developed by Pope 
John Paul II—a voice that promoted interreligious 
dialogue and ecumenism. In spite of Benedict’s famous 
Regensburg lecture in 2006 and a series of diplomatic 
missteps, Baum continues to find in Benedict’s writings 
a pastoral voice that is open to dialogue and ecumenical 
initiatives. In his essay entitled “Benedict’s Jerusalem 
Message on Religious Pluralism,” which appeared in 
the Summer 2009 issue, Baum notes that Benedict chose 
not to echo Cardinal Ratzinger’s theology in Dominus 
Iesus. Instead, Benedict spoke to Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims—heirs of the promises made to Abraham—
about one human nature and a universal truth professed 

by the three Abrahamic religions. Following Hans Küng, 
Baum cautiously wonders if there is not a new paradigm 
emerging—one that enjoins Christians to seek the truth 
in solidarity with people from other religions.9

Conclusion
In an essay entitled “After Thirty Years,” which 

Baum wrote as the conclusion to the second edition of 
his Religion and Alienation (2006), the lament of 1991 
remains. Baum writes: “Since 1991, the situation has 
become worse—both through the military extension of 
American empire and the spreading globalization of the 
unregulated market system.”10 Although the lament con-
tinues, so too does the enduring hope. Indeed, the final 
words of Religion and Alienation focus on this hope: 
“Still, for Christian believers, the yearning for universal 
solidarity and the social engagement to stem the tide of 
oppression and exclusion is religiously meaningful, even 
if the social movements they support should eventually 
fail. For in their pain, their longing and their hope, God 
dwells.”11 In many ways, The Ecumenist has been and 
continues to be a medium for those believers yearning 
for solidarity, the embrace of the other, and God’s will 
to be done on earth as it is in heaven.

Scott Kline is Associate Professor of Religious Studies and Acting 
Director of the Centre for Responsible Citizenship at St. Jerome’s 
University in the University of Waterloo. He is currently working on a 
book for Novalis dealing with contemporary issues in Catholic ethics. 
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Beyond Relativism
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec 
Steven Lukes. Moral Relativism. 
New York: Picador, 2008, 208 pp. 

Steven Lukes is a philosopher who is well known for 
his dialogue with the social sciences. His brilliant 

study Moral Relativism deals with the difficult ques-
tions raised by cognitive, ethical, and cultural relativism. 
Since the present pope regards relativism as a dangerous 
ideology, theologians may well be interested in Lukes’ 
recent book. The learned author leads us through several 
fields of knowledge that have encouraged academics 
to become relativists. The social sciences in particular 
reveal the great diversity in cultures, human psychology, 
moral norms, ethical values, the understanding of ratio-
nality, and the perception of what it means to be human. 
Yet academics are not the only ones who find themselves 
moving in the direction of relativism. Ordinary people, 
living in societies that are increasingly pluralistic, are 
impressed and often troubled by the cultural and ethi-
cal diversity they encounter in their neighbourhood and 
their city. Why should they think that they alone have the 
truth, and all the others are in error? After all, the others 
with whom they disagree are often thoughtful people 
following the voice of their reason.

Lukes leads us through the great thinkers of the past 
who were relativists: they did not think that a single truth 
or a single set of norms and values had universal validity. 
Opposed to the relativists were the absolutists, who af-
firmed their truth, their norms, or their values as binding 
on humans everywhere. Both absolutism and relativism, 
the author argues, have problematic socio-political con-
sequences. Absolutism produces a division in humanity 
and wants to conquer, while relativism makes people 
unwilling to judge the evil in other cultures and extend 
their solidarity to the victims across the borders. Since 
relativists refuse to define the difference between good 
and evil in universally valid terms, they are likely to 
shrug their shoulders in regard to the injustices inflicted 
upon people in cultures other than their own. If a culture 
permits wife beating, why should one criticize this tra-
dition? A relativist does not want to impose his ideas of 
right and wrong on another culture. 

Lukes disagrees with relativists and absolutists. He 
thinks it is important for oneself and for the world to 

arrive at universal moral truths, even if they are minimal 
and interpreted in non-identical ways. What is important 
is that these truths protect humans from imposed harm 
and support their quest for a full life. Lukes explores 
this line of thought only briefly, in the last chapter of 
his book. Common norms and values, he argues, can 
be derived from Kant and from Aristotle: from Kant by 
using practical reason to arrive at what is universally 
valid and from Aristotle by arguing empirically what 
human beings need to be physically and mentally well. 
Lukes points to the thought of Jürgen Habermas in line 
with the Kantian idealism, and to the thought of Martha 
Nussbaum in line with Aristotelian empiricism. 

Puzzlingly, Lukes tends to imagine cultures and 
religions as more or less static phenomena, not subject 
to historical change. Theologians are keenly aware 
that cultures and religions evolve (i) as they encounter 
“other communities,” (ii) as the material conditions in 
which they exist change, and (iii) as some members have 
new ideas and start an argument. For example, biblical 
Judaism changed when the Jews were obliged to live in 
Babylon. Pope John XXIII had a new idea that started an 
argument and led to an evolution of Roman Catholicism. 
Cultures and religions are, like all historical phenomena, 
dynamic realities.

Theologians are particularly aware of the Church’s 
changing ethical teaching. The early Christians did not 
condemn slavery as immoral. Even St. Paul could not 
conceive of society without slaves. Slavery seemed mor-
ally acceptable to Christians for many centuries. This 
changed only in the 18th and 19th centuries, thanks to (i) 
a movement of dissenters and (ii) altered material condi-
tions that made slavery less profitable. Theologians find 
quite ignorant the contrast Samuel Huntington makes 
between Christian freedom and Muslim submission to 
authority, because for many centuries Christians were 
fully integrated in the feudal-aristocratic order and 
cultivated obedience to authority. The Catholic Church 
formally endorsed civil rights and religious liberty only 
at Vatican Council II in the early 1960s.
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Under certain historical conditions, cultures and re-
ligions have porous walls, allow “others” to enter, and 
respond to them creatively. Since the globe has become 
much smaller, since all cultures and religions are threat-
ened by the same global forces, since solidarity across 
boundaries is seen by many as the only response to the 
present challenge, we observe a new ecumenical open-
ness in the world religions and a turn to intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue. The World Conference of 
Religions for Peace and the Parliament of Religions 
are two examples of the new trend. It is therefore quite 
possible that what appears as normative and ethical plu-
ralism today is actually moving forward in the direction 
of unity.

A way to transcend relativism and absolutism that 
Lukes does not mention is to argue that the definition 
of what is true and good universally will be the task of 
the future: a task that demands dialogue and cooperative 
action involving all peoples and their leaders. Nobody 
knows whether this will ever be achieved. Humanity 
may even decide to destroy itself. Yet since peoples all 
over the world are increasingly living in similar eco-
nomic and cultural conditions and are exposed to the 
same threats of ecological devastation and the impover-
ishment of the masses, it is not unreasonable to suppose 
that people will resist together and yearn together for a 
more humane world, and in this manner arrive at some 
basic common truths and values. Theologians may even 
find biblical passages that hold out the possibility of the 
future reconciliation of peoples in a single truth. 

Lukes refers to this possibility in his discussion of 
the German philosopher Herder, the dissident pupil 
of Kant. Reacting against the rational universalism of 
Enlightenment thinkers, Herder insisted on the plu-
ralism of languages and cultures, each with its own 
understanding of the true and the good, an idea that 
subsequently persuaded social scientists of relativism. 
Yet Lukes reports (104) that Herder believed that the 
different cultures were capable of opening themselves 
to one another, of participating in the same historical 
movement, and of reaching out together for a common 
humane morality. Speaking of Herder, Lukes writes,

His was a progressive view of history as the real-
ization of “reason” and “humanity.” He thought 
that the mental worlds of other cultures were 
always accessible through a kind of empathetic 
understanding. He thought that the infinite cultural 
variety he discerned was “striving for a unity that 
lies in all, that advances all,” whose name was 

“understanding, fairness, goodness, feeling of 
humanity,” and which was expressed in all human 
cultures by numerous different versions of the 
Golden Rule.

Lukes decides not to follow this line of thought. Yet 
Herder’s idea is very persuasive to persons involved in 
interreligious dialogue on issues of war and peace, free-
dom and constraint, the distribution of wealth, and social 
justice. Humanity is united not by a common truth, but 
by a straining after a common truth.

Lukes designates Pope Benedict XVI as a represen-
tative of absolutism because he presents the Catholic 
truth as the only one and regards all other truth claims as 
erroneous. Lukes could have quoted the sentence from 
Cardinal Ratzinger’s Instruction Dominus Iesus, which 
claims that religious pluralism exists only in fact, for in 
principle there is only one religion, Roman Catholicism. 
Yet, in other official texts, the present pope offers an 
alternative interpretation. 

There is an unresolved debate in the Catholic Church 
between two types of ecclesiology. The older position 
holds that the Church is summoned by Christ to preach 
the gospel to the world ignorant of divine truth, while the 
more recent position, supported by texts from Vatican 
Council II, holds that the Church is summoned by Christ 
to be in solidarity with humankind, beginning with the 
poor and excluded, and cooperate with people of other 
traditions, serving the common good of humanity. This 
second position is summed up in a short sentence of 
Paul VI: “In this world, the Church is not an end, but a 
means: it serves all of humanity.”1 Seen in this perspec-
tive, the Church’s mission is not to convert people of 
other wisdom traditions, but to enter into dialogue and 
cooperate with them in the service of humanity’s com-
mon good. This is the message of Benedict XVI in his 
speech in Jerusalem in May 2009, where he addressed a 
group of Christians, Jews, and Muslims.2 Here Benedict 
is not an absolutist; here he yearns for the emergence 
of a practical truth that will allows all humans, despite 
their religious and cultural differences, to be reconciled 
in a peaceful vivre ensemble. This truth is the work of 
the future. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of Theology at McGill University.

1 This sentence pronounced by Paul VI in his opening address at the 
last session of Vatican Council II in 1965 is quoted in Joseph Ratzinger, 
Highlights of Vatican II (New York: Paulist Press, 1966), 138.

2 Gregory Baum, “Benedict’s Jerusalem Message on Religious 
Pluralism,” The Ecumenist 46 (Summer 2009): 1–4.
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