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Introduction1

The future of Middle Eastern Christian communities 
has, in recent times, once again become a focus of 

attention in popular as well as academic literature. The 
image of persecuted Christian communities in the world 
of Islam that call for the pity of Western Christians, and 
for their sympathy with “their brothers and sisters” in the 
Middle East, seems to continue to appeal to the Christian 
imagination in the West. This theme is not new; Middle 
Eastern Christians have been through this scenario many 
times before. The irony is that many Christians from the 
Middle East who live in the West have also adopted this 
narrative, and they promote it through their churches and 
organizations. While I do not deny that some Christian 
communities in the Middle East—not unlike some other 
ethnic and religious communities—are experiencing 
difficult living conditions, and at times persecution 
because of their ethnic and religious identity, my reflec-
tions in this article offer a different perspective. 

The history of Islamo-Christian relations in the 
Middle East is too long and complex to summarize in 
a short article.2 The perspective presented here is based 
primarily on new developments in recent official teach-
ing of the Middle Eastern Catholic churches. It is also 
informed by new studies and analyses of many Arab 
Christians. In the first part of this brief article, I will 
highlight some of the shifts in official teaching over 
the past two decades and offer an explanation for these 
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developments. In the second part, I will comment on 
related key debates that took place during the prepara-
tion for the Synod of Bishops for the Middle East held 
in Rome during the month of October 2010. By way of 
conclusion, I will share some reflections on the future 
of Islamo-Christian collaboration in the Middle East in 
light of the new political movements in the region.

Highlights from Recent Official Teaching
The heads of the seven Oriental churches in commu-

nion with the Roman Catholic Church (Coptic, Melkite, 
Syriac, Maronite, Chaldean, Armenian, and Latin) met 
in August of 1991 for the first time to discuss the pastoral 
situation of their communities in the Middle East. They 
later formed together the Council of Catholic Patriarchs 
of the East.3 The pastoral letter they issued at the end of 
their first meeting reflects a significant development in 
the collaboration between the Catholic churches in the 
region. The letter also articulated a new understanding 
of the presence of the Christian churches in the Middle 
East. The relation with Islam is not the main theme of 
the letter; it is, however, obvious from reading the docu-
ment that this is one of the Patriarchs’ main concerns. 
A second and a third letter, issued in 1992 and 1994 
respectively, focused specifically on the question of rela-
tions between Christians and Muslims, and the mission 
of the churches in the Middle East.4

These three pastoral letters, in my opinion, inaugurate 
a new era in the official teaching to the Catholic commu-
nities of the Middle East about their relation to Muslims. 
In the introduction to the first letter, the Patriarchs noted 
that they were meeting at a crucial moment in the his-
tory of the region. The moment they referred to is the 
creation of the “new world order” and its impact on the 
Middle East in the aftermath of the first Gulf war. In 
that particular historic moment, the Patriarchs wanted 
to emphasize the uniqueness of the relation between 
Christians and Muslims as indigenous peoples in the 
region. The letter notes,

We Christians and Muslims of the Middle East 
drink from one cultural heritage that we share and 
to which we each contributed in our unique own 
way. … God, exalted be his wisdom, willed us 
to be together in this part of the world. We fully 
accept his will and hope that it will help us open 
our hearts to include everyone, regardless of their 
different belonging.5

Describing living together with Muslims as “God’s 
will for both communities to be together” is a new 
language that was never so clearly used before by 
such an official Catholic forum in the Middle East. In 
this new teaching, we notice a shift from a traditional 
understanding of coexistence with Islam as a de facto 
“cross” that needs to be tolerated to a de jure situation 
understood as the will of God and a call for mutual 
acceptance and shared responsibility for the common 
good of all. This teaching was repeated in the second 
pastoral letter, “The Christian Presence in the Middle 
East: Witness and Ministry,” issued on Easter 1992. In 
this document, the Catholic Patriarchs affirm that the 
mission of their churches in that region is not to con-
vert Muslims to Christianity, but rather to collaborate 
together for the well-being of all as communities of 
faith who share a long history and many centuries of life 
together. Christians believe, affirms the pastoral letter 
again, that it is God’s will for Muslims and Christians 
to live together in that part of the world.6 The shared 
cultural identity of both religions is emphasized again 
in paragraph 48, probably the most quoted section of 
this document: “The Christians of the East are part and 
parcel of the Muslim cultural identity as the Muslims in 
the East are an inseparable part of the Eastern Christian 
cultural identity. In this sense, we are both responsible 
for each other before God and history.” (My emphasis)

The third letter, “Together before God for the 
Wellbeing of the Human Person and Society: Living 
Together as Muslims and Christians in the Arab World,” 
issued two years later on Christmas of 1994, affirms the 
same historical analysis and vision for a shared future 
and includes some concrete pastoral recommendations 
for collaboration in areas of common concern in social 
and public life. The core message of the letters, which 
the Patriarchs repeatedly affirm, is that the Christian 
churches in the Middle East are not communities com-
ing from outside with a mission to the Muslim world; 
rather, they are an integral part of the region’s history 
and cultures, and they share the responsibility for build-
ing its future and for the common good.

In the words of the Patriarchs, these letters are pre-
sented as pastoral documents for theological reflection 
in the context of the new challenges facing the Arab 
world. The challenges mentioned in the documents 
include the tension between tradition and modernity, 
political instability, social and economic development 
and poverty, religion and society, freedom of religion 
and conscience, and issues of justice, peace, and human 
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rights. In addition, the Catholic Patriarchs highlight the 
urgent political problem of the Palestinian situation, 
which they say has an international dimension and has 
deeply troubled the region “while the Palestinian people 
continue to be victims of injustice, humiliation and suf-
fering.” The Patriarchs also mention concern for the 
situation in Iraq and other conflicts in the region. These 
problems are shared concerns among all the peoples 
of the Middle East; they are not concerns only for 
Christians, affirm the pastoral letters. None of the major 
issues of concern mentioned has been resolved over 
the past two decades. On the contrary, there have been 
more new wars, occupation, refugees and migration, and 
poverty, and less hope for peace. The popular uprisings 
in the Arab world that began in January 2011 open new 
possibilities for hope and change, but it is too soon to 
predict the concrete outcome of these movements.

The new pastoral approach expressed in these pas-
toral letters, which is rooted in the experience of the 
churches of the Middle East in la longue durée, is a 
breakthrough similar to what happened in Nostra aetate, 
the Second Vatican Council declaration on the relation 
of the Roman Catholic Church to other religions. It took 
the Catholic bishops of the Middle East more than 25 
years to write their own Nostra aetate. In these letters, 
the Patriarchs not only adopted the perspective of Nostra 
aetate, but they also pushed the boundaries of this teach-
ing by articulating a mutuality with Islam based on a 
new interpretation of the pastoral experience and context 
of their local churches.

One of the influential voices in pushing these 
boundaries has been Gregorius III Laham, the Melkite 
Patriarch. In the Middle East, he notes, “This Church of 
the Arabs, that is of the Arab world, culture and society, 
is a Church of Islam; it is in constant interaction with 
Muslims, suffers and rejoices with them, builds hope 
and grows with them, and loves and serves together with 
them.”7 The concept of a “church of Islam,” or a “church 
with Islam,” is not totally new to the Melkite Patriarch. 
In his pastoral letters and public interviews, since he was 
elected Patriarch in 2000, he often used the term “church 
of Islam” as a way of talking about the vocation of 
Eastern Arabic churches among the Muslim communi-
ties in the Middle East. For Patriarch Laham, the church 
of Islam, I think, simply means a church fully incarnated 
in the Arabic culture that is able to articulate its witness 
in a way understandable to rather than in confrontation 
with Muslims.8

A Special Synod for the Middle East
As mentioned above, on October 10-24, 2010, a 

special synod of the (Catholic) Bishops of the Middle 
East took place in Rome. The theme was “The Catholic 
Church in the Middle East: Communion and Witness.” 
The Vatican issued the Lineamenta for the synod 
shortly after Pope Benedict made the announcement 
in September 2009. The Lineamenta suggested a list 
of challenges facing Christians in the Middle East that 
needed to be addressed at the synod. Many of these chal-
lenges were already articulated in the pastoral letters of 
the Patriarchs, such as political instability, migration, 
religious freedom, poverty and unemployment, and, 
of course, relation with Islam and Judaism. The tone 
and language used in the Lineamenta, however, were 
strongly critiqued by many Middle Eastern theologians 
and bishops. 

The main critique that pertains to our topic con-
cerns the use of the concept of “rights of minorities” in 
reference to the Christian communities of the region. 
The Commission on Islamo-Christian Dialogue of the 
Lebanese Bishops Conference strongly critiqued the 
use of such language, whether explicit or implied, in 
the overall orientation of the Lineamenta. This critique 
is in line with the new pastoral approach articulated in 
the above-mentioned pastoral letters of the Catholic 
Patriarchs. Most Christian communities in the Middle 
East today, emphasized the commission, reject the the-
sis and language of persecuted minorities who are in 
constant need of help from the “Christian” West in order 
to defend their rights and identity in a majority Muslim 
world. What many new voices in the churches of the 
Middle East seem to be repeatedly saying, and what was 
not clearly articulated in the Lineamenta, is that Arab 
Christians want to speak for themselves and not con-
tinue to be (mis)represented.9 The pastoral challenges 
from the perspective of the local churches are concrete 
issues such as ending wars and occupations, a just reso-
lution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that guarantees 
the right to self-determination of the Palestinian people, 
an end to colonial interventions in the internal affairs 
of the countries of the Middle East, respect for the new 
political movements and representations, and so on. 

Although the critiques to the Lineamenta were ad-
dressed in the Instrumentum Laboris, the theme of 
“persecuted minorities in need of protection” was still 
present in the debates during the synod. The official 
message of the synod, which was supposed to be re-
leased last May, has not yet been made public by the 
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Vatican. There are several points of tension both among 
the Eastern bishops and between the bishops and Rome 
on many of the above-mentioned issues.

Conclusion
In the past, many Arab Christians looked at Islam and 

Arab culture as inferior. They looked at the East through 
Western eyes and experience. The heavy interference 
by European—and later the U.S.—powers, including 
churches and missionaries, played a significant role in 
the 19th and 20th centuries in building particular relation-
ships of patronage with the elite of the Middle Eastern 
Christian communities, which contributed to the con-
struction of the current “minority status” identity. These 
cultural dynamics nurtured a sense of isolation and fear 
in these communities, which is not new, and at the same 
time, paradoxically, revived the old attitude of superi-
ority regarding Islam and Arab culture. Many Middle 
Eastern Christians arrogantly think of themselves as an 
extension of la mission civilizatrice of the West in the 
Middle East.10

Today, there is a growing realization among many 
Middle Eastern Christians and churches that their main 
challenge is not fear of Islam but rather working together 
with the Muslim communities for building a common 
future and establishing just political and economic 
relationships with the West.11 Arab Christians, for the 
most part, are rejecting the “minority status” language. 
In many countries in the Middle East today, such as 
Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and Palestine, Christians 
and Muslims are working together in new and dynamic 
coalitions and movements that focus on political reform, 
economic justice, and peace.

Just to name a few examples, Coptic Christians were 
actively involved in the uprising in Egypt last January 
and continue to be part of the new political movement; 
Christian and Shi’a political organizations in Lebanon 
signed agreements several years ago for working togeth-
er towards building a pluralist and democratic country; 
the declaration “A moment of truth: A word of faith, 
hope and love from the heart of Palestinian suffering,” 
known as Kairos Palestine, 2009 (www.kairospalestine.
ps), published by Palestinian church leaders denounc-
ing the occupation, received broad support from both 
Christian and Muslim communities in the whole region. 
The new teaching of churches discussed above, which is 
only a part of what is happening in the bigger political 
picture, has contributed over the past two decades to this 
positive change. This development, I believe, is a sign of 
hope for the future.

Michel Elias Andraos, a Canadian citizen, is professor of theology at 
the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. He received his doctorate in 
theology from the University of St. Michael’s College in Toronto. 
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To Teach or to Command: That Is the Question
By Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler
Creighton University, Omaha, Nebraska

USCCB Response

In September of 2010, the United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) issued a “rebuke” 

of our book, The Sexual Person: Toward a Renewed 
Catholic Anthropology (SP). The rebuke was entitled 
“Inadequacies in the Theological Methodology and 
Conclusions of The Sexual Person” (ITMC) and, at its 
beginning, the bishops claim that “applying a deficient 
theological methodology … the authors reach erroneous 
conclusions on a whole range of issues, including the 
morality of pre-marital sex, contraception, and artificial 
insemination” (ITMC, 1). We expected, then, reasonably 
we believe, a careful exposition of Catholic theologi-
cal methodology and of why our methodology did not 
measure up to it. That expectation was never fulfilled 
in the rebuke. There is no discussion of methodology, 
either ours or a Catholic one espoused by the bishops. 
All we found, as in the more recent USCCB Committee 
on Doctrine’s statement “faulting” Elizabeth Johnson’s 
Quest for the Living God, was a misrepresentation and 
rejection of conclusions we are erroneously said to have 
espoused in the book. There is in this situation a strong 
argument for a peer-review process, much like the peer-
review process for scholarly theological journals, for 
statements issued by bishops or their designated repre-
sentatives faulting theological works. 

The underlying concern in the rebuke is, we suggest, 
not about either our methodology or our conclusions, 
however, but about ecclesiology. Yves Congar, the lead-
ing Catholic ecclesiologist of the 20th century, pointed 
out two distinct attitudes that are required of Catholics 
on the basis of two distinct theological models of 
church. Obedience to church authorities is required 
when the Church is conceived of as a society subject to 
monarchical authority, and dialogue and consensus are 
required when the Church is conceived as a communion 
promoted by Vatican II. We have no doubt that the re-
buke emerges from an authority that considers itself as 
a monarchy that commands obedience rather than as a 
communion that together seeks and teaches the escha-
tological truth Catholics progressively attain in their 
pilgrimage towards the God revealed in Jesus.

Suggesting that “the two principal sources of tra-
ditional Catholic moral theology are scripture and the 
natural law” (though Catholic moral theology com-
monly names four sources: scripture, tradition, reason, 
and experience), the rebuke critiques our use of scripture 
and the natural law. Arguing that we rely on “an exag-
gerated appeal to historical consciousness” (ITMC, 8), 
the bishops assert that “the authors treat scriptural state-
ments as so historically conditioned that they have no 
relevance for subsequent ages” (ITMC, 6). We make no 
such argument anywhere in the book. The only scrip-
tural argument we make is a precise one: namely, that 
“when read as the magisterium itself requires that they 
be read, that is, in the ‘literary forms’ of the writer’s 
‘time and culture’ (Dei verbum, 12) … the texts that are 
advanced as a solid and unambiguous foundation of the 
Catholic teaching on homosexual acts (See Catechism, 
2357) are far from clear and unambiguous” (SP, 216). 
We learned about a logical fallacy in an introductory 
logic class: qui nimis probat nihil probat, he who proves 
too much proves nothing. The bishops are guilty of that 
fallacy several times in their rebuke.

The bishops say of our natural law argument that 
“for them, we never know nature itself but only our 
interpretations of nature. They insist that ‘nature’ is 
a socially constructed reality” (ITMC, 8).  Have they 
never read Aquinas or John Paul II? Following Aquinas, 
John Paul articulates in Veritatis splendor (VS) a theory 
of natural law based on the autonomy of humans and 
the active role of human reason in distinguishing good 
and evil. “The moral law,” he writes, “has its origin in 
God and always finds its source in him; at the same 
time, by virtue of natural reason, which derives from 
divine wisdom, it is a properly human law. Indeed, “the 
natural law ‘is nothing other than the light of under-
standing infused in us by God, whereby we understand 
what must be done and what must be avoided’” (VS 40; 
see also 12, 42, 44; the citation is from Aquinas, In Duo 
Praecepta Caritatis, Opuscula Theologica, II, 1129, Ed. 
Taurinem [1954], 245). The natural law is called natural 
“not because it refers to the nature of irrational beings 
but because the reason that promulgates it is proper to 
human nature” (VS 42). For John Paul, and for Aquinas 
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whom he follows (see VS 44), the natural law is not a 
natural order recognized by reason but rather reason 
itself, which distinguishes good and evil and imposes on 
man the obligation to do the judged good and avoid the 
judged evil. In this approach, natural law is not given in 
nature; it is the result of active human reason. The reason 
that is at work is not, as the bishops appear to believe we 
suggest, the reason of “individuals and their conscienc-
es” (ITMC, 16), but that of rational men and women in 
community in an ongoing and open “dialogue of char-
ity” (John Paul II, Ut unum sint, 17, 51, 60). Since our 
book is postulated on a model of church as communion, 
the reason that is at work in it discerning and legislating 
natural law is the reason of believers in communion. It 
is to that extent, as we suggested, not individually but 
socially constructed. 

That the bishops omitted reason as one of the ac-
cepted sources of moral theology may have led them 
to ignore the reasons of Aquinas and John Paul. That 
omission may also have led them into another problem-
atic issue. Aquinas distinguishes three precepts of the 
natural law that correspond to natural inclinations in 
humans. Humans share the first inclination and precept 
with other living creatures—namely, the inclination and 
precept to preserve themselves in being. The second 
inclination and precept, referred to as “generic natural 
law,” includes what humans share with all other animals: 
for example, the procreation of children, the foundation 
upon which Catholic sexual morality is constructed. 
The third inclination and precept, referred to as “spe-
cific natural law,” pertains exclusively to humans; it 
includes inclinations guided by reason such as living 
in community and relationship and striving to realize 
the common good (Summa Theologiae, I-II, 94, 2). The 
bishops’ rebuke functions in generic natural law; our 
book functions in specific natural law. There will be, 
therefore, many and easily explicable differences. The 
bishops focus on sexual acts; we focus on sexual rela-
tionships in community. They charge that we “approve 
homosexual behavior, premarital sex, contraception, 
and artificial insemination” (ITMC, 18). Nowhere in the 
book do we approve those acts tout court. Rather, we 
argue explicitly and precisely that “some homosexual 
and heterosexual acts, those that meet the requirements 
for holistic-complementary, just, and loving sexual acts, 
are truly human; and some homosexual and hetero-
sexual acts, those that do not meet the requirements for 
holistic-complementary, just, and loving sexual acts, are 
not truly human” (SP, 161, 235; see 157–161). Again, 

qui nimis probat nihil probat. Aquinas taught not only 
that natural law is “nothing other than the light of under-
standing placed in us by God,” but also that, although 
the precepts of that law are universal and immutable, 
their application varies according to the circumstances 
of people’s existence. 

The rebuke suggests that the bishops might want to 
abandon their rigid (and fearful?) stance of commanding 
and adopt a stance of listening to other believers in the 
communion to learn in detail about concrete sexual rela-
tionships and their circumstances and how the universal 
principles of the natural law apply to them. They do, to 
be fair, acknowledge this approach to moral decision 
making, arguing that “although there are indeed univer-
sal moral norms, these must remain general to a certain 
degree. The moral actor must always make a prudential 
judgment taking into account the circumstances of a 
particular situation, thus mediating between the univer-
sal and the particular” (ITMC, 19). We wonder, then, 
why they rebuked our book, which presents throughout 
a methodology in full agreement with that prudential 
process.

John Paul II taught that “the Church values socio-
logical and statistical research when it proves helpful in 
understanding the historical context in which pastoral 
action has to be developed and when it leads to a better 
understanding of the truth” (Familiaris consortio, 5). 
This leads us to another serious misrepresentation of 
our work in the bishops’ rebuke. “Sociological and 
statistical research” uncovers and reports contemporary 
human experience, one of the four sources Catholic 
moral theologians commonly list as sources of their 
moral theology: scripture, tradition, reason, and human 
experience. When, as mentioned earlier, the bishops 
list the “principal sources of traditional Catholic moral 
theology,” they list only two: scripture and natural law 
(ITMC, 2), ignoring reason and experience. When we 
list the four traditional sources, we explicitly argue that, 
to reach moral judgment and action, a dialogical ap-
proach between these four sources is required.

We argue that “though there is a presumption of truth 
in favor of magisterial teaching, that teaching is to be 
reflected upon in light of theologically sound scriptural 
exegesis, the reasonable input of the sciences in areas 
where it has competence, and the cultural, historical, 
and relational experiences of the faithful.” When there 
is conflict between the various sources, we continue, 
“a process of research, dialogue, and discernment 
must be undertaken to determine right understanding 
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of divine law” (SP 214–215). Nowhere in the book do 
we, as the bishops accuse, present experience as “an 
independent source of moral knowledge that appears 
as a rival to scripture, reason, and Church teaching” 
(ITMC, 19), or say that experience is the “principal 
authority” (ITMC, 22). Human experience is clearly 
involved in the other three common sources, but it is 
not an independent or principal source. It is an equal 
dialogical partner with the other three sources. It is only 
as a result of that dialectical dialogue between the four 
sources, a dialogue in which none is independent, that 
we arrive at our conclusions. The bishops judge that 
our conclusions are erroneous without entering into the 
dialogue between the sources. This assessment calls to 
mind a maxim that John Courtney Murray made famous: 
practical, as distinct from theoretical, intelligence is 
preserved from ideology by having a close relation to 
human experience. 

Scholarly Response
In contrast to the negative and largely inaccurate 

response of the bishops, the response of scholarly theo-
logians to the book has been overwhelmingly positive 
and laudatory. In a pre-publication review, perhaps 
anticipating the rebuke issued by the USCCB, Father 
Richard Gula of the Graduate Theological Union at 
Berkeley described the book as “brave and bold.” It “ex-
presses the profound work that theologians do on behalf 
of the Church in order to find ever better understandings 
of what the Church teaches in light of the witness of 
scripture, the tradition, and our understanding of human 
experience.” Paul Lauritzen, Director of the Program in 
Applied Ethics at John Carroll University, also finds the 
book courageous, and “a significant contribution to both 
sexual ethics and moral theology in general.” Jesuit John 
Coleman, Casassa Professor of Social Values at Loyola 
Marymount University, judges the book “carefully 
reasoned, nuanced, well-informed, often inspiring, and 
innovative” and “widely informed by the social sciences 
[human experience again].” It represents, he continues, 
“Catholic theological anthropology and ethics at their 
very best.” 

Lisa Sowle Cahill, the distinguished J. Donald 
Monan Professor of Theology at Boston College, judges 
it a piece of “extensive, well-researched, and carefully 
argued scholarship.” It will, she predicts, “alarm a few 
people, enlighten many, and hold all to a new standard 
of rigor in approaching this very personal and politicized 
subject” [namely, sexual ethics]. Writing from England 

in the Belgian journal INTAMS Review 15 (2009), Father 
Timothy Buckley notes that “towards the end of 2008, 
Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini, the retired Archbishop 
of Milan, was widely quoted as calling for ‘a positive 
approach to human sexuality with less emphasis on pro-
hibitions,’” and judges that “Todd Salzman and Michael 
Lawler … have gone a considerable way to respond to 
the Cardinal’s and many others’ heartfelt desire” (239). 
Though he does not agree with everything in the book 
(and who ever would?), he judges it “a major piece 
of work which deserves to be taken seriously” (241). 
Writing in The Catholic Library World 79 (2009), 
Patrick Hayes also does not agree with everything in the 
book but still judges that our “realism about the sexual 
ethics of marriage or artificial reproductive technologies 
comes after deep reflection on the nature of how we read 
the Catholic problematizations of these issues.” He con-
tinues, “the dialogue that this volume should generate … 
will be very valuable.” 

In an extended review in the journal Conversations 
in Religion and Theology 8 (2010) (CRT), Professor 
Barbara Hilkert Andolsen of Fordham University ac-
knowledges the overall value of the book, which offers 
“an anthropology designed to serve as a foundation for a 
sexual ethics that fits the personalist strand in the Vatican 
II document, Gaudium et spes” (CRT, 85). She seizes on 
the fact that “this book eagerly seeks to foster dialogue,” 
and points out how difficult such dialogue is likely to 
be. “The authors imagine a dialogue concerning sexual 
ethics with the hierarchical Magisterium as a dialogue 
of equals.” Since traditionalists, however, would argue 
that the Pope and the bishops have special graces as the 
guardians of moral truth (however non-infallible that 
truth may be), “moral theologians are never equals in 
any theological dialogue with the bishops or the pope” 
(CRT, 85). How prophetic she was! Nevertheless, as 
guardians of moral truth, bishops cannot dispense with 
the process of rational truth and judgment. For rational 
judgments to be made, so scholastic Aquinas held, there 
must be first lectio or consideration of the options, then 
disputatio or debate about the options, and only then 
praedicatio or teaching. The problem is not that such a 
process is not followed when the magisterium proclaims 
moral teaching, for it is. The problem is that exclusively 
“safe” theologians, those who are known to agree with 
magisterial positions, are invited to be part of the con-
sultative debate. (And so we are still left with a question 
that no one has been willing to answer for us: who actu-
ally wrote the document rebuking our book?)
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Andolsen judges that our ethics set too high an 
ideal in a world where personal sin distorts “all hu-
man relationships, including – though not especially 
sexual relationships” (CRT, 86). Human experience 
abundantly verifies the presence of sin, both personal 
and social, in the human world. We intend our choice 
of the metaphor brokenness, to which Andolsen alludes, 
to embrace not only physical/psychological brokenness 
but also moral brokenness or sin. We propose to coun-
ter that brokenness by promoting the virtues of justice, 
love, and chastity in sexual action. Justice, the virtue in 
which one person “renders to someone else her or his 
due rights” (ST, II-II, 58, 1), requires that both partners 
acknowledge their human equality, their equal freedom, 
and their mutuality in every decision. Any use of power 
by one over the other will ipso facto be not a truly human 
act and, therefore, immoral. Love is the virtue in which 
one causatively wills the good of the other (ST, I-II, 28, 
1). Every true love is ecstatic—that is, it goes out to 
the other and the other’s good. Chastity is the virtue in 
which one integrates one’s sexuality “and thus the inner 
unity of [the hu]man in his [and her] bodily and spiritual 
being. Sexuality … becomes personal and truly human 
when it is integrated into the [proper] relationship of one 
person to another” (Catechism, 2337). 

We fully agree with Andolsen that, in our world of 
gender inequality, “few (if any) women in heterosexual 
relationships share fully equal power and social, cultur-
al, or economic status with their husbands” (CRT, 88). 
We do not agree, however, that that makes our criterion 
for moral sexual activity an overly “lofty one” (CRT, 
87). The traditionally negative Christian approach to hu-
man sexual activity noted by Cardinal Martini (“Don’t 

do this sexual act, Don’t do that sexual act”) has long 
been shown to be unfruitful. We choose a positive, virtue 
approach in the belief and the hope that it will be more 
fruitful. We acknowledge that our approach presents a 
lofty ideal, but we also insist that in the sinful human 
world in which women and men must strive to create 
justice, love, and chastity, it offers a fruitful way to 
remedy the brokenness that sin introduces and sustains 
in human lives. 

One final comment on The Sexual Person. The 
Catholic Press Association awarded it First Prize in 
Theology for 2009. Clearly there are different standards 
in the Catholic Church for making theological judg-
ments. In this well-known and destructively politicized 
climate, we reiterate what we wrote in our Prologue. 
“Because we believe that respectful dialogue about sex-
ual morality, and indeed about all that is involved in the 
life of Christian discipleship, is sorely needed to clarify 
Christian truth today, we intend this book to be part of 
a genuine dialogue” (SP, 5). Charles Curran recognizes 
and endorses this dialogical intention in his Foreword: 
“[A]ll must recognize that [Salzman and Lawler] have 
achieved their purpose of entering into a genuine and re-
spectful dialogue in the search for the truth and meaning 
of human sexuality in the Catholic tradition today” (SP, 
xvi). We continue to hope that our bishops and, indeed, 
the whole infallible People of God (Lumen gentium, 12) 
will yet enter into that genuine and respectful “dialogue 
of charity.”

Todd Salzman and Michael Lawler are professors of ethics in the theol-
ogy department of Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska.
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Is Ecumenism Falling Asleep in Canada?
By Joe Gunn 
Citizens for Public Justice, Ottawa

The Very Reverend Dr. Lois Wilson, the first woman 
to be elected Moderator of the United Church of 

Canada, was elected President of the Sixth Assembly of 
the World Council of Churches, meeting in Vancouver 
in July/August of 1983. When asked about the state of 
ecumenism, she said, “Ecumenism in Canada is nothing 
but a yawn.” 

Recently, when she was asked if her opinion had 
changed, she assured the questioner that indeed, it had 
not.

Yet, for Christians, ecumenical progress is not an op-
tional activity. Catholics recall that the Second Vatican 
Council emphasized the ecumenical movement as a 
work of the Holy Spirit. The Decree on Ecumenism 
starts with this well-known line: “division openly con-
tradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and 
damages the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every 
creature.”1 

Much more recently, in January of this year, Pope 
Benedict called Christian unity “a moral imperative.”2 
Yet most Christians have not read the reams of declara-
tions and statements comprising the progress of various 
ecumenical dialogues of these past decades. Even if 
they did read this material, I doubt that it would speak 
to the major faith issues that concern them. Despite the 
significance of professional theological dialogues, for 
most Christians, “the rubber hits the road” in ecumeni-
cal cooperation in two important situations: 1) during 
liturgical moments when we celebrate important life 
moments with people of different denominations, and  
2) in our work for justice and ecological integrity in
solidarity with the poor and oppressed.

So where does the ecumenical heart beat with 
expectation and opportunity today?

Exclusion has become personal
A very large and growing number of families in our 

urban societies are headed by couples who come from 
different faith traditions. Various accommodations have 
to be made, as I know from personal experience in 
my own family, in order to identify a faith community 
where we all can worship, pray, and act in faith, while 
deepening our life journeys together. A welcoming faith 

community where all members of a family are encour-
aged to grow is a most valuable gift—and a rare gift as 
well.

While serving on a parish council and in conversa-
tions with friends of other Christian traditions, I’ve heard 
many stories of how the creation of inclusive and wel-
coming communities of faith has been hurtfully stymied 
by our ecclesiastical structures. Sensitivities around 
inclusion of women and use of inclusive language have 
grown increasingly important. Exclusion also occurs 
in very marked ways when family members and guests 
are refused participation at the Eucharist. This seems 
to happen most often at Roman Catholic weddings and 
funerals, when participants are joined in prayer and 
worship with persons outside our regular faith commu-
nities. Lest this ecumenical roadblock be construed as 
referring only  to my personal experience, allow me to 
mention the lament that Rev. Robert Welsh, president of 
the Council on Christian Unity for the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) made in his address at this year’s 
National Workshop on Christian Unity. His daughter, 
brought up in his church, married a Roman Catholic, and 
several years later, with her father’s blessing, joined the 
Roman Catholic Church. What was infinitely sad was 
that at the baptism of her children, and other liturgical 
events, he, her father, was not allowed to receive com-
munion with his own family, even though as believers 
they were one in Christ. In Welsh’s words, “Our divi-
sion within the church is personal. It divides families. It 
breaks my heart—and I believe it breaks God’s heart.”3

Ecumenical Justice and Peace Ministry
An area where Christians have definitely advanced 

ecumenical cooperation in meaningful, concrete, and 
publicly noticeable ways has been our involvement in 
mission to others, through service to the community and 
developing public justice strategies. This happens most 
often on local community levels, but here I will reflect 
on such cooperation among the national church bodies 
in English-speaking Canada.

In terms of ecumenical work for justice, peace, and 
the integrity of creation (at one time a creative and 
ground-breaking contribution of Canadian ecumenism), 
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recent years have witnessed unfortunate reversals at the 
national level. To get a taste for the health of ecumenism 
in Canada, it is important to discern trends in the recent 
experience of important ecumenical institutions such as 
KAIROS and the Canadian Council of Churches (espe-
cially the work of its Commission on Justice and Peace).

Since the 1970s, 10 ecumenical coalitions, financed 
by the historical Christian churches, developed lead-
ing research, advocacy, and adult education programs 
across the land. These groups included the Aboriginal 
Rights Coalition; the Canada Asia Working Group; 
the Ecumenical Coalition for Economic Justice; 
Inter-Church Action for Development, Relief and 
Justice; the Inter-Church Coalition on Africa; The 
Inter-Church Committee for Human Rights in Latin 
America; the Inter-Church Committee for Refugees; 
PLURA; the Taskforce on the Churches and Corporate 
Responsibility; and TEN DAYS for Global Justice. 
In 2001, these groups consolidated into KAIROS: 
Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives4 under one 
Board and one roof in Toronto (with two persons work-
ing from an Ottawa location). In recent years, funding 
decreases from the sponsoring churches have neces-
sitated reducing KAIROS’ activities, leaving some core 
justice issues of the churches (such as poverty in Canada 
and refugee concerns) to be addressed by other orga-
nizations. Nonetheless, given that the major Christian 
churches and their international development agencies, 
as well as the Canadian Religious Conference (the orga-
nization representing Catholic religious congregations) 
still make up the Board and support KAIROS financial-
ly, this agency remains the largest instance of Canadian 
ecumenical justice activity today.

It came, then, as a shock to many when in November 
2009, the federal Conservative government of Stephen 
Harper decided to cut funding to KAIROS’ interna-
tional development activities. Indeed, the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA) had funded 
the ecumenical development efforts of the churches 
since 1974, so why, all of a sudden, was the $7 million 
(over four years) proposal rejected? CIDA Minister 
Bev Oda’s repeated statements that it was her own 
decision to reject KAIROS, “based on discussion with 
advisers,” never really had credibility. The minister’s 
line that KAIROS’ proposal failed to meet government 
standards was betrayed by the fact that the highest 
CIDA officials and independent evaluators had already 
given their approval. Documents later released under the 
Access to Information Act showed that embassy staff in 

Mexico and Guatemala had raised concerns about the 
anti-mining activities of KAIROS’ partner organizations 
(especially in regard to Canadian mining operations), 
and Citizenship and Immigration Minister Jason Kenney 
stated publicly (and incorrectly) that KAIROS took a 
leadership role in a campaign to boycott Israel and had 
a “militant stance toward the Jewish homeland.” In spite 
of the political furor that ensued, Ms. Oda refused to 
resign. In order to show his unwavering support for this 
frontal attack on the ecumenical development work of 
the Canadian churches, Prime Minister Harper rewarded 
Oda by reappointing her to this same job after the May 
2nd election.

A Watershed Challenge  
to Canadian Ecumenism 

In effect, the government’s decision to take on 
KAIROS was a watershed challenge to Canadian 
ecumenism. The decades-long work of volunteers and 
church leaders was not about to be gutted without a 
public fight—and the battle for public opinion was en-
gaged. Hundreds of MPs were visited in their ridings by 
members of local KAIROS committees, representing 
a wide range of churches. Petitions were signed after 
church services. The implications of the cuts for over 20 
international partner groups were highlighted on numer-
ous occasions, including in Parliamentary debates. And 
some churches, many individual donors, but especially 
and most importantly the Catholic religious congre-
gations, responded by increasing donations to allow 
the good work of these international partners, and the 
KAIROS program, to continue.

One might have expected the Canadian Conference 
of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) to join the effort that 
ensued, as the churches surrounded KAIROS with the 
support of all member groups on its Board. Yet, exactly 
the opposite happened. 

In early December 2009, a memo sent to all the 
Catholic 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 
decision” concerning the KAIROS funding cuts. “The 
international program of KAIROS has always been 
secondary for the CCCB,” the memo stated. As well, the 
bishops doubted that pressure would be successful on 
the Harper government, and opined that further cuts in 
federal spending were coming. Better to focus on those 
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cutbacks “which will have the greatest impact on the 
most vulnerable in our society,” they said. 5

Even more recently, the CCCB has expressed con-
trary attitudes towards the ecumenical justice efforts of 
their church partners who work together at KAIROS. On 
June 20th in Ottawa, for example, KAIROS organized 
a Day of Action on Indigenous Rights. Four Anglican 
and Lutheran bishops as well as the president of the 
Canadian Religious Conference and other faith com-
munity representatives joined almost 300 persons who 
participated in this event. Banners collected from across 
the land were carried to Parliament Hill, where a press 
conference was held to support implementation of the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. 

However, the CCCB Executive decided to not par-
ticipate officially in the Day of Action, suggesting that 
the event would be too politically partisan in its criti-
cism of the federal government. At the same time, the 
CCCB has offered its support and expressed its desire to 
work in collaboration with the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, noting that questions related to First 
Nations people are a priority for the Conference.

To be politically effective, ecumenical collaboration 
for social justice needs the participation of the Catholic 
bishops. At the same time, the bishops’ conference, 
which has gutted its once very dynamic Social Affairs 
Office, desperately needs the ecumenical strength and 
experience of groups like KAIROS and its church 
partners. Neglecting this source of information and ex-
perience is likely to weaken substantially the CCCB’s 
research, advocacy, and educational efforts, and at the 
same time deal a major blow to Canadian ecumenism. 
Since the General Secretary of the CCCB is a member of 
the KAIROS Board, one may well hope that the differ-
ences will be resolved in a future dialogue involving all 
church partners, so that the important ecumenical social 
justice activities take place with the participation and 
even the active encouragement of the Catholic bishops. 

The Canadian Council of Churches
Another crucial locus of ecumenical collaboration 

for justice happens around the tables of the Canadian 
Council of Churches (CCC).6 Founded in 1944, the 
CCC in 2000 was given the acronym PLURA, referring 
to its 18 member churches (Presbyterian, Lutheran, 
United, Roman Catholic and Anglican.) The CCCB 
joined as a full member in 1997. Today, with 23 member 
churches, CCC staff member Peter Noteboom suggests 

that the more appropriate acronym would be ACEFOP 
(Anglican, Catholic, Evangelical, Free Church, Eastern 
Orthodox and Historic Protestant churches). 

The Commission for Justice and Peace of the CCC 
is a key agency to help the member churches to de-
velop collaborative actions as well as take positions on 
important issues, from peace (Project Ploughshares7 is 
affiliated with the Council), to biotechnology, poverty, 
and the care for creation. The programmatic focus of the 
Commission was once quite broad, but is now described 
as “Faith and a Sustainable Economy.”

Half a dozen years ago, the outreach of the 
Commission into Canadian public life on social issues 
was remarkable. After making a presentation to the 
Romanow Commission on the Future of Health Care in 
Canada, the CCC’s Ecumenical Health Care Network 
was thrilled to see Mr. Romanow adopt the churches’ 
main recommendation: to establish a “Health Care 
Covenant for Canada.” A book was prepared that out-
lined the historic role of Christian churches in promoting 
Canada’s public health care system. Unfortunately, as 
the financial and human contributions from the member 
churches declined, efforts like the Ecumenical Health 
Care Network had to be suspended. (The churches may 
care to address this gap before the funding agreement 
between the provinces and federal government needs to 
be renewed in 2014.)

Worse, in November 2010, the CCC Governing 
Board was forced to curtail staff time severely in order to 
live within its declining income, 90% of which was com-
ing from the member churches. The General Secretary 
is no longer a full-time position (it has been reduced to 
4/5 time) and the Associate Secretary positions were cut 
from 3/5 to half time. This serious situation leaves the 
Commission on Justice and Peace without the staff sup-
port needed to move the ecumenical movement forward 
with the vigour and voice it deserves.

Nonetheless, some impressive activities are still un-
der way, most notably in the area of interfaith activities 
for social justice, reflecting a new and laudable step for 
greater inclusivity among faith communities in Canada: 
the participation of non-Christian groups.

A grouping called the Interfaith Partnership (with 
major leadership from the CCC) organized a gathering 
known as the World Religions Summit8 in Winnipeg at 
the time of the G8 and G20 meetings in Canada. The 
final Declaration of this meeting, signed by 80 leaders 
from 20 countries, challenged the world’s political lead-
ers to live up to their promises on a range of issues, from 
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compliance with the Millennium Development Goals to 
climate change targets.9

The Interfaith Partnership gathered again, this time in 
Ottawa in March 2011, to bring its message to politicians 
on Parliament Hill. While the 2010 gathering focused 
on international justice issues, the leaders’ meeting in 
Ottawa also addressed poverty in our own country. A 
public meeting on poverty in Canada and the necessary 
role of the federal government, held in a Presbyterian 
church across the street from the Supreme Court, attract-
ed over 120 members of the public. Senators, Members 
of Parliament, and various faith leaders spent three 
hours in conversation. The next day, some 60 faith com-
munity representatives met on the Hill with MPs from 
all political parties in panel discussions and reflections. 
The timing could not have been better—this was only 
days before the Conservative government had released 
a timid response to a Parliamentary Committee’s report 
on the federal role to reduce and eventually eliminate 
poverty in Canada. The faith leaders responded with 
a public Declaration of their own, calling for a firmer 
commitment and the immediate establishment of a fed-
eral poverty reduction plan. This document was signed 
by the Canadian Interfaith Delegation to the World 
Religions Summit 2010, the CCC, the Evangelical 
Fellowship, and the organization Dignity for All: the 
Campaign for a Poverty-free Canada.10 Later, the CCC 
wrote to each federal political party, in advance of the 
2011 election, informing them how this Interfaith Forum 
on Faith and Poverty “ended with a commitment by all 
participants to work toward making ending poverty in 
Canada the number 1 issue during this election.”11

In conclusion…
During the decade I worked at the Canadian 

Conference of Catholic Bishops, an unfortunate split 
occurred affecting ecumenical cooperation: the bishops 
worked with certain churches on some issues, and other 
groups on other files. For example, on life issues, the re-
lationship was strongest with Evangelicals, but we never 
worked on other social justice issues with this part of the 
Christian community. That work was done principally 
through the ecumenical coalitions and then KAIROS, 
and on some issues, with the Canadian Council of 
Churches.

While the historic Christian churches in Canada 
are aging and no longer growing, or are growing only 

because of immigration, their financial resources for jus-
tice and ecumenical dialogue are decreasing. Churches 
need prophetic leadership and inclusive creativity to 
avoid falling into permanent “survival mode.” In this 
context, the “moral imperative” towards unity can arise 
from ecumenical collaboration (and, increasingly, in-
terfaith collaboration) for justice and the integrity of 
creation, accompanied by efforts towards increased 
inclusivity in community life.

A 2010 study of interfaith experience and potential 
in Canada reported that “All churches have had direct or 
indirect contact with people of other religions through 
civic initiatives. All of them expressed their willing-
ness to work together for common concerns such as 
religious freedom, social justice, peace and environ-
mental awareness.”12 Will the current structures of our 
faith communities and personal commitments of those 
in leadership allow us to advance to meet these crucial 
challenges together?

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 10 years, where he helped develop policy and 
coordinated work in areas of social justice, missions, and Aboriginal 
peoples. He served as 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.
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Troubling Questions Raised by the Earthquakes
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec

We are deeply troubled by the terrifying earth-
quakes of Haiti and Japan, the death and the 

suffering inflicted upon hundreds of thousands of 
people, and the massive destruction of secure human 
dwelling that condemns men, women, and children to 
live under conditions that are an insult to their dignity. 
In Japan, the subsequent tsunami and the damage to a 
nuclear power plant have multiplied the devastation, the 
insecurity, and the human suffering. 

We are also troubled by these events because they 
reveal to us the intrinsic instability of the planet earth. 
The ecological movement had convinced us that the un-
limited extension of industrial civilization damages the 
natural environment and raises the temperature of the 
atmosphere, initiating destructive global consequences. 
We recognized that badly guided human activity had 
harmful effects on the earth’s surface, yet we consoled 
ourselves with the idea that nature has healing powers 
and will look after itself, if only we humans will stop 
exploiting and violating it. This confidence is now gone. 

Believers in God are deeply disturbed for another 
reason: the catastrophic events of Haiti and Japan raise 
a religious question for which there is no easy answer. 
Theologians will want to reflect on the impact of these 
shocking events on both the secular world and the reli-
gious community. 

The Earthquake of Lisbon in 1755
The enormous earthquake of Lisbon in 1755, fol-

lowed by a tsunami and the spread of fires that destroyed 
the rich and beautiful city, killed thousands of men and 
women, destabilized the kingdom of Portugal, and pro-
foundly affected the thinking people of the European 
continent. Voltaire, Rousseau. and Kant, to name only 
the most famous, offered their reflections on the ca-
tastrophe. In her book Evil in Modern Thought, the 
contemporary philosopher Susan Neiman has analyzed 
this European debate. The catastrophe, she shows, was 
most troubling for deist thinkers and the new rational-
ists, because they believed in an inner-worldly harmony 
accessible to human reason, a conviction that had now 
been challenged. Preachers and theologians offered a 
supernatural explanation, asserting that Lisbon’s mas-

sive earthquake was God’s punishment for the sins of 
the population. Some Protestant preachers observed 
this with a certain satisfaction, while Catholic priests 
urged Lisbon’s surviving people to do penance. In the 
18th century, Neiman writes, believers and non-believers 
still had a metaphysical perception of the world so that 
an exceptional natural disaster disturbed and unsettled 
them profoundly.

Susan Neiman thinks that today’s reaction would be 
different. She writes in 2004, 

For contemporary observers, earthquakes are only 
a matter of plate techtonics. They threaten, at most, 
your faith in government building codes or geolo-
gists’ predictions. They may invoke anger at lazy 
inspectors, or pity for those stuck in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. But these are ordinary 
emotions.

Will the earthquakes of Haiti and Japan of 2011 have a 
different effect?  

The Holocaust 
Susan Neiman compares the public reactions to the 

earthquake of Lisbon to the Holocaust of the mid-20th 
century. She argues that the earthquake shattered peo-
ple’s trust in nature, while the Holocaust shattered their 
faith in humanity. What was left for many was unreflec-
tive matter-of-factness, an absence of vision, a life of 
quiet despair or self-centred ambition.

I remember the religious debate among Jewish and 
Christian theologians over the Holocaust in the 1960s.1 

The traditional Catholic position regarding evil is that 
it is not willed by the Almighty, yet it is permitted by the 
Almighty. God is here thought to give permission for 
the evil done by wicked people—either as a pedagogical 
lesson, as deserved punishment, or as a preparation for a 
superior good in the future.  Thus God permitted the sin 
of Adam to prepare the coming of the universal saviour 
Jesus Christ. A good number of theologians—Jewish, 
Catholic, and Protestant, and I among them—proposed 
that we must rethink what we mean by divine omnipo-
tence. We may no longer think of God as the heavenly 
ruler controlling all events of human history. We must 
rather think of God as the redeeming presence in human 
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history, strengthening us to do good and consoling us 
when we suffer evil. Not all historical occurrences may 
be attributed to God’s providence, and, more concretely, 
there is no room for Auschwitz in divine providence. 
It has happened without God’s permission, against the 
divine will. God’s providence that guides humans and 
their history is expressed in acts of creation and rescue, 
in the exodus from the land of bondage, in Christ’s death 
and resurrection, in moments of grace, in the power that 
makes the blind see and the lame walk. 

The Earthquakes of Haiti and Japan
There is a radical difference between the Holocaust 

and the catastrophes of Haiti and Japan. The former was 
manmade, while the latter were natural disasters. The 
Holocaust was planned and executed by the German 
government under Hitler; it was the irrational culminat-
ing point of two cultural currents: i) to the racist theories 
produced in the 19th century to legitimate the colonial 
conquests in Africa and Asia, and ii) to the cultural mar-
ginalization of the Jews produced by Christian preaching 
almost from the beginning. Here we recognize human 
guilt: the crimes of the perpetrators and the unethical 
discourse of contempt and exclusion, employed by 
people over the centuries. Here we recognize the mur-
derous potential implicit in cultural prejudice, religious 
exclusion, and hatred of ‘the other’—an insight that now 
has had an influence on the churches’ understanding of 
their relation to the world. 

Etty Hillesum, the mystically gifted young Jewish 
woman who was a prisoner in a Dutch concentration 
camp, received a letter from an older friend saying 
that the friend’s two sons had been murdered in Nazi 
Germany. In her reply, Etty Hillesum pleads with her 
friend not to seek relief from mental torture in the hatred 
of the enemy: relief from great sorrow can be found only 
in the divine ground. If we give in to hatred, she contin-
ues, we offer support to a new violent movement that 
will one day again harm innocent children. 

The catastrophes of Haiti and Japan were natural 
events in which human responsibility had a minimal 
part. It is true that the houses of the wealthy tend to be 
more solidly built, located in elevated areas, and hence 
less vulnerable than the huts of the poor. It may be that 
the incompetence of the Haitian government and the 
corruption in the highest circles bear some responsibility 
for the slowness of the reconstruction and the ongoing 
suffering of the people. It may be that the owners of the 
nuclear power plants in Japan had failed to inspect the 

plants over many years and hence left them technically 
vulnerable. Yet these and other human factors are minor. 
The catastrophes of Haiti and Japan are events of nature; 
there is no guilty party; there is no evil deed that can be 
blamed. At fault is the explosive potential of the earth. 

Are believers tempted to blame God for these disas-
ters? We tremble when we think of the state of mind of 
the surviving victims, surrounded by death and destruc-
tion, living in extreme discomfort and anguished by the 
delays of reconstruction. Will they keep their faith in 
God and experience consolation and strength? Having 
become used to the comfortable life, many of us fear 
that the immersion in this calamity would undermine 
our faith. A letter written to Douglas and Rhoda Hall 
by an elderly Japanese Christian couple, living near 
the disaster in Tokyo, reveals how important the bibli-
cal promise of life beyond death has become for them. 
Reports from Haiti show that people there pray. Jon 
Sobrino has observed that in the North, great disasters 
challenge believers. Many of them cease to believe in 
God. In the South, the massive suffering produced by 
such an event does not challenge the faith of the people, 
because God is their only friend. I believe a right reli-
gious response in the North and the South is prayers of 
lamentation, recited in churches or privately, modelled 
after the biblical Book of Lamentations, though leaving 
out the idea of God’s punishment and the expression of 
hatred for the enemy.

The religious issue is not raised in the contemporary 
secular culture. But I have suggested that people are 
deeply troubled by the catastrophes of Haiti and Japan 
because these events reveal to people the intrinsic insta-
bility of the planet earth. Writing before these events, 
Susan Neiman thought that secular people would not 
be deeply touched by natural disasters. This may not be 
true. I have suggested above that the ecological move-
ment has produced confidence in the self-regenerative 
power of nature and looks at human activities as the 
sole source of the present environmental crisis. Yet the 
earthquakes of Haiti and Japan have shattered this con-
fidence, revealing the intrinsic vulnerability of the earth, 
its explosive potential, its capacity of self-destruction, 
and its untrustworthy character. 

1  Gregory Baum, “Jewish and Christian Reflections on Divine 
Providence,” Signs of the Times (Novalis, 2007), 87–106.

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of Theology at McGill University.
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Theology in Quebec and the Ecclesiology of Vatican II
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal

Since the theology produced in French Quebec is 
not well known in the rest of North America, I have 

started to write a book on the topic. Here is an excerpt 
from the introductory chapter. This excerpt focuses on 
the ecclesiology of Vatican II.

To understand the Catholic theology in Quebec since 
the beginning of the 1960s, one must be aware of the cul-
tural impact of the Quiet Revolution and appreciate the 
ecclesiology of Vatican Council II, which recognized as 
an inheritance of the Patristic age the relative autonomy 
and creativity of the local Church.

The Second Vatican Council acknowledged that the 
Catholic Church—that is to say, the Church universal 
united under the Roman Pontiff—is in fact a Church 
made up of churches in communion with one another. 
The Catholic Church is not an ecclesiastical realm in 
which the local or regional Churches are ecclesiastical 
provinces governed by bishops who derive their author-
ity from the Pope. According to Christus Dominus, 
the conciliar document on bishops, “Bishops exercise 
their episcopal office, received through episcopal con-
secration, in communion with and under the supreme 
authority of the supreme pontiff.” Bishops receive their 
pastoral authority sacramentally. Their churches, we 
are told in Lumen gentium, the conciliar document on 
the Church, are embodiments of the Church of Christ. 
Particular churches are portions of this one Church; 
they actualize or render present this one Church in their 
regions. The conciliar documents state this point clearly, 
even if they do not emphasize it or explore its implica-
tions. Here are three brief texts on the topic from Lumen 
gentium. 

Within the Church particular Churches hold a 
rightful place; these Churches retain their own 
traditions, without in any way opposing the pri-
macy of the Chair of Peter, which presides over the 
whole assembly of charity and protects legitimate 
differences, while at the same time assuring that 
such differences do not hinder unity but rather 
contribute toward it. (n. 13)

The Individual bishop is the visible principle and 
foundation of unity of his particular Church, fash-

ioned after the model of the universal Church. In 
and from such individual Churches there comes 
into being the one and only Catholic Church. 
(n. 23)

This Church of Christ is truly present in all le-
gitimate local congregations of the faithful which, 
united with their pastors, are themselves called 
Churches in the New Testament. For in their local-
ity these are the new People called by God, in the 
Holy Spirit and in much fullness. (n. 26)

Christus Dominus offers the same teaching. It makes 
the additional point that the bishop’s task is to adapt the 
Christian message, making it relevant to the issues and 
problems that preoccupy the local congregation. This is 
an allusion to a pastoral approach that is subsequently 
referred to as the “inculturation” of the gospel message. 
As Christus Dominus says,

The bishops should present Christian doctrine in a 
manner adapted to the needs of the times, that is to 
say, in a manner that will respond to the difficul-
ties and questions by which people are especially 
burdened and troubled. They should also guard 
that doctrine, teaching the faithful to defend and 
propagate it. In propounding this doctrine they 
should manifest the maternal solicitude of the 
Church toward all men whether they be believers 
or not. With a special affection they should attend 
upon the poor and the lower classes to whom the 
Lord sent them to preach the Gospel. (n. 12)

The expression “adapt” or “adapted preaching” needs 
clarification. As it stands, it could be interpreted as a sur-
render to the dominant culture. The need to rethink and 
reformulate the gospel in response to the cultural condi-
tions of a particular Church is expressed more clearly in 
the conciliar document Gaudium et spes. 

From the beginning of her history the Church 
has learned to express the message of Christ with 
the help of the ideas and terminology of various 
philosophers, and has tried to clarify it with their 
wisdom. Her purpose has been to adapt the Gospel 
to the grasp of all as well as to the needs of the 
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learned … Indeed this accommodated preaching 
of the revealed Word ought to remain the law of 
all evangelization. For thus the ability to express 
Christ’s message in its own way is developed in 
each nation. At the same time there is fostered 
a living exchange between the Church and the 
diverse cultures of people. To promote such an ex-
change, especially in our days, the Church requires 
the special help of those who live in the world, are 
versed in different institutions and specialties, and 
grasp their innermost significance in the eyes of 
both believers and unbelievers. With the help of 
the Holy Spirit, it is the task of the entire People of 
God, especially pastors and theologians, to hear, 
distinguish and interpret the many voices of our 
age, and to judge them in the light of the divine 
Word, so that revealed truth can become more 
deeply penetrated, better understood and set forth 
to greater advantage. (n. 44)

Recent studies and findings of science, history 
and philosophy raise new questions which effect 
human lives and demand new theological inves-
tigations. Within the requirements and methods 
proper to theology, theologians are invited to seek 
continually for more suitable ways of commu-
nicating doctrine to the men and women of their 
times; for the deposit or the truths of faith are one 
thing and the manner in which they are enunci-
ated, in the same meaning and understanding, is 
another. In pastoral care, sufficient use must be 
made not only of theological principles, but also 
of the findings of the secular sciences, especially 
of psychology and sociology, so that the faithful 
may be brought to a more adequate and mature 
life of faith ….

May the faithful live in close union with the other 
people of their time and may they strive to under-
stand perfectly their way of thinking and judging, 
as expressed in their culture. Let them blend new 
sciences and theories and the understanding of 
the most recent discoveries with Christian moral-
ity and the teaching of Christian doctrine, so that 
their religious culture and morality may keep pace 
with scientific knowledge and with the constantly 
progressing technology. Thus they will be able to 
interpret and evaluate all things in a truly Christian 
spirit. (n. 62)

These are remarkable paragraphs. They ask Catholics 
to be in dialogue with their culture, learn from the sci-
ences and the wisdom of their age, evaluate these many 
voices in the light of God’s Word, and detect in their 
culture insights that help them express the Catholic faith. 
“Accommodated preaching of the revealed Word,” we 
are told, “is the law of all evangelization.” Catholic truth 
is one, but its presentation is multiple. Each nation, we 
are told, must proclaim the one truth in a manner that 
allows its people to grasp and practise it. 

This accommodated preaching involves bishops, 
theologians, and the people. Bishops are looking for 
a more effective pastoral ministry, theologians reread 
the scripture and study the wisdom of the age, and the 
people have religious experiences that guide their lives 
in the society to which they belong. In this manner, 
the gospel comes to illuminate the culture of a society, 
and its humanistic values become part of Catholicism 
in that place. An obvious example is the response of 
the Vatican Council to the secular achievements of hu-
man rights. The Council discerned in the ambiguity of 
modern culture human rights and freedoms as values in 
keeping with the gospel, and, relying on new theologi-
cal insights, it integrated these values into contemporary 
Catholicism. 

In subsequent papal teaching, this pastoral pro-
cess was called “inculturation.” In the encyclical 
Redemptoris missio, John Paul II defines inculturation 
as “the incarnation of the Gospel in native cultures and 
also the introduction of these cultures into the life of the 
Church.” Another version of this definition in the same 
encyclical is “the intimate transformation of authentic 
cultural values through their integration in Christianity 
and the insertion of Christianity in the various human 
cultures.” This creative development is brought about by 
the interaction of the bishops, the theologians, and the 
people. This dialogue is recommended by the Council.

The theologians of Quebec have taken this call “to 
accommodate the preaching of the Word” with utmost 
seriousness. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of Theology at McGill University.
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A Statement on Proclamation and Dialogue
The following statement on the Church’s mission, published in January 2010, was produced cooperatively by the  
World Council of Churches, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, and the World Evangelical Alliance.

Preamble

Mission belongs to the very being of the church. 
Proclaiming the word of God and witnessing to 

the world is essential for every Christian. At the same 
time, it is necessary to do so according to gospel prin-
ciples, with full respect and love for all human beings.

Aware of the tensions between people and com-
munities of different religious convictions and the 
varied interpretations of Christian witness, the Pontifical 
Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID), the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) and, at the invitation of 
the WCC, the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), met 
during a period of 5 years to reflect and produce this doc-
ument to serve as a set of recommendations for conduct 
on Christian witness around the world. This document 
does not intend to be a theological statement on mission 
but to address practical issues associated with Christian 
witness in a multi-religious world.

The purpose of this document is to encourage churches, 
church councils and mission agencies to reflect on their 
current practices and to use the recommendations in 
this document to prepare, where appropriate, their own 
guidelines for their witness and mission among those of 
different religions and among those who do not profess 
any particular religion. It is hoped that Christians across 
the world will study this document in the light of their 
own practices in witnessing to their faith in Christ, both 
by word and deed.

A basis for Christian witness
1. For Christians it is a privilege and joy to give an 

accounting for the hope that is within them and to do so 
with gentleness and respect (cf. 1 Peter 3:15).

2. Jesus Christ is the supreme witness (cf. John 
18:37). Christian witness is always a sharing in his 
witness, which takes the form of proclamation of the 
kingdom, service to neighbour and the total gift of self 
even if that act of giving leads to the cross. Just as the 
Father sent the Son in the power of the Holy Spirit, so 
believers are sent in mission to witness in word and ac-
tion to the love of the triune God.

3. The example and teaching of Jesus Christ and of 
the early church must be the guides for Christian mis-

sion. For two millennia Christians have sought to follow 
Christ’s way by sharing the good news of God’s king-
dom (cf. Luke 4:16-20).

4. Christian witness in a pluralistic world includes 
engaging in dialogue with people of different religions 
and cultures (cf. Acts 17:22-28).

5. In some contexts, living and proclaiming the gospel 
is difficult, hindered or even prohibited, yet Christians 
are commissioned by Christ to continue faithfully in 
solidarity with one another in their witness to him (cf. 
Matthew 28:19-20; Mark 16:14-18; Luke 24:44-48; 
John 20:21; Acts 1:8).

6. If Christians engage in inappropriate methods 
of exercising mission by resorting to deception and 
coercive means, they betray the gospel and may cause 
suffering to others. Such departures call for repentance 
and remind us of our need for God’s continuing grace 
(cf. Romans 3:23).

7. Christians affirm that while it is their responsibility 
to witness to Christ, conversion is ultimately the work of 
the Holy Spirit (cf. John 16:7-9; Acts 10:44-47). They 
recognize that the Spirit blows where the Spirit wills in 
ways over which no human being has control (cf. John 
3:8).

Principles
Christians are called to adhere to the following prin-

ciples as they seek to fulfil Christ’s commission in an 
appropriate manner, particularly within interreligious 
contexts.

1. Acting in God’s love. Christians believe that God 
is the source of all love and, accordingly, in their wit-
ness they are called to live lives of love and to love their 
neighbour as themselves (cf. Matthew 22:34-40; John 
14:15).

2. Imitating Jesus Christ. In all aspects of life, and 
especially in their witness, Christians are called to fol-
low the example and teachings of Jesus Christ, sharing 
his love, giving glory and honour to God the Father in 
the power of the Holy Spirit (cf. John 20:21-23).

3. Christian virtues. Christians are called to con-
duct themselves with integrity, charity, compassion and 
humility, and to overcome all arrogance, condescension 
and disparagement (cf. Galatians 5:22).
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4. Acts of service and justice. Christians are called 
to act justly and to love tenderly (cf. Micah 6:8). They 
are further called to serve others and in so doing to rec-
ognize Christ in the least of their sisters and brothers 
(cf. Matthew 25:45). Acts of service, such as provid-
ing education, health care, relief services and acts of 
justice and advocacy are an integral part of witnessing 
to the gospel. The exploitation of situations of poverty 
and need has no place in Christian outreach. Christians 
should denounce and refrain from offering all forms of 
allurements, including financial incentives and rewards, 
in their acts of service.

5. Discernment in ministries of healing. As an 
integral part of their witness to the gospel, Christians 
exercise ministries of healing. They are called to ex-
ercise discernment as they carry out these ministries, 
fully respecting human dignity and ensuring that the 
vulnerability of people and their need for healing are 
not exploited.

6. Rejection of violence. Christians are called to re-
ject all forms of violence, even psychological or social, 
including the abuse of power in their witness. They also 
reject violence, unjust discrimination or repression by 
any religious or secular authority, including the viola-
tion or destruction of places of worship, sacred symbols 
or texts.

7. Freedom of religion and belief. Religious free-
dom including the right to publicly profess, practice, 
propagate and change one’s religion flows from the very 
dignity of the human person which is grounded in the 
creation of all human beings in the image and likeness 
of God (cf. Genesis 1:26). Thus, all human beings have 
equal rights and responsibilities. Where any religion is 
instrumentalized for political ends, or where religious 
persecution occurs, Christians are called to engage in a 
prophetic witness denouncing such actions.

8. Mutual respect and solidarity. Christians are 
called to commit themselves to work with all people in 
mutual respect, promoting together justice, peace and 
the common good. Interreligious cooperation is an es-
sential dimension of such commitment.

9. Respect for all people. Christians recognize that 
the gospel both challenges and enriches cultures. Even 
when the gospel challenges certain aspects of cultures, 
Christians are called to respect all people. Christians are 
also called to discern elements in their own cultures that 
are challenged by the gospel.

10. Renouncing false witness. Christians are to 
speak sincerely and respectfully; they are to listen in 
order to learn about and understand others’ beliefs and 
practices, and are encouraged to acknowledge and ap-
preciate what is true and good in them. Any comment 
or critical approach should be made in a spirit of mutual 
respect, making sure not to bear false witness concern-
ing other religions.

11. Ensuring personal discernment. Christians are 
to acknowledge that changing one’s religion is a decisive 
step that must be accompanied by sufficient time for 
adequate reflection and preparation, through a process 
ensuring full personal freedom.

12. Building interreligious relationships. Christians 
should continue to build relationships of respect and 
trust with people of different religions so as to facilitate 
deeper mutual understanding, reconciliation and coop-
eration for the common good.

Recommendations
The Third Consultation organized by the World 

Council of Churches and the PCID of the Holy See 
in collaboration with World Evangelical Alliance with 
participation from the largest Christian families of 
faith (Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Evangelical and 
Pentecostal), having acted in a spirit of ecumenical co-
operation to prepare this document for consideration by 
churches, national and regional confessional bodies and 
mission organizations, and especially those working in 
interreligious contexts, recommends that these bodies:

1. Study the issues set out in this document and where 
appropriate formulate guidelines for conduct regarding 
Christian witness applicable to their particular contexts. 
Where possible this should be done ecumenically, and 
in consultation with representatives of other religions.

2. Build relationships of respect and trust with 
people of all religions, in particular at institutional 
levels between churches and other religious communi-
ties, engaging in on-going interreligious dialogue as 
part of their Christian commitment. In certain contexts, 
where years of tension and conflict have created deep 
suspicions and breaches of trust between and among 
communities, interreligious dialogue can provide new 
opportunities for resolving conflicts, restoring justice, 
healing of memories, reconciliation and peace-building.

3. Encourage Christians to strengthen their own 
religious identity and faith while deepening their knowl-
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edge and understanding of different religions, and to 
do so also taking into account the perspectives of the 
adherents of those religions. Christians should avoid 
misrepresenting the beliefs and practices of people of 
different religions.

4. Cooperate with other religious communities en-
gaging in interreligious advocacy towards justice and 
the common good and, wherever possible, standing 
together in solidarity with people who are in situations 
of conflict.

5. Call on their governments to ensure that freedom 
of religion is properly and comprehensively respected, 
recognizing that in many countries religious institutions 
and persons are inhibited from exercising their mission.

6. Pray for their neighbours and their well-being, rec-
ognizing that prayer is integral to who we are and what 
we do, as well as to Christ’s mission.

*

Commentary by Gregory Baum 
This statement on the Church’s mission is the product 

of ecumenical cooperation and, for this reason, is open-
ended: it lacks clarity and fails to resolve the conflict 
between proselytism and dialogue. The statement does 
not recognize that today the churches must reflect on 
their mission in the historical situation of the present 
world—a world that is deeply divided by hostilities, 
conflicts and competing interests, and violent actions, 

in which religion sometimes plays a role. The statement 
does not recognize that the Church’s mission in colonial 
and postcolonial territories had a political and economic 
subtext that still affects the histories of these areas today. 
In many of these parts, the Church must make a choice 
between proclamation and dialogue, that is between 
convert-making and peace-making. The present state-
ment allows the churches to go on doing what they 
have done in the past. If they want to convert Jews and 
Muslims to the Christian faith, they can justify this by 
citing this statement. The statement gives no assurance 
to the followers of the world religions that it is safe for 
them to dialogue with Christians, for the friendly talk of 
the latter may be inspired by the wish to make converts. 
Nor does the statement acknowledge that the major 
Christian churches in Europe and North America have in 
fact decided not to preach the gospel to the recent immi-
grants of another faith. Instead, the churches encourage 
their members to respect the religion of the immigrants, 
protect them against popular prejudices, and help them 
to feel at home in their new location. The great question 
that Christians ask themselves today is whether religious 
pluralism is a fault line of history to be lamented, which 
will eventually be overcome, or whether it is a gift of 
God, revealing the transcendent divine plenitude, for 
which we should be grateful. That is the practical ques-
tion for which Christians seek a clear answer. 

Ecumenist SUMMER 2011.indd   19 11-08-08   16:51



20 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 48, No. 3  Summer 2011

Mark Braverman on Jews and Palestinians
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal, Québec 

In Fatal Embrace (Synergy Books, Austin, TX, 2010), 
Mark Braverman, a Jewish religious thinker, severely 

criticizes contemporary Christian exegetes and theolo-
gians who have learned, after the Holocaust, to honour 
Jews and contemporary Judaism. In his foreword to 
this book, the well-known biblical theologian Walter 
Brueggemann admits that Braverman has persuaded him 
to rethink certain ideas expressed in his book The Land, 
published in 1975. Since Braverman addresses Christian 
theologians, his book deserves attention and calls for a 
response. 

Marc Braverman is an American Jew, brought up in 
his synagogue as an ardent believer in Judaism, which 
included commitment to Zionism. Over the last decade, 
as a result of frequent visits to Israel and Palestine, he 
has come to question the Zionist idea. This has been a 
painful experience for him, since Zionism was a dimen-
sion of his religious faith. Yet, seeing with his own eyes 
the oppressive conditions inflicted upon the Palestinians 
in the occupied territories and their institutional mar-
ginalization in the State of Israel, this Jewish thinker 
has become convinced that Zionist politics has nothing 
to do with Judaism, as it violates the Jewish religious 
commitment to justice, compassion, and the reduction 
of human suffering.

At first Braverman thought he was alone in the North 
American Jewish community. In Fatal Embrace, he 
names the large Jewish organizations that promote 
unanimity in the Jewish community and try to influence 
public opinion and American foreign policy. He relies 
on the research done on the so-called Israeli Lobby (68). 
Yet he soon discovers other Jewish religious thinkers 
and Jewish political scientists who criticize or even 
repudiate Zionism in their books and articles. He intro-
duces the reader to this growing literature. 

Braverman is tormented by the question of how the 
State of Israel and the majority of Israelis have come to 
embrace political policies of domination and exclusion. 
He is troubled by the discovery that members of his 
own family in Israel refer to Palestinians with words of 
contempt, which for him are an echo of the racist dis-
course regarding Blacks used decades ago in the United 
States. Braverman arrives at the conclusion—a highly 

problematic one, in my opinion—that the majority of 
Israelis support the politics of oppression because they 
believe that the Jews are God’s chosen people, that they 
are superior to others, and, in particular, that God has 
promised them the land of Palestine. Braverman argues 
in Fatal Embrace that to render possible a peaceful co-
existence of Jews and Palestinians in the Middle East, 
the Jews—his own religious community—must give up 
the belief that they are God’s chosen people. Jews must 
reject what he calls “Jewish exceptionalism.”

The theological attack developed at greater length in 
Fatal Embrace is directed against the churches and their 
theologians who have, since the Holocaust, come to rec-
ognize the ongoing validity of God’s covenant with the 
Jews, thus—Breverman thinks—legitimating Zionism 
and betraying the Palestinian people.

Braverman studies the work of Christian scholars 
such as Walter Brueggemann, Rosemary Ruether, and 
Paul Van Buren, who recognize the present validity 
of God’s covenant with the Jews and thus, by impli-
cation, the divine right of the Jews to the land of the 
Palestinians. Braverman acknowledges that in her later 
work, Rosemary Ruether has changed her mind in this 
regard. What arguments, he asks himself, have persuad-
ed theologians and their churches to acknowledge the 
continued chosenness of the Jewish people? His reply 
is that these churches have widened their understanding 
of Christ’s work of universal redemption, now includ-
ing in it the people of the old covenant. In Braverman’s 
terms, Christians have extended their own exceptional-
ism to make room for the exceptionalism of the Jews. 
He protests against this approach. The Christian idea of 
divine election, he argues, is as dangerous as the Jewish 
one, for both are obstacles to universal solidarity and the 
peaceful acknowledgement of religious pluralism. As he 
wants Jews to give up the idea of their divine election, 
so he wants Christians to give up the idea of Christ as 
universal redeemer. 

At the end of Fatal Embrace, Braverman pleads with 
Christians and Jews to stand together for justice in the 
Middle East and to raise their voices, supporting the right 
of Palestinians to self-determination and urging Israelis 
to understand themselves more modestly as a people 
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without special privilege. Since these critical voices are 
still excluded from the mass media, Braverman begs the 
Christian churches to become vocal participants in this 
movement. He provides a list of Jewish and Christian 
organizations in the United States that denounce the 
occupation of Palestine and extend their solidarity to 
Israelis and Palestinians. 

Before responding to the challenge of this book, I 
wish to express my respect for the author, for the moving 
account of his personal experiences, and for his commit-
ment to the Jewish virtues of justice and compassion. I 
confine my critical reflections to three issues.

1. I do not share Braverman’s idea that the policies of 
Israel in regard to the Palestinians are based on religious 
grounds. They have been produced by a plurality of 
political considerations, such as the security of Israel, 
which is surrounded by peoples who regard its presence 
as an invasion; the defense of a Western-style culture 
that is deemed superior against the culture of the Arab 
world; a colonial approach to the native Palestinians; an 
expansionist intent to make room for a growing popula-
tion; and the problematic character of a State that wants 
to be both ethnic and democratic, a model the West had 
come to reject. Among these and other factors may well 
be the belief in the divine promise of the Land; but be-
cause this is not the principal cause, Braverman’s central 
argument is not persuasive. 

2. Braverman’s idea that the belief of the Jews in 
divine election implies that they regard themselves as 
superior to non-Jews is highly questionable. He claims 
that he was taught this interpretation of election as a 
teenager in his synagogue. Yet he did not do any research 
into the several ways in which this election has been 
interpreted in the Jewish tradition. The prophets in the 
Hebrew Scriptures held that the divine election of the 
people of Israel summoned them to give witness to God 
before the world and become advocates of truth and jus-
tice. Chosenness here implies rendering a service to the 
whole of humanity. There may well be Jews who think 
that, having been divinely chosen, they are superior to 
other people, but it is not clear why Braverman regards 
their idea as the correct interpretation, especially since 
he himself acknowledges that God has appointed the 
Jews to do justice in the world.

He writes, 

Five times in Deuteronomy, in Moses’ final 
address to the Israelites, he repeats the divine com-
mandment to remember “that you were slaves in 

the land of Egypt,” and five times in his command-
ment to keep the Sabbath, to help an indentured 
servant to regain self-sufficiency, to share holiday 
feasts with the poor, to seek justice for the stranger 
and orphan and to leave produce in the fields for 
the landless to glean. The social justice imperative 
is at the core of the Jewish tradition. (312) 

It is therefore quite unclear why Braverman asks the 
Jewish people to abandon the belief in their divine elec-
tion. What he really wants, it seems to me, is for the Jews 
to recover the authentic understanding of their chosen-
ness as a service rendered in God’s name. 

Braverman’s protest against Christian exceptionalism 
as an obstacle to universal solidarity demands careful 
reflection. The churches have been willing to face this 
hurdle only since the Holocaust and the collapse of 
Western colonialism. Rereading the Scriptures in this 
new situation, several of them, including the Catholic 
Church, have come to recognize that God has embraced 
the whole of humanity in Jesus Christ, a divine gesture 
that summons Christians to universal solidarity, begin-
ning with the weak, the poor, and the despised. 

3. Braverman argues correctly, I think, that the 
churches and their theologians who recognize the abid-
ing validity of God’s covenant with the Jews have failed 
to clarify how they interpret God’s promise of the Land. 
In his foreword, Walter Brueggemann admits that when 
writing his book The Land in the 1970s, he did not re-
alize that the divine promise of the Land was used in 
Israel’s political rhetoric, nor did he ask himself how this 
religious claim sounded to the ears of the Palestinians. 
This naïveté, Brueggemann writes, was shared by many 
exegetes and theologians at that time. Now he insists that 
God’s promise of the Land may not be used to legitimate 
the humiliation of the Palestinian people. 

It is worth remembering that, according to Yacov 
Rabkin’s A Century of Jewish Opposition to Zionism, 
an important current of Jewish religious thought has in-
terpreted the return to the Land in eschatological terms: 
this return will not be the result of a political struggle, 
but God’s own doing at the end of time. That is why 
the Jewish liturgy celebrated in Jerusalem today still 
intones, “Next year in Jerusalem.” 

Braverman’s observation is correct: most churches 
and theologians who cultivate dialogue with the Jews 
and respect their faith in divine election have not reflect-
ed on how their involvement is seen by the Palestinians 
in the occupied territories and the Jewish State. 
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During Vatican Council II, the Arab bishops were ill 
at ease with the draft document de Judaeis, prepared by 
the Secretariat of Christian Unity chaired by Cardinal 
Bea. The Arab bishops feared that recognizing the 
Jews as God’s chosen people would be understood in 
political terms by Arab governments and could well 
cause problems for Arab Christian communities. During 
the Council, I worked as a theologian (peritus) at the 
Secretariat of Christian Unity. I remember that we were 
greatly surprised by the reaction of the Arab bishops. In 
composing the draft document, we never thought about 
the realities of the Middle East. At that time, the Vatican 
had not even recognized the State of Israel. Still, Cardinal 
Bea sent his acting secretary, Johannes Willebrands, to 
visit the Arab countries and explain to their governments 
that the conciliar declaration on the Jews had a purely 
religious meaning, correcting the hostile discourse of 
the past that had caused great Jewish suffering. To make 
this argument more persuasive, we changed the words of 
the draft document that could be interpreted politically: 
for instance, “Israel” became “the house of Jacob” and 
“Egypt” “the land of bondage.” Yet Mark Braverman is 
correct: we did not discuss among ourselves what our 
new approach to the Jews and Judaism would mean to 
the Palestinian people. 

Many years later, Palestinian Christians found their 
own voice. In 1990, the Palestinian Christian theo-
logian Naim Ateek founded the ecumenical Sabeel 
Centre in Jerusalem to develop a liberation theology 
for Palestinians and promote dialogue with Israelis who 
love justice. Because the Sabeel Centre stood for non-
violence and negotiation, he called his first book Justice 
and Only Justice. Today, chapters of the Sabeel Centre 
exist in many parts of Europe and North America. 
Braverman is acquainted with this Christian movement 
and in his book recommends it to the churches. 

While I do not share the theological proposals of 
Fatal Embrace, I have sympathy for the author’s an-
guish and respect for his carefully researched book. 
With him I support a movement in North America of 
people who love justice—including Jews, Christians, 
Muslims, and secular men and women—that demands 
the end of the occupation and the right of Palestinians 
for political self-determination.

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of Theology at McGill University.
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Finding a Balm in Gilead
By Sandra Beardsall
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon
Marilynne Robinson, Gilead. New York: HarperCollins, 2004, 256 pp.

I tend to be wary of the clergy one encounters in fic-
tion. There seems to be nothing so entertaining, 

from Chaucer’s nasty Pardoner on down, as a fallen 
cleric. The pleasure I took in the novel Gilead, then, 
may stem partly from relief. John Ames, minister of a 
Congregationalist church at Gilead, Iowa, has made it to 
age 76 without descending into addiction or committing 
any obvious sexual peccadilloes, without going mad, 
and without losing his faith. Of course, one might ask, 
where’s the story in that? Which is part of the genius 
of Marilynne Robinson’s 2004 Pulitzer Prize–winning 
novel: with stunning prose she creates a compelling 
character who simply does what clerics are intended 
to do. He observes, articulates, and mediates grace and 
faith in the parish where he is planted. 

Robinson’s narrative is subtle. In the guise of a me-
andering reminiscence, it features a complex of nested 
plots. In the first person, John Ames pens a 247-page 
“letter” in 1956 to his unnamed seven-year old son, the 
child of Ames’ unexpected second marriage after the 
long ago death of his first wife in childbirth. Born in 
1880, Ames is now ill with a heart condition. Realizing 
that his son will grow up without him, Ames leaves the 
boy a memoir by way of testament. The present evokes 
memories; the memories are interrupted by the present, 
in a seeming ramble. 

But we are in fact going somewhere. Numerous re-
lationships unfold in the course of the novel: the father/
son/sibling bonds of the narrator’s wild-eyed abolition-
ist clergy grandfather, pacifist clergy father, and atheist 
brother; Ames’ deep devotion to his somewhat mysteri-
ous young wife and son; and Ames’ lifelong friendship 
with the neighbouring Presbyterian minister, “old” 
Boughton, whose apparently wayward son, Jack, has 
been named after John Ames himself. Similar questions 
swirl around all these characters. What secrets lie in the 
shadowed corners of their histories? Which of them is 
reliable, both as a witness to their times and as a person 
in John Ames’ life? What became or will become of 
them?

As the novel unfolds, Robinson’s intentions for the 
Reverend John Ames become clearer. In a life that 
reaches back, through his grandfather, to the 1830s, and 
ahead, through his young son, to the present day, Ames 

offers us a richly poetic lens through which to view 
a century and a half of tumultuous American history: 
war, plague, boom, and bust. It is an epoch that ends, 
deliberately, before the next tumultuous era of Vietnam, 
civil rights, and liberation movements, yet manages to 
prefigure all of them. 

Puritans of old used the word “grave” to describe 
a good Christian—a person of serious and thoughtful 
demeanour, deep and sincere. John Ames is charmingly 
grave. He has taken to heart the response to the first 
question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “What 
is the chief end of man?” “To glorify God and to enjoy 
God forever.” Ames indeed has an aim: he looks for, 
and finds, glory, transcendence, in every part of life. His 
discoveries flow gently through the prose: observing 
two young grease monkeys horsing around at the local 
garage (5); recalling his childhood act of baptizing a lit-
ter of feral kittens (21–23); describing his grandfather’s 
Greek New Testament, soaked in a river during a Civil 
War retreat (90). He muses on the “sacred mystery” in 
sorrow (137); the radiant prairie dawn; and the “preve-
nient courage that allows us to be brave.” (246)

By reclaiming—to the public approbation of many 
North American Calvinists—what she sees as the deep 
humanism embedded in Calvinist theology, Robinson 
takes on both the militant atheism and the religious 
fundamentalism that contend for the right to write 
American history and to shape the national myth. The 
carefully rambling recollections of John Ames engage 
both sides of this battle. We encounter both a profoundly 
religious—indeed, Calvinist—mindset and a searing 
critique of American triumphalism, enfleshed in the 
shabby folk and the musty church buildings of a small 
Iowa town. 

John Ames has refused to leave Gilead, despite his fa-
ther’s fleeing to easier pastures and his atheist brother’s 
advice that the town is a backwater. Instead, he reflects, 
“To me it seems rather Christlike to be as unadorned 
as this place is, as little regarded.” (246) The Reverend 
Ames has indeed found a balm in Gilead. His testament 
hints that perhaps if people stopped awhile in this place 
of little regard, they, too, might find something to soothe 
the sin-sick national soul.  
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